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      Saturday, April 10

      

      Chandler sat in the third row of the crowded theater, slowly breathing in and out. The twinge in her extended belly grew more intense. She tried to pay attention to her husband Oren, up on the stage, fully immersed in his role as Claudio from Shakespeare's Much Ado About Nothing, but the baby launched a foot up into her diaphragm.

      "And I'll be sworn upon 't that he loves her," Oren/Claudio was saying from the stage.

      Beside her, Maddie yawned and swung her feet, her four-year-old's attention span near its end. Chandler put a hand on Maddie's knees to remind her not to kick the seat in front of her.

      "Peace! I will stop your mouth." Alan, the actor playing Benedick, declared.

      Chandler mentally calculated the remaining lines. The play would be over in just a minute.

      "…if my cousin do not look exceedingly narrow to thee." Oren delivered his last line as he always does – perfectly.

      A band wound around Chandler's entire middle and squeezed. Hard.

      "Strike up, pipers!" Benedick's booming words were the last of the production. Music played and the characters danced as they exited the stage.

      The audience erupted into raucous cheering and applause with a standing ovation as the actors ran back onstage and took their bows.

      Chandler held the seat back in front of her and tried to stand. Instead, she cried out, the pain stealing her strength. She sank back onto the seat.

      "Are you okay?" David, her dad, asked from the other side of Maddie. "Chandler?"

      She still gripped the back of the seat in front of her. Sweat trickled down the back of her neck and beaded across her forehead.

      "Chandler?" David's voice was full of concern, but she couldn't answer.

      She felt her dad swoop Maddie up and hand her off to her mother. He put a hand on her back and leaned down. One look at her face and he stood bolt upright and yelled, "Oren!"

      Directly behind her, someone else called for Oren's attention.

      People crowded the aisle, asking if she was okay. She flapped her hand, waving them away, until Oren pushed through and took her arm. "What's wrong?"

      Alan was right behind him, telling people to back up and give her space.

      The contraction relented and she tried to wave away the concerned faces around her. "It's fine, thank you."

      Her father said, "I think the baby's coming."

      She gripped her belly and argued, "No. He's not due for another week."

      Another contraction doubled her over, an effective counter-argument.

      "Mommy?" Maddie sounded scared.

      "It's okay, honey," David and Lisa, Chandler's mom, both spoke softly to Maddie. "I think your brother's coming."

      Oren smoothed her hair back. "Breathe, honey."

      Chandler managed a pained smile. "At least he waited until the play was over."

      Alan more firmly directed the gathered people to clear the area. "Head out, folks, this isn't part of the show."

      "We need to get you to the hospital," Oren said.

      Chandler took advantage of a lull in contractions and pulled herself to her feet. Oren put his arm around her and Alan stationed himself at her other side, gripping her arm. They'd gone a few steps when she stopped. "My purse."

      Ashley, her best friend, was nearby. "I got it."

      Chandler took another step and the vice gripped her middle. "Shit," she growled through gritted teeth.

      Warmth trickled down her legs.

      "Nooooo." Mortification heaped on top of the pain. Her water breaking in public was the stuff of nightmares.

      Alan said, "Uh oh, I think you sprung a leak."

      She managed to laugh at that. Whether it was the pressure from laughing or the start of another contraction, the trickle down her leg became a gush. At least it didn't last long.

      A woman's voice demanded, "Get her over here."

      Alan and Oren turned her and steered toward the stage.

      "Oh, great," she grumbled. "Am I the encore?"

      On the stage, Gretchen had some blankets and pillows at the ready.

      The panic rose in her chest. "I am not having this baby here!"

      Gretchen, a volunteer for the fire department and in full Shakespearean costume, firmly guided her to the floor. "It's here or in the car."

      "What? No! We have time!" The word ended in a wail as the strongest contraction yet hit her and the urge to push was too strong to resist.

      Oren squeezed her hand.

      Gretchen barked, "Get these people out of here!"

      Alan jumped off the stage to the floor and yelled for all the looky-loos to move their asses out.

      There was no time to be embarrassed as Gretchen hiked Chandler's skirt up.

      The next massive contraction hit and Chandler pushed for all she was worth.

      "You're doing great," Gretchen coached her. "His head's right there. One more big push, Chandler."

      Chandler pushed.

      Alan yanked the theater door open to let the EMTs through.

      "Almost there."

      Chandler pushed again, gripping Oren's hand like a vice.

      "Got him!"

      Chandler dropped back against the pillows as the baby wailed, his cry taking full advantage of the theater's acoustics. She heard cheering from the lobby.

      The EMTs loaded Chandler and the baby onto the stretcher, securing them. Gretchen covered her with a blanket and tucked it securely around her legs. They wheeled the gurney up the aisle. Alan grabbed the door handle. "You took 'Friends and Family' night a little too far, Chandler."

      "Stick to Shakespeare, Alan. You suck at comedy."

      He laughed and held the door open for them to pass through. "Let me know if you need anything," he said, clapping Oren's back. "And congratulations!"

      "Mommy!"

      Off to the side, Chandler's parents, Lisa and David, held Maddie. They rushed over, relieved. The EMTs paused for just a second.

      Chandler reached out and touched Maddie's arm. "Mommy's fine, princess. Your little brother just couldn't wait, but now we have to go to the hospital so the doctors can check us both over."

      Maddie clutched her stuffed animal and constant companion, Princess Giraffe, and shoved her thumb into her mouth.

      "We'll meet you at the hospital," her dad said.

      Alan yelled to the remaining crowd, "It's a boy!"
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      Two hours later, Oren hovered near Chandler, now wearing a clean hospital gown, the baby nestled in her arms. He was still in full Shakespearean costume, to the great amusement of the hospital staff. At least he'd been able to wash off most of his makeup in the hospital bathroom.

      Ashley and Elliott, their best friends, had popped in to coo over the baby and drop off Chandler's purse and some clothes they'd picked up at the house. Too bad for Oren they had only grabbed Chandler's hospital bag, so he was stuck in his velvet robes and tights until he had a chance to go home.

      Chandler's parents brought Maddie in, accompanied by Oren's parents, Janice and Theo.

      Beaming, Oren stood by Chandler's bedside and said to the gathered crowd, "I'm glad you're all here."

      Chandler smiled up at him.

      "We'd like everyone to meet Finnegan Samuel Turner." Oren addressed both of their dads, whose eyes welled with tears. "It worked out great since both of your middle names are Samuel."

      Lisa sighed, "Oh, that's so sweet."

      Janice made a noncommittal grunt.

      Everyone took a brief turn holding the new baby. While he was being passed around, Oren helped Maddie up onto the bed beside Chandler. She snuggled close, holding Princess Giraffe tight and sucking her thumb.

      Lisa was the last to hold the baby. "Maddie, do you want to hold your baby brother?"

      Maddie's face scrunched up. "Eww, no."

      "Madelyn, that's not nice," Janice scolded.

      "Mom, it's fine." Oren waved away her concern and took Finn from his mother-in-law.

      Ashley said to Chandler, "We'll let you get some rest. Love you."

      "Love you, too." Chandler gave her a tired smile.

      Oren hoped the rest of the group would take the hint and follow suit.

      David touched Lisa's shoulder. "We'll give you a few minutes with Maddie. We'll grab some coffee downstairs and be back to get her shortly." They followed Ashley and Elliott out of the room.

      "I suppose you want us to leave so you can spend some time with her parents," Janice said.

      "What? Everyone's leaving so Chandler can get some rest."

      Theo put his hand on Janice's back. "Let's go, we'll see them again tomorrow."

      "If we're even invited," Janice mumbled.

      Oren ignored the snarking and hugged his parents. "Thanks for coming. I think the regular visiting hours start at ten tomorrow." He not-so-subtly edged them toward the door.

      Theo waved at Chandler, then walked into the hallway. Janice followed him without so much as a glance back at her daughter-in-law.

      Oren gently rocked Finn in his arms, just outside the room.

      "I just don't understand why she chose to honor the fathers. Madelyn's middle name doesn't have anything to do with me."

      He really didn't want to deal with this nonsense. "It doesn't have anything to do with Lisa, either," Oren explained. "And Finn's middle name wasn't Chandler's idea, it was mine."

      "I doubt that."

      His dad said, "C'mon, Janice. He needs to get cleaned up and changed."

      Oren sighed. "I'll see you guys tomorrow. Love you." He turned and went back into the room and rolled his eyes. "Finally. Some peace and quiet." He sat on the bed near Chandler's hip, close to Maddie's feet. "Ready to hold your brother?"

      Maddie stared at the bundle and slowly nodded.

      Oren gently arranged the baby in Maddie's arms. Chandler reached around her, helping to hold him.

      "What do you think, pumpkin?"

      Maddie made a face. "He smells weird."

      He and Chandler caught each other's eye and laughed.

      Finn squirmed and started to fuss.

      Maddie tried to pull back. "Eew."

      A small dribble of spit left Finn's mouth and landed on Princess Giraffe.

      Maddie shrieked.

      Oren hurried to take Finn.

      Maddie started to cry, staring helplessly at the stuffed animal her new brother had just defiled.

      Chandler brushed at Princess Giraffe with the corner of the blanket. "It's okay, sweetheart. Princess Giraffe just needs a bath. She's fine."

      Maddie scowled and crossed her arms. "Put it back."

      "What?"

      She glared at the baby. "Put it back in your belly." She poked Chandler's belly and made another face. "It's squishy now."

      "You know what?" Chandler said softly. "I bet he feels bad about spitting up on Princess Giraffe. I bet he'd like to give her one of his new blankies to say sorry."

      Maddie eyed him suspiciously.

      Oren nodded as he gently swayed. "Mommy's right." With his free hand, he wrestled with a pink blanket his parents had given them just in case the four hundred sonograms had been wrong.

      Chandler took the blanket from him and swaddled Princess Giraffe. "There. Does she feel better?"

      Maddie took her stuffed toy and cradled it. "Yeah."

      "How about we switch and let Mommy feed the baby while you sit on my lap?"

      Maddie scrambled down off the bed with her giraffe.

      Oren helped Chandler get the baby situated, then sat on the chair beside her, scooping Maddie and Princess Giraffe onto his lap. He was exhausted, but had to admit the timing was pretty darn good. Tonight had been their final performance and practices for the next one wouldn't start for a little more than a month.

      He looked over to Chandler and she took his breath away. Nursing their brand new son while their daughter rested against his chest.

      Nothing could be more perfect than this life they'd built.
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      Wednesday, June 16

      

      Chandler sank down the wall until she sat on the cold tile bathroom floor. The shower blasted scalding hot water, filling the room with steam. Finally, finally, the baby stopped screaming. She ran a protective hand over his soft, fine hair and choked back a sob.

      He whimpered in her arms, so she settled him in to nurse, now that his nose was clearing and the poor boy could breathe. With her free arm, she stuffed towels under her nursing arm and tried to relax. She shifted to see her watch, but her eyes were so heavy and scratchy from the lack of sleep that the face was a blur.

      Finnegan suckled himself to sleep. Chandler's eyes were too heavy to hold open. Her head lolled back and smacked against the tile wall.

      She jerked upright at a soft tapping on the bathroom door. The interruption made her want to scream, "LEAVE ME ALONE!" but she said nothing. The door opened a crack, letting a rush of cold air in. Goosebumps popped up on her arms.

      Oren slipped inside and quickly closed the door behind him. He turned off the shower and sat on the floor beside her. He whispered, "Let me take him?"

      Chandler looked blearily down at Finnegan, who'd fallen off her breast and was fast asleep. She was too tired to move or object or assist when Oren reached over and gently took the baby. He cradled Finn in his arm and reached over to stroke Chandler's cheek. "Go to bed."

      Instead, she slumped down onto the towels, dead to the world.

      For all of thirty minutes.

      "MOMMYYYYYYYYYYY!!!!"

      "No, Maddie," Oren's voice was stern but quiet through the bathroom door.

      Chandler's eyes scratched like she was blinking with sandpaper.

      Maddie screeched, "I WANT MOMMY!" and a second later, Finn wailed.

      Chandler pressed her face into the towels and hoped her family couldn't hear her sobbing. Finn had had a rough start to his short two-month life, with back to back to back infections – one ear, then both ears, now sinus. Maddie was feeling jealous and neglected, not that anyone could blame her. Chandler hadn't slept more than an hour at a time for at least two weeks. And Oren had to go to work.

      Too exhausted to cry anymore, Chandler got up. Her arm and hip hurt from laying against the tile, and her bladder threatened to burst, even though she'd barely eaten or drank anything for days. She peed, trying not to nod off as she sat on the toilet, then got up and washed her hands and wet a washcloth to wash her face. Her reflection horrified her. Deep, dark circles lay under her bloodshot eyes, making her always pale face even more gaunt. Her lips were pressed in a tight line, turned down at the corners.

      It looked like the face of someone who would never know happiness again.

      The thought piled misery on top of misery as her exhausted brain insisted her children would grow up tormented and neglected because their mother couldn't get it together. Women had been doing this for thousands and thousands of years, right? All without modern conveniences or medicine.

      This shouldn't be so hard.

      She brushed her dyed blonde hair and pulled it back into a pony tail. That was all the effort her appearance would be getting today.

      Pushing away from the sink, she took a deep breath and went into the fray.

      Oren sat on the bed, bouncing a wailing Finn, while Maddie lay facedown on the mattress, kicking her feet as hard as she could, screaming into the bed. At least it muffled her. Chandler wished she could have a fit like that. It might help.

      "Honey," Oren began.

      Chandler was pretty sure she wasn't going to like whatever he was about to say. She fleetingly wondered if this is where he announced he was leaving her because he couldn't stand this life anymore.

      "I called my mom. She's coming to stay for a couple of days."

      She wasn't sure which was worse.

      "Just so we can get Finn's sinus infection under control and get your routine back on track."

      Routine. He knew it was one of her magic words. If Chandler liked anything, it was routine. Organization. A plan.

      "You need some sleep, and I can't get any more time off until Seth and Corey get back at the end of the month." He'd taken two weeks off when Finn was born, and several days since then. He was completely out of PTO, and it was only June.

      It was Wednesday. Okay, maybe having Janice come until the weekend wasn't the most horrible idea ever.

      Her last few functioning brain cells balked at that. It was the most horrible idea ever, but she was too tired to fight it.

      "I'm sorry, I know you probably hate the idea, but I tried your mom first and she can't come until next week."

      His words came to her through mud. Her eyes fixed on a frayed spot on their bedspread until dots danced in her vision.

      "Chan?"

      Her eyeballs felt like sandpaper as they slid up to look at him. "I don't care."

      "About what? Chan?"

      "Anything."

      Her world went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Oren saw it coming, but with Finn in his arms, he couldn't move fast enough to keep Chandler from hitting the floor.

      Maddie was still sobbing into the pillow at the injustices of her world. Oren laid Finn down and by the time he got to his knees beside Chandler, she was coming to.

      He brushed her hair off her face and suddenly realized how sunken her cheeks were, how dark the circles under her eyes were. "Hey."

      Her bloodshot eyes darted around, frantic. "What happ— where's the baby?"

      Oren grabbed her shoulders and helped her sit up. "He's fine. Chandler. Look at me."

      Her wild eyes couldn't seem to focus on anything. A stab of guilt sliced through him. He'd been so busy with work and getting ready for the theater's upcoming production of Hamlet that he hadn't seen how bad things had gotten for his wife.

      The doorbell chimed.

      Maddie stopped crying and sat up. "Who's here?"

      "It should be Nanny."

      "Yay!" Maddie bounded off the bed and danced to the stairs.

      "Careful!" Oren warned. He picked Finn up. They all went downstairs, where Maddie was jumping up, trying to unfasten the childproof latch on the door. He moved her out of the way and unlocked the door, opening it to his mother's beaming face. She grabbed him in a hug, and over her shoulder, he noticed two huge suitcases. And a tote bag. And her massive purse.

      Oh, no.

      "Mom, that's a lot of stuff for a couple of days," he said, wheeling the bags into the kitchen.

      She ignored him, bending to lift Maddie into her arms and plant kisses all over her face. "How's Nanny's girl?"

      Maddie giggled and squealed with delight for a few minutes, then squirmed to be put down. "Nanny, I'm hungry."

      Oren cringed a little inside as Janice shot a side-eye at Chandler. "Hasn't she had breakfast yet? Goodness."

      He jumped in. "Yes, she did. I gave her a Pop-tart about an hour ago."

      "A Pop-tart is hardly nutritious." Janice sighed and opened the fridge. "I guess I'll have to make some breakfast before I'll even be able to hold the baby."

      Oren glanced over at Chandler, but she didn't seem to notice. Oh, well. His mom's snide comments would be a small price to pay for Chandler to get some sleep. He went to the living room and pulled the bassinet into the kitchen. He put Finn in the bassinet, then turned the dial for it to gently rock side to side. Ah, the magic of modern technology.

      He gently squeezed her arm. "Go to bed. I'll see you tonight."

      "Okay." Chandler sounded like a zombie, toneless and raspy.

      He put his hands on her shoulders and physically turned her toward the doorway. "Go."

      She shuffled away to the stairs.

      Oren listened until he heard the bedroom door close. "Mom, I can't thank you enough. We really appreciate you coming over to help."

      She cracked an egg into a pan. "Of course. Some people have a rough time being a new parent."

      "Please don't."

      "What?" She raised her shoulder – and a spatula – in innocence. "Just because I went back to work at six weeks doesn't mean I can't understand it's harder for some other people to adjust."

      "You didn't have a sick baby."

      "You had colic for months."

      "I give up. Just… be nice." He gave Maddie a hug and a kiss. "Daddy's going to work. You be good for Nanny. Love you."

      "Love you, Daddy." She scrambled up on her stool at the sink. "Can I help, Nanny?"

      Oren kissed his fingertips and lightly brushed them against Finn's cheek. Part of him hated to leave and go in to the office. A bigger part of him was relieved and anxious to go. That part of him also felt like a giant coward.

      "Finn's antibiotics are in the fridge. He already had his dose for this morning. There's also bottles on the bottom shelf when he gets hungry."

      "Oh. Chandler isn't nursing?"

      He bristled at the judgment in that comment. It seemed like everyone on the planet had an opinion on how his son got fed. "She is. And pumping for situations just like this. Please. Just let her sleep."

      "Don't worry. I can handle an infant and a little girl."

      Maddie said, "I'm a big girl."

      "You sure are." He didn't have time to deal with his mom's thinly-veiled condescension. "I'll see you tonight. Thanks again."

      "And be careful. This rain has the roads slick."

      "Thanks." He let himself out, glad that his household was peaceful, for the moment at least.

      As he flipped the windshield wipers on, he couldn't help but feel like the summer storm brewing across the sky was some sort of harbinger of what was brewing at home.
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      Chandler woke and stretched. She startled, panicking for a second until she remembered that Janice had the kids. Relaxing into the pillow, she felt almost human again. She got out of bed and checked the clock. Six o'clock. A little twinge of guilt nagged at her. She'd slept for nine solid hours without moving from the position she'd started in.

      Deciding she might not get another chance, she stripped and got into the shower. For the first time since Finn's birth, she shaved her legs and took her time shampooing and conditioning her hair, biting back frustrated tears at the clumps of strands that remained stuck to her hands. Her thick, lush hair had turned to crap sometime in the third trimester of her pregnancy, and the unrelenting stress after Finn's birth made it worse.

      She let the hot water pour over her and tried to be grateful. Maybe this was the turning point. Maybe getting a little sleep was just the start of an upswing. She certainly felt a lot better after one good sleep. With Janice here for a few days, she'd even be able to sneak in a few naps. By the time Janice left on Saturday, or maybe Sunday, everything would be good as new. She'd just have to ignore a few barbed comments and try not to bite her tongue in half. Easy peasy.

      Her breasts ached painfully at not being emptied for so long, so she cut her shower short and dried off. She skipped the bra and pulled on a super-loose button-down shirt because she had to either nurse or pump like right now.

      The power flickered as she got dressed. Her pre-pregnancy jeans slid on easily. She tried to feel smug about the fact, but she knew it was only because of stress and starvation that she'd fit back into them so soon.

      She hurried downstairs. Janice was reading to Maddie, doing a range of voices for each character in the book.

      "Hey."

      "You showered during a storm?" Janice clucked, then admitted, "Well. You look much better."

      Chandler didn't point out that Janice would probably be quite happy to see her electrocuted and out of the picture. Oh, the stories Janice would be able to tell. In reality, though, she hadn't even noticed the steady low rumbling of thunder until she started getting dressed. "I feel much better. I can't thank you enough for today."

      Janice ignored the comment and went back to the book.

      Finn stirred in the bassinet, so Chandler lifted him out and offered him a breast, which he greedily accepted. She settled onto her favorite chair, wedging a pillow under her arm while the baby nursed. The instant he paused his suckling, she switched him to the other side and nearly wilted with relief.

      Maddie climbed down from her grandmother's lap and got another book. "Here, Nanny."

      Janice situated Maddie in the crook of her arm and began to read. It was easy to see where Oren had gotten his love of theatrics. One could easily envision Princess Poppy and her friends with Janice's distinct voices.

      Chandler shifted Finn to her shoulder and patted his back until he burped. A whiff of stink came from the direction of his diaper. She got up and, with one hand, flicked a blanket out and onto the floor. She put the baby on the blanket and slid the basket of changing supplies they'd put under the coffee table toward her.

      As she changed his diaper, Maddie announced, "He has a penis. Cuz he's a boy. I don't have a penis, Nanny."

      Chandler heard Janice suck in a breath. "No, you don't."

      "Mommy, what's my penis called? I forgetted."

      "You don't have a penis, Maddie. You have a vagina."

      "Yeah. I have a bagina, Nanny. Do you have a bagina?"

      Janice cleared her throat. "Let's finish our book, okay?"

      "Mommy has a bagina. It's how Finn came out of her belly."

      Chandler was glad her back was to Janice because she couldn't contain her grin at her mother-in-law's discomfort. Once she finished changing Finn, she was relieved to see him look around the room, bright-eyed, instead of wailing in pain. Hopefully the antibiotics were finally working and the poor little guy would kick these infections for good.

      Janice finished reading to Maddie. "I made a meatloaf and potatoes for dinner. I put plates in the fridge for you and Oren. Maddie and I already ate."

      Chandler's stomach rumbled at the mention of food. "Thank you. Oren always says your meatloaf is the best."

      "When he was at home, I used to make him his own meatloaf or nobody else would get any." She chuckled.

      Finn cooed and gurgled, reaching to grab his toes. Janice scooped him off Chandler's lap and bounced him. "Go eat. You need to get some meat back on your bones."

      She stood and went to the kitchen. She microwaved the plate. When it was done, she sat down and attached her double breast pump. Sitting at the table, she ate with one hand and scrolled through her phone with the other, feeling a bit like a dairy cow while the machine emptied her breasts.

      Oren came through the kitchen door. When he saw her, his smile widened. "Hey, babe." He leaned down to kiss her. "Mmm. Meatloaf."

      "Your mom made it. There's a plate in the fridge for you, but you can finish mine, too. I can't eat it all."

      He grabbed her fork and speared a hunk of meatloaf. "How'd today go? Did you get some sleep?"

      "It was great. I didn't get up until about six."

      He touched her cheek. "You look so much better."

      "Gee, thanks," she snarked.

      "No, I mean you look like you feel better."

      The pump finished, so she released herself and buttoned her shirt while Oren slid easily into the routine of getting the milk to the fridge and washing the pump pieces.

      "Thanks. I'll take Maddie up and get her ready for bed. I'm sure your mom could use a break."

      "A break?" Janice said from the doorway. "From what? All I've done is watch the children and make dinner."

      Chandler tried not to bristle and read into Janice's comment. Think nice thoughts. Think nice thoughts. That was one of Princess Poppy's nauseatingly repetitive mantras, and it wasn't working very well. Think nice thoughts.

      "We appreciate it," Oren said, flicking water from his fingertips. He put the pump pieces in the dish drainer and dried his hands.

      Maddie grabbed onto his leg. He reached down and whisked her up into the air.

      "Again!"

      He lifted her again. And again. And again.

      "Mommy's going to take you upstairs and get your jammies on."

      "No. I want Nanny to."

      Janice scooped her from Oren's arms. "Okay, princess, let's go upstairs."

      Chandler turned to get Finn from the bassinet, but Oren stopped her. "I haven't seen him all day."

      "Oh."

      She hung back, watching Oren gently lift the baby. He put a well-worn folder on the arm of the couch and settled in with Finn. Wrestling the pages open with one hand, he began to read.

      "'It faded on the crowing of the cock.

      Some say that ever 'gainst that season comes

      Wherein our Saviour's birth is celebrated,

      The bird of dawning singeth all night long:

      And then, they say, no spirit dares stir abroad;

      The nights are wholesome; then no planets strike,

      No fairy takes, nor witch hath power to charm,

      So hallow'd and so gracious is the time.'"

      Chandler leaned on the door frame, watching him affectionately. "Horatio?"

      "Close. Marcellus."

      "Ah." Hamlet wasn't her favorite, but she'd been with Oren long enough to recognize most of Shakespeare's plays from short bits of dialogue.

      Finn was the perfect audience. He stared up at Oren, captivated by the rhythm and flow of the words. How well Chandler knew the feeling. She loved listening to her husband practice his lines. His troupe performed two plays each year, one in the spring and one in the fall. Finn had been born on closing night of Much Ado About Nothing, and they would be performing Hamlet in September, three months away.

      Oren was a tad obsessive. As the head of the troupe, he took it upon himself to know every part inside and out as well as keep the back end organized and running smoothly.

      "I feel a little useless right now," Chandler admitted. "I have some energy, but nothing to do with it."

      He looked up from his pages. "You could always work on costumes, if you want something to do."

      "Good idea. Let me know when Finn's hungry again." She went down to the finished basement they'd converted into a sewing room slash costume room slash office slash prop room slash whatever else she needed it to be room.

      The main living area had a huge island where Chandler cut fabrics. Counters and cabinets lined the longest wall. The second-longest wall had a sturdy bar where she hung costume gowns and robes. Along the short wall that had windows near the ceiling was her sewing machine, and the other short wall was a massive white board where she sketched ideas, made notes, and a corkboard where she tacked her color-coded to do lists and purchase orders.

      The basement was her sanctuary, one she hadn't stepped foot into since Finn was born. She'd originally planned to only take a few weeks off, but with his infections and her exhaustion, her online costume shop had been closed for a little more than two months. Lightning lit up the world outside the French doors that opened to the patio for a second.

      Chandler breathed deeply. It felt like coming home to be in her space again, surrounded by things that belonged to her alone. Fabrics, tools, even the business paperwork, made her smile.

      She spent some time just reacclimating herself to her space. She ran her hands over the completed costumes she'd made, touching the faux leather, the glass and plastic jewels, the velvet and muslin. They were reused for Oren's troupe's plays. A gown for a queen, a threadbare dress for a peasant. A plastic sword she'd covered with silver leaf to look real from the audience. Yorick's powdery skull that Hamlet would hold aloft. After each play, she lovingly fixed or recycled each piece, handed them off to the specialty cleaner she worked with, and then brought them here, to wait for their next performance. She made a mental note to schedule the pickup for the Much Ado costumes that were still waiting to be cleaned and repaired.

      In her spare time – whatever that was – she designed Renaissance Faire costumes for her online shop. She'd become well-known for her gowns, but even more so for her handcrafted corsets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      Oren texted Chandler, letting her know Finn was fussing and probably wanted to be fed. She came upstairs and settled onto her recliner. Oren situated the baby. "I'll go up and get Maddie to bed."

      "Okay." She smiled up at him.

      It shook him how different she looked. Was it only this morning she'd been a zombie? She still looked tired, but it was the expected tired of just-had-a-baby. Again, the guilt prodded him that he hadn't even noticed how far down she'd spiraled. "I stopped and got distilled water for the humidifier, so hopefully he'll sleep tonight."

      "Oh, good. I'd forgotten all about it."

      He leaned down and kissed her, then watched her with Finn for a moment before taking the stairs two at a time.

      His mom dried Maddie off while the tub drained. A ring of bubbles clung to the top of the tub, and soapy plastic animals floated toward the drain.

      He scooped Maddie up, towel and all. "My goodness, did Nanny get in the tub with you?"

      Maddie giggled and squirmed. "Nooo, Daddy!"

      "I might as well have," Janice laughed, holding out her arms to show Oren her soaked shirt and pants.

      Oren took Maddie to her room and plopped her onto the bed. "What jammies do we want tonight?"

      "Poppy! Poppy! Poppy!"

      He opened the dresser drawer and held up a set of pajamas with kittens on them. "Is this Poppy?"

      "Nooooo," Maddie laughed.

      "Is this Poppy?" He held up a set of Princess Felicia pajamas. He personally liked Felicia better. She didn't wear an obnoxious peacock feather tiara and have a billion expensive licensed accessories for sale.

      "Noooo!"

      "Is this Poppy?" Ducks.

      Maddie giggled and clapped her hands. "Poppy, Daddy, Poppy!"

      "This one, right?" Unicorns.

      "Daddy!"

      "No, these aren't pajamas of Daddy. Now you're just being silly." There was no question which pajamas were of Princess Poppy, the current most popular animated sensation. Poppy had five animated movies and a massive marketing team. No one with children could escape Poppy's grinning face and sparkling peacock feather tiara. It was on pajamas, sheets, board games, cereal boxes, dolls (and all their accessories), and even cell phone cases. Oren wasn't too sure about that one.

      She clapped her hands, still laughing.

      He picked a set of Poppy pajamas, and Maddie squealed in delight. She loudly sang Princess Poppy's theme song as Oren helped her put her pajamas on.

      "Hush. It's time to quiet down for bedtime," Janice scolded as she came into the room.

      Maddie clamped her mouth shut.

      "Finish your song." Oren tickled her and picked up somewhere in the middle of the song. It took a minute, but Maddie sang along to the end, with much less volume and enthusiasm.

      He held the comforter up so Maddie could crawl under it. He didn't want to ask his mom to leave the room, not when she'd been so gracious to drop everything and come over, but he wanted to make sure Maddie went to bed happy.

      Maddie yawned and said, "Night, Nanny. Kisses." She held her arms up for hugs and kisses.

      Oren was relieved that Janice delivered her hugs and kisses, then went to the guest room. He arranged Maddie's horde of stuffed animals, giving them each a kiss before snuggling them next to Maddie. Princess Giraffe had the best spot, tightly snuggled in Maddie's arms.

      Next, he turned the light off and flicked on the soft nightlight that glowed from Maddie's dresser.

      He gave Maddie her hugs and kisses, then spoke softly, telling her a story about a princess who grew giant carrots in her vegetable garden. Spoiler alert: the princess wins a prize for her carrots.

      Her eyes grew heavy. Her fingers twirled around Princess Giraffe's ear. With one last huge yawn, she closed her eyes.

      Oren slipped out of the bedroom and closed the door with a soft click. He went to the master bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed to take his shoes off. Motion caught his attention, and he looked up just as his mom lifted her hand to knock on the open door.

      "Can I come in?"

      "Sure. What's up?"

      "I have some concerns."
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      Chandler had been dozing while Finn nursed, until Janice's words "I have some concerns" filtered through the baby monitor.

      She sat up, alert. The baby had fallen asleep, so she adjusted her shirt and waited.

      Oren sighed in response.

      Janice began, "When Chandler was changing Finn's diaper – on the floor, by the way – Maddie started talking about his… penis." The last word dropped to a whisper, like it was a dirty word. Chandler ran a hand down her face, trying to remind herself that Janice had done them a huge favor, and that she'd gotten some sleep thanks to her.

      "Mom…"

      "Then Maddie talked about… her parts, and then asked me about mine, and it was just all very inappropriate."

      Chandler held her breath. Oren sometimes had a blind spot where his mother was concerned and agreed just to appease her.

      He said, "I'm sure it was a little uncomfortable, but it was in no way inappropriate. It's developmentally spot on for Maddie to recognize the differences between boys and girls and categorize them in her mind."

      "Well. It may be developmentally spot on, but I don't understand why she needs to know those words. She's only four."

      Chandler felt her chest tighten. Cutesy names for private parts were a complete deal breaker.

      Oren's voice was patient. "The fact that she's four is exactly why she needs to know the correct terminology. It's something Chandler and I absolutely agree on."

      This was one topic Chandler couldn't let go. She took Finn upstairs and went to the bedroom. She spoke gently. "Just FYI, the baby monitor was on." She settled Finn in his crib and stood straight. "I appreciate your concern, Janice. I do." She pulled in a deep breath, not wanting to offend her mother-in-law, but the subject was too important to gloss over.

      "I'm not criticizing," Janice explained lamely.

      "No, it's fine." It wasn't fine. She was definitely criticizing, but whatever. "You know I used to work in a daycare."

      "Yes."

      "Then you remember I was a mandated reporter. Any time we suspected any sort of abuse, we would report it as soon as we knew. We had one case where a little girl kept telling us her neighbor was touching her cookies. Janice, it took us months to understand she wasn't talking about cookies. It still turns my stomach to think how much sooner it could have been stopped if that precious girl hadn't been taught that ridiculous euphemism."

      "That's awful."

      "Anyway. I know it can be a little uncomfortable. For what it's worth, you redirected her attention brilliantly." Chandler gave Janice a smile.

      Janice didn't return it, no doubt irritated at Chandler's appearance and speech.

      Oh, well.

      Oren broke the tension. "I think it's time to hit the hay since both the kids are asleep."

      "Good night," Janice said. She reached over and gently stroked Finn's head. "Make sure that's not getting water on him." She gestured to the humidifier.

      Chandler bit her tongue and made sure her voice was sweet. "Good night, Janice. Thanks again for coming." She grabbed her shirt and yoga pants and went into the bathroom.

      Through the door, she heard Janice snark, "How many listening devices should I be aware of?"

      Oren's reply was mild. "We only have monitors next to the kids' beds."

      Chandler turned on the faucet to brush her teeth and drown out any further conversation.

      A little while later, she snuggled next to Oren, resting her head on his shoulder while his fingers absently played with the seam of her sleeve.

      "I, um," he began, "think maybe it might have been a little much to lecture Mom about the whole body parts thing."

      She stiffened.

      "Don't get mad. It was just the listening through the baby monitor when she didn't know you were listening that, I think, bothered her."

      "I can appreciate that, but she doesn't get to accuse me of teaching my daughter something inappropriate."

      "I was handling it."

      "Okay."

      "It's just that she's doing us a big favor. She didn't have to come."

      "I know that."

      "Show a little more appreciation, that's all."

      She sighed. It was too late to get into a big discussion, and she didn't feel like defending herself. "Love you." She gave him a kiss on the cheek and rolled over.
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        * * *

      

      By some miracle, Finn only got up once during the night, and it was because he was hungry, not because he was screaming in pain.

      Oren got up with his alarm and got dressed for work. Chandler snuggled under the covers, unwilling to get up until the last possible second. Finn stirred in his crib, so she stretched and threw the covers back. "Guess that means I have to get up, huh?"

      "Looks like it."

      Chandler smiled down at the baby. "Hang on, sweet pea, Mommy has to go potty first." She grabbed her clothes and changed, then brushed her teeth and tied her hair back. When she came back out, Finn was just starting to fuss.

      "Hurry up, Chan, he's hungry."

      "He's fine." She scooped him out of the crib and tried to fight the rising annoyance. The baby wasn't crying, he wasn't upset, he was just letting the world know it was feeding time. She certainly didn't want to let a little tiff with Oren ruin what was an otherwise great start to the day. She felt rested and ready to get back to making her daily to do lists and getting things done.

      She settled in her rocking chair to nurse, lifting her face for Oren's quick goodbye kiss. Finn was almost done when Maddie came in, dragging her worn "bankie" and Princess Giraffe with her.

      "Do you have a book?" Chandler asked.

      Maddie climbed up onto the bed and shoved her thumb into her mouth. "No."

      "Your brother's almost done. Do you want waffles for breakfast?"

      "Smiley waffles?"

      "Of course." Smiley waffles were plain old frozen toaster waffles that had a face drawn with strawberry syrup. As far as Maddie was concerned, they were Michelin star quality cuisine.
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