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      The baby on all fours smack-dab in the center of the Sheridan house living room knew precisely the power of manipulation he had over his elder Sheridans. There in his little mustard-yellow button-down and diaper, he clambered forward, his ocean-blue eyes shining. His dark curls tickled across the upper edge of his ear, and his face erupted into a magnetic smile that was just as powerful as the bright sun. Only nine months before, Audrey had given birth to Baby Max Wesley Sheridan, and since then, he’d grown like a bad weed and now weighed almost twenty pounds. He could even pull himself up to a standing position and had begun to babble out nonsensical words, proof he was almost brave enough to try out a real word of his own.

      In every way, this once very sick baby at the NICU, Audrey’s tiny miracle, had traveled through time with the rest of them, changing and growing so much stronger.

      And Audrey felt she’d missed every second of it. 

      “He’s coming to you, Momma,” Lola announced in a bright tone as Max hobbled toward Audrey, smacking his palms against the carpet. 

      Audrey dropped onto her knees and brought her arms out wide. Her smile stretched her cheeks as Max buzzed his lips with excitement. 

      “Come on, Max. You can do it. Come to me,” Audrey urged him on, just before she bent down and lifted him into her embrace. His once-soft and downy baby smell had shifted slightly. She stretched a hand behind his head and bobbed him against her as his large eyes widened. They held one another’s gaze for a long moment, both captivated. She had only a couple of hours left before her mother planned to drive her back to Penn State for her final few weeks before Christmas break. Audrey planned to use every second she had. 

      “Can I get anyone a piece of pie?” Susan Sheridan Frampton stepped out from the kitchen, rubbing her hands against a red-checkered apron that had once belonged to Anna Sheridan, Audrey’s grandmother. 

      “I’d love a piece, please. I guess I could put on a few more pounds.” Christine laughed as she spread a hand over her large pregnant stomach. 

      “I can’t believe we still have some,” Lola stated now as she jumped up to help. “I figured we’d clear that out by Saturday, at least.”

      “We always over-prepare on pie,” Susan affirmed. “Audrey? Amanda? You good for a slice?” 

      Audrey’s cousin Amanda was wrapped up in a thick blanket across the living room, her pencil poised over a crossword puzzle. She chewed distractedly at the edge and then hurriedly scribed whatever answer she’d just come up with across the page.

      “Audrey?” Susan tried again without an answer from either of them. 

      “Oh, sure. I guess it wouldn’t be the Sunday after Thanksgiving if I didn’t stuff myself with leftovers until I regret every decision I’ve ever made.” Audrey walked toward the kitchen with Max on her hip, bobbing him as he buzzed and popped his lips. 

      “I received a few more photos from Aunt Kerry.” Lola slid her phone from her pocket and flashed it toward Susan and her daughter as Susan sliced a knife through the center of a pecan pie. In the image, Susan and Lola’s younger cousin, Andy, kissed his new bride, Beth, in the backyard of Trevor and Kerry Montgomery’s home. The spontaneous marriage had occurred the previous afternoon after a volatile and confusing engagement. 

      “She’s wearing Grandma Marilyn’s dress?” Susan all but shrieked yet managed to cling to the knife with white fingers. 

      “I guess they dragged it out of the attic and realized it fit Beth like a glove,” Lola affirmed as her eyebrows rose. 

      “I didn’t know that was an option,” Susan muttered distractedly, her voice edged with a bit of envy. 

      “Come on, Susan. You looked like a dream at your wedding,” Lola told her. “And you know how difficult it was for Beth and Andy to come together— with Andy being overseas for so long, and Beth all alone with her baby. Gosh, when I think of it…” She pressed her hand over her heart as her eyes grew shadowed. 

      “Of course. Of course.” Susan shook her head distractedly as she slid several slabs of apple, pumpkin, and pecan pie onto small china plates. “Apple?” She glanced at Audrey and then warmed her face at Max’s babbling.

      “Pumpkin, I think,” Audrey replied. 

      Susan slid the plate across her palm and placed a fork to the left of the orange triangular slab of goodness. Since Audrey’s arrival Wednesday afternoon, she hadn’t gone more than an hour or two without eating something stuffed full of carbs and overloaded with sugar— and her stomach gurgled with borderline aggression. 

      “Audrey, I feel like I hardly got a chance to sit with you these past few days,” Susan admitted. “Our lives here on the Vineyard have been so chaotic; it’s so beautiful to imagine you out there, working tirelessly to pursue your dreams. I know Max will be so proud of this story when he’s old enough to understand. I feel that’s one of the greatest things I did for my children— reach for what I wanted. Finish my law degree. Practice to the best of my ability, despite dance recitals and chicken pox and all the things life throws at you as a parent.” 

      Audrey’s stomach tightened with sorrow. How could she illustrate how difficult the previous few months had been for her? With only a few hours left before her return, she couldn’t just vomit out the darkness in her heart, which had only grown denser over the previous semester. 

      “Oh, it’s been busy,” Audrey said, her voice overly bright and false. 

      “I’m sure,” Susan offered. She then passed through the kitchen doorway to deliver slabs of pie to Christine and Amanda, who initially refused before placing it on the little side table beside her. Probably, she’d pick at it for the next three hours. 

      Audrey’s mother Lola’s eyes seemed all-seeing. She leaned against the farthest kitchen counter and crossed her arms against her chest. “Do you have a lot of papers to write before the end of the semester?”

      “It feels like a never-ending stream of papers,” Audrey affirmed. 

      “I’m sure. Have you signed up for your next semester of classes?” Lola asked. 

      Audrey’s heart jumped into her throat just as the back door that led from the driveway, through the mudroom, and then into the vibrant warmth of the living room, kitchen, and dining area, creaked open, bringing with it a crisp rush of late-November air. Grandpa Wes hollered excitedly in greeting. 

      “We saw him!” 

      Audrey hunkered back from her mother’s question and grinned up at one of her favorite people in the world, a man who’d provided a backbone of support for her over the previous year and a half since her discovery of her pregnancy, her nine months of ballooning, and then her devastating weeks of being a new mother to a baby latched away in the NICU. Despite his dementia diagnosis, Grandpa Wes was frequently a sharp-edged character, an avid bird-watcher, and wickedly funny, apt to hurl silly insults and sarcastic remarks just as quickly as Audrey could dish them back. 

      “The big cardinal again?” Audrey asked. 

      Kellan, Scott’s teenage son, who’d recently built up a profound friendship with his stepgrandfather, stepped around Grandpa Wes, grabbed a plate of apple pie from Susan’s outstretched hand, thanked her, and then beamed up at Wes. 

      “It’s like the cardinal just knows when Wes will be out there,” Kellan affirmed. “I look for him on my own, and he stays away.”

      Wes puffed out his chest proudly. He then removed his fingers from his gloves and wrapped his first finger and thumb around Max’s meaty palm as Max cooed with excitement. 

      “That’s right, Max. I saw him again. You and Christine saw him with me a few weeks ago, remember? You pointed up at him and said, ‘Ga!’”

      Christine burst into laughter, so much so that her pie plate nearly dropped from her pregnant belly. 

      “Audrey, you should have seen Max,” Christine offered. “The bird landed on a tree branch only about as tall as Dad’s head. Max’s eyes were about as big as saucers.” 

      “I think we’re raising ourselves a future bird-watcher,” Grandpa Wes said brightly. 

      Audrey’s throat tightened. Here it was: the hundredth memory her family had of her baby during the months she’d been away. What had she done during that time? Her memories revolved around her frequent drives from Penn State to Martha’s Vineyard and back again, as those hours were charged with a supersonic level of guilt and emotion. Everything else seemed like a stream of burnt coffee, overcharged at the library, horrific flirtations from fraternity brothers, papers turned in two to three minutes before their due time, and stress so bad it made her want to vomit. 

      There was a rap on the back door. Kellan marched around Wes as though he owned the place these days and yanked open the door. A familiar voice swirled out from behind the whoosh of the wind.

      “Hi! Is Audrey here?”

      Fearful and unwilling to look at anything else, Audrey turned her large eyes back toward Max, whose eyelids had begun to curl downward. Her heart shattered. This would be the last time she put him to sleep before she had to return to school. 

      “She’s right here, actually!” Kellan had been so resistant to the Sheridan family, yet now found himself overjoyed at his inclusion, it seemed. Audrey currently resented it. 

      Nine months before, when Audrey had spent her long, gut-wrenching days at the NICU, she’d met a young man named Noah. Noah’s mother had given birth to a sick baby, and he’d walked the halls of the hospital, grabbing meals for his mother, tending to loose ends, all in expectation of his sister’s release. They’d met at a vending machine, which now in hindsight seemed so silly, during a time when Audrey’s devastation had been so complete that she almost hadn’t been able to form words with her own tongue. 

      In Noah’s words, at the end of the summer, he’d fallen head over heels for Audrey. 

      Audrey’s feelings had matched his. But that had been in August. And currently, her heart was shattered— she had four papers due, and the concept of romance felt as distant as the planet of Neptune. When she looked at herself in the mirror, she no longer saw the glamorous beauty she’d felt herself to be (especially around the time when her older colleague at her Chicago-based internship had gotten her pregnant). 

      His texts had been frequent; his calls had come three or four times a week. His masculine baritone voice had calmed her and excited her for the first few weeks of the semester. Once a wave of depression had crashed over her, the voice had become a nagging reminder of how small and unworthy of love she truly felt. 

      “Happy Thanksgiving!” Noah held a bouquet and beamed down at her as he entered the kitchen. 

      “Noah! It’s good to see you.” Lola, ever sociable, pressed a hand across Noah’s upper arm in greeting. “I thought you’d be here a bit earlier this weekend, but I guess you had a number of family obligations.”

      Noah blinked at Audrey expectantly. He’d asked her precisely seven times if he could stop by the Sunrise Cove Inn on Thanksgiving Day to meet her extended family. Instead of texting him back, she had burrowed her face in Max’s luscious hair and left the text unanswered. 

      “I guess you’re about to head out,” Noah said. To his credit, his voice held no resentment. 

      “Looks like it.” Audrey shifted Max against her as his head grew heavier with sleep. 

      “Why don’t you two head out to the porch?” Lola suggested. “I can take Max.”

      “No. I have him.” Audrey’s tone was sharp-edged. There was no taking it back now. 

      Audrey left her untouched slice of pie on the counter and led Noah toward the enclosed back porch, with its glittering view of the Vineyard Sound beyond. The Vineyard Sound at the end of November was a far different beast than the glorious, turquoise waters of mid-June or July. It was gray and tumultuous and unforgiving. 

      “It’s good to see you,” Noah said after she’d pushed the porch door shut. 

      “You too.” 

      Months before, when the house had been mostly empty, and Grandpa Wes had latched himself away for the night, she and Noah had cuddled on this very porch, peering out at the twinkling stars that ignited so brightly against the immensity of the night. She could never have envisioned the sight of him would make her stomach flip upside down. 

      The silence seemed monstrous, but Audrey felt unwilling to bridge the divide between herself and this relative stranger. 

      “You have a couple more weeks left?” he asked.

      “That’s what they tell me.” Audrey very well could have thrown up right there across the porch. 

      “I hope we get to see each other a little bit more over your Christmas break,” Noah told her. “It’s been really boring on this island without you.”

      Audrey’s nostrils flared. Nothing was worse than having someone in love with you when you weren’t sure how to love yourself. Max’s lips shivered open into a yawn, which surprised him. He awakened totally and let out a wild yelp. 

      “Shhh.” Audrey cupped Max’s head to try to calm him. In truth, she didn’t have the same skills with him that she’d developed over the summer. He wasn’t as accustomed to her as he was to Christine, who now raised him, or Lola, who often took him off Christine for nights at a time. 

      “He’s getting so big,” Noah observed, trying to sidestep his previous sentiment.

      But Audrey’s eyes snapped up toward his. He stopped short as his smile fell from his face. Max’s wails continued. They were a kind of soundtrack to the rift that now existed between them.

      “I just don’t know if I can do this anymore, Noah. I’m so busy with school and with Max.”

      “I know you’re busy. But I’m willing to do whatever I can to…”

      “Well, maybe you shouldn’t be willing,” Audrey blared. “You’d be much better with someone with less on her mind, that’s for sure. I can’t be funny or interesting or whatever it is you need. I can hardly be myself right now. Do you understand?” 

      Noah’s cheeks sagged. He looked like a greyhound dog that knew his running career was over. He opened his lips to speak just as Susan pressed open the back door and said, “Hey, Noah! Can I get you a slice of pie? It turns out we made enough pie to feed a small village.”

      This was the Susan way. She was the eternal mother goose. Audrey resented it just then. 

      “I’m good, Susan,” Noah hollered back. “I have to get back to my own family soon. We’ve got leftovers of our own to eat.” 

      Noah then made intense eye contact with Audrey before he again bucked through the porch door and headed into the warmth of the Sheridan family. As though someone had pressed the laugh-track button, they all burst into laughter at something someone had said. Max wailed against Audrey’s chest as her own heart burst with fear and sorrow. 

      At this moment out on the back porch, her eyes toward the ballooning moon on the horizon, Audrey felt she’d made every mistake possible.
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      It was about a week and a half after Thanksgiving, and Christine and Zachery had neglected their Christmas decorating, swapping it for what Christine termed “moderate levels of constant baby-panic.” 

      Now, after a wayward and very, very slow journey through the Oak Bluffs Christmas Tree Farm, they’d arrived home to fling Christmas cheer all over the house. Zach staggered forward, his arms filled with the long-limbed, shaggy green Christmas tree. He positioned it firmly in the corner of the living room, five feet to the left of the fireplace and directly beside the old black-and-white photograph Christine had recently hung of her mother, Anna. In the photo (which they’d discovered in the attic of the Sheridan house), Anna was pregnant with one of her daughters, her eyelashes fluttering across her cheeks and the sunlight blisteringly bright across her hair. Sometimes looking at the photograph felt like a knife straight through the heart. But with her own pregnancy a constant, Christine felt she needed her mother there, guiding her in this small yet consequential way. 

      With the Christmas tree positioned, Zach jumped back and splayed a hand out. “Ta-da!” 

      Christine scrunched her nose. “Lola? Can you come out here and get a read on this?” 

      Lola, who’d arrived with Max ten minutes after their return from the Christmas Tree Farm, stepped in from the kitchen with Max against her chest and a bottle poised near his lips. “Oh. I see…”

      “What?” Zach was exasperated.

      “Yeah. It’s not going to work there,” Christine affirmed. 

      Zach smacked his thighs and turned his face toward the fireplace, muttering inwardly.

      “You got something you’d like to say, Zachery?” Lola teased. 

      “Oh, nothing. Just that that’s the third place we’ve tried for the Christmas tree in the past, oh, twenty-five minutes? And none of them have worked for you. You’re both impossible.” 

      Christine and Lola exchanged glances as Max smacked his palms together happily. 

      “Let’s just put it on the roof, for goodness' sake,” Zachery tried. 

      Lola tossed her head back with laughter. “Maybe you can ask Santa and his reindeer to help you with that.” 

      “Good one, Lola,” Zach returned, rolling his eyes. 

      “Let’s leave it there for now,” Christine offered finally. 

      Lola shrugged. “It’s already December eighth, you know. You’d better make your Christmas-decorating decisions now. Plus, there’s a possibility the baby will come early, and you’ll have these Christmas decorations up until April.”

      “Thanks for the reminder that everything we know about life is about to fall apart,” Christine returned sarcastically. 

      “Always here for you, big sis.” 

      Christine stood and waddled toward the kitchen to check on the Christmas cookies she had slipped into the oven several minutes before. The reindeer- and bell- and holly-shaped cookies swelled upward expectantly. Lola disappeared to put Max in his crib and then reappeared to pour herself a glass of wine. 

      “You want one, Zach?” 

      “After the pain and turmoil you two just put me through?” he called back. 

      “I take it you want one?” Lola teased. 

      “Yes, Lola. I want one.” Zach’s disgruntled tone made both Christine and Lola shiver with laughter. 

      Christine poured herself a mug of tea and eased into the kitchen chair nearest the window. Lola sipped her wine contemplatively as Christmas tunes rang out of the radio, one that Zach had reported purchasing in the year 2002. 

      “How’s our girl doing?” Christine asked softly. Her correspondence with Audrey had almost exclusively whittled down to photos of Max. Christine and Audrey’s once vibrant aunt-niece relationship no longer seemed as powerful. 

      “Oh, gosh. She seems a bit off to me.” Lola curled her lips together and blinked out the window. 

      “I thought that at Thanksgiving,” Christine offered. “Maybe she’s burning the candle at both ends and spreading herself too thin.”

      “I think it’s a necessary part of life, being twenty and burning yourself out,” Lola breathed. “But I can’t pretend to know what it’s like to be a young mother without her baby. I brought Audrey with me everywhere. She was a necessary weight of my everyday existence. I sometimes wonder if this separation from Max is self-inflicted harm, you know.”

      Christine’s lips curved down as she fell beneath the heaviness of these words. “But she’s much too stubborn to be told what to do.”

      “And if I was her age, I wouldn’t want any kind of advice either,” Lola affirmed. “We promised her we would care for her baby while she fought for her professional career.”

      Christine’s voice cracked as she spoke. “And helping raise him with you and Susan and Amanda has genuinely been one of the greatest joys of my life. It’s allowed Zach and me a trial run before we bring another baby into the world.”

      “I got it!” Zach appeared in the kitchen doorway with a boyish grin smeared across his face. He helped Christine to her feet and led her back into the living room, where he had positioned the Christmas tree to the right of the fireplace, alongside the glow of the vintage lamp and with a sterling view through the bay window from the street. 

      Christine’s heart swelled. Deep within her, her baby stretched a foot against her insides, seemingly in agreement. 

      “It’s perfect,” she breathed. She didn’t need Lola’s eyes on it to know how true this was. She linked her fingers with Zach’s as her eyes widened with a mixture of sorrow and excitement. The sorrow, she supposed, was linked to the fact that they would never get to do precisely this again. This, their first Christmas so tightly linked; this, their first Christmas before their first baby. It could only happen once. She prayed to soak up every second of the joy she was feeling. 

      With the Christmas cookies out of the oven, Lola scrubbed the baking sheet while Christine watched the snowflakes flutter outside the window. 

      “It should be perfect,” Lola said. “Tommy’s away for most of January, which means I’ll just hang out at the Sheridan house with little Max-y while you and Zach and Baby Walters get all cozied up in here. No reason you should destroy yourself with two babies when I have these two hands… plus a very capable Amanda and Susan duo who can take the reins at will.” 

      Christine laughed as her baby did somersaults inside her belly yet again. “What is it they say? It takes a village to raise a child?” 

      “They say it for a reason,” Lola affirmed. 

      A few minutes later, Susan called to report that she, Amanda, and Kellan were in the midst of decorating the tree at the Sheridan house. “We have eggnog and hot cider and hot mulled wine,” Susan announced through the speaker. “And never enough people around to drink it all.”

      Zach, Christine, Lola, and Max piled into Zachery’s minivan, a recent purchase in the wake of Christine’s pregnancy and their decision to take on Max till Audrey’s arrival back to the island. Christine teased him from the back seat with Lola and Max, saying, “Look at you. You’re all set and ready to become a soccer dad.” 

      “Not for a few more years. And you know that I would never bring a soccer kid into this world. We’re a baseball family,” Zach affirmed as he eased the vehicle a bit too slowly down the snow-glossed roads. 

      “Whatever you say, Daddio,” Christine replied with a laugh. 

      The Sheridan house was in a state of Christmas flux. Scott had purchased the Christmas tree from the same Christmas Tree Farm on December first, but Susan and Amanda had been up to their ears in legal clients as of late, and Grandpa Wes hadn’t had the physical or mental strength to decorate the tree on his own. “That and it’s not like I have an artistic eye,” he’d told them over dinner a few days before.

      “Where’s Dad?” Christine asked as she eased through the door belly first. 

      “He’s at Aunt Kerry’s,” Susan announced as she furrowed her brow, on the hunt for the perfect position for a Christmas bulb. 

      “We thought we’d surprise him,” Amanda said as she bounced up on her toes to position the angel at the top of the tree. 

      “It’s a relief to be somewhere other than our own Christmas mess,” Zach said as he shifted into the kitchen to pour himself a glass of mulled wine. 

      “That’s kind of why we left our place. Right, Kellan?” Susan stated with a mischievous smile.

      “The Christmas tree that Dad picked out for our place is… interesting, to say the least,” Kellan affirmed. 

      “What does that mean?” Lola asked with an eyebrow cocked. 

      “It’s like in Christmas Vacation,” Susan started to explain as she scrunched her nose. “I love the man to death, but he really Clark Griswald-ed this one.”

      “Too big?” Christine asked.

      “Enormous,” Susan responded, her eyes as wide as saucers.

      “You basically can’t sit in the living room right now,” Kellan affirmed. “I’ve thought about taking Grandpa Wes over there to bird-watch. I’m sure something is flying around in there.”

      Lola erupted with laughter and collapsed on the couch to hunt through the box of Christmas decorations. Amanda grinned wildly and greeted her Aunt Christine with a kiss on her cheek. She looked half drunk and giggly. She soon leaned toward Christine’s ear and whispered, “Sam’s coming by after his shift.”

      The previous year had been a whirlwind for Amanda. She had begun January as a blushing fiancé, with plans to marry her longtime boyfriend, Chris. By the end of January, Chris left her at the altar, and Amanda was left to stare into the abyss that had opened in the wake of his departure. These days, Chris gallivanted around Asia while Amanda teetered into another relationship with the newly hired Sunrise Cove Inn manager, Sam. She’d never confirmed anything to her aunts nor to her mother,  yet they’d seen the way the two twentysomethings looked at one another. Their glances sizzled with love and expectation. 

      “That’s incredible, Amanda,” Christine murmured, her heart swelling with love. “You deserve all the happiness in the world. I hope you know that.”

      “Who wants a buckeye?” This was Susan, who stepped out of the kitchen with a platter of the peanut butter and chocolate Christmas delights. She bent low to allow Christine to grab one from her collapsed state on the chair nearest the Christmas tree. 

      Christine pressed her teeth through the melted chocolate and dug into the gooey peanut butter beneath. A moan escaped her lips. With her eyes closed, surrounded with laughter and conversation and countless familiar smells— there in the Sheridan house of all places— Christine found it very easy to convince herself that she was eleven years old again and Anna Sheridan had prepared this buckeye instead. 

      Christmas was a time of gut-wrenching nostalgia, of new memories morphing with the old. It was, therefore, a near-perfect time to bring a new baby into the world. Her baby would be shrouded with the love of many decades of time passed away. 

      Zach’s phone buzzed a moment later as he lifted a Christmas ornament to the tree. 

      “You are not going into the Bistro yet, mister,” Christine told him firmly. 

      Zach shook his head. “It’s not the Bistro.” He then snapped the phone to his ear. “Joshua. What’s going on?” 

      Slowly, Zach’s face transitioned from friendly confusion to one of fear and panic. 

      “What’s he saying?” Zach demanded as he walked back toward the mudroom to get his shoes. 

      Christine, Susan, and Lola exchanged glances. Zach reappeared in the hallway and beckoned for them to follow. 

      “We’ll be right there, Joshua. Thank you for letting me know as soon as possible.”

      Zach dropped his phone into his coat pocket and then flung it around his shoulders. His voice was hard-edged and strange.

      “My friend who works on the ferry just found Wes up around the docks, wandering around. He seems confused,” he told them. 

      “What are you talking about?” Kellan jumped up, nearly spilling his hot cocoa. 

      “Let’s go…” Susan cried as she reached for her own coat. 

      Christine, Lola, and Amanda were hot on Susan’s heels. After a scrambled reach for coats and boots and hats, Lola cried, “I can’t believe this. I’ll stay here with the baby while you all go.”

      “No use in all of us going,” Amanda agreed. “Kellan? Let’s stay put.”

      Kellan grumbled inwardly as the color drained from his cheeks. 

      “I’m coming with you,” Susan told Christine and Zach with finality. 

      There she was again: their mother hen, Susan Sheridan. But Christine wanted the weight of her support. She nodded firmly as she slipped her bright red hat over her head. 

      “Let’s go.”
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