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      “Turn around, bright eyes,” Colin Michaelson sang to his wife Deidre as she lay on her back in the slow-moving ambulance.

      “Not. Funny,” Deidre said through gritted teeth. Her thick brown bangs clung to her damp forehead. “And get these stupid glasses off of me. I feel fucking ridicu⁠—”

      Her grip on Colin’s hand tightened. Her brown eyes went wide, and she started in on the hoo-hoo heeeeee breathing she’d learned in her birthing class.

      “Not so aggressive,” the paramedic warned gently, waiting for Colin to remove the eclipse glasses before sliding a breathing mask onto her nose. “You’re going to hyperventilate.”

      “There is a person coming out of my body and this goddamned eclipse traffic is ruining my birth plan,” Deidre said on an exhale. “I was supposed to be in a jacuzzi tub at the hospital in Bend, not stuck in a metal box on Highway 97 surrounded by rednecks and new age looky-loos.”

      Colin laughed. “Classic line, babe. I’m going to remind you that you said that later.”

      “I’m going to remind you I hate your face,” Deidre said, getting a grin in before grimacing through the pain. “I never should’ve let you talk me into driving out here. I knew this was going to happen. We could’ve seen the eclipse fine in Bend.”

      “I know,” Colin said, running his free hand through his thinning blond hair. “I’m so sorry. I got caught up in eclipse fever. I’m a dumbass.”

      “We’re about three miles from the hospital, ma’am,” the paramedic driving the bus said over his shoulder. “There just isn’t a lot of room for people to pull over and get out of our way.”

      Colin pulled a face and Deidre snorted.

      “Good thing you’re not, like, dying of a heart attack or something, honey.”

      “Are we sure?” Deidre asked, closing her eyes tightly and sucking in a breath through her nose.

      Colin turned his hand in his wife’s grip and glanced at his watch.

      10:16.

      “What time is totality?” he asked the paramedic, in an effort to distract Deidre.

      “10:19,” the paramedic said. 

      Colin thought his name was Tom or Tim, something short. “Soon, then.”

      Tom/Tim lifted the thin blanket draped over Deidre’s legs and checked her progress. He gave Colin a look that said they were about to reach totality in the ambulance as well.

      “I need to push,” Deidre said, bearing down. “I can’t stop it. Screw the birth plan.”

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

       

      Sharon Glen squinted at the blurry bright light above the operating table and concentrated on breathing. The anesthesia they’d given her had taken away her pain and replaced it with an anxious feeling that her lungs had forgotten how to breathe.

      “Okay, Sharon,” Dr. Paul said, her voice confident, as her hazy face appeared over the blue curtain that separated Sharon’s upper body from her lower half. “Let’s have a baby.”

      Sharon gave her a little nod, unsure whether she’d actually done it or just thought she had.

      “It’s too bad Mark didn’t make it,” Sharon said, because she assumed it needed to be said. She didn’t really care that Mark wasn’t here for the birth of their son. Going this alone was easier than listening to Mark complain about all the eclipse t-shirt sales he’d missed out on because of her unplanned C-section during the most exciting and profitable thing to happen in Madras, like, ever.

      Dr. Paul mmm-hmmmd from behind her surgical mask. “Scalpel, please.”
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      Rick parked the bus and climbed into the back, his eclipse glasses on top of his head. He slid past the husband and got ready to take over when his partner, Theo, caught the baby.

      The mama uttered a curse and then gave another good push. Her daughter slid into the world. Rick kept an eye on the mama while Theo suctioned the newborn’s nose and mouth. Tears ran down the dad’s face as he cut the cord. Theo hastily wiped the baby down, swaddled it, and placed her on her mama’s chest.

      Rick delivered the placenta while the dad cradled his daughter in one arm and gripped his wife’s hand with the other.

      Sounds of applause and hoots and hollers came from outside the ambulance.

      The new parents joined in. “I just gave birth during a total solar eclipse, muthafuckers!” the woman yelled, laughing.

      “Epic, babe,” the man said. They high fived.

      “Do you have a name picked out?” Theo asked.

      “Astrid,” the dad said. “After my grandmother.”

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

       

      “Could you take a picture of us?” Sharon asked, feeling around above her head for her phone with one hand while clasping her son to her chest with the other.

      “Of course,” the nurse said. She located Sharon’s phone. “Is there a password or thumbprint or whatever I need to put in?”

      Sharon stuck her thumb up and opened the phone. “Swipe up for the camera.”

      While the nurse took several photos, Sharon contorted her face into what she hoped was a passable smile. It was weird not wearing her glasses. Her face didn’t know how to be. 

      She was happy though, truly, if not also mildly traumatized. She’d never had surgery or been someone’s mother before.

      The nurse put Sharon’s phone back somewhere in the space beyond the top of her head and lifted her son from her chest. “I’m going to take him and get him all shined up for you. I’ll bring him right back as soon as the doc gives me the go-ahead.”

      “Henry,” Sharon said. “His name is Henry.” She watched the nurse leave with him, her son who’d only been an idea of a person last night when she’d gone to sleep.

      “You did exceptionally well, Sharon,” Dr. Paul said. “You were much calmer than I anticipated for someone with your history of anxiety.”

      “Must be all the hormones,” Sharon said.

      “Must be,” the doctor agreed.
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      “Say eclipse babies!” the eager young photographer from the Pioneer Weekly said.

      “Eclipse babies,” Deidre and Sharon both proudly said from their beds in their shared room. Both women were cradling their newborns in their right arms and giving a thumbs up with their left hand.

      “This is so cheesy,” Colin said, chuckling. “I approve.”

      “It’s what sells papers,” the reporter said, backing up to the wall while snapping photos continuously.

      “I wasn’t aware that anything sold papers anymore,” Sharon said plainly.

      “Truth,” the photographer said. “Still, it will be something special for the baby books.”

      “Oh, shit! We’re supposed to do a baby book?” Deidre joked.

      “Only if you want to,” Sharon assured her, not picking up on Deidre’s sarcasm. “I’m into scrapbooking though, so⁠—”

      “Jesus, Shar, no one wants to hear about your boring-ass scrapbooking,” Sharon’s husband Mark said, walking over and standing beside her bed. He pulled the baby blanket down from his son’s face with his grimy index finger. “Guess he is mine. He’s got my nose.”

      “How about a photo with the fathers now that everyone is present and accounted for?” the photographer asked, already taking candid shots.

      Colin and Mark leaned in and put their arms around their wives’ shoulders.

      “Perfect, perfect,” the photographer said. He stood up on a chair to get a different perspective.

      “Okay, dude,” Mark said. “That’s enough pics.”

      “Agreed,” Colin said. “I’m sure the ladies would like to rest.”

      “Cool. Cool,” the photographer said, jumping down from the chair. “Your story will be included in the front-page eclipse feature in Wednesday’s edition and in the online version later this evening.” He packed his camera into its bag and set a couple of business cards on the table at the foot of each woman’s bed. “Congratulations, folks, and cross your fingers The Oregonian picks up my story!”

      After the photographer left, Mark took Henry from Sharon and settled down into an orange plastic chair. “He is a cute little bugger,” Mark said, smiling down at his son. “Ya did good, Shar.”

      “Thanks,” Sharon said, lying back and closing her eyes.

      “They’re so quiet,” Deidre said, gazing at her daughter. “I expected babies to be louder than this. No crying or fussing from either of them.”

      “It is strange,” Colin said. “My sister’s kids came out crying and didn’t stop until they were in school.”

      “Really?” Mark asked.

      Colin shook his head. “Nah, I’m exaggerating.”

      “Ha,” Mark said. “Well, we should count our blessings anyhow. I’m sure both these kids will start bawling in due time.”
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      Colin entered the near-silent hospital room as quietly as a man holding four large coffees, a bag of baked goods, and a thick stack of newspapers could. Mark stirred from his resting place in the orange chair, stood quickly, and helped Colin with the coffees.

      “You were gone for a good while,” Mark said, whispering. “Is the traffic still shitty?”

      Colin set the newspapers down on the table at the foot of Deidre’s bed. “It wasn’t too bad. I had to hitch a ride to my car with one of the paramedics who brought us in and then go all the way back to Bend to get Deidre this breakfast sandwich she likes from The Sparrow Bakery. It was one of the few things in her birth plan I could make happen.”

      Mark grunted. “Damn, I should’ve had you get Shar something special for breakfast too.”

      “I got you,” Colin said, pulling several paper-wrapped items from the bag. “I thought Sharon seemed like an almond croissant kind of girl?”

      Mark shrugged.

      “Well, I also got another breakfast sandwich, an ocean roll, a Croque-Monsieur, and a bagel with lox to be on the safe side.”

      Colin checked on Astrid in the bassinet next to his wife’s hospital bed. She was still sleeping peacefully, her little eyes moving back and forth beneath her paper-thin eyelids.

      “Henry’s awake,” Mark said, looking down at his son in his bassinet, “but just starin’ off into space like he ain’t got a care in the world.” He chuckled. “I mean, I guess he doesn’t. He’s not quite twenty-four hours old.”

      Colin shook Deidre’s arm gently to wake her up and Mark followed suit with Sharon.

      The two little families ate their breakfast and passed the newspapers around. The feature in the Madras paper had been printed in The Oregonian as well.

      “Our fifteen minutes of fame,” Deidre remarked. “Too bad I look so goofy. Honey, why’d you let me get my picture taken with my hair like that?”

      “You said you hoped motherhood would make you more authentic, babe.” Colin smiled. “That’s a pretty damn authentic messy mom bun.”

      Deidre rolled her eyes. “If I didn’t love this sandwich so much, I’d throw it at you.”

      Sharon took the last bite of her croissant and licked the crumbs from her fingers. “Yum. That was so good. Thank you, Colin.”

      “No problem,” he said. “I don’t know if you all get over to Bend much, but The Sparrow Bakery is worth the fifty-minute drive.”

      “And it’s only a block away from our house,” Deidre said. “We should get the babies together on the regular.”

      “That sounds fun,” Sharon said. “Ooh, I can help you with Astrid’s baby book.”

      “Totally.”

      “Mmmm. Somebody’s breakfast smells good,” their nurse, Veronica, said, striding into the room. “I know it’s not hospital food, y’all.” She went to the sink and washed her hands. “I think it’s so cute how well you’re getting along. Usually, the new moms aren’t so chill about sharing a room.” She dried her hands with a wad of paper towels. “And here you haven’t even drawn the privacy curtain between you.”

      “We’re both first-time moms,” Deidre said. “We didn’t know we were supposed to be bitches to each other.”

      Veronica grinned. “That’s so sweet.” She grabbed hold of the privacy curtain, dividing the room. “Now Deidre, let’s make sure you and Astrid have a good latch, ha, on breastfeeding before you’re discharged at noon.”

      “Lucky,” Sharon said from the other side of the curtain. “I have to stay for at least two more days.”

      “Yes,” Deidre called back, “but your lady parts haven’t been ripped to shreds. So, there’s that.” 

      Baby Astrid roused long enough to get a firm latch on Deidre’s left nipple and heartily nurse, before falling back asleep, milk drunk.

      Satisfied with Deidre’s ability, Veronica went over to the other side of the curtain.

      “You and Henry want to give it another go, Sharon? I think you’ll find it much easier now that your nerve block has completely worn off.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Sharon said, pushing herself up to sitting in bed.

      “Careful, sugar,” Veronica said, rushing to her side. “That’s got to hurt like the dickens.”

      Sharon shrugged. “It hurts a little. Like poking at a bruise. I guess my block hasn’t worn off all the way.”

      “Hmmm, let’s check you out and make sure your staples are intact.” Veronica lifted the sheet and blanket off Sharon and pulled her hospital gown up. Everything looked A-Okay. “Gosh, Dr. Paul is such an artist. Your incision is so tiny and straight. You’re barely going to have a scar.”

      “Lucky,” Deidre said from her side of the curtain. “My vagina was obliterated. Obliterated!”

      “Gross, babe. It’s not that bad.”

      “Cool. You’re the one who’s gotta look at it.”

      Veronica snorted. “Okay, now daddy Mark, you want to help your wife out and put Henry in her arms?”

      “Oh, a’course,” Mark said, setting down his coffee on the floor.

      He stood next to the bassinet. “Hello, son. You hungry? Huh, little one?”

      Mark picked Henry up, cradling his son’s tiny body in his strong calloused hands, and delivered him to Sharon.

      His wife beamed. Mark smiled thinking about how when they first fell in love, she’d looked at him that way too. He’d get that back. He could be a better man.

      Henry was slow to latch on, but with a little guidance from Veronica, he got into the rhythm of nursing and drank his fill.

      “Jeez, you all are making my job so easy,” Veronica said, washing her hands again. “Model patients.” She dried her hands on a wad of paper towels. “I’ll be back for you in a bit, Michaelson family.” 
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      Colin buckled baby Astrid up securely in her car seat sitting atop the hospital bed. It was a ridiculously feminine thing, all pink flowers and purple butterflies. She looked so tiny sunk down in the middle of that riot of color and pattern. So fragile, a handful of a human dressed in a rainbow-colored snail onesie. He smiled. He’d do anything for his girl.

      “I can hold her on my lap, I think,” Deirdre said from the wheelchair by the door. “I’ve got a little more room than I did yesterday.”

      Colin gingerly transferred the car seat to Deidre’s lap. “Good?” he asked.

      “Good.”

      “Ready, Michaelson family?” Veronica asked. She held a stack of papers in her hand. “These are your copies of everything.”

      Deidre took the papers and slid them in between her chest and the car seat. “And awaaaaaay we go!”

      “Keep in touch,” Sharon called from her bed, baby Henry passed out on her chest, skin-to-skin.

      “You know I will,” Deidre said. “I’ll text you when we get home.”

      The women laughed. The men shook hands.

      Veronica took hold of Deidre’s wheelchair and escorted the family to the front doors of the hospital.

      Colin and Deidre. Sharon and Mark. They’d shared in a cosmic moment, but they’d never see each other again.

      Henry and Astrid would, though. Eighteen years later, when one of them was nearly dead.
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      “Careful, careful!” Deidre shouted from the backseat of the car. “You almost blew through that stop sign.”

      “I saw it,” Colin said. “You know I’m a late braker.”

      “Do we need to get one of those Baby On Board stickers so people know to give you a wide berth?”

      “I will endeavor to drive like less of a maniac, babe,” Colin said entering the first of three roundabouts he had to go through to get to their house. “I couldn’t speed here if I wanted to.”

      “Sorry,” Deidre said. “I just feel like I want to wrap her in a bubble. Danger is everywhere.”

      “Spoken like a true mama bear.” He yielded on the last roundabout and then went around the final turn when the coast was clear. If D needed him to drive like his granny, he would do it for her. He hummed the chorus from Friends in Low Places.

      “Are you humming Garth Brooks?” Deidre asked.

      “I am, indeed. He’s my granny’s favorite.”

      “See, Astrid,” Deidre stage whispered. “Danger is everywhere.”

      Her daughter looked up at her clear-eyed and stretched her little bean body until she resembled a five-pointed star.

      As Colin turned onto their street, they were met by a police officer directing them to turn around. He lowered his window. “What’s up, officer? My house is down this street.”

      “I’m afraid you’re not going to be allowed down here for a good while,” the woman said. “We’ve had a sightseeing helicopter crash into a house.”

      “Oh, my god,” Deidre said. “Was anyone hurt?”

      The officer peered into the backseat, her eyes widening. “The pilot and his passenger died. No one in the house was hurt. The homeowners haven’t been seen since yesterday morning. They’re new to the neighborhood. From Austin, Texas. A man and his pregnant wife.”

      “I-I was pregnant yesterday,” Deidre said.

      “We’re from Austin,” Colin said.

      “Shit,” the officer cursed under her breath. She stepped back from the car and looked over the top of it searching for someone or something. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”

      Colin craned his neck around to look at his wife. “What are the odds that a sightseeing helicopter crashed into our brand-new house?”

      Deidre’s heartbeat raced. “I’d say one-hundred percent.”
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      Sharon picked at the whole-wheat dinner roll on the brown plastic tray. The roll needed butter or jelly, something to make it more palatable. Her only option was to dip it in the country gravy that sat congealed on top of a helping of instant mashed potatoes.

      She’d give her left tit for another one of those almond croissants from the fancy bakery in Bend.

      Henry made a small noise and absently clawed at his cheeks with his free hand. Mark had swaddled the baby before he left to run back to the apartment and grab a shower (and probably a beer or five) and hadn’t done the best job.

      “You’ve escaped,” Sharon said, grinning over at her son. He’d scratched his soft newborn skin with his scraggly fingernails. “Oh, sweetie, don’t hurt yourself.”

      The afternoon nurse had taken her catheter out, so Sharon could finally get out of bed without being tethered to a bag of her own pee.

      She scooted up in the bed and swung her legs over the side. A searing pain shot across her abdomen, taking her breath away.

      Sharon froze in place, not knowing if it would hurt more to lie back down or to stand up. She felt around behind her for the cord with the button on it which called the nurse. Why hadn’t she done that in the first place? Her pain medication had clearly worn all the way off.

      Locating the button with her fingertips, Sharon held it down.

      “How can I help you?” a pleasant voice said over the intercom.

      Sharon sucked in a breath, trying to gain some composure. “I think I ripped my stitches,” she managed to eke out.

      “Be right there.”

      The image of the staples popping off from her incision invaded her consciousness. She could vividly see her frayed stitches, her skin gaping open, raw and bloody, as her internal organs came slipping out.

      Henry made another noise and tucked his hand back into his swaddle. The scratches on his face were gone.

      Sharon shook her head to clear her mind. She was panicking unnecessarily.

      The nurse arrived, this one named Kari, and hustled over beside her. “What on earth are you doing, sweetheart?” Kari steadied Sharon with one hand on her back and used her other arm to slowly get Sharon’s legs back up on the bed.

      The pain was blinding. Sharon couldn’t speak, or moan, or scream. It was all she could do to hiss breath in and out through her clenched jaw to keep from passing out.

      Mark chose that moment to show up. He was on Sharon’s other side in an instant. “What can I do? What’s going on?”

      “Just hold her hand,” Kari said. “I’ve got to get some pain meds into her IV.”

      Mark rubbed gentle circles on Sharon’s back. “It’s going to be okay, Shar.”

      She did feel like everything was going to be okay even though, logically, it wasn’t. She wasn’t sure she was supposed to be in this much pain or that it could come on so quickly.

      The warm stinging rush of the medication entering the IV taped to the top of her left hand moved quickly through her body, taking the edge off her pain. Sharon relaxed back against the pillows.

      “Whoa,” she and Mark said at the same time. Sharon had the spins like she’d never had before. Not even after a case of Busch Light.

      “Why’s she so white?” Mark asked, his voice more inquisitive than scared.

      Sharon thought that was a good sign.

      “Her blood pressure is dropping,” Kari said. She called for backup.

      Sharon’s vision narrowed as she spun deeper and deeper into unconsciousness until everything went black. She wasn’t bothered by it in the least.

      Mark moved out of the way as more people in scrubs and white coats sprinted into the room. He heard words like “hemorrhage” and “internal bleeding” being shouted. He placed a hand on baby Henry’s little burrito body and watched as his wife was whisked from the room and rushed down the hall to the OR.
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      The officer approached the Michaelsons’ car. Colin lowered the window again. She leaned down. “So, I’m going to have you come with me sir. Ma’am, if you’ll remain in the vehicle with your infant⁠—”

      “Astrid,” Deidre said, immediately feeling like an idiot. She was certain the officer didn’t need to know her one-day-old daughter’s name.

      “Okay, Astrid, if you’ll just remain in the vehicle⁠—”

      “No, I’m Deidre. My daughter is Astrid.”

      The officer nodded and took a deep breath.

      “We’ll stay in the car,” Deidre said.

      Colin got out of the car, leaving the motor running and the air conditioning on. He followed the officer past her patrol car toward his house at the end of the street. There were two fire engines parked in the middle of the road. Both had their lights going, but the sirens were off.

      “Huh,” Colin said. “I don’t know why I always thought you couldn’t have one without the other.”

      “Pardon?” the officer asked.

      “The lights and the sirens. I thought they … it doesn’t matter.” Colin stopped where he was and ran his hand through his hair.

      They’d moved to Bend for a change of pace. It was sleepier here, but still had a cool vibe. Austin had become too much of everything. Too much overbearing family much too close. Too many nights at the same bars with the same friends drinking the same drinks. Too much competition for studio time at the right places.

      Their house in Travis Heights had sold for a buttload, so they’d been able to buy new construction in Bend – complete with their own recording studio for his music and Deidre’s voiceover work. And then they’d gotten pregnant. It was like, yeah, we’re building a life.

      “That’s my house,” Colin said, pointing to the smoldering pile of his new beginnings across the street.

      The officer spoke into the radio on her shoulder. “I can confirm that I have the homeowner here. Where do you want me to send him?”

      A man’s voice from the radio responded. “Have them come down to the station. Do they have anyone they can stay with?”

      The officer looked at Colin hopefully.

      He shook his head.

      “No, sir.”

      “Okay,” the voice said. “Hook them up with the Red Cross and get them a voucher for the Shilo.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Mark sat in the orange chair next to Sharon’s bed and waited. Henry slept in the bassinet, his body curled up into a ball, his hands tucked underneath his chin. That’s just how he looked in the ultrasound picture Sharon had put on the fridge in their apartment.

      Mark didn’t know what to do except wait. Normally, he’d be jonesing for a beer and an argument right about now. He’d never been great at dealing with his feelings. Since he was a little kid, fighting and self-medicating had been the key to his survival.

      But he just didn’t have it in him today. He was okay with waiting and letting whatever happened happen.

      “Mr. Glen?” a woman asked as she walked into the room. She was wearing blue scrubs, different than what the nurses wore.

      “Yes? That’s me,” Mark said, standing.

      “I’m Dr. Lewis,” she said, extending her hand.

      Mark shook it.

      “Please go ahead and sit,” she said, locating the rolling stool in the corner of the room and pushing it over in front of the orange chair.

      She took a deep breath. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

      “No,” Mark said. He could wait, but he didn’t want to hear bad news.

      The doctor leaned toward him, folding her hands together and resting them on her knees. “I’m so sorry, but Sharon has died.”

      “No,” Mark said again.

      The doctor continued.  “She’d been bleeding internally since her c-section yesterday. There are several layers of tissue that need to be closed after the procedure and sometimes a layer will not close all the way. Usually we catch this in plenty of time and it can be quickly repaired, but Sharon showed no signs at all of complications until this evening.” Dr. Lewis looked Mark in the eyes. “We were unable to save her. The bleeding was substantial.”

      “Sharon’s dead,” Mark said, testing the words out in his mouth.

      “Yes, Mr. Glen, I’m afraid so. A social worker will be coming in shortly to speak with you. They can guide you in your next steps.” She sat up and unfolded her hands. “Do you have any questions for me? Is there anyone we can call for you?”

      Mark shook his head. “I can’t think.”

      “I understand,” Dr. Lewis said. “I’m really so very sorry, Mr. Glen.” She stood and pushed the stool back to the corner. “The social worker – I’m afraid I don’t know who exactly is being sent over – can contact me if you do have further questions.”

      “Okay. Thanks,” Mark said, although he didn’t know what he was thanking her for. His mind hummed with a low, numbing buzz. He felt desolate and blank.

      The social worker came in a short while later, a guy named Brian who said he’d gone to high school with Mark and Sharon. He’d been a grade behind them. He was sorry for Mark’s loss. Sharon had always been nice to him. They’d had a choir class together.

      Mark chuckled at that. Shar was a horrible singer. That didn’t stop her from trying to belt out Miley Cyrus songs during karaoke night at Applebee’s, though.

      Brian handed Mark an open folder and he set it on his lap. The thing was full of pamphlets and forms and business cards. They went through them one-by-one, Brian explaining and Mark nodding and mm-hmming and signing stuff like he understood the words coming out of Brian’s mouth.

      “This last one is a coupon for two free canisters of baby formula. Did Sharon have any bottles for Henry or was she planning on breast feeding exclusively?”

      “I have no idea,” Mark said.

      “That’s fine,” Brian said. “No problem.” He pointed to a bunch of tiny writing on the bottom of the coupon. “This explains what the formula company recommends, although, I’m sure just about any of the female checkers at Albertson’s can tell you exactly what to get. Or the people in the pharmacy.”

      “I … can you stay here with the baby while I run to the store?” Mark asked.

      Brian shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that, I’m sorry. I know you’re in shock and you weren’t expecting to have to do any of this, but you’re … you’re going to have to, Mark. You’re all Henry’s got.”

      “Okay, then,” Mark said.

      Brian pointed to the car seat that Sharon had brought in when she’d come to the hospital two nights ago after her water broke. “You know how to put that in the car?”

      Mark exhaled. “It’s in Shar’s car. She … drove here without me. I was out selling eclipse merch.”

      “Well, this I can help you with. How about we let one of the nurses take Henry to the nursery while we locate Sharon’s car and I show you how to put the car seat in. That way, we can get you discharged, and you and your son can go home.”

      “All right,” Mark said.
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      “At least our room is on the ground floor?” Colin said, parking the car as close to room 103 as he could.

      The motel was packed. They’d been given the only vacancy, a handicapped room near the office and the ice machine. It was also the farthest away from the pool, but not far enough that the screams of children playing Marco Polo and asking their parents to “watch me, watch me” couldn’t be heard.

      “It’s fine,” Deidre said. “I’m exhausted, my boobs are leaking, and the ice pack I’ve been sitting on is melted. Let’s just get this shitshow out of the car and inside the building.”

      “Roger that,” Colin said. He jogged around to the other side of the car and hoisted up Astrid in her car seat. “Let me get her in the A/C and then I’ll be back for you.”

      Deidre didn’t wait for Colin to help her out of the car. She was trying to remain positive, but her patience was wearing thin and her nerves were shot. She suspected she was about one minute away from an all-out sobbing, snotting breakdown and she’d be damned if it was going to happen in the backseat of the Volt.

      She hauled her ass out of the car, grateful she hadn’t had to go into the police station like this and that Colin had handled everything. Between the melted ice pack for her swollen junk, the hormonal sweats, the summer-in-the-high-desert-sweats, and the general dribbling of fluids from her body, the seat of her cropped yoga pants were soaked through. She hobbled into the room and turned to shut the door behind her.

      “Ooh, babe, you fully peed your pants,” Colin said. He set baby Astrid still in her car seat in the center of the queen-sized bed closest to the bathroom.

      “It’s not pee … I don’t think.” She shuffled to the other bed and slowly stretched out on her side. “Bring me the baby, she’s probably hungry.”

      Colin unbuckled Astrid and gently lifted her from the car seat. She looked up at him, her mouth puckering. “Yep, she’s hungry.” He laid the baby down on the bed next to Deidre who had her enormous boobs out, ready to nurse.

      Astrid latched on and Deidre sighed with relief.

      “What do you need from me?” Colin asked.

      She thought for a second. “Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to go to Target and get me some gigantic underwear, some gigantic PJ pants, a loose maternity sundress, a breast pump, two bottles with size one nipples, newborn diapers, nighttime Maxi Pads, which are practically the same thing for eff’s sake, a case of Diet Coke with lime, and a bag of Milano cookies.”
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