THE CHANCE YOU TAKE

(Excerpt)


“I’m getting new dentures with fillings in them so people will think they’re my real teeth,” Birdie said.


Meg Taylor had only been half listening, so her mother’s strange comment made even less sense than usual. 


Birdie paused a moment to push the swing for her three-year-old granddaughter, Steffie. “Oh, and by the way, I’ve set up a date for you with a nice young man. He's from a good family. I met his Aunt Milly at the Senior Citizen's Center, and she says—”

“That’s nice, Mom,” Meg replied, her gaze focused on a blue convertible circling the children’s playground. There was something predatory about it—like a shark closing in for the kill. 


Steffie’s squeal drew Meg’s attention. “Higher, Grandma, higher!” Steffie giggled and waved, a blur of golden curls and pumping sneakers. 


“That’s high enough, Steff,” Meg called out, looking away from the suspicious car for a moment. She smiled at her daughter, a tiny blonde whirlwind racing from one adventure to another. A little daredevil, Meg thought, a shiver of fear rippling down her spine. Just like her father was.

“She’s fine,” Birdie said, giving Steffie another push. “I swear you’re going to worry this poor child into early retirement.” She rambled on before Meg could reply. “It feels so strange calling little Kenny Miller ‘Doctor.’ You know, he probably wouldn’t even be a dentist if not for me.”


Meg turned back to her mother, “And how do you figure that?”


“Well, I was the one who chose him to play the tooth in the fifth-grade health play, wasn’t I?” Birdie dabbed at her forehead with a tissue, then tucked it back under her sleeve. “You remember, Meg. He had such a crush on you then.”


The World According to Bertha Orbitsky, Meg thought, constantly surprised by how differently her life looked through the filter of her mother’s memory. She nodded absently and lifted her hair off her neck, hoping for a breeze. Damp tendrils clung to her skin. From the corner of her vision she watched the same blue car round the corner for the third time.


Birdie cleared her throat. “And he’s still not married, either.” She unsnapped a rubber band from around her wrist and handed it to her daughter. “Put your hair up, Meg, you’ll be cooler.” 


Meg was accustomed to her mother anticipating her every need. The fact that she was twenty-five years old with a child of her own didn’t stop Birdie from coddling her. Meg smiled and twisted the elastic around her makeshift ponytail, feeling cooler immediately.


Birdie smiled. “Better?”


Meg ignored the smug expression on her mother’s face. “Yes, thanks.”


“Now what was I saying?” Birdie slid the safety bar up and lifted Steffie out of the wooden swing.


Steffie ran to the sliding board, calling out behind her, “Me go by myself!”


“Oh no you won’t.” Meg scrambled to keep up with the three-year old. “Wait till I get there.” She turned to her mother. “You were talking about your dentures.”


Birdie made a shooing gesture with her hands. “No, that’s not it. Oh, I remember,” she exclaimed. “Milly’s nephew. It’s all set up for Friday night. His name is—”


“No,” Meg interrupted. “I told you, no more blind dates.”


“Oh, this isn’t a blind date. We just thought—”


“Mom. I said no.” This time Meg couldn’t keep the exasperation from her voice. “If I give you the rubber band back, can we forget this?”


“Don’t be sarcastic, dear. It’s unattractive.” Birdie reached out and tucked a stray curl behind Meg’s ear. “It’s all arranged.”


Meg pulled away. “I’ve told you I’m perfectly happy the way things are. I don’t need a man in my life.” 


Birdie scooped Steffie from the bottom of the slide. “Of course you don’t. But the best time to have a man in your life is when you don’t need one.” Then her voice softened. “Meg. It’s been three years...”


Meg closed her eyes, shutting out her mother’s voice. She didn’t want to think of it. The pain was too fresh, as if it were yesterday instead of three years ago. The only proof of the passage of time was her daughter Steffie, squirming in Birdie’s arms. 


“...and I think it’s time you started dating...”


Meg turned away, her fists clenched at her sides as the familiar anger overwhelmed her. All the feelings came rushing back, as if it were only yesterday—first the numbing pain of hearing the news of her husband’s death, the shock sending her into early labor. She hadn't even had time to grieve as she delivered their child into the world alone. The one emotion she'd hung onto was anger. Even now, three years later, she wanted to reach out to Stephen beyond the grave and shake him, scream at him. How could you risk everything? How could you take such a foolish chance when there was so much at stake?

As if echoing her thoughts, her mother continued her advice; “...it’s time you took a chance on love, Meg.”


Meg snorted. “I don’t take chances.” She nodded toward Steffie. “I have a child to think about.” Maybe Stephen hadn’t put their welfare first, but at least one of Steffie’s parents would. 


Pushing the past aside, Meg concentrated on Birdie. It wasn't as if her mother was qualified to dispense advice. Birdie Orbitsky had made a career out of collecting husbands. She had outlived her first and fourth and married the middle one twice. 


Steffie wriggled out of Birdie’s grasp. “I can do it by myself.”


“No you can’t, Steffie. You’re not big enough yet,” Meg scolded gently. 


“I don’t see what the harm is in one little date, Meg.”


“No, no...NO.” Meg’s voice was quiet but firm. “No blind dates. If I meet a man, it will be because it was meant to be, not because you’ve combed the photo albums of all your friends for a suitable Prince Charming. The sidewalks of New York are rough on glass slippers.”


Birdie sighed. “I just don’t want you to be alone.”


“I’m not alone,” Meg argued. “I have Steffie and I have you.” 


“But I won’t be around forever, you know.” 


Meg smiled. When all else failed, Birdie had no qualms using the I-won’t-be-around-forever argument. “Don’t give me that, Mom. You’re healthier than most women half your age. And I’m not lonely. I’m perfectly happy.”


Birdie sighed again and Meg softened. She knew her mother meant well, and despite their frequent tussles, Meg would do just about anything to make her happy. “Mom, I’m not saying I’ll never love again. I’m just not desperate. If it happens, it happens. But no blind dates, all right?”


“Okay, I just ...”


“I know, Mom. I know.” Meg dabbed at the perspiration on her neck, feeling light-headed in the August heat, and forced herself to relax. She hated arguing with her mother, but she hated these constant manipulations even more.


Birdie seemed not the least bit affected by either the argument or the heat. In her pink sweater set and white stretch pants, she looked as delicate and fragile as spun cotton candy.  But the image was deceiving. A mountain of stubborn determination was packed into Birdie’s tiny five-foot-one-half-inch frame. Meg knew she hadn’t heard the end of this yet. 


With a squeal, Steffie headed for the sandbox. “Wait for me, Steffie,” Meg called. Steffie ignored her, as usual. The child was as stubborn and willful as her grandmother. "Two of a kind," Meg muttered under her breath.


From the corner of her eye, Meg noticed the same blue car she’d spotted earlier pulling over to the curb. Most likely there was nothing to worry about, but Meg didn’t take chances where the safety of her child was concerned. “Keep an eye on Steffie for a minute, would you Mom? I’ll be right back.”


Her words were almost lost by the sharp slam of a car door and an angry shout. “Goddamn, son of a ...OW! Oh, this is just great.”


A dull thud punctuated the outburst. Meg winced at the unmistakable sound of a fist slamming into metal. 


As she drew closer, her suspicions seemed groundless.  There seemed nothing suspicious about either the cobalt blue convertible or its owner with eyes to match, but she memorized the license plate, just to be safe.


White smoke curled from beneath the hood of the car and the man blew on the palm of his hand. That explained the thud she’d heard. He fumbled with the latch and raised the hood. A plume of steam erupted, hiding him momentarily from view. 


Meg watched his body materialize out of the mist, inch by tantalizing inch—long legs in soft denim and a slim waist broadening to shoulders which looked wide enough to shelter the world. He waved the steam away and Meg gasped at her first close-up look at his face. Coal black hair, blue eyes and dimples deep enough to dive into. The combination made her knees weak.


Oh my God, she thought. I’ve found the missing Baldwin brother.

