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Chapter 1

Tam Lambert

It’s strange, what you look past in a normal day – the big picture you don’t see, while you’re busy focusing on all the little things that seem to matter in the moment. Good hair, an outfit that looks just right, a green light ahead when you’re in a hurry to make an appointment, a short line at Starbucks, a straight shot down the fairway in a game of golf, a smile from a cute guy in the parking lot. You rub your life like Aladdin’s lamp, and magic floats out in little clouds. It works time after time after time. You never stop to consider that there could be a day when a charmed life isn’t charmed anymore. At that point, the wishes become prayers, and you hope against hope that God will take up where the wishing lamp left off.

The summer I turned eighteen became the summer of unanswered prayers. I was hoping that, since the lease was up on the hand-me-down MINI Cooper I’d been driving, there was a new car in the works for my birthday – a combination getting-ready-for-college and welcome-to-adulthood present. And maybe a surprise party – something Hawaiian themed, out on the patio, with floating tiki torches in the pool, grass skirts and coconut bras, and a caterer filling the cabana with fruit baskets carved out of watermelons, perfect for early July. Instead, I got a phone call letting me know that my stepmother had rammed her Escalade into the front doors of the Baby Bundles upscale resale shop while delivering a load of gently worn or still-had-tags-on-them kiddie clothes. The accident wasn’t her fault. It was the stilettos that did it.

Such things are to be expected from a thirty-four-year-old woman who takes the kids to playgroup in high heels, studies future plastic surgery options, and shortens her name to Barbie, because she looks like a life-size version of the doll. If the nickname fits, then wear designer shoes with it, was generally Barbie’s theory.

The emergency phone call was from the nanny. She wanted me to know she was off work in fifteen minutes, and if someone didn’t show up at home before then, she’d be leaving los niños with la tía loca – the crazy aunt.

The crazy aunt, Aunt Lute, was part of my summer of unanswered prayers, which made sense, considering that Aunt Lute claimed not one prayer in her life had ever been answered the way she wanted. She’d pause after she said that, and contemplate the deeper meanings, her eyes the violet-gray of an iris bloom drying in the sun. Then she’d punctuate the sentence in one of two ways. Either, The best things in life hide around the blind corners, or, Watch out for small favors, Tamara Lee. The first was an invitation, the second a warning. One ended with a wild laugh, the other with tears pooling in the corners of her eyes and fanning into the wrinkles, like twin rivers flowing into estuaries before being lost in the ocean.

It was impossible to know which one of those assessments of life she really subscribed to. But then, that was Aunt Lute. Crazy as a March hare, which was how she ended up living above our garage after being evicted from a house stacked floor to ceiling with stuff that was fit only for the trash. In a family prone to burning the candle at both ends and dying young, Aunt Lute was a record setter at seventy, and the only old person I’d ever been around for any amount of time. Not that Aunt Lute was your typical old person. She didn’t bake cookies, or tell family stories, or knit afghans. After having spent her life working a mindless factory job and caring for a now-deceased handicapped brother, she seemed to have traded her real past for several dozen fantasy lives she made up as she went along. My father, fifteen years her junior, was her only financially stable relative, and probably the one person with a place big enough to put the crazy aunt at one end and still stand to live in the other.

I didn’t mind Aunt Lute’s being there, really. I did my best not to be home, and aside from that, there was the fact that Aunt Lute’s presence irritated my stepmother. Aunt Lute’s memory wasn’t good, in terms of the recent past, so half the time she didn’t have a clue who Barbie was, which drove Barbie nuts. The four blond-haired in vitro munchkins running around the place were a complete mystery to Aunt Lute, as well. It was news to her that my real mother was off in Ecuador with a mission group led by our ex-pastor, and my father had a thirty-four-year-old wife with a ticking-like-a-time-bomb biological clock that had so far resulted in Mark and Daniel, then Landon, and finally baby Jewel, who was just now getting old enough to cast worried looks at la tía loca.

Tempting as it was to pretend I hadn’t gotten the nanny’s phone call, so as to continue with the golf lesson I didn’t really want to take, I couldn’t quite convince myself to do it. Leaving the Fearsome Foursome home with Aunt Lute amounted to child endangerment in any number of ways. Considering that even the nanny couldn’t handle them – the kids or Aunt Lute – there was no telling what might happen in the time it could take for a tow truck to extricate Barbara’s SUV from the jaws of Baby Bundles, and then bring her, and what remained of the vehicle, home. Left to their own devices, the Four would tear the house down brick by brick, then throw the bricks at one another, while Aunt Lute stood in the backyard in her artist’s smock, painting pictures of the sky, or wandered the house tipping all the framed art slightly off square, or sat in her room pecking away on her typewriter, composing memoirs of fantastical events that had never happened.

My bugging out of the lesson ticked off the golf coach, of course. He was the best money could buy, and not accustomed to such utter disregard. He told me I needed to get my priorities straight. ‘You want to keep that college scholarship, you’ve got to put in the time,’ he said, and then he went on to lecture me about competition, and how not everyone was fortunate enough to get a University of Texas golf scholarship, and how my father had most certainly called in every favor he’d ever been owed, and blah, blah, blah. Meanwhile, my fifteen nanny minutes were ticking away like the countdown on a detonator. ‘It’s the flippin’ University of Texas,’ Coach reiterated, and he gave me a narrow-eyed look that more or less indicated I was a slacker. ‘Talent’s not enough. Hard work beats talent when talent doesn’t work hard, Lambert. Considering your father’s reputation on the football field, you’d think you’d know that. Your dad wasn’t the biggest guy in the NFL or the one with the most natural talent, but he gave it everything he had. That’s what made him a great quarterback. You might . . .’

More nanny minutes rushed by while he lectured me about responsibility and the debt I owed my coaches, my father, Highland Park, and the golf club. Now probably wasn’t the time to tell him I was still trying to figure out how to confess to the world that the golf scholarship to UT was my father’s dream, not mine. Since Barbie’s brat pack was too young for collegiate sports, I was, athletically speaking, the family’s only hope, at least until the munchkins got older. But what I really wanted to do was take a year off and spend it bumming around the youth hostels of Europe with my best friend, Emity. Em’s parents didn’t think there was a thing wrong with postponing college in order to discover the world.

When Coach came up for air, I told him about Barbie, and the fender-bender, and the stilettos. Coach had seen Barbie chasing one of the Four down the fairway at our last tournament, so I guess he got a pretty accurate picture. He laughed so hard he had to yank off his hat and fan himself to keep from passing out. When you’re a fifty-five-year-old man who’ll never be able to afford a thirty-four-year-old wife, it probably feels good to know someone else’s sugar baby just wrecked the Escalade.

He was still laughing when I grabbed my bag and headed for the parking lot. No doubt the Barbie story was about to become lively conversation at the pro shop.

By the time I got home, the nanny was standing in the driveway with her tote bag in one hand and Jewel dangling under her arm like a chubby-cheeked Beanie Baby. I got the nanny rundown in ten words or less, in a mixture of two languages: The oldest three kids were locked in the backyard play area, the baby needed a diaper change, and la tía loca . . . Leaving the sentence unfinished, the nanny rolled her eyes heavenward and flipped her hand in a motion like a bird taking flight. Then she shoved the baby into my hands and snorted so hard I felt spray on my arm.

Hiking her tote bag onto her shoulder, the nanny told me to remind my father that she hadn’t been paid in three weeks; then she hurried to her vehicle, glancing nervously back at the house, like a horror-movie actress escaping the lair of alien possession. Only when she’d reached her car and planted one foot inside did she bother to tell me that Barbie had called, and that sometime during the fender-bender excitement, Barbie had felt like she was sueño, as in passing out, and the shop owner had taken her to el doctor. I was stuck with the brat pack until whenever Barbie felt better, or my father came home from his office, which was usually sometime around midnight, after he figured the Four had finally worn down and lost consciousness on the furniture somewhere.

No wonder the nanny was peeling away from the curb like an Indy driver leaving the pit. She was scared to death of being stuck in the insane asylum all night.

Whimpering, Jewel stretched her chubby arms toward the retreating nannymobile, as if she didn’t want to be marooned here without a responsible adult. No doubt even a seven-month-old could tell I was in no way qualified to take charge. Aside from that, I had plans tonight, which hardly included acting as zookeeper for a bunch of rug rats. Sometimes life could be seriously unfair.

I went inside, put Jewel in the high chair with some Cheerios, and started calling everyone I could think of – Barbara’s friends, everyone on the Barbie babysitter list, the teacher from Mark and Daniel’s preschool, the lady who kept the nursery at church, even a couple of my old schoolmates who were desperate for some money their parents didn’t know about. Nobody wanted to come over and take on the sibs. Around our neighborhood, the Four were legendary, which was saying something, considering that our neighborhood specialized in highly indulged showcase kids, and made no apologies for it.

Through the French doors, I watched the three boys while I opened yet another address book, looking for anybody else I could call to take over. The book was old – from the bottom of the stack. There were entries in my mother’s handwriting – friends, old coaches and dance teachers, the PTO president from seven years ago. My mother was vice president then. It seemed strange that you could be vice president of the PTO one year, and heading off to Ecuador with a mission group the next. But that was my mother. When she was into something, she went all the way. My mother was The Purpose Driven Life in a good pair of running shoes.

Outside, Mark and Daniel were using the climbing rope to scale the wavy yellow slide on the playscape. They knew they weren’t allowed to do that. The rope, in fact, was supposed to be wrapped around the beam overhead and tied there, so they couldn’t get it down. The last time they rope-scaled the slide, Daniel had ended up in the emergency room getting four stitches in his curly blond head.

I stood at the door, trying to decide whether to grab Jewel and take her with me, or leave her where she was while I went out to save lives in the play yard. Jewel was almost through pushing Cheerios off the tray and watching them bounce across the tile. She had a bored, tired look that said, Look out. I’m gonna blow. When Jewel got wound up, she could literally scream and wail for hours, and nothing would stop her. The pediatrician said she had some digestive issues. My father said she took after Barbie, but he didn’t say that within earshot of Barb, of course.

Outside, Daniel was halfway up the slide. Mark and Landon had picked it up from the bottom and were shaking it, either giving Daniel a ride or trying to knock him off. With the brat pack, there was a thin line between good clean fun and murderous intent. If I’d ever acted like that when I was little, my mother would have put me in the time-out chair until my rear end took on its shape, but since I’d been an only child, there wasn’t much incentive for me to compete in any way.

Yanking open the French door, I hollered, ‘Cut it out!’ The boys, of course, ignored me completely and shook the slide harder. In the high chair, Jewel jerked her head up, looked around the kitchen, and let out a wail.

Daniel stumbled sideways on the slide, caught himself on one foot, and teetered there, clinging to the rope. My body tensed as I waited for him to swing through the air, careening toward the nearest solid object. He’d end up in the emergency room right next to his mother.

‘Cut. It. Out! Get down!’ I screamed out the door, but it didn’t do any good. The sibs were used to Barbara hollering, nannies yelling, the white noise of one another, and Aunt Lute occasionally popping in with an outburst unrelated to anything. Loud sounds and sudden displays of emotion meant absolutely nothing to them.

I heard Aunt Lute’s squeaky pink house shoes come down the stairs and cross the living room as I was trying to undo some new plastic thing that was holding the screen door closed – Barbara’s latest attempt at child safety. As the Four had grown in size and dexterity, efforts to keep them locked either inside or outside had turned my father’s house into a Fort Knox of the latest kid containment devices.

Perfume and pink chiffon floated by as Aunt Lute shuffle-squeaked into the kitchen, where Jewel was howling like a banshee and trying to push her way out of the high chair. Aunt Lute passed by on her way to the sink, seemingly oblivious.

‘Can you get her?’ I snapped, grabbing the screen door with both hands and throwing my weight against the child lock. ‘Aunt Lute, can you get her?’ Glancing over my shoulder, I took in Aunt Lute’s weird combination of fluffy pink housecoat, slippers, and a poufy bathing cap that looked like something from I Love Lucy.

Calmly filling her glass, she swiveled my way. ‘Whose is she?’ It was impossible to tell whether Aunt Lute was asking a question or making a point, as in, Whose problem is the screaming baby? Certainly not mine.

Which was exactly how I felt about it. However, blood was about to be drawn in the backyard, and I really didn’t want that on my conscience. Technically, those were my father’s children, flesh of my flesh, even if my father rarely crossed paths with them.

‘Barbara wrecked the Escalade again.’ Yanking a jelly-covered butter knife off a plate on the counter, I prepared to commit mayhem on the child lock. It was either kick down the screen door, or let Mark and Landon assassinate Daniel. He was hanging on to the rope and the slide now, tossing out threats and preschool potty words in a growl-shriek that sounded remarkably like my stepmother’s.

‘Barbie had to go to the . . .’ I paused to wedge the knife into the plastic lock in an attempt to pop it loose. ‘. . . stupid . . . doctor.’ If it didn’t give in the next thirty seconds, and Jewel didn’t shut up, I was going to go crazy. I really was. Tomorrow, no matter what, I wasn’t coming home. I was telling everyone I had a late lesson, and then I was spending the night someplace else. Anyplace. Anywhere that wasn’t a flippin’ nuthouse for munchkins.

I smelled Aunt Lute’s perfume, and a whisper of chiffon tickled my arm. ‘This way,’ she said nonchalantly, then slipped a finger around the jelly knife and pressed some mysterious, invisible switch. The plastic security loop popped loose so suddenly it shot across the room.

I slid the door open and ran across the yard, pointing the drippy jelly knife at the boys like a weapon. ‘Cut it out! Right now! Mark! Landon!’ They were unfazed, of course, and kept shaking the slide right up until I got to the playscape and started grabbing little body parts. I got Daniel first, because he was the one in mortal danger. Yanking him off the rope, I stuck him on the platform above the slide, then went after Mark, since sending his twin brother to the hospital had probably been his idea.

Mark dropped his side of the slide and ran. The slide fell, knocked Landon down, and landed on his leg. Landon let out a howl. On the playscape, Daniel seized a plastic bat and ran down the slide, pinching Landon’s leg and causing him to scream bloody murder. Daniel hit the ground running and went after Mark with the bat, hollering, ‘Doo-doo, dookie poop face! I’monna mop you!’ Mark tripped over Barbie’s cat, the cat squalled, and Daniel caught up, then whacked both his brother and the cat with his weapon of choice. The cat screeched, retreated, and ran for her life, looking for a hole in the play area fence.

Dragging Landon from under the slide, I set him on his feet, swiveled toward the other boys, and yelled, ‘Cut it out!’ Again.

The pool gate alarm went off. I wanted to scream right along with it.

From the corner of my eye, I caught Aunt Lute’s pink housecoat fluttering against the iron gate. When I turned to look, she was entering the water in her swimsuit and bathing cap, the squeaky pink slippers still on her feet. She held Jewel in one arm. Naked. My mind flashed to a picture of la tía loca drowning the baby. ‘Aunt Lute, wait!’

The bloodcurdling tone of my voice attracted the boys’ attention. All three froze instantly, looked at the pool, then ran to the play yard fence, grabbed the iron bars, and stuck their faces through, suddenly captivated.

‘Why’za Jewee swim?’ Landon babbled, his three-year-old voice suddenly sweet and inquisitive, and his blue eyes wide beneath fluffy blond curls.

In the pool, Jewel gurgled happily and kicked her feet as Aunt Lute dipped into the water just enough to cover the baby’s legs, then bounced up again.

‘Why’za Jewee swim?’ Landon repeated. He followed me through the play yard gate and across the lawn, while the other boys stood at the fence, fascinated by the sight of la tía loca and the baby. In the pool, the diaphanous puffs of pink fabric on Aunt Lute’s bathing cap caught the late-afternoon light, giving her a sunny rose-colored halo as she bounced up and down with the baby, both of them giggling.

I remained cautiously silent until I’d made it to the pool fence, just in case la tía loca had completely lost it this time, in which case I’d need to dive in and rescue the baby. Opening the pool gate, I held Landon off and stepped inside by myself. ‘Aunt Lute, what are you doing?’

She bounced in a semicircle until she was facing me. Her violet eyes were bright in this light, reflecting long rays of evening sun. ‘Come on in. The water is lovely.’ Fanning a hand across the surface, she altered the shape of the light, causing it to bend and dance. Jewel babbled and flapped her arms in appreciation, then wanted to touch the water herself. Aunt Lute leaned her over so that Jewel could reach. Holding my breath, I moved a step closer to the edge.

‘Aunt Lute, I think we’d better get out of the pool,’ I suggested cautiously. ‘Barbara’s not home.’ Once upon a time, I would have gladly gone in for a swim, but I hadn’t been in the pool during daylight hours since the twins got old enough to walk. After that point, I couldn’t go into the pool, or anywhere else, without them hanging all over me. Taking a swim meant getting stuck with babysitting duty while Barbie took advantage of the time to bleach her roots, or arrange her shoes, or whatever else was pressing on her agenda. It was easier to go swim at Emity’s house.

Aunt Lute smiled and bounced Jewel up and down in the water again. ‘Everyone can come in.’ She nodded toward Landon, and then the terrible twosome hanging on the play yard fence. ‘Let’s all go for a swim.’

Well, this is it, I thought. La tía loca has finally snapped. She’s lost it completely. Squatting down, I reached over the water. ‘Here, I’ll take the baby inside.’

Aunt Lute’s gaze lifted slowly, locked onto mine in a way that would have seemed entirely lucid, if not for the fluffy hat, the pink slippers, and the naked baby. ‘Let’s have a swim,’ she repeated. ‘It will be good for them.’

I shook my head, trying to figure out how to get the baby away from Aunt Lute without jumping into the water and getting my golf togs all wet. If I got wet, I’d have to change clothes, and there was no telling what the sibs would be into while I was up in my room. ‘They don’t have suits on. I’m not even sure where their suits are.’ Barbara probably took them to the resale shop so she could buy new ones.

The corners of Aunt Lute’s mouth twitched upward, forming half-moon wrinkles under her sunlit eyes. ‘Let them swim in their shorts. We’ll hang the clothing over the fence when we’re finished.’

‘Barbara’ll have a cow.’ The boys were wearing some kind of matching Baby Gap stuff that looked like it’d never even been washed before.

Aunt Lute checked the yard. ‘I don’t see any Barbara.’

I laughed, and la tía loca nodded, smiling slyly. Every once in a while, I had the feeling that Aunt Lute was a fox in a sheepskin, not nearly as out to lunch as she pretended to be.

‘The water tires them out,’ she said. ‘They become so exhausted’ – pausing, she yawned and stretched her free arm – ‘they can’t help falling asleep. Just like little angels.’

All of a sudden, Aunt Lute and I were on the same wavelength, and her point was as clear as the water in the pool. The Four were at their best when they were asleep – their puffs of curly blond hair like rays of curving light against the pillow, their cheeks red, and their lips pursed into tiny Cupid’s bows.

‘Come on, guys. We’re going swimming,’ I said, and headed out the pool gate to spring Mark and Daniel from the play yard. Landon trotted along behind me, and when we retrieved the twins, everyone was so happy about going swimming that nobody smacked, bit, or pushed anybody on the way across the yard.

I stripped off the boys’ shirts, put water wings on Landon’s arms, grabbed a swim diaper for the baby, and the pool party commenced. Aunt Lute showed the boys a few maneuvers she’d learned in some imaginary life as a synchronized swimmer in Vegas. The twins could swim like fish, so they weren’t too bad at the aquabatics. It kept them entertained, anyway, and by the time we dragged everyone out of the pool well after dark, the sibs were so tired they barely made it through peanut butter and jelly sandwiches before passing out in front of a Disney movie. I carried the boys to their beds, and then put the baby in her crib. At the bottom of the stairs, Aunt Lute and I gave each other a high five.

‘Glorious evening,’ she pronounced. ‘Princess Stephanie loved to swim, as well. She had beautiful golden hair, and the softest brown eyes, just like yours.’ Making a motion to illustrate flowing locks, Aunt Lute smiled, then turned away and headed for the bonus room over the garage, her wet slippers leaving twin slug trails on the tile.

No telling who Princess Stephanie was.

‘Good night, Aunt Lute,’ I called after her.

‘Good night, Princess.’ She finger-waved over her shoulder as she disappeared around the corner, adding, ‘I’ve some dry underwear in the laundry room.’

Still contemplating the weirdness that was Aunt Lute, I cleaned up the sandwich crusts on the bar, then went to the living room, turned off the Disney movie, and flipped through the cable channels.

My father was on channel forty-three in one of his ‘We take shabby homes’ commercials. He was wearing a cheesy Superman suit, and his favorite advertising partner and former second-string fullback, Randy Boone, was dressed as Superboy with dreadlocks. They were rescuing some lady from back taxes she couldn’t afford on a house that needed costly repairs. My father gave her a market estimate and made her a purchase offer in twenty-four hours or less. And solved all her problems. Behind them, the house changed in an instant, going from shabby blue with a weed-filled yard to a bright, clean Householders yellow. Another derelict property rehabilitated by Householders, television magic, and my dad’s superpowers, as easy as one, two, three.

From outside, the glow of headlights panned into the front room, traveling from one end to the other as a car rounded the circle drive on the way to the garage. I changed the TV channel in case it was my father pulling in.

Lately, he hated those commercials.


Chapter 2

Sesay

They are interesting to watch – the people. They move in the same patterns each day, but some things are always different. Their clothes change. The clothes whisper as they pass, telling the stories of the people. I can hear them, because I remain very still and listen the right way. My grandfather taught me long ago, as we walked far across the burned country the soldiers had left behind, all the way to the shore. He told me of the story children, and how they became scattered over the world. Then he put me on a boat with my auntie, and let me go.

The boat was old, and it was packed body-to-body, and the waves pushed over it, but there wasn’t water enough to drink. Auntie died on the boat, but I did not. I came here, to a new place. I think I am from Haiti. I think I am the boat people, but I cannot say for certain. I can tell many stories much better than I can tell my own. I think most people are this way.

Sometimes I share the stories with the storyteller. I go into her shop, where the sign says Book Basket. I know this, although I cannot read it. The storyteller will trade a book for a good story, and sometimes she will trade a doughnut, as well. I come early, while there may yet be a doughnut in the bag on her shop counter. Sometimes I share an old story, and sometimes I tell the stories the clothes have told me about the people. Today, there is another yellow house on Red Bird Lane. It was pink, but they’ve painted it yellow. There are four others like it on the same street.

I tell this to MJ at the Book Basket, and she is not pleased. ‘Householders!’ She snorts, her nostrils going wide. ‘They’ll have control of the whole neighborhood before long. Tear it down and put up more stinking condos.’ Her eyes get hard as hearth coals then, and her lips pull back, showing her teeth white against coffee-bean skin. Her skin is dark like mine, but much prettier. She has beautiful teeth, as well. White like linen. I think it must be wonderful to have lovely teeth. But mine are not, so I hold my smile on the inside.

‘It was pink – the house,’ I say, and MJ nods.

‘I know that place,’ she replies. ‘It belonged to the woman who started the Summer Kitchen in the church. Her uncle built that house a long time ago.’ She points across the road to the old white church. I know the Summer Kitchen, of course. I go there for lunch some days. MJ tells stories to the children after the meal, and I think one day I may help her, if I have a mind to.

‘A woman should not sell the house her family built,’ I tell MJ, and I think of my father’s home. My mind must stretch very hard to go there. ‘Not to the yellow-house people.’

MJ frowns again and pushes long, thin braids over her shoulder. Three of them have fallen forward. Most often she keeps them wrapped in a turban, but not today. Today she wears her hair down, and I know why. I can hear the man working in the back portion of her building. She sells that space to him – the big area that was once for repairing automobiles – but as far as I can see, he never comes into the store to talk to her. He keeps to himself, as do I.

‘Sandra Kaye didn’t want to let go of the house,’ MJ tells me. ‘Her mother sold it out from under her, oh . . . a couple months ago. Just before you came to the neighborhood, I guess. Sandra Kaye wanted to run the Summer Kitchen there, but after the house sold, she had to move the free lunch café to the church building instead.’

‘It’s bad to have a mother like that, a selfish mother,’ I say. I cannot remember my own mother well, but I have a good feeling when I imagine her. I see her on the veranda of my father’s big house. She opens her arms, and calls to me, and smiles. I think it must have been very hard for her to send me away with my grandfather when the soldiers came to take my father’s house.

‘Yes, it is,’ MJ agrees, and her eyes tell me a bit more about her. She understands what I have said about mothers.

The man in back makes a noise. He drops something metal – most probably a can of paint – and it echoes through the vast, empty space there. MJ turns an ear to it.

‘People moved into the new yellow house this morning,’ I say. ‘A young woman, and a man, and two little boys. They look like him.’ I point toward the door, so she will know I speak of the man in back. His hair is long and dark, and he ties it with a leather thong when he works on a painting. He looks like the Indian chiefs on the old television shows at the Broadberry Mission down the road. ‘He went to the house and helped to carry in the heavy furniture. I saw him there.’

‘Hmmm . . .’ MJ’s eyes dart toward another metal sound. ‘I’ll have to ask him about it.’ But I know she won’t. She never disturbs the painting man. The artist. He is an artist, truly. Like the ones who painted the pictures that hung on my father’s walls.

‘It’s bad that they have moved in there,’ I tell MJ. ‘They are nice people. I can tell. And they are friends of his.’ I indicate the man again, the painter. Through the small square of glass in the door, I can see the top of his head, his dark hair flowing long and loose today, like a horse’s forelock. ‘He should not allow his friends to move into a yellow house. A Householders house.’ Perhaps he is not aware that those houses tell a bad story; as far as I can see, the man does not often go around the neighborhood. He paints here, and then goes to the place where he lives, a few blocks away on Blue Sky Hill, where the mansion homes are. His home is not a mansion. It is atop someone else’s garage.

‘I’ll warn him about it,’ MJ replies. Both MJ and I know what happens to people in those yellow houses. ‘I hope they haven’t signed anything.’

I back away from the counter, because the talk of signing papers weaves my stomach tight, like a basket drying in the sun. People make you sign a paper so they can take away your soul. I know this.

I go to the front of the store and quickly pick out a book from the many stacked on the shelves. ‘I will take this one today,’ I say, and hold it up. I like the picture on the front.

MJ nods. ‘They’re starting another evening class at the church. Three nights a week.’ She adjusts the pad of paper on her desk and pretends to be searching for a pencil, so as not to look at me. She knows I cannot read the book. The class at the church will be about reading, of course. She has told me before.

‘I like this book,’ I say, and give her a little smile. One that doesn’t show my teeth. When the book has pictures, you do not need to read the words to hear the story.

MJ holds up the white bag that has been waiting on her desk. ‘Don’t forget your doughnut, Sesay.’

I come back to the counter and pinch the bag between my fingers, then tuck it into the pocket of my big brown coat. I haven’t taken it off this morning, but I will when I go outside. It is hot here, even in the mornings. ‘Remind me to tell you about the children of Story Mouse,’ I say to her. ‘I was thinking of that today.’

‘I will.’ She looks at me with interest, which causes me to like her even more. Most people cannot see me. Outside, I am invisible for hours at a time.

The man drops something in the back room again, and MJ looks away.

‘Warn him about the yellow house,’ I tell her.

‘I will,’ she answers. ‘Have a good day, Sesay.’ She waves as I go out the door. I allow myself the real kind of smile, once my back is turned. I am invisible now, anyway.

Because no one can see me, I sit under the tree by the fence to eat my doughnut and look at my book. From there, I can watch through the big garage door into the place where the Indian chief is working. He is painting something large – just beginning it with a thick brush, in bold shapes of brown and green. He leaves white space that looks like mountains as he lays the colors on the canvas. He does not know I am watching him, as I often do. I like to see the picture take life.

It tells a story, and stories are something I keep. I am a storyteller, like my grandfather.


Chapter 3

Shasta Reid-Williams

If you drove by it on the street, it wouldn’t stand out much. It was just a little house, like all the rest on the block. Maybe it was in better shape than a lot of places on Red Bird Lane. It had actual flowers in the flower beds – not just dandelions, Bermuda crawlers, and thistles, but plants somebody planted. The windows weren’t plastered with tinfoil and old sheets, and the place had a fresh coat of paint, even if it was road-stripe yellow. There were a couple more homes down the street painted the same ugly color, like a highway department truck had lost a fifty-gallon barrel of paint, and the neighbors found it and divvied it up. Nobody’d do their house in neon yellow unless the paint was free.

‘It’s our signature color,’ the salesman had said when Cody made some rude joke about the paint job, while we were looking at the house. ‘Sort of like a calling card. It lets people know we’re working in the neighborhood, cleaning up these old places, and helping young families like yours step off the rental roller coaster with no down payment. Why throw away your hard-earned money when you can be the master of your very own castle. Am I right?’ He sounded like the commercial that came on, like, every half hour during the daytime soaps, and late at night on the stations that showed stuff like fishing shows and car chop jobs, stuff only Cody would watch.

It was the commercials that first gave me the idea. After catching them about a bazillion times while we were stuck in an apartment where I couldn’t let the kids go outside because there were lowlifes around and police sirens going off all the time, one of the Householders commercials mentioned the Blue Sky Hill area, and I knew it was a sign from God. Blue Sky Hill was close enough to where Cody needed to be for his training with the Dallas Police Academy, and Terence Clay lived there. He was a distant cousin of Cody’s, and the only person we knew in Dallas. Even if he was an artist, and, well, kind of weird, he was Choctaw, like a lot of folks from back home – like Cody and me. Whether they know each other real well or not, Choctaw folk stick together, especially once they get out into the real world, outside Pushmataha County, where members of the Tribe are thick as gnats on a bull’s back. Here in Dallas, as far as I could tell, there was us and Terence, which made us family.

The Householders commercial said no money down, and you didn’t even have to have great credit. I started to think, Maybe we really can get a house. A real house. The kind that doesn’t have wheels on it. Back home in Hugo, Oklahoma, we’d moved out of a rental house and bought a trailer, but it wasn’t really like owning our own place.

The trailer was set up out behind Cody’s parents’ barn, and even with no lot rent, we got so upside down on the payments, we made a deal to let the trailer go back to the bank when we moved to Dallas so Cody could get in with the DPD.

After I saw the Householders commercials, I started to think about our possibilities. We’d been planning to hold off the house hunting until after Cody got his big graduation bonus for finishing the police academy, but with a no-money-down loan, it seemed like we could do it now. We figured it all up, and even with payments on our new-used pickup, and what we still owed on old debts, and credit card payments, we could swing it. We drove out to Blue Sky Hill, surprised Cody’s cousin, and found our house. The Householders program made it all so easy, you’d have to be an idiot to keep wasting your money on rent.

All of a sudden, everything was perfect, and there we were, standing on the curb of our first honest-to-gosh house, with all the furniture moved in, and the papers tucked away in the footlocker Cody bought at an army buddy’s yard sale. Home at last.

‘We did it,’ I told Cody, and put my arm around him while Benjamin and Tyler ran across the yard and slipped under the porch behind an oleander bush on the corner. They’d found that spot while we were moving the furniture in, and they had big plans to make a fort there.

‘I guess we did.’ Cody didn’t sound as happy as I wanted him to be. Houses aren’t such a big deal to a guy, I guess.

‘It’s ours. Our first real house.’

Underneath my arm, his ribs expanded and deflated in a big ol’ sigh. He was all muscle now. For months, he’d been jogging and doing extra push-ups with the kids sitting on his back so he’d be in shape for the DPD physical fitness requirements. ‘Guess so.’

I looked up at him, and I could see our house, tiny like the pictures in a locket, reflected in the dark centers of his eyes. ‘Try not to sound so excited about it.’ It was just like him to be all macho about everything and spoil the fun. It was like he thought that’s how the man of the family oughta act – just like his daddy, who was the manager at the lumber mill back home, and about as much fun as having a cavity drilled.

‘I’m excited.’ Cody spat out the words with his lips in a tight, straight line.

‘Yeah, sure. You sound real excited.’

He went stiff under my arm and shifted away a little so our sides weren’t touching anymore. ‘I said I’m excited.’

‘Well, could you show it a little bit?’ The complaint snapped out sharp as a rubber band popping, and then I was sorry. I didn’t want us to fight, especially not today. ‘You don’t have to be all police business here, you know. This is home. This is our place. You can just be my Cody-boy.’

Back in high school, Cody was the biggest goof-off there was. He was always doing something stupid to get a laugh, which drove me nuts. I wanted him to act more grown-up so Mama and my brother would like him better. Now that Cody was all about being the serious, frowny-faced Dallas police gonna-be, I missed the fun guy.

‘Sorry.’ He pasted on a big, stupid smile, and leaned so close to my face that his eyes were meeting in the middle. ‘This better?’

I giggled, of course. He knew I would. ‘You’re such a fart.’ Grabbing his chin, I squeezed hard, then pushed his face away.

‘I know.’ He grinned again, and we stood looking at the house some more.

‘I wish Mama could see the place.’ As soon as I said it, I knew I shoulda kept my mouth shut. Bringing up my mother would only throw a wet blanket on our big day.

Cody’s face went straight. ‘I don’t think you wanna know what your mother’d say about this. She’s still griping because we let the trailer go back to the bank, remember?’

I nodded, and I didn’t mention Mama again. She was mad at Cody and me for leaving Hugo and moving to Dallas in the first place, and if she knew we’d jumped into buying a house before Cody was even through the academy, that would just be one more thing for her to rise up on her hind legs about. She’d give me a great big financial speech, and tell me we didn’t have any business taking on a house loan until we’d paid off every single credit card, and saved up an emergency fund, and blah, blah, blah. Just thinking about it made me queasy, and I was queasy enough already.

‘We’ve gotta do something about that oleander bush,’ I said, when the boys squirmed out from under the porch and took off for the backyard. ‘Take it out, I guess.’

Cody pulled back and squinted at me. ‘Why? It looks good there. I bet it’s been there forever.’

I took in the plant, thinking that it most likely had been there a long time. Branches had grown through the porch railing and all in the lattice underneath, so that it seemed like part of the house. The first time we came to look at the place, I’d caught the sweet smell of it the minute we got out of the car. It was sad to think of killing it.

‘They’re poisonous,’ I said.

‘What are?’

‘Oleander bushes. They’re poisonous.’

Cody’s chin jerked, and he spit out that little ‘Khhh!’ sound I couldn’t stand. Like I was making it up or something. ‘My mom had those all over the yard, and none of us got poisoned.’

‘Well, you guys probably didn’t happen to eat any of it, Cody.’ I hated it when he acted like he was Mr Big Daddy who knew everything, and I was the little nincompoop who got pregnant right out of high school.

‘So we’ll tell the boys not to eat it.’ His shoulders went up and down, like it was that simple. Just tell kids not to do something, and they wouldn’t. Where’d he been for the last five years of Benjamin’s life, and the last three years of Tyler’s? Oh, yeah – hanging out at the deer blind with his daddy, or out four-wheeling and fishing with the guys he worked with at the county sheriff’s department. He didn’t have a clue what it was like to be home with the boys all the time. Whenever Cody was supposed to babysit, his mama was right there to do all the work, and Cody sneaked off to the backyard with the bird dogs, or ended up in the barn doing some project for his daddy.

‘You have to baby-proof everything when you’ve got kids around, Cody. They try stuff out when you’re not looking.’

He snorted softly. ‘They’re not babies. It’s not like they walk around picking junk up and putting it in their mouths.’

Heat crawled over my back and made a muscle go spastic at the base of my spine. I reached around to rub out the cramp. What with getting the furniture into the house and then taking the boys down to Chuck E. Cheese to celebrate, this was feeling like a long day. I wanted to go inside, curl up on one of the mattresses still on the floor, and go to sleep, but there was lots to get done yet. ‘You never know what they’ll do. It’s not worth having a poisonous bush in the yard.’

Cody stuck his arms out and posed like he was a sci-fi robot about to take on the bush with his death ray. ‘Evil Plant of Death. Must destroy.’

‘That’s not funny, Cody.’ He was only putting on the goofy act to get me off his case. If I left it up to him, that bush would still be there six months from now, but the freezer would be stocked with fish fillets, as soon as he found a place to drop a line in the water. ‘I don’t want that plant there, okay?’

‘The boys aren’t gonna eat the plant.’

‘I mean it. I’ll chop it down myself if I have to.’ Cody gave me a weird look, and I knew he was trying to figure out why I was pushing so hard. I couldn’t exactly tell him it wasn’t the boys I was worried about. It was the new baby. The one that would be showing up in about eight months, give or take. Cody didn’t know about the baby, and I hadn’t figured out how to tell him without starting a meltdown. Telling Mama the next time I talked to her would be even worse. She’d have a conniption so big you’d be able to see it hanging in the sky over southeastern Oklahoma, like a wall cloud.

Cody lowered his death-ray fist and gave me his confused look, like there was some ridiculous woman thing going on in my head. He crossed his arms over his chest. ‘What the heck is wrong with you all the sudden? I thought we were celebrating the new house. Happy-happy, remember? Havin’ a good time.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with me.’ When you tell him, you have to make it sound like you got pregnant on accident. If he thinks you did it on purpose, he’ll be so mad, he’ll never get over it. ‘I just want you to help do things with the house. You can’t spend all your time either at the academy, or crashed out on the sofa, or looking for someplace to fish. We have to get the house ready.’

An eyebrow hung low over one dark eye. ‘Ready for what?’

The baby. Our baby girl. ‘Just the kids and stuff. It’s an old house. There’s things that aren’t safe for kids in an old house – like plugs, and we need to check for lead paint, and take care of the cords on the blinds, and put batteries in the smoke detectors, and things like that.’ Maybe you should just go ahead and tell him. Right now, while he’s happy, and his mind’s on the house.

He’ll never believe you didn’t do this on purpose. He’ll know, and he’ll know why you did it, too . . .

‘You watch too much TV.’ He tipped his head toward the sound of the boys playing in the backyard. Tyler was squealing, and Benjamin was hollering something about Pokémon. Any minute now, they’d be in a fight. ‘I grew up in an old house.’ Lifting his arms, he turned his hands palms up, as in, And look at the wonderfulness of me.

‘Yeah,’ I said, smirking at him. He could be such a smart-aleck. ‘Exactly.’

He smacked himself in the chest and coughed out a breath like I’d taken a shot at him and he was catching the arrow where it went in. Not likely, since Cody was tough as leather and just about as easy to make a dent in. ‘Oh-ho! That’s it. Them’s fightin’ words.’

The next thing I knew, he’d scooped me up and tossed me over his shoulder.

‘Cody, put me down!’ I squealed, but of course he wouldn’t, and with him two hundred pounds of muscle now, I didn’t have a prayer of making him do anything. He twirled me in a circle, and I watched the grass, and the pecan tree, and the yellow house, and the brush along the creek next door, and the slide in the little kiddie park across the creek, all blend together into a swirl of color. I saw the oleander bush, and Tyler running around the corner of the house, his stocky legs pumping hard, his head a dark, fuzzy burr, like his daddy’s. He skidded to a stop and crossed his arms over his chest, just like someone else I knew.

‘Daddy, pud-a-Mama-down!’ he ordered, shaking a finger at us. Then I couldn’t see him anymore, because Cody spun me around and scooped up Tyler in his free arm, and we were bouncing along together, laughing.

I heard Benjamin come around the corner and complain, ‘Dad-deee!’ Grabbing my arm, Benji tried to pull me free, headfirst.

Cody stumbled sideways, and the thick smell of oleander filled my nose. I felt the leaves brush my arm.

‘Oh, no!’ Cody cried out. ‘It’s . . . it’s . . . the evil Bush of Death!’ He staggered backward, gasped his last, then collapsed to the ground just a few inches short of making a pancake of our oldest kid. The three of us landed in a pig pile, Benjamin jumped on top, and we rolled around, laughing and tickling and wrestling in the dried-up crust of last year’s oleander leaves. When the craziness died down, I turned onto my back, and Cody lay beside me, and we just stayed there, looking up at the corner of the house, and the pecan branches overhead, and the clear, blue summer sky. Our little piece of sky. Over our trees. Over our house.

The house that was worth everything it took to get here.

Next door, a window blind pulled back, and then fell into place again. Whoever the neighbors were, if they were watching, they probably thought we were nuts.


Chapter 4

Tam Lambert

It wasn’t the first time Barbie had wrecked the Escalade. It was just the first time I’d seen my father cry about it.

All of a sudden, I wished I hadn’t started the morning by trapping him in the game room and going off about my getting stuck with the Fearsome Foursome after Barbie’s fender-bender. It was just that I’d been ready to behead someone since last night, when I learned that Barbie wasn’t at the hospital, but with her massage therapist, Fawn, drinking wine and trying to recover from the trauma of crashing into the Baby Bundles. When she did come home, Barbie brought Fawn with her, and they uncorked a bottle of wine in our kitchen, so I couldn’t say what I wanted to. Barbie knew that, of course. She wasn’t always as blonde as she looked. Sometimes she actually thought things through. She had a little bruise on her cheek where she’d hit the steering wheel, and Fawn helped ice it while Barbie droned on about what a blessing it was that the kids weren’t in the car when it went crazy. Somehow, the wreck had become largely the fault of the vehicle, which was now sitting in the driveway with the front end crumpled on one side, and the grille hanging in pieces.

I left the kitchen, so as not to kick off World War III, and went up to my room and vented to Emity in a text message. Gonna bite someone’s head off tomorrow, I said before we signed off. Europe’s not even far enough away. So sick of this.

LOL, Emity ended. Spare the innocent children, K?

I sent her back a laugh, then went to bed. I dreamed about la tía loca. She was swimming in an Olympic-size pool with the sibs. They were wearing matching pink bathing caps with puffs of chiffon and furry pink slippers. The fur expanded underwater, so that their legs looked like Q-tips with pink ends as their feet fanned the water, sending strange currents swirling toward the surface. They were performing synchronized swimming maneuvers. Even the baby. The team made a pyramid with their legs, and Jewel was on top, holding an inner tube that looked like a giant Cheerio.

I actually woke up in a good mood, but halfway down the stairs, I caught the lingering scent of incense from Fawn’s visit last night, and I was mad all over again. I caught my dad in the game room and told him exactly how I felt about Barbara stopping off for a winefest and a whinefest with Fawn, while I was stuck home babysitting. ‘I can’t handle them. The nanny can’t even handle them. I didn’t ask you guys to have a bunch of kids no one wants to take care of.’

It crept into my consciousness that my father hadn’t moved or responded in any way, and that possibly he wasn’t even listening to me, but I was on a roll. I stabbed a finger toward the upstairs, where Barbie, blissfully asleep as usual, knew that the nanny would arrive at seven to wake up the sibs. After the morning tantrums and breakfast were taken care of, Barbie would descend below stairs to tackle the dressing and hair combing, thus bringing the pack to the level of cuteness required for playgroup dropoff at church. ‘I’m sick of everything being about Barbara. I’m sick of not being able to come home without her dumping kids on me. I’m sick of . . .’

The light from the window caught my father’s face suddenly, and there was moisture sparkling in his eyes. I’d never seen him cry. Even at my grandparents’ funerals, and the day my parents told me they were splitting up, my father had been as steady as Lincoln at the Memorial – stoic and thoughtful, with a pale patina of regret, as if he’d studied the mask that should be worn at such times. By watching, you could tell how he was supposed to feel, but not how he really did feel. He was a mystery, a cipher, but then, that was nothing new. His lack of accessibility, as my mother referred to it, was one of the reasons she left. She needed depth, meaning, connection. Being married to him was a starvation of the soul she could no longer endure, after twelve years. She was ready to spread her wings and fly, to do something that mattered, to be fulfilled.

I couldn’t really blame her. Even at eleven years old, I understood what she meant. It was painful to know that we didn’t fit into the larger equation, but I could relate to what she was saying. Before she was someone’s mom, someone’s wife, she was someone. She was a journalist working her way up through local news, which was how she met my father. Now she wanted to be someone again.

I wondered what she would think if she could see my father now, his hand clutched over the surgically implanted hairline that my mother thought was ridiculous, his fingers tightening into the skin of his forehead, his lips forming a thin line, trembling. His eyes were turned toward the window, two blue pools draining down his cheeks, where the skin was smooth and free of sun damage, thanks to the laser treatments at Barbie’s favorite spa. The skin-care package was a Christmas present, to let him know Barbie was thinking of his well-being.

My mother had responded with an Internet laugh when I told her about it. LOL. Guess she just realized he’s over fifty . . .

‘Dad?’ I whispered. The ground shifted under my feet, and I tried to catch my balance. Maybe something had happened to Barbie overnight – some sort of weird aftereffect of the accident. ‘Dad? What’s the matter?’

He sat unmoving until finally his lips parted, letting out a long draft of air. Trembling fingers combed his hair – the fuzzy part on top that didn’t look quite natural, and then the real stuff toward the back. He clutched it for a moment before his fist dropped into his lap. ‘You might hear some things today, Tam. At the country club, or just . . . around. You might hear some things. Don’t worry, all right? Just go about your normal day, and . . .’ His eyes slowly fell closed, and his head swayed as if he were falling asleep midsentence. When he looked up again, moisture clung to his lashes, turning them dark. They were thick, like the boys’. ‘It’s just a normal Thursday.’

An uncomfortable sensation crawled underneath my golf shirt, turned my neck hot and itchy. ‘It’s Friday,’ I whispered.

‘Right . . .’ he muttered. ‘Friday.’ His gaze slid back and forth across the fireplace, as if he were searching for something in the squares of white marble. ‘Almost the weekend. Nobody does business on the weekend.’ Chewing his bottom lip, he nodded, still scanning the wall, the darkness in his face easing slightly. ‘Nobody does business on the weekend.’

Crossing my arms over my chest, I shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable, uncertain. Something was wrong. This man heaped in the chair, babbling nonsense, his cheeks wet with tears, was not my father. My father was strong, silent, always on the cell phone, wrapped up in negotiations to take a partial interest in some business deal, in return for attaching his name to it. Anything attached to Paul ‘the Postman’ Lambert’s name and face was golden, even fifteen years after his playing career was over. My father was larger than life in every possible way.

‘Dad, what’s the matter?’ Maybe Barbie had stormed out again. Maybe they’d had a fight about the Escalade. ‘You’re scaring me.’ Surely he knew that Barbie wouldn’t really leave. Where could she go? Her family, whom she didn’t speak to anyway, lived in some backwater town in Louisiana, and none of her spa girls or her mothers’-day-out friends would take on Barbie and the Four.

Maybe my father’s meltdown was work-related – some deal gone wrong. He’d be on the cell phone like crazy for a day or two, and then this weird, weepy mood would blow over.

Would he really sit in the game room and shed tears about work?

Shaking his head, he cupped his fingers over his lips again. I heard the nanny coming in the kitchen door. In a few minutes, she’d start rousting the twins, and then the house would descend into the usual chaos. ‘You might as well tell me,’ I said. ‘If it’s going around at the club, you know I’ll hear it. Whatever it is, I can handle it.’ An affair. It’s probably an affair. Somebody strayed, and now word’s out. It’ll be a big scandal at church. ‘I’m not a child anymore.’

‘No,’ he murmured, his eyes falling closed again. ‘It’s just business. These things get blown out of proportion.’

‘Ohhh-kay, but what . . .’

The nanny walked by in the hall, and we waited for her to pass. ‘Hola,’ she called; then a string of Spanish drifted behind her as she continued down the hall.

‘She wants you to know you forgot to leave her check out last week. Counting this week, you’re three weeks behind.’

He nodded again. ‘I need to go talk to Barbara.’ Pushing himself out of the chair, he stood up and left the room. Overhead, dull thumps shook the ceiling, followed by the crash of something hitting the wall, then bansheelike howling. The sibs were awake.

I hurried to the kitchen to grab a bottle of water and a breakfast square, and make my escape before the Four moved downstairs. Outside, Aunt Lute was sitting in a reclining chair by the pool, her legs crossed yoga-style and her arms held out with her index fingers touching her thumbs, so that she looked like one of those goddess statues from India. The only thing missing was six more arms and a headdress. She was wearing white spandex exercise clothes with a Bahamas logo on the front. It looked like something out of Barbie’s closet – not a good choice for a seventy-year-old woman. Loose, wrinkled skin hung out everywhere, folded and bunched like yesterday
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