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Ella's Mother





I’m staring at Ella down by the stream. Not quite four, and she
scampers about like an elfin who has all the world in her hands. I
wonder why and how she can be so resilient. Of course she has no
conscious memory of the trauma anymore, but what about her
subconscious? Personally, I still can’t recover, even
though I hadn’t been there at all. —But I must have lived through
it a thousand times in nightmares.

“Thank God he spared the baby.”

Those are the words that keep repeating every time, among the
muffled sounds in my dreams. It’s what all the people—doctors,
friends, neighbors—had kept saying immediately after the wreck.

And it haunts me.

Sure, they could thank God that the baby survived the
drunk driver’s headlong crash into my parents. Everyone could thank
God all they liked. They weren’t me, they weren’t the
seventeen-year-old left behind who had to face raising her own baby
sister.

Jason had been the only one stubborn enough to successfully
drill it into my head that I had to fight for custody of
Ella, whether I liked it or not. He kept telling me that even
though I didn’t feel strong enough to imagine raising her, he would
help and we’d be strong enough together.

I’ll admit that he has been, but me—I’m no mother. And so I’m
sitting here now on the lawn chair in the grass, pretending I can’t
hear him clattering away on his typewriter inside the cabin. All
the while we both know that it’s not that the “rustic surroundings”
have given him some new inspiration; he just can’t stand to argue
with me anymore. So he’ll just pout and fume and make me feel
thoroughly unwelcome in his cabin for an hour. I don’t
mind that in itself, and probably would enjoy a little pouting and
fuming myself, but I can’t enjoy anything so long as I’m staring at
Ella again.

She’s there, dancing and twirling in the sun in her blue
jumpers. She’s snatching flowers and crushing them into the muddy
stream, being sure to squish her bare toes into it as well. Then
she runs elsewhere again and starts doing primitive somersaults.
She has her father’s gymnastic tendencies. Father. —Jason’s not her
father, anymore than I am. Ella’s father is a bespectacled,
gray-bearded little scientist who stopped being cold to his wife in
his mid-fifties and decided to have a second fling at parenthood
with the thirty-eight-year-old woman he’d fallen in love with
again. Ella’s father is a ghost.

I close my eyes and come close to tears again. Ghosts.
I bite my lip.

I’d been shocked at their behavior at the time. I’d exploded.
They weren’t acting like the parents I knew. They couldn’t be real.
I’d lost respect for my mother for forgiving him. I’d convinced
myself that Dad had gone senile. I’d hardly given the baby any kind
of civil, let alone familial, welcome.

The baby! I couldn’t think of Ella as my own sister, nor as my
own foster child. She was Jason’s kid, so far as I was concerned.
He didn’t agree at all, and was willing to volubly argue the point.
He might have gone on another hour this time if I hadn’t cruelly
accused him of marrying me only so he could get a “free child” in
the bargain. When he lets me in again, I’ll apologize for attacking
him about his mothering—it’s something I’d always especially loved
about him, actually. And I’ll try once again to explain to him what
I mean when I say I can’t, I truly can’t be a mother to
Ella.

But now I open my eyes at a strange sound, the laughter of a
voice I don’t recognize. Nor do I exactly know my bearings anymore,
stumbling unexpectedly when I rise. Even the soil I fall down upon
seems grossly unfamiliar. Then I turn and look up.

I gasp. I stand and nearly shout because I think I see my
mother. I blink again, weightless. Through blinding sunlight, it’s
only Ella, dancing about again on the craggy top of a mountainous
stone. But she’s not dancing like her father—not like Jason—she’s
dancing like… Mom.

On their last anniversary together, to celebrate their renewed
love and their coming baby, Mom and Dad had danced in the parlor,
laughing and giggling because they were being so careful about not
doing her harm and about balancing for her weight. I’d come
downstairs to tell them not to be so loud in the middle of the
night. They’d only smiled.

Now Ella rocks back and forth, swaying as if under a weight, her
arms stretched out to the sun as she laughs at her new experiment.
Her hair is the color of her father’s, her real father’s,
and her mother’s freckles dapple her skin while her slippery feet
mark out the steps according to whatever song she’s got going
inside her brain.

I realize I’m shaking, that I’ve been shaking for several
moments. My heart is pounding as though I’ve run for miles. That my
throat’s gone dry is what’s kept me from shouting or crying or
both. Suddenly, my breath does break forth.

“Ella!” I run and dive as fast as I can because her feet have
slipped off the stone and she is falling. Screaming. Painfully, I
receive her on top of me, sure that my collar bone has been cracked
by a force somewhere between her and the rock. She looks bruised
and is wailing, but I grasp her close to me and smile all the
same.

I can hear Jason running out from the cabin and calling out
frantically, but I don’t bother to answer. Ella will make sure he
finds us soon enough. I sigh and let my heartbeat settle down.
Until Jason arrives to mother us both, I will quietly wait, in
peace.

“Thank God he spared the baby.”









From the same author on
Feedbooks


	


Watson's
Finances (2009)
A brief speculation on how Watson supported himself before he
was a famous author.









  

    [image: FeedBooks]
 
 
    www.feedbooks.com

    Food for the mind


  


OPS/images/logo-feedbooks.png
Eeedbomls





OPS/images/logo-feedbooks-tiny.png
E{;edbooﬂs





