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Chapter 1


Sandra Kaye


Part of me says, It’s just a house. It’s wood, and brick, and stone, nails and tar paper, weathered red shingles, a few of which are missing now. It’s only a ramshackle old place that was never anything fancy.


With luck, developers will buy it and wait for revitalization to take over the block. A quick sale to a speculator would be the easiest way . . .


The voice that says this is logical. It makes sense. It’s only telling me what I already know.


Which raises the question of why those words are so hard to hear.


There’s another voice, one that’s smaller and quieter, timid yet persistent, like a child with something to say. This is more than a house. This is the past. Your past . . .


I’ve wondered time and again if those are the voices anyone would hear when saying good-bye to a treasured childhood place.


It’s nothing but a burden, I told myself as I stood in the driveway, waiting for the real estate agent to arrive. Maryanne was right. You should have done what she wanted. If I’d let my sister have her way, the house would have been put on the auction block, contents and all. In Maryanne’s view, the little bit it might bring wasn’t worth the effort of getting an agent and waiting for a buyer. It wasn’t as if Mother needed the money from her inheritance of the place. It wasn’t as if anyone cared what happened to Uncle Poppy’s house at all.


Anyone other than me. When the one person who always loved you the most dies a violent death, it’s hard to know what should come after. There is no road map for what should be done with the possessions left behind and the memories cut short. Mother had let the house languish for months on the premise that it wouldn’t look good to dispose of it while Poppy’s murder was still unsolved. Now that the Dallas Police Department had finally admitted the case might never be closed, six months became the socially acceptable benchmark. It was time to cut our losses, as Mother put it.


The words stuck in my chest, too hard to swallow even now that the real estate agent was on her way. The idea of tossing this place out like an empty shoe box seemed a betrayal of Poppy and Aunt Ruth, whose breath inhabited the fading pink house even now that the contents had been sold, the porches swept, the leftover junk piled at the curb. There was nothing more to do here but hang out a sign and let go. Yet the reality remained impossible to face. Standing in the drive, I expected that the front door would creak open, and Poppy would hobble out in his bowlegged shuffle. He’d smile, and wave, and tell me to come in for coffee. The last six months would be nothing but a bad dream, a nightmare from which we’d awaken all at once.


Turning from the door, I stared down the block. There was no way to be comfortable with the silence here, no way to make peace with the painful ending of Poppy’s life. I could go back a thousand times and wish I’d acquiesced when Mother and Maryanne wanted to move Poppy to a nursing home two years ago, after Aunt Ruth’s death, but wishing it wouldn’t change anything.


Checking my watch, I paced back and forth across the driveway. The real estate agent was a half hour late. Around me, the neighborhood had slipped into the filmy shade of evening, and even though it was warm, gooseflesh rose on my arms as a group of adolescent boys passed by on the sidewalk, their oversized shorts sagging beneath T-shirts in colors that were probably carefully selected to identify a group.


One of them kicked a plastic flowerpot from the edge of the estate sale rubbish pile. A flash of anger, hot and sudden, caused me to cry out, ‘Stop it!’ The boys turned my way, and I fell mute, staring at them. In a few years, would they be the ones jumping an eighty-nine-year-old man whose only mistake was to have cashed his social security check before dropping by the convenience store for a gallon of milk? ‘Leave that alone,’ I hissed, and hatred welled inside me. How dare those boys touch Poppy’s belongings. How dare they touch anything that had been his.


Shrugging, the closest one kicked the flowerpot again, then stepped around it and left it in the street. ‘Yeah, you in my neighborhood now, lady,’ he muttered with false bravado, and his friends laughed. ‘You betta take yo’ butt back home befo’ dark.’


‘Yeah, get in that Caddy and mojo on outa here,’ another added, then slipped in a string of expletives without venturing a glance back at me.


I stood by the driveway, trapped between good sense and a blinding need to confront them.


This isn’t the way, I told myself. They’re just boys. Just little boys trying to impress each other, trying to act like men.


Poppy had always loved the kids in the neighborhood. For years, he’d fixed their bikes, patched leaking tire tubes and aired up deflated basketballs, tack welded the wheels onto broken skateboards, wagons, and tricycles. He probably knew those boys when they were younger . . .


A new red Mustang passed them on the street, and they whistled at the blonde behind the wheel. She ignored them as she pulled into the driveway. ‘Kids,’ she said as she stepped from her car. A high, quick laugh punctuated the sentence, and she rolled her eyes in a way meant to indicate that the boys were harmless. ‘I heard they’re trying to get some summer programs started up to keep young people off the streets when school gets out.’


‘That’s good,’ I said, but I didn’t ask who they were. I didn’t care. I wanted to be done with this meeting, get in my car, go home, and put a diet frozen dinner in the microwave. Rob was working ER tonight, and Christopher would be out with friends, studying. They’d both get home late, the usual routine. It was easiest for all of us, a way to avoid the fact that Poppy wouldn’t be calling to check in, and Jake wasn’t in his dorm at Southern Methodist University, but somewhere on the far side of the world, searching for a birth family he didn’t know anything about.


Nothing was the way it was supposed to be. The little pink house shouldn’t have been dark and silent. Poppy and Jake should have been inside with a bowl of popcorn, watching the Rangers play ball and cheering so loudly their voices would echo into the front yard. The two of them had loved to watch baseball together almost from the moment we adopted Jake and brought him home from Guatemala. Jake, silent and scared in a universe of strangers, had instantly latched on to Uncle Poppy. We supposed Poppy looked like someone Jake knew before – a grandparent, perhaps, or a worker in the orphanage.


Jake was always Poppy’s favorite. Even after Christopher was born, there was still something special between Poppy and Jake. They never went more than a few days without seeing each other.


Now it hurt to remember that . . .


The real estate agent introduced herself, and we shook hands. My cell phone rang as she returned to her car to rifle through the backseat for paperwork.


I answered the phone, and Holly was on the other end. I should have known it would be her, checking to see how things were going. Over the years, we’d shared everything from pregnancies to caring for aging relatives. Together we’d celebrated all the major firsts of motherhood – first steps, first tooth, first day of school, first date, first car, first high school graduation. But now there was a vast, dark place we couldn’t inhabit together. Poppy’s death and Jake’s disappearance were on the fringes of every conversation, waiting to slip in like a fast-moving storm and throw dampness over everything.


‘Where are you?’ Holly never beat around the bush. She was quick and to the point, which made her great at managing a family and running a part-time catering business. ‘I just drove by. Your car’s been gone all afternoon. You’re not out at Poppy’s house alone again, are you?’


‘I’m meeting the real estate agent,’ I said, ignoring Holly’s need to be everyone’s caretaker. With six kids around the house, mothering came naturally to her. ‘I wanted to get the last of the yard sale junk out to the curb before she came. She’s here now, though.’


Holly coughed indignantly. ‘You should have called me. I told you I’d come with you anytime you need to go down there.’


‘I know you did, but there wasn’t much left to clean up – a few flowerpots, some picture frames and whatnot. I’m just going to leave those boxes of dishes in the cellar, and the big roasters. Whoever buys the place can deal with them.’


Holly wasn’t about to be sidetracked. ‘You shouldn’t go over to that house by yourself, Sandra Kaye.’ I knew Holly was serious when she used my full, properly Southern, double name.


‘It was broad daylight. Anyway, I thought the real estate agent would be here, but she was late.’ The truth was that Holly was probably right. Rob didn’t want me coming here by myself, either. The neighborhoods south of Blue Sky Hill hadn’t quite made the turn to revitalization yet. As the new residents uphill started neighborhood watch programs, put in expensive surveillance systems, and demanded greater police protection, the less savory elements of the area were forced to frequent new territories. During the estate sale, we’d engaged a private auction firm experienced at operating in older parts of town. They’d come with security attached.


‘I don’t care if it’s high noon,’ Holly complained. ‘You know what can . . .’ She swallowed the end of the sentence, and I pictured the blood draining from her face as we both realized she’d inadvertently pointed out that, just blocks from here, on what should have been a perfectly ordinary Dallas evening, Poppy’s attack had proven that lives could collide in an instant, with painful consequences.


The real estate agent closed her car door and headed my way with a clipboard.


‘Listen, Holly, I’d better go so we can knock out the disclosure paperwork while there’s still enough light outside.’


Holly sighed. ‘Does the real estate agent have anybody with her?’ By anybody, she meant anybody six feet tall and burly.


‘No. It’s just her.’ Watching the agent stagger across the lawn, her high heels sinking into the grass, I cupped my hand over the phone and added, ‘She could probably poke someone’s eye out with those stilettos, though.’


Holly chuckled. ‘You’re out of there by dark.’


‘Yes, Mother.’


Holly gave the word an indignant cough. We both knew I could be on the south side of Chicago and my mother wouldn’t be calling to make sure I was all right. ‘Don’t insult me, but I mean it. By dark, okay?’


‘I’m forty-nine years old, Holl. I can handle this.’


Holly sighed. ‘Call me when you’re done?’


‘All right. I’d better go now.’ The real estate agent, Andrea, was already beginning to move around the house with her notepad. I tucked the phone into my pocket and joined her on the tour.


My mind filled with memories as I considered the reduction of family history to meaningless tick marks on a real estate disclosure sheet.


Tick . . . torn screen in the bottom left corner of the bay window. Poppy’s spinster sister, Great-Aunt Neva, lived in that room, years ago. Her lanky gray cat came and went through the tear in the screen. We all pretended we couldn’t see it. I was never sure why.


Tick . . . loose floorboard on the porch, just left of the door. Jalicia, a little girl from two streets over, and I played dolls under there. The loose board was our periscope hole. We watched for signs of my mother, or Maryanne. If a car rolled up, we’d slip out the side beneath the oleander bush and run around back to part ways. Mother didn’t approve of my playing with a black child. Sooner or later, I would begin to pick up the dialect, and then where would we be? Being freckle-faced and cursed with my father’s curly, flyaway strawberry blond hair, I had enough drawbacks already. Maryanne, who had been blessed by my mother’s first husband with normal hair and no freckles, added that Jalicia knew way too much for a nine-year-old – about sex, in particular. Mother hated that the streets at the base of Blue Sky Hill were going mixed. There was a time in Dallas, she said, when people stayed with their own sort, even in the working-class neighborhoods.


Mother spoke the words ‘working-class neighborhood’ as if she hadn’t come from one, as if she hadn’t grown up just down the block in my grandparents’ house, where the yard was always scrappy with unmowed weeds and the holly bushes covered the windows like shrouds. If not for her fortuitous third marriage to my stepfather, she would probably still have been living in the shadow of Blue Sky Hill.


Tick . . . dent in the iron portico post, where Aunt Ruth backed the car into it when she learned to drive, after Poppy’s heart attack.


Tick . . . a crumbling rock foundation in the backyard . . .


‘What in the world is this?’ Andrea asked, studying the square of vegetation that grew around the old foundation.


‘There was a summer kitchen, back before the place had air-conditioning. They did their cooking out here, so as not to heat up the house. After they tore the building down, Aunt Ruth planted flower beds around the foundation.’ Surveying the rectangle of sandstone peeking from beneath a tangle of hollyhocks and honeysuckle vines, I smiled at a memory. The hollyhocks were already taking over, forming the green walls of a living room. On long summer days, Jalicia and I had created dolls from the hollyhock blooms, turning them upside down, then adding buds for heads and rose petals or dwarf mums for hats. A miniature cancan of hollyhock dancers performed summer shows atop the back fence, where in the old days Aunt Ruth had fed tramps off the train. The wanderers had scratched a symbol on the gatepost, a house blessing of sorts, a sign for the lost that this was a friendly place.


Aunt Ruth told stories about those traveling men, struggling to find their way home from the war. She said if you looked hard enough you could still see the house blessing, even years after the train had stopped running, and the men were gone, and the post had been painted over.


Jalicia and I sometimes stared at the fence, imagining we could see the carving there. We tried to decide what the symbol for a friendly place would look like. Maybe a peace sign, like the ones the hippies wore, with a smiley face in it.


Did the lost men of yesterday need a friendly place as much as Jalicia and I did?


Andrea tapped her pencil against the clipboard, frowning. ‘I guess we could call it a raised garden,’ she mused, and then we moved on, the remains of the summer kitchen now a sales point.


Filling out the rest of the disclosure sheet didn’t take long. Andrea was fast and efficient, no time for sentiment. She wasn’t certain developers would be interested in the house, particularly with everything else on the street still privately owned, but she had sold some properties a few blocks away to a development company, so a speculative buy was a possibility.


‘Developers take places as is, which makes things easier,’ she commented as we stood in the kitchen, marking off leaky pipes and flickering light fixtures.


‘That’s good,’ I said, studying the doughnut of fingerprints on the cabinet where Aunt Ruth kept kiddie cups acquired long ago in boxes of Trix, Bisquick, and Tide. An antiques dealer had bought the cups at the estate sale, the gleam of a tidy profit in his eye. I wished the cups had gone to someone who would use them.


Squinting at the fingerprints, I wondered if some of them were Aunt Ruth’s, or Poppy’s, or Christopher’s . . . or Jake’s. I felt sick all over again. I didn’t want someone else to wash away the traces.


‘Those could use a coat of paint,’ Andrea observed when she noticed me looking at the cabinets. ‘But people shopping in this price range don’t expect much.’


I contemplated the idea that painting the cabinets would be preferable to washing them. Sealed between coats, the fingerprints would remain forever. It was an odd thought, considering we’d just been speculating that the house might be torn down for development.


‘I think I’ll get some paint and do that tomorrow,’ I heard myself say. The words seemed to come from outside, as if I were in the box seats at a theater, hearing them being spoken onstage.


Even Andrea seemed skeptical. She made a note on her pad, and we started toward the door. Before stepping out, she eyed the darkened street. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow and put out a sign,’ she said, then hurried to her car and got in. She waited until I’d locked the burglar bars on the front door and made it to my car before she backed out and wheeled away.


Looking at Poppy’s place in the glare of the headlights, I felt regret settling over me like a wool blanket, itchy and uncomfortable, not right for the season. Everything in me wanted to go back – two years, ten, twelve. I could be that young mother again, driving to Poppy’s house with the boys strapped in the back, the two of them fighting about who touched whom, while I threatened that, if they didn’t straighten up, I’d turn the car around and we’d go home instead of visiting Aunt Ruth and Uncle Poppy.


I never did, of course. Jake and Christopher knew I wouldn’t.


Closing my eyes for a moment, I tried to imagine myself back in time, tried to replace the wool blanket with a new suit of clothes and make it a reality. I could almost hear the boys in the backseat . . .


A car alarm sounded nearby, and my game of imagination popped like a balloon. I called Holly to tell her I was headed home. She didn’t pick up, so I left a message, then drove away, feeling strangely numb, disconnected like a ghost not really in this world or any other.


Around the corner, the boys who’d passed Poppy’s house earlier were bouncing a basketball against the side of a crumbling one-story building that housed income-assisted apartments. A teenage girl with a long blonde ponytail stepped from the end apartment and hollered at them as I waited for the car ahead of me to make a left turn into a deserted strip mall.


A police car passed in the right lane, slowed as the officer surveyed the activity. The girl on the porch and the boys froze in place, their postures deliberately casual. As the cruiser disappeared down the street, the boys picked up their basketball and moved on.




Chapter 2


Cass


The next time those stupid gangbanger wannabes came and threw basketballs against our wall, I was gonna do more than just go out and holler at them. I was gonna flag down the police myself.


I really was. I didn’t care how much trouble it started.


A siren went off somewhere down the street, and then a car alarm in the other direction. The siren faded off, but the car alarm kept going and going. I went back inside, sat down on the sofa, closed my eyes, and tried not to hear it.


Some lady told me once that when you don’t like where you are, you could close your eyes and think of the place you’d rather be – even if you’ve never been there and had just seen it in a movie or a magazine. If you believed it enough, she said, it’d be just like you were there. A mind trip, she called it. She was living in some two-trailer-park oil-field town in West Texas and working in a Waffle Shop that smelled like cow poop, so I figured she had to be on some kind of trip, just to get by.


She was nice enough, though. She showed me that if you sat behind the hotel next door, up top of the electric box, you could look over the fence and watch the drive-in movie for free. When she was my age, she used to do it. Most of the time the wind was blowing enough you couldn’t hear it, but after a while you got good at reading lips and making stuff up. I could always make stuff up like nobody’s business, which is important when you’re like Rusty and me. When you show up at a place too many days in a row, people ask questions, and you’ve gotta have an idea what to tell them so they don’t start thinking they oughta call somebody official.


I don’t know why people need to stick their noses in – like just because you’re young means you’re stupid and can’t take care of yourself. The lady in the Waffle Shop was okay, but after a while she got all motherly and started poking into our business, and I had to quit going there. But before that, she’d bought me lots of French toast, so that was cool. I liked the mind trip thing, too. I used it sometimes, when we landed in places that, basically, stunk.


In my mind place, there’s a field so long you can’t see across it, and I’m on a white horse, just running and running, like that song ‘Wildfire.’ When we were in the truck and that song came on the CD, I’d turn it up loud and close my eyes, to see if I could find anything else to add to my mind place. I added the moon and the hoot owl, but I left out the early snow, because I don’t really like the cold. We stayed two whole months in Fargo when Rusty got work at a feedlot, and it stunk big-time, because it snowed like crazy and the wind blew ninety miles an hour, like, all day long. Rusty was gone short-hauling cattle, and I was stuck in a dumpy apartment over some lady’s garage.


The lady was old and almost blind. If you weren’t standing right in front of her she could hardly see you. So the good thing was she really believed I was seventeen instead of twelve, and Rusty was twenty-two, and there wasn’t any problem with my brother and me being out on our own. Rusty told her some story about our parents dying in a plane crash, and she felt real sorry for us, after that. She wouldn’t even take the rent when Rusty finally got it together. She just pushed it back in his hand, and folded her fingers around his, and said, ‘You save that for a rainy day, young man.’


Too bad it turned rainy about two weeks later, when Mr Henry down at the feedlot got a fax from his insurance company, telling him Rusty was seventeen. The ID Rusty’d used when he got the job was fake, but Rusty had figured since it fooled Mr Henry in the job interview, we were home free. He’d unpacked his stuff in the apartment and everything. He liked Mr Henry’s niece, who worked the desk at the feedlot. The funny thing was, since she was sixteen, Mr Henry thought Rusty was too old for her, and then, when he wasn’t too old anymore, we had to grab our stuff and go. Mr Henry’d had a long talk with Rusty in his office. He wanted to know what kind of trouble Rusty was in. I’m still not sure how much he got Rusty to admit, but the only reason he let Rusty out of the office was because Rusty’d promised to go pick me up, so we could all drive to the sheriff’s office together and get help.


Rusty and me were out of the blind lady’s apartment quicker than you can say grab the cookie jar, and that was the end of the cold country. We headed for Texas, which was where we’d started out to go anyway. The one person who could help us was there. Somewhere.


The bad thing is that Texas is a big state, and it’s not so easy finding one single person, especially when you’re not sure about the name, or where to look, and you’ve got to make a living along the way. Rusty decided we shouldn’t stay in another small town. In a small town, everybody’s in your business. You can’t just move in and find a job and get a place to live without everybody noticing. In a big city like Dallas, Rusty said, nobody’d know us from Adam.


He was pretty much right, but at least in Fargo we didn’t have gangbanger wannabes throwing a basketball against our wall, and three little brats next door, whose mom locked them out on the steps whenever she got tired of looking at them, or when she wanted to have a man over, which was a lot. It didn’t matter how much those kids whined out there, or banged on the door, or whatever. If she was busy inside, she was busy. She turned up her stupid rap music to where it’d block out the noise. Too bad that didn’t stop everyone else from hearing it.


Dallas was too loud all the time. I couldn’t get to a mind place, even when I tried really hard. After two weeks in the apartment, I was ready to call Child Protective Services. They could pick up those kids next door, and the gangbanger wannabes who stole the spare tire out of Rusty’s truck and then spray-painted stuff all over the tailgate. Rusty had to spend thirty bucks – which we needed for groceries – on spray paint and a used spare, so he could get to work down at the construction site a few miles away. After that, he started leaving the truck parked down at Wal-Mart, where there was security. I talked him out of killing the stupid gangbangers, and they got away with it, since we couldn’t call the police on them. I thought about calling CPS, since the wannabes weren’t much older than me, but I figured they might tip off CPS that the disabled mom who supposedly lived with us didn’t really exist. She was just an ID number the guy who ran the place used so he could rent to Rusty and me and still get his kickback from welfare.


I gave up trying to get to a mind place and went to the kitchen. The noisy clock on the wall said it’d be a little while yet until Rusty came home. Good thing today was payday, because there was nothing left in the kitchen but some soda crackers, a tub of butter, some ketchup, mustard, a couple tortillas Rusty got leftover from someone’s lunch at work, and a half bottle of flat Sprite. I ate one of the tortillas and left one, in case Rusty wanted it later, but he’d probably stop off for happy hour with the guys from the construction site. He usually did on Friday. He said it kept him in good with the rest of the bunch, which mattered, since we didn’t want anybody asking questions.


I sat down with my book and figured that if my brother didn’t make it home pretty soon I’d eat the other tortilla with some butter and sugar on it. He wouldn’t want it by then, and we’d probably go to Wal-Mart tonight anyway. While we were out, maybe I could trade in my book and get another one at the Book Basket, if the store was open late tonight.


In Fargo, the blind lady’s apartment had a TV in it, but in Dallas TVs cost extra – a lot. Reading’s not bad, though. You could take a book anyplace you ended up. A TV doesn’t fit in your suitcase so good.


The woman next door was hollering at some guy and banging on the wall. It sounded like they were playing racquetball in there, but that probably wasn’t what was going on. Gross. Rusty said that woman was so big she came out the door in two different time zones, and he was pretty much right.


I took my book to my bedroom, laid down, and pushed the pillow up around my ears, then opened the pages and worked on taking a mind trip. I was reading an old story about Seabiscuit, the racehorse. I always liked old books the best – like Nancy Drew, and Sam Savitt’s horse stories, Walter Farley, and Marguerite Henry’s Misty of Chincoteague. My mama and I used to read those books together, back when I was little and really believed that someone was gonna tie up a pony out in front of our house, with a big old bow on it, while I was gone to school. Every day, when the bus started around the last corner, I’d close my eyes and hope so hard it hurt, then open up and look. Every time I was bummed when there was nothing but Rusty’s stupid dog chained up in the yard.


I don’t know what makes somebody keep dreaming for something over and over when it ends up hurting in the end. Mama used to say you can’t stop dreaming just because you’re afraid the dream won’t come true. She said a dream’s biggest enemy is being afraid. If the mountain’s big, you gotta dream bigger, Cass Sally Blue, she told me. Nothing’s impossible if you’ve got enough faith. You remember that. She might of got that from the Bible, but after a while I figured out that some kids are gonna get ponies, and some kids aren’t, and whether or not you get one doesn’t have anything to do with how much you wish for it. You’re either born into the pony-getting crowd or you’re not.


Mama probably liked the old-style books because they made it seem like life was a little more rosy than that. Those stories from way back even had the bad stuff cleaned up to where it didn’t seem so real, and besides, I’d read those books with Mama, so when I laid down with them, it seemed like she was right there in bed next to me. I could still hear her voice saying the lines, her chest moving up and down under my ear, breath going in and out. She wheezed, kind of. Every once in a while her body would go stiff for a second, and she’d catch a real quick gulp of air, and I’d know she had a pain. She never said much about it, though. She’d just go on reading after it passed.


About the time I started hearing Mama’s voice in my book and feeling her beside me, the baby next door got to crying. No one did anything about it. If my mama had been there, she’d of gone over and knocked that lady into next Tuesday. Mama was pretty quiet, and mostly she minded her own business, but she could get riled sometimes. The kids hollering on the steps and the baby crying while its mom carried on with a man would have riled her. I sure wished Mama could of been there to give that lady what for. It stinks that some kids get crappy moms who live forever, and some kids get moms who get sick and die, while they’re trying to do the best they can.


I’d of gone over there to give that lady what for myself, but Rusty would of killed me. He had a heck of a time finding a place we could afford in Dallas. We didn’t need any trouble here.


I wished Rusty would come on home. I hated it when he stayed out after work. As soon as the lights were on inside the apartment, it seemed dark and weird outside, like someone might be peeking around the edges where the mini blinds were too small. I didn’t like being by myself.


When Rusty was gone late, I always started to think, What if he doesn’t come back? What if he got mugged, or had a car wreck, or just decided he was sick of all this mess and left? What would I do then? How long would I sit here and wait? Where would I go, whenever I finally decided to leave?


I hated it when those questions took over my mind, so I read Seabiscuit instead. I liked the story. When Seabiscuit was a colt, he was skinny and knobby-legged. He was plain-looking – ugly, really – and he didn’t run worth a flip, even though he was what the horse racers call a blueblood. Nobody looked at him and figured he’d amount to anything.


I could totally relate to Seabiscuit. Even though my daddy ended up in prison, so that probably didn’t rank me as a blueblood, we had the rest in common. I don’t think anybody ever looked at me and was too impressed, either. People always liked my hair, because it was blonde and thick, and every once in a while someone said I had pretty blue eyes, but it was kind of like they just picked out one thing to be nice, because altogether the package wasn’t so hot.


Every once in a while Rusty felt sorry for me and told me when he was a kid, he didn’t look like much, either. The problem was that Rusty still wasn’t too hot, if you asked me. He looked like a man-sized body with a little kid’s head on top, but maybe that was because I always knew him since he was a kid. Mama said Rusty looked just like his daddy, Ray John, and Ray John was sure enough handsome.


At least my daddy didn’t have red hair and freckles. Things could of been worse . . .


I was falling asleep on the lumpy sofa by the time Rusty knocked on the door. The lady’d let her kids in and got them quiet finally, and the Mexican dudes were drinking beer and playing mariachi music down in the corner of the driveway. I didn’t think they meant to bother anybody. They were just loud. Most of the time they had their wives and about a million kids running around down there while they partied. As far as I could tell, there were about eighty-seven of them living in two apartments. Whatever they cooked always smelled really good, though.


I heard them hollering at Rusty, ‘Hey, you wan-ee beer, amigo?’


Rusty didn’t answer. He just knocked on the door again and said, ‘Open up, Cass.’ There was only one key to the apartment, and the stinky guy who lived in the manager’s office across the parking lot, wouldn’t give us another one. I always kept the key during the day, and that way I could lock up if I went places.


I looked at the squeaky clock while I walked to the door. After midnight. Geez. Rusty was gonna be tired getting up for work tomorrow. Dope.


When I opened up, someone was with Rusty on the steps. Whoever it was tripped on the way in and just about knocked me over with something she was carrying. She stopped a few steps past me, then turned partway and looked for Rusty out the corner of her eye. She was pretty – tall and curvy, with jeans that fit good. Her skin was a soft caramel color. Her hair hung in a million long spirals down her back. It was blonde, but no girl with that color skin has blonde hair naturally.


There were little wrinkles around the corners of her eyes, crow’s-feet my mama called them, and a tiny line that circled the side of her mouth. She wasn’t as young as her body made her seem. She had on lots of makeup, thick eyeliner drawn out to the sides in a greenish color that matched her eyes, like one of those belly dancers in the Ten Commandments movie that’s on TV at Easter.


She turned a little more, her look scampering around the room like a rabbit hunting a place to hide. She had a big fat black eye and a cut on the side of her nose that was swelled up.


The waffle lady in the oil patch town looked like that once. When I asked her what happened, she said she slipped in the bathtub and hit the faucet.


Yeah, right.


Rusty leaned out the door and checked the parking lot like he was watching out for someone, then he came in, did the lock, and walked right past me like I wasn’t there. He stopped beside the girl and pointed across to my bedroom. ‘Just put him back there in Cass’s room. That door, on the left,’ he said. She hesitated, shifted something under a jacket in her arms, and Rusty put his hand on her back and sort of pushed her along until she got to the opening.


She went in my room and shut the door, like she owned the place.


‘What the . . . heck?’ I said. ‘Who’s she?’


Rusty shrugged, watched the door a minute, then tossed his tool belt on the table in the kitchen. After the first one got stolen and he had to pay for it, he never left his work stuff in the truck anymore.


‘She’s gonna stay here,’ he said, like that counted for an explanation. ‘They can sleep in your room.’


‘They who?’ Rusty was such a butthead sometimes. Leave it to him to give my room away to some girl he picked up at the bar.


‘She’s got a little kid.’ He moved to the sink and poured himself a glass of water. He swayed a little on his feet when he tipped his head back to drink it. ‘I can’t remember what she said its name is.’


I stood looking at Rusty with my mouth open. ‘She just put her kid in my room? Where the heck am I supposed to sleep?’


‘You can sleep in with me.’


‘I’m not sleepin’ in with you. Yuck.’ Actually, I figured Rusty would want to leave that spot open for the girl. ‘I’m not a little kid anymore, stupid.’


Rusty let his head fall forward and rubbed his eyes. ‘Sleep on the couch, then, Cass,’ he said, like he didn’t care if I hung from the light fixture so long as I wasn’t in his way.


I got a sick feeling in my stomach, and it seemed like I was shrinking. What if Rusty got himself a little family all of a sudden, and decided I could go jump in a lake? Crossing my arms over my middle, I squeezed hard to make the hurt go away. I felt empty down deep, but it didn’t have anything to do with the tortillas and crackers wearing off. ‘She’s way too old for you, you know. What’s she, like, thirty or something?’


Rusty set the glass down hard, so that it smacked the counter. ‘Knock it off, Cass,’ he said, and started for the bathroom. ‘Tomorrow we’ll get one of those blow-up mats, maybe.’


Tomorrow? I thought. She’s gonna be here tomorrow?


But there wasn’t any point saying it. Rusty was already in the bathroom, shutting the door and then turning on the water.


I went to the kitchen, and washed the glass, and put it away where it belonged.




Chapter 3


Sandra Kaye


Our home in Plano sat silent and dark, as was usual lately. The days when it had hummed with life seemed both a short time ago and a long time – something I’d dreamed before suddenly awakening in this place where no one came home until they had to. I had stopped at Target and the grocery store after making the trip across town from Poppy’s. I’d bought groceries we probably wouldn’t use, just to occupy time I didn’t want.


Maybe Maryanne and Mother were right about selling Poppy’s house. Maybe without the utility bills, estate sale, keeping the lawn mowed, and sorting through family photos and other mementos Aunt Ruth had carefully placed in boxes in the hall closet, we could all move on and accept the fact that what had happened to Poppy had just . . . happened. As horrible as it was, as hard as it was to accept, as much as each of us wanted to change the decisions that led to that day, we couldn’t. I couldn’t go back and force Poppy to give up the house he’d built and move out of the neighborhood. Rob couldn’t go back and find the time to put Poppy’s social security check on auto deposit. Christopher couldn’t go back and visit Poppy more often, and Jake couldn’t drive over to Poppy’s house from SMU to watch Sports Center on TV. Normally on Friday, Jake and Poppy would have gone to the bank and the store together, and Poppy wouldn’t have been in the wrong place at the wrong time, alone, while Jake partied with his friends at the fraternity house.


What do you say to a child when a seemingly harmless decision has terrible consequences? What does he say to himself? I wished I knew. I wished I could return to the days after Poppy’s death and handle the situation more skillfully, become a rock on which the whole family could stand, rather than a confused, helpless bystander struggling to absorb the sudden impact, trying to answer the endless questions of the police detectives and news reporters, trying to will Poppy back to consciousness in the hospital, trying to decide who to blame.


In a way, I could understand why Jake had run away to search for birth parents he’d never known. Somewhere in Guatemala he was looking for a family that didn’t have so much pain in it. At the same time I was angry with him for leaving and adding to our burden.


As the garage door closed, the utility lights came on, providing an electronic welcome home. I entered the house, flipped the light switch in the hallway, walked past the family pictures of basketball and soccer teams, marching band competitions, vacations to Disney World, cruises to Mexico, and ski holidays where the four of us stood bundled in colorful coats, smiling for the camera, the perfect family sharing the perfect getaway. The parents in those pictures had convinced themselves that if they packed all the right suitcases, made all the right reservations, life would progress like a carefully planned holiday, reaching the milestones at all the right times, always safe and under control. The car would never drift off the pavement, or hit an unexpected hazard, or spin into dangerous territory. Now, everything was so far off course I couldn’t even imagine what we’d been thinking.


Glare blotted out the last of the photos as I turned on the kitchen lights and the TV in the media room, so that if Holly looked out she’d know I was home. Across the street, her place was lit up like a Vegas casino, every square inch of the six-bedroom brick house filled with the activities of a gaggle of semi-adult children who had never fully left the nest, and Holly’s last two officially ‘at home’ kids, sixteen-year-old twins, Jessica and Jacey. Holly liked to joke that at the rate she was going, the nest would never be empty. Be careful what you wish for, I thought, but I never said it because of the awkward moment that would follow.


I checked the answering machine for messages. I’d made my weekly call to the Dallas Police Department that morning to check on Poppy’s case. As usual, there was no return call. After only six months, it didn’t seem that they should be letting the case go cold, but I knew they were – not because they didn’t care, but because their resources were tied up with investigations that looked more promising. It’s hard to solve a crime when the only witness is a woman passing by in her car at forty miles an hour, a hundred feet away. Two males in hooded sweatshirts. She thought they were young – maybe teenagers. One of them had struggled with Poppy, and he fell . . .


I stopped before the scene could play out in my mind again. Bobo scratched at the patio door, pressed his nose to the glass, and wagged his tail as I walked into the media room. He whined softly, tipping his head to one side, nudged his Frisbee, then gave me a pleading look through the half-black, half-white face that had inspired Jake to name him. Bobo, for silly or foolish, like a clown. Jake had been studying Spanish in school the year Poppy surprised the boys with the border collie puppy on Christmas Eve. Every boy oughta have a dog once in his life, Poppy had said. Good dog’ll get a boy through a tough spot quicker than all this therapy they do on TV nowadays. He had looked at Jake when he said it. Perhaps he knew that, as a teenager, Jake was beginning to struggle with the facts of his adoption.


Poppy had prevailed in the argument about the dog, even though Rob had protested that we didn’t have time for a pet. There was never any saying no to Uncle Poppy, and for the most part Rob knew better than to try. If we said something Poppy didn’t agree with, he pretended his hearing aid batteries were dead. On Christmas Day, Rob scoured available stores for batteries and bought Poppy an entire box, wrapped up as a joke. Rob laughed and said he wanted the hearing aid fixed before Poppy showed up with a pony. By then, Bobo was a fixture in Jake’s lap, and we all knew the puppy wasn’t going anywhere. The puppy grew into a dog that ate everything from pool floats to extension cords, but it didn’t matter because Jake loved him so.


Now Bobo was a sad reminder of Jake’s absence. Outside the window, he picked up his Frisbee, dropped it off the steps, and watched it clatter to a stop, as if he were trying to figure out why it wouldn’t fly anymore.


After turning down the TV, I stretched out on the sofa, so that I’d hear Christopher and Rob if they came in. When I woke up, the garage door was grinding downward. Christopher passed by in the hall, his backpack slung over one shoulder.


‘Hey,’ I said, my voice scratchy.


Christopher froze midstride, his body stiff and reluctant. Lately, if he could get away with it, he went straight to his room and shut the door. These days we were all in some way toxic to each other, without meaning to be. The sadness in each of us was so palpable that there was no way to be together without seeing it, sensing it, tasting its bitterness.


‘Hey.’ Christopher gave a weary little smile that conveyed no bit of the gregarious high school junior who, not so long ago, had been telling knock-knock jokes and doing stand-up comedy in our living room.


‘Did Dad come in?’ I asked, mostly for Chris’s benefit. I knew Rob would probably crash at the hospital, then get up, wash and change in his office, and go back to work. He seldom came home two nights in a row anymore. It was easier for him to remain at the hospital, entrenched in problems that could be managed. There was no managing Poppy’s death and Jake’s disappearance, no easy recovery plan that could be written out and carefully followed. There was only a nebulous grief that moved through the house like fog.


‘Uh-uh.’ Christopher shook his head, wisps of blond hair falling over his eyes. ‘Want me to turn on the alarm before I go up?’ His lanky body twisted as he looked over his shoulder toward the coat closet. Six months ago, it would never have occurred to him to wonder whether the alarm was on or off, because he knew his dad or Jake would handle it.


‘In a minute,’ I said, standing up and crossing the room to the doorway. His hazel eyes flicked away, as if he wanted to be somewhere else. ‘Did you have a good study night?’ Lately, it seemed as if Christopher’s life was one constant homework session. His course load this semester had him cracking the books at all hours.


‘Yeah.’ He sighed, stretching his neck. ‘Semester physics final cram.’ His lip curled with just a hint of the Christopher who hated math and all things related. Music, art, literature, and a host of sports had always been more his thing. This semester, he’d switched tracks and begun working hard to get the background that would be needed for premed.


‘Tough stuff,’ I sympathized. Christopher came by his math aversion naturally.


‘Yeah.’


‘Wish I could offer to help you with that.’ I felt a sudden yearning for all the times I’d sat on Christopher’s bed, repeating spelling words and review questions for tests. Jake had always been an independent student, but Christopher required extra attention.


He hiked his backpack higher on his shoulder. ‘I got it. It’s just hard finding someone who can explain it so it makes sense.’


A flash of thought moved between us so quickly neither of us could stop it, so clearly it might as well have been spoken out loud. If Jake were here, he could help.


The unspoken reality made us step apart and look away.


‘I’m gonna go on up to bed. I’ll hit the alarm,’ Christopher said, and I nodded, then swallowed the emotions in my throat.


‘All right, sweetheart. Love you.’


‘Love you too, Mom.’


I turned off the TV, then followed Christopher upstairs and took a sleep aid I’d gotten from the health food store, even though using it made me feel like a failure. Growing up in a house with my mother would have made anyone leery of both pills and alcohol. The herbal stuff seemed harmless enough, though, and it put me to sleep. Most nights I dreamed of Jake. He was always standing in the upstairs hall, near his bedroom door. I’d move slowly toward him, saying, ‘You’re home. You’re safe. Thank God.’


In the dream, he nodded, his dark hair falling over the twinkling brown eyes I’d loved since the moment a Guatemalan nun had led him into a little room, stood him in front of us, and introduced us as su nueva madre y el padre. It was hard to tell if Jake understood or not, but he looked up at the nun and nodded, his face very serious, very wise for a three-year-old. She put his hand in mine and he stood very still. Later, he would tell me that he thought I was going to take him to the mother he remembered. When we went to the airport and got on the plane, he thought she must be a long way away, maybe living in the sky in heaven, and that was where we were going.


I fell asleep thinking of Jake and wondering where he was now, and why, six months after he’d abandoned his car at the airport and bought a ticket to Guatemala, he still hadn’t called home. I prayed halfheartedly as I drifted off that tonight would be the night the phone would ring and wake me up, and it would be him. But after six months of silence, I knew better than to set expectations. A prayer that went unanswered yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that doesn’t find much hope today, either.


In the morning, when I awoke, for just an instant I thought Jake was down the hall in his room, and then I came to reality. I considered staying in bed. Sure, be just like Mother, a voice whispered inside me. Lie here and medicate yourself until you don’t know what day it is. As always, just the thought was enough to pull me upright, out of bed, and into the bathroom to get dressed. All of my life, there had been the underlying fear that one step down the slippery slope of substance abuse could land me in the pit of dependency and denial that had swallowed almost every member of my family. When I was growing up, Uncle Poppy and Aunt Ruth were the only normal relatives I knew. They were the reason I understood that what my family silently deemed as acceptable wasn’t acceptable at all.


Downstairs, there was no sign that Rob had come and gone, and Christopher had left early again.


I contemplated the day as, across the street, Holly and her twins climbed into the van and headed off to school. So far, neither of the twins had shown any interest in getting drivers’ licenses, and Holly wasn’t pushing it. She called from her cell phone as she was threading her way through Plano traffic. Holly was always multitasking.


I told her about the meeting with the real estate agent.


‘Want to grab a Starbucks this morning?’ she offered.


The cabinets at Poppy’s house flashed through my mind. ‘I think I’m going to hang out here and climb Mount Laundry.’


‘Yuck. Starbucks is better.’


‘I know,’ I agreed, and even as I said good-bye, I couldn’t put a finger on the reason I’d lied. Holly would have willingly dropped her plans and gone with me to help paint, or act as bodyguard and baby-sitter, but I wanted to spend a last day at Poppy’s house by myself. I wasn’t sure why.


The question perplexed me as I cleaned the kitchen, then gathered some paintbrushes and a can of off-white semigloss left over from Chris’s one-act play project at school. Tucking them into the trunk like contraband, I checked for signs of life at Holly’s house before backing out and heading down the street.


Guilt trailed me as I drove across town. If Holly found out where I was, she’d be hurt. She would think I was taking a step backward, doing what I’d done in the first few months after Jake left – sneaking off by myself so I could drive to the SMU campus and sit on the bench across from his fraternity house. Sometimes I’d stay there for hours watching the kids come and go, halfway believing that if I waited long enough, Jake would be one of them. He’d be back in premed, studying calculus or designing rockets in his head as he walked home from class. Watching all the other kids come and go, I’d be filled with the bitter heat of envy. Their parents could pick them up for lunch anytime they wanted.


I hadn’t gone to the campus to sit for three months now. Not since Holly found out about it. Having to admit what I was doing made it seem pathological and pointless. The last thing Rob or Christopher or even Holly needed was to worry that I was going off the edge. I stopped driving to the campus and filled my time stuffing envelopes and answering phones for the organ donor network, checking in with the police, and finally taking care of cleaning out and selling Poppy’s house for Mother, who, thank God, remained entrenched in Seattle with Maryanne, where the two of them could share Valium and wine chasers while comparing symptoms of illnesses, real and imagined.


If anyone found out I was painting the cabinets at Poppy’s house, that’s the excuse I’d give. I was just filling time so as to keep from ending up like Mother and Maryanne. Poppy’s house needed work, and who knew if the next residents would be able to afford renovations.


Turning the corner onto Red Bird Lane, I noticed that Andrea had put up the real estate sign. It leaned to one side, Andrea’s name swinging forlornly off the bottom. The neighborhood was silent, the kids probably off to their last few days of school before summer break, the older residents locked in their homes behind burglar bars and dilapidated chain-link fences. I remembered when the neighborhood was filled with activity – children on bicycles, mothers pushing baby strollers to the little park across the creek from Poppy’s house, men mowing lawns, grandmothers and grandfathers sitting on porch rockers, waving as people drove by. Now the street was cloaked in stillness, the cracked sidewalks seamed with spires of grass, the windows opaque with cardboard and aluminum foil, porches only places to dump the rotting carcasses of old furniture.


Painting the cabinets in Poppy’s house was probably pointless, truth be told. The people who moved in here most likely wouldn’t care.


A lump rose in my throat, and I swallowed hard. Poppy loved this home, where he’d built a life with Aunt Ruth. He would have wanted it to go to a new owner looking as it had back when he and Aunt Ruth had the showplace of their little street.


In all reality, I didn’t have anything better to do than paint cabinets today anyway.


I took my supplies into the house, set them on the kitchen counter, and stood surveying the interior. The front parlor and the dining room lay soft and golden beyond the doors on either end of the kitchen, the wood floors warming in the languid morning light. The house looked larger with nothing in it, but even though the rooms were empty, they seemed full of the things that used to be there – Aunt Ruth’s old upright piano, the umbrella stand with the lion head carved on top, the game table where we played Parcheesi, Scrabble, and Hand ’n Foot, the recliners where Aunt Ruth and Poppy sat watching the old console TV that was always turned up so loud your head rang with sound long after you left the house.


Every corner was filled with benevolent ghosts. On the walls, the shadows of pictures and furniture remained, baked in by the passage of years. Those could use a coat of paint, too, I mused, then laid out some newspaper and opened the partial gallon. Inside, yellow liquid and white pigment melted together in a strange swirl, the surface iridescent. I pushed in a stick and stirred it. Poppy would like that I was making use of leftovers. Having lived through the Depression era, he believed in waste not, want not. The garden shed outside was a testament to his thriftiness – so filled with old tools, pieces of lawn-mowers, bicycle parts, wheels, axles, chains, gardening supplies, and other bits of memorabilia that we had given up trying to clean it out for the estate sale, and just locked the door.


My reconstituted paint looked usable after a few minutes of stirring, but the paintbrush I’d brought from home was impossibly stiff. One of the boys had probably employed it for a science fair project and then failed to properly wash it out. Clumps of bristles sealed together left a streaky white mess across the newspaper when I tested it.


I considered going out to the garden shed for another, but then decided it would be easier to run to the store. And probably safer. No telling what was living in Poppy’s shed by now.


I locked up the house and the burglar bars, then drove past Blue Sky Hill to the corner where a Supercenter had been erected to serve the needs of the area’s new residents. It was only a few blocks away, but the glimmering commercial corner with its clothing shops, upscale restaurants, and parking lots full of new cars seemed miles from Poppy’s street.


In the hardware department, I deliberated the issue of paintbrushes until finally a young clerk offered advice.


‘What kind of existing surface are you trying to cover?’ he asked, and I admitted that I had no idea whether the paint on the cabinets was oil or latex.


He laughed, and something in the sound reminded me of Jake. I felt a twinge, like an imbedded splinter that rubs at the most unexpected moments. The clerk had the look of a college boy. He might be a student at SMU, like Jake.


‘I’ll take one of each,’ I said, and held out my basket for the three brushes we had under consideration. ‘Thanks for the help.’


‘Anytime,’ he answered. ‘Have a nice day.’


In the self-checkout line, I paid with cash like a cheating spouse, afraid her clandestine life might be discovered by a careless charge on the credit card. I justified it in my own mind as I threaded through the crowds to the door, then stepped into the sunlight.


‘Excuse me,’ someone said as I fished through my purse for my sunglasses before finding them on top of my head.


‘Excuse me,’ the woman’s voice repeated, more loudly this time. ‘Could someone give me a ride to my apartment?’


I didn’t know who she was talking to, but it wasn’t any of my business. Shifting my sack, I pulled out the car keys. A van stopped to drop off passengers, and a young man pushed a long line of shopping carts past the door, temporarily hemming in the crowd.


‘Excuse me,’ the voice beckoned again. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a woman on the bench. Her legs were strangely bent, and two walking canes rested beside her. ‘Could anyone give me a ride to my apartment? It’s close by.’


I looked around. There were men in business suits, a teenager with colored hair and a tattoo, a grandmother with a baby in her arms, a young woman in a pretty floral dress, an old man in leisure clothes, a mother with a little boy in hand, a pair of teenaged girls, and others – more than a dozen people altogether, and not one of them heard but me.


The woman watched one passerby and then another as they skirted her bench and walked on, as if they could neither see nor hear her. The row of shopping carts moved away, and the crowd began to clear. I stood watching, oddly fascinated. The woman’s thin hands, little more than skin over bone as they lay upon her flowered dress, made me think of Aunt Ruth.


‘Could you give me a ride to my apartment?’ Her eyes, a bright polished silver out of keeping with the weary, aged look of her face, met mine.


‘I . . . ,’ I stammered, caught off guard. At least a dozen warnings regarding crime schemes ran through my mind. ‘I don’t . . .’
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