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      Time robs us of chances for reconciliation. Time makes us liars. When we tell stories about the past, it’s only human to place ourselves at the center of the narrative. However, I have learned the hard way that the true heroic figures are the ones who struggle quietly against overwhelming odds and who may, in the end, not survive to tell the tale.

      I wanted to save my daughter, and even now, I don’t know what made me think I could keep her from going through what I had gone through, widowed and pregnant, all at the same time. The scars from her father’s death had never fully healed, but if not for Tony’s illness, Sandy would have sailed into her future, and I would have gone on trying to save the world, one kindergartner at a time.

      That June of 1994 when I closed up my classroom and headed off to Washington, DC, I teetered on the brink of an exciting transition. For the past few years, aging parents had kept me in Chicago. Not that I begrudged them: This was the natural progression of a woman’s life, or so it seemed, even though women of my generation thought we had liberated ourselves from traditional roles. You can’t really free yourself from love though, nor from the surprise that middle-age doesn’t mean you have more time for yourself. Children leave the nest about the time parents grow frail. One minute you’re changing babies’ diapers and the next you’re tugging up Depends. My mother had died. I missed her terribly, but her death had freed me. Finally, with an unencumbered heart, I could see my daughter’s new house and help when the second grandchild arrived. The birth would give me a chance to make amends for the baby showers and birthdays I had missed.

      Standing on the sidewalk in Glover Park, a neighborhood in the capital’s northwest quadrant, I looked from my Day-Timer to the rusted numbers above a set of tilted concrete steps. In the upstairs windows, the blinds had yellowed. Brown paint, like shaved chocolate, curled back from the porch-beams. Next to the door, plastic recycling bins overflowed with newsprint. The grass looked brittle and the azaleas dead. Hoping I’d written down the wrong address and ignoring the clues that something disastrous might be wrong, I prepared a smile I might have brought with a casserole or condolence flowers.

      An envelope poked from the mail slot. Surreptitiously, I slid it out. A letter for Tony Dimasio. Yep, I had the right address. Tony, my son-in-law, was a good-looking punster with scads of friends—lacrosse friends, college and law school buddies, environmental activists, reporters—and he had pursued Sandy as if she were the hottest babe on the planet. Which to him, she was.

      Sighing at the mountain of work that awaited them, I cupped my hand against the glare and pressed my nose to the door’s glass panel. Sandy had no idea what it really took to fix up a place, even though she had seen me do it a dozen times, and I feared she’d taken on too much. Before I could even catch a glimpse of the interior, the clomp of footsteps made me back away.

      Sandy’s face appeared. A nutmeg of summer freckles. A smile. The door flew open. “Mom!”

      Like her father, Sandy had deep-set eyes. In bright light, they looked blue, but in the shadows of the porch, her eyes reminded me of clouds before a storm. In the years since her teenage rebellion had come at me like projectile vomit, I’d learned to watch for the early warning signs of her bad moods. I saw none now. Since Christmas, her belly had inflated to the size of my exercise ball. She was nine months pregnant and the baby had dropped. A flowered jumper hung from her bare, hunched shoulders. Sandy had never been much of a hugger, but this time she threw her arms around me, a drowning person lunging for the life preserver. Which was my neck.

      “Please don’t choke me,” I said, disentangling her arms.

      “Thank god you’re here,” she said.

      Reflexively, I tucked in her bra strap. “I can’t believe the pregnancy’s almost done.”

      Sandy looked sideways at my hand, and then brushed it aside to massage her shoulder. “I hate my bony arms. Even eating for two, I can’t seem to put on weight.”

      “You look fabulous, honey.”

      Her taut grin flipped up like a mask. “Then I must look better than I feel,” Sandy said. “Well, you’re here, at least, but I expected you an hour ago.”

      Maybe we could rewind this to the knock. Had I said something or done something to deserve this tiny flash of anger? I’d tucked in her strap. That was it, and I should have known not to. She could not stand to be touched or drawn into an embrace. At that moment, however, her brief hug had left me wanting more: a longer and less desperate hug, the downy softness of her cheek against mine, or a map crumpled to bring Chicago and Washington, DC closer together.

      “I really should have pulled over and found a payphone,” I said, still searching for what had made her say she hated her bony arms and why she was angry because I had arrived an hour late. “I thought about calling, but then I thought it’d just make me later and anyway, I had a map so I wasn’t lost, just playing pin the tail on the donkey.”

      Exhaling, she reared back.

      “Sandy, please,” I said. “I came to help, not get in your way.”

      She must have had a long day, but so had I. Weary from the drive and the demands of the last few months, I needed a refuge. “Can I come in?”

      “Sure. I don’t know why we’re standing outside in this heat.” Backing into the living room she looked around. “The place is a pigsty, but oh well, you can’t do everything.”

      The inside looked better than the exterior—no books on the end tables or out-of-place couch cushions. No toys on the floor.

      “The place is definitely not a pigsty,” I said.

      She shook her head. “I try to keep it picked up, but it’s hard because Josh doesn’t have a playroom. We have a basement, but it’s so dingy I can hardly bear to go down there.”

      She had planted a hook in my mouth. I felt the barb, but let her reel me in. “Maybe I can do a little painting while I’m here.”

      “Oh, would you, Mom?” Sandy said. “That would just be amazing.”

      “Sure,” I said, though on the two-day drive out, painting Sandy’s basement had been the last thing on my mind.

      “I’m trying to get the house organized, baby clothes washed and in drawers, and work’s crazy. Some cases I can’t delegate because I’m the lead attorney.” Sandy checked her watch. “Oh no. I’m late.”

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “A doctor’s appointment.” Sandy grabbed her purse. “They’re squeezing us in at the end of the day, and I didn’t find out about it until a couple of hours ago. Can you watch Josh? He’s upstairs in his crib.”

      “Sure.” I followed her to the porch.

      Holding her watermelon belly, she jogged to the car. Just like the White Rabbit. No time to say hello, goodbye, I’m late, I’m late, I’m late. In the parking strip Sandy opened the car door.

      “Should I wake Josh at a certain time?” I called.

      “Let him sleep. His teacher said he didn’t nap.”

      “How long will you be gone?”

      “An hour or so.” Sandy slid back the seat of her Toyota Tercel. The car had scratched bumpers and a caved-in passenger door, an almost new car turning into a junker. She roared out of the parking space.

      Sandy’s brothers joked that she’d never learned to tell time, but that didn’t matter because she had lots of other skills. She’d never find herself in my situation, Broke With Children. My life would have made a good sitcom.

      Back in the house I knelt on the couch and tried to raise the front windows: painted shut and no curtains. A stroller stood in the corner. I could have taken Josh out for a walk, but Sandy hadn’t left a key. I opened the TV hutch. On the shelves below the old black and white with the clothes-hanger antenna sat wooden puzzles and LEGO blocks. Good for fine-motor skills. Grabbing blunt-nosed scissors from the dining room table, I returned to the porch and eased into a plastic chair. From the recycling bin, I separated out two pages of the Washington Post, folding and refolding the newsprint until I held a rectangle the size of a book. The key to making paper dolls, paper houses, or paper anything was to start with the right shape, fold in the same direction, and leave part of the fold uncut. In my classroom, I always had something like this on the windows—leaves in fall, pumpkins in October, and snowmen at Christmas. Across the street the houses had twisted, licorice porch railings, attics with small, winking windows, and chimney pots smack in the center of tiny slate roofs. A neighborhood of Hobbit houses. And here was Sandy’s. Dead azaleas and recycling bins.

      Inside, I threw the paper houses on the couch. Until I could get curtains made, I’d tape up the cityscape to provide privacy. Sandy must have tape on her desk.

      Upstairs, the door to the right opened to the master bedroom—the room with the yellowed shades. On Sandy’s desk, next to a wicker basket of unpaid bills, sat a roll of American-flag stamps. No tape. Maybe Josh had used it up. When my kids were little, I could never find a roll of tape to save my soul. I looked at the indent in the chenille spread, the pillows propped against the wall, and a novel she’d tossed on the bed. How Stella Got Her Groove Back. I sniff-laughed. That book had inspired me to dip into the barrel and see if I could pull out an edible apple. I hadn’t found the young hunk Stella found, only some bruised bananas.

      In the room across the hall, Josh lay spread-eagled. Small for three, he had Tony’s black curls and Sandy’s fair skin. His pink neck felt hot to the touch. The nursery-school teacher had forgotten to hit it with sunblock. Three-to-six was my favorite age. They were little philosophers, as I had seen last Christmas, when Josh said he thought dolphins had a secret language and someday he would learn to speak it. The Spiderman shirt, one of my presents, had faded. An inch of skin showed above his shorts. I hated these big gaps between visits, and I hoped the creak of stairs as I descended would wake him.

      The paper houses had dropped like a slinky from the couch. I should tape up the diorama before Josh needed attention, but where had Sandy put the tape? A drawer to the left of the sink held silverware, and below it, the drawer my mother always called the “Fibber McGee and Molly” drawer: string, screwdrivers, thumbtacks, birthday candles, white glue, and the odd button. Whether women wanted to or not, we took on our mother’s patterns: spices in the cabinet to the left of the microwave, cookie sheets in the oven drawer. I could be blind and cook a meal here.

      A pen-mug sat on the counter. Next to a stack of unopened bills sat a roll of tape. Twirling it around my finger, I whistled softly, trying to fill a silence broken only by the bark of a neighbor’s dog and a motorcycle’s distant cough. Kneeling on the denim couch, I taped the paper houses to the windows. The silhouette reminded me of the skyline at the Adler Planetarium. Newsprint blocked the view of parked cars, but that was good. If I couldn’t see out, no one could see in. Breastfeeding Josh, Sandy had always thrown a receiving blanket over her shoulder. A private person, she wouldn’t want every Tom, Dick, and Harry looking through her windows.

      With no more self-assigned tasks, I thought about taking a look at the basement, but the heat punctured my balloon of good intentions. I can picture myself innocently walking through the house, curious about the life my daughter had begun to construct for herself. It was the last moment of tranquility before fate blindsided me. Blindsided me again, I should say, because my husband’s death had also come at me out of the blue, on just such an ordinary day.

      The screen door wheezed open, and I stood on the porch. The rooflines’ spiked shadows had advanced across the small, square lawns. Across the street, a paper skeleton hung on the door, a relic of last year’s Halloween. When I heard a hubcap scrape the curb, I turned.

      Their Toyota sedan was backing into a parking space. Tony sat in the passenger seat. Usually, he drove. Sandy, on the driver’s side, turned off the engine. Then she leaned on the steering wheel and stared straight ahead, the way people do when they’re having a fight and trying to decide whether to finish it or go in. I leaned on the porch rail, fearing that Tony had crossed her in some way. Better him than me. Finally, she opened her door. One hand at the crook of her back, the other on the hood, she went around to Tony’s door and opened it. Tony started to get out but fell to his knees and curled up in a ball.

      I stood. My mouth went dry. “Tony, are you all right?”

      “I’m okay,” he called.

      “I’ve got him, Mom,” Sandy said.

      To keep myself from dashing down the stairs, I grabbed the railing and prayed that Sandy wouldn’t injure herself. Holding him under the elbow, she lifted him to his feet and brushed grass from his pants. He swiped an arm across his forehead. His cheeks looked flushed. At work he went from office to office, lobbying congressmen and senators. Glad-handing so many people, he’d probably picked up a bug. When he felt better, I’d tease him and ask if the halls of Congress needed an Elvis impersonator: Since Christmas, he’d grown muttonchops shaped like the boot of Italy.

      Sandy unlocked the trunk and took out his sport coat. Letting her carry it and shuffling his feet, he came up the walk. I held the screen.

      Inside, Tony flopped down on the sofa, the one beneath my paper silhouette. Stretched out full length, he put one foot up on the sofa’s arm; he left the other on the floor. His shoelace had come undone, and though tempted to kneel down and tie it, I didn’t want him to feel like he’d gone back to kindergarten.

      “You look like you had a terrible day,” I said.

      “The longest day of my life,” he said.

      I put my palm on his forehead. It felt clammy, not hot. He drew his hands to his chin. His chest heaved, but no sound came out. Elbowing me aside, Sandy bent over Tony and put her arms around him.

      He pushed her away. “Too hot.”

      Sandy went to the kitchen. Water splashed. When she returned, her bangs dripped. “Where’s Josh?”

      “Asleep,” I said.

      “He won’t sleep tonight, but then, I guess that’s all right because I won’t either.” Sandy sank down onto the other sofa and bumped a framed poster from the National Zoo, a mother panda with a protective paw curled around her baby. My legs shook, and I backed toward the rocking chair.

      “Hey, Colleen, do you happen to have a handkerchief?” Tony said. Beads of moisture dotted his upper lip.

      I always carried packages of tissue to wipe runny noses. Reaching out, I handed one over.

      He blew his nose. “So, did Sandy tell you what this was all about?”

      “I didn’t want to worry her,” Sandy said.

      “What should I be worried about?”

      “My finger.” Tony held up the index finger of his right hand. It moved like the second-hand of a clock: tick, tick, tick. Not a smooth motion.

      “What’s wrong with it?” I asked.

      “Since March, we’ve been thinking he had a pinched nerve,” Sandy said.

      This was June. “What do you have?” I asked. “Carpal tunnel or something?”

      “I wish.” Tony propped himself on an elbow, opened his mouth, and pointed to his tongue.

      “Could I have one of those tissues, Mom?” Sandy asked.

      “Sure.” I had another packet in my purse.

      Sandy blew her nose. “He was testifying a month ago on Capitol Hill—”

      “A swine farm bill was coming up—”

      “And he got so tongue-tied—”

      “I couldn’t speak,” Tony said.

      “You?” Driving through Ohio, I’d heard him interviewed on public radio. There’d been a call-in program on factory farms. The stench. The animals’ living conditions. It wasn’t an issue I’d ever thought twice about, but Tony had been so eloquent, I’d actually begun to think the animal-rights’ folks might have a point.

      Tony pulled up his shirt. The dark, curly hair, once thick on his chest, had been shaved clean, leaving only the stubble. Dozens of white circles the size of bottle caps dotted his chest. He looked like he’d been stood against a wall and used for dart-gun target practice.

      “I saw this neurologist—”

      “Two, actually,” Sandy said.

      “The second doctor was a mom from our nursery school,” Tony said.

      “She saw Sandy coming down the elevator, just losing it.”

      “She brought him back upstairs and ran the tests again,” Sandy said.

      “I had a hundred electrodes on my body.”

      “Nipples and everything,” Sandy said.

      Tony looked down at his chest. He shuddered. “They shocked me over and over again. Like a rat in an experiment.”

      “After the second battery of nerve tests,” Sandy said, “the doctor told him he has ALS—amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.”

      “Lou Gehrig’s disease?” I asked.

      Tony pulled down his shirt. “The doc said for sure.”

      I ran a hand over my face and took a breath. Through the open screen came the hum of tires and the urgent ring of a tinny bell. Riding a purple bicycle with training wheels, a curly-headed girl, biting her tongue, stood on the pedals. Her mother jogged behind, close enough to grab the seat. The ring echoed long after they’d passed.

      He shook his head from side to side, moaned, and put a hand over his eyes and the other on his heart. “I thought I had it right from the start. I mean, that was what the HMO doc told me back in March, that I had ALS, and I thought if I did, I could be brave and suck it up, but it’s different when neurologists tell you for sure.”

      Sandy reached over and massaged Tony’s foot and with her other hand pressed her belly. “The baby’s quiet.”

      “Probably sleeping,” I said. One domino-disaster tipping another. That’s what she feared.

      Tony blew his nose and wiped his eyes with a corner of his shirt. “I’d better start dinner.”

      “You can’t be in a mood to cook,” I said. “Especially after getting such horrible news. Let’s order pizza.”

      Tony stood up. “I have stuff for spaghetti.”

      I followed him to the kitchen. The doctors had to be wrong. Tony was in the prime of life, a lacrosse player, a runner, and lately, a vegetarian. He took an onion from the refrigerator and put it on a cutting board. After peeling off the onionskin, he found a knife and used the flat of his hand to force down the blade.

      “After Christmas, when Sandy saw her brothers in the kitchen, she said I had to learn to cook. I actually like it, and I want to cook while I can.”

      “While you can?” I wanted to draw out this moment, the moment when I couldn’t yet see around the corner. “Can what?”

      “Cook, of course.” Tony stared at me. “My muscles will atrophy.”

      “I don’t know much about ALS.”

      “Actually, I don’t either,” Tony said, “except I’ve got it.”

      Trying to have a normal conversation and accept this news as if Tony were telling me about a raise or a promotion, I found myself increasingly upset. I thought of the Chinese woman who lived two doors down from my new house and how she’d stand on the porch in the bitterest weather, going through her tai chi exercises. Balance in slow motion. I opened the silverware drawer and took out knives and forks.

      “What, exactly, did the doctor say?”

      “A lot of men get it.”

      “So, what are they going to do?”

      “Nothing they can do,” he said.

      “Nothing? But there’s something they can do for everything.”

      He shook his head like it was a fait accompli and dumped onions in a cast-iron skillet, one that had belonged to my mother. I wondered how I could possibly deal with this loss when I’d barely absorbed her death, and immediately felt ashamed that the first thought that bubbled up was whether I had space inside my skin for another grief this big. This was Sandy’s tragedy, not mine.

      “Have you got another Kleenex?” Sandy called from the living room

      “She can have this.” Tony handed me the rest of the packet.

      I took it, returned to the living room, and sat down next to Sandy, who leaned against me. Like a kitten on a tree, she dug her nails into my shoulders. Tears soaked my blouse.

      “Your daughter’s upset,” Tony called from the kitchen.

      “I can see that.”

      On the second floor, the toilet flushed.

      Sandy lifted her head. “Josh is awake.” She blew her nose and crumpled the Kleenex in her fist.

      “Do you want me to throw that away?” I asked.

      Sandy held out the damp wad. “My body feels all numb, like it went to the body dentist.”

      Mine did, too. “Where’s your trash?”

      “Under the sink.”

      “Sandy, could you open this can?” Tony said.

      Letting out a silent scream, Sandy flung her head back, bumping the panda poster.

      I leapt up. “Let me help him.”

      “Thanks so much, Mom. I’ve had Braxton-Hicks all day.”

      “I’ve heard the word, but what is it?”

      “Contractions,” Sandy said.

      “But they stop if she sits,” Tony said.

      “In my day, we called that going into labor.”

      Sandy put her hands on her stomach. “I don’t think it’s true labor. I hope not, anyway. My due date’s not for another ten days.”

      “Mom,” a little voice called from upstairs. I helped Sandy to her feet, but I had to lean back and counterbalance her weight, or she would have pulled me down.

      “I’m coming,” Sandy said.

      The voice said, “I need you to wipe me.”

      “Could someone open this can?” Tony said.

      I went into the kitchen. “What do you need?”

      A can of pomodoro tomatoes sat on the counter. Tony held out a can opener. “My fingers don’t have the strength.”

      I picked up the tomatoes and squeezed the can opener’s handles. Air hissed.

      “One thing I don’t quite get,” I said, “is what happens. I mean, what’s the progression of the disease?”

      “I have a year to live,” Tony said. “Maybe less.”

      “No way!” The can dropped on the counter. The lid sprang open. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m just going by what the doctor said.” Tears streaming, he looked over his shoulder. “Fifty-five’s the average age.”

      “But you’re only thirty-four.”

      “I was young, she said.”

      I put my arms around him, but he pushed away. “I need to finish dinner.”

      Tony broke spaghetti into the pot, stirring the pasta with a wooden spoon. He wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. “Shit, it’s hot,” he said.

      “That’s because the back side of the house faces east, and you’re getting the late afternoon sun.”

      “Sandy said you’d have known that and not let us buy it. It’s the one thing about the house she hates.”

      “Unless I’d come by at the end of the day, I wouldn’t have flagged that as a problem. I told her to hire a home inspector.”

      “Well, she’s over it so you can relax.”

      “Over what?”

      “Over being angry because you didn’t fly out.”

      Eyes down, I laid out silverware and napkins. “My mother was dying.”

      “Yeah, well. Sandy needed you and you didn’t come.”

      “A home inspector looks at homes full-time. Most of them are engineers or former contractors. I doubt I could have told her anything more than what they wrote up in their report.”

      “You don’t have to sound so defensive,” he said.

      “But … oh, never mind,” I said.

      The last three weeks of Mother’s life had passed in a blur. I had to make decisions about a feeding tube or comfort measures. Sips of water dwindled down to ice chips and spongy swabs of her tongue. I couldn’t reconstruct when exactly, in that blur of days, Sandy had called. And, of course, my daughter had a right to feel let down. No one could understand what the inversion of roles meant, the child taking on the role of a parent, making end-of-life decisions for an emaciated, vacant-minded shell. Sandy had just started her journey. The first house. The second baby. And now this.

      Tony bit into a noodle. “Al dente.” He looked at me. “Whole wheat. They turn mushy if you cook them too long.”

      Tony. The newbie in the kitchen. My boys would have found his sudden culinary interest hilarious. But then, no they wouldn’t. Not now.

      Holding Josh by the hand, Sandy came downstairs. Smiling, she looked at her son. “Do you remember Grandma?”

      “You’re Mommy’s mommy.” Josh’s eyebrows looked like charcoal smudges. From beneath them shone two blue marbles. Rob’s eyes and the eyes of Sandy’s brothers.

      “Remember last Christmas we went to an aquarium where they had dolphins?” I said.

      “And jellyfish.” Josh tugged his mother’s hand.

      She smiled.

      “It’s time for dinner, Josh,” Tony said. “Get the step-stool and wash your hands.”

      “He washed upstairs,” Sandy said.

      “Could somebody dump the water out of the pan and put the sauce on the noodles?” Tony said.

      I did as he asked and put food on the table. Josh climbed into his booster seat and buckled the strap.

      “Did you make salad?” Sandy asked.

      “I wasn’t in the mood,” Tony said.

      “I don’t like tomato sauce,” Josh said.

      I wondered if the opening gambit of this negotiation were for my benefit or if they negotiated every meal. That kind of thing wore me out.

      “Daddy made a nice dinner,” I said. “Why don’t you try one bite?”

      “I already know I won’t like it,” Josh said. “It’s red.”

      “He likes plain noodles with butter and cheese.” Sandy went into the kitchen and rummaged in the refrigerator. She put a turkey roll on his plate. “He’s fine with this.”

      I twirled my spaghetti. The sauce tasted burnt. Maybe I could bargain for a turkey roll.

      “Tony’s dark eyes glared at me from across the table. “Why aren’t you eating? Don’t you like it, either?”

      In my stomach, a gerbil raced madly on a wheel. “No, it’s fine. Whole grain noodles. Very nutritious.”

      Standing behind Josh’s chair, Sandy took a taste of spaghetti, frowned, and put her plate down on the counter, a pass-through between the narrow dining room and aisle kitchen. “The humidity takes away my appetite.”

      Tony looked up at her. He hadn’t touched his dinner. We were pretending to be normal for as long as we could.

      “Why don’t you take Josh outside and let me do the dishes?” I said.

      “I guess we could do that,” Sandy said. “It’s still light.”

      “Okay,” Tony said. “Fresh air would feel good.”

      I cleared the dishes, listening to the tape that ran in my head whenever I wasted food. Think of the starving children in Armenia. The distant tragedy flashed up from my childhood, and it was the rare meal that found me leaving a bite of food on my plate. The spaghetti was really bad. I dumped it into the garbage.

      The dishes took ten minutes. With sweat dripping from my brow, I was glad the house had an east-facing front porch.

      On the dead grass that passed for a lawn, Sandy tossed a Wiffle ball from hand to hand.

      Tony wrapped his arms around Josh’s shoulders, showing him how to swing a plastic bat. When Sandy pitched, Josh connected. The ball bounced across two neighbors’ lawns into a clump of ice plant. Josh gave a whoop, then raced, his arms pumping. All elbows and knobby knees, he looked like a cricket.

      “Did you see that one?” Josh held up the ball. “Wasn’t that a great one?”

      “That was good, Josh.” Tony looked over at me, sitting on the porch.

      “I always dreamed of taking my kids to Yankees’ games. Josh won’t remember this.”

      I leaned over the railing. “Why don’t I take Josh to the park and give you some time to decompress?”

      “No, that’s okay,” Sandy said.

      Tony wiped his brow. His face turned sullen and Sandy looked at him. “Then again,” Sandy said, “maybe that’s a good idea.”

      “He’d better run off some energy or he’ll never go to sleep tonight,” I said.

      “I want to play baseball,” Josh said.

      “Grandma knows how to play baseball.” Sandy handed me the bat.

      “Not as good as your dad,” I said.

      “I’ll carry the ball.”

      “Sure,” I said. “But don’t drop it.”

      From the sidewalk, Josh looked back at Sandy and Tony entering the house. The screen slammed. “What’s wrong?”

      “Your dad just found out he’s sick,” I said.

      Josh looked up, his eyebrows in a squiggle. “But the doctor can make him better. Right?”

      “I hope so.”

      “The doctor makes me better.”

      “Doctors can do a lot.”

      I didn’t want to be the first to tell him his father was going to die. That job belonged to his parents, and maybe they could shield him by breaking the news gradually.

      Sandy had found out the worst way possible. Rob’s mom had invited us for dinner. It was Friday. We lived in Schaumburg then. I fought traffic on the Stevenson to get to his parents’ house on the South Side of Chicago, and Rob planned to drive straight there from work. By the time I arrived, Jean had a pot roast on the stove, and the smell of onions and gravy made me instantly sick. Three months pregnant, I threw up and came out of the bathroom to find Kevin pulling open the cupboards. I apologized for him getting into things, but she said that was nothing. Her kids got into a lot worse mischief. Having a smoke and scraping cookie dough from a spoon, she sat at the kitchen table. Across from her, Sandy, five, a little girl with lopsided pigtails and a dishtowel apron, knelt on a kitchen chair and waited for permission to lick the bowl. Jean launched into a story about the time she came back from the grocery store to find all ten kids standing on the garage roof. A phone call interrupted her story. I took the call.

      “I’d like to speak to Mrs. Gallagher,” a police officer said. “Her husband has been in an accident.”

      Oh, my god, Rob’s father, I thought, then covered the receiver and looked at Jean, tapping an ash into her cupped hand. Her gray hair caught back in a bun made her look like one of those impoverished women from the dust bowl. Rob had three brothers in high school. Who would pay for their college? Jean took another drag of her cigarette, waiting to tell me how she got the kids off the roof and what punishment she’d devised. I put the receiver to my ear. “Are you sure you’ve got the right Gallagher?” I asked. “There’s lots of us here on the South Side.”

      “Robert Gallagher,” he said. “Age twenty-six. His driver’s license lists this as his address.”

      Feeling the earth turn to sand beneath my feet, I steadied myself against the table. “That’s my husband.”

      “Mrs. Gallagher,” the man said, “I’m sorry to tell you, your husband’s dead.”

      “What do you mean, my husband’s dead? That’s impossible.”

      Jean stubbed out her cigarette on the Formica and stood, leaning across the table to take the phone.

      Sandy jumped off the chair. She looked up at me, her face white. “My daddy’s dead?”

      “Yes,” I said. The room spun and, knees weak, I fell back against the wall. My teeth chattered. Sandy tore down the hall, running upstairs to her uncles’ room. “My daddy’s dead. My daddy’s dead.” Her screams barely penetrated the roaring in my ears. The baby I carried would never know his father. Sandy would never see him again. Death meant not coming back. Not ever.

      

      Strolling down the streets of Glover Park, pretending everything was all right, I watched Josh, his arms extended, walk the tightrope of a brick retaining wall. He might remember this day as his last hour of unencumbered happiness, or he might let the hour submerge into the sea of similar, carefree days, not realizing he should treasure this moment of innocence, along with the speckled stones he picked up and slipped into his pockets.

      The ball escaped and rolled slowly into the street. Josh sprang after it. A brown UPS truck bore down on him. With a hand up to shield his eyes, the driver squinted against the glare.

      “Watch out,” I screamed. Dashing into the street, I jerked Josh off his feet.

      The truck rumbled past.

      I dragged Josh to the sidewalk. “Don’t you ever do that again.”

      His mouth quivered. “Yes, Grandma.”

      “What were you doing, anyway? You know you’re not allowed to go in the street.”

      “I was trying to help.” He shivered.

      I turned him under my wing. “Here’s what we’ll do next time. If it’s necessary to get a ball, I will get it. Understand?”

      He looked down at his feet. None too gently, I lifted his chin. “Is that clear?”

      His eyes flicked up and caught me in their blue glare. Just as quickly, he looked down again.

      Maybe we should go back home. If we did, though, he’d find out what was wrong.

      “All right, Josh. Show me the school.”

      

      Surrounded by lawn, the two-story brick building with its tall, white windows reminded me of Evanston’s Lincolnwood, the school I’d taught at long enough to see my former students return with their offspring. I wondered if Tony would live to see Josh’s first day here at Stoddert. But maybe he’d got it wrong about how long he had to live. Recently, I’d watched an interview with the astrophysicist, Stephen Hawking. He’d lived decades with ALS; crippled up, sure, but still alive.

      Josh pointed to the playground. “The tot lot’s over there.”

      “I thought you wanted to practice hitting.”

      He looked down at his shoes. “I’m only good when my dad helps me.”

      “I can help you,” I said.

      “That’s okay. It’s kind of hot.”

      That scare sure had taken the stuffing out. As I walked to a bench, the two gold bands suspended from a chain around my neck jingled and bounced against my breasts. Josh, kneeling in the shadows of the slide, dug down and unearthed a toy car. Even if he didn’t remember this moment, I would remember him clawing a road through the damp, dark sand. A road to where though? My daughter, a new mother, would have to deal with childcare and work demands and face the impending death of her soul mate. She’d lost a father. That had been trauma enough. She didn’t deserve this.

      By the time I brushed off Josh’s hands and emptied his shoes, a tangerine sun hung above the canopy of trees. Between the birdsong and the cacophony of cicadas, the neighborhood echoed with a happy, buzzing undercurrent of life: fathers greeted at the door, screens slamming, the smell of curry from a house where a sign on the window said BLOCK PARENT. Josh sprinted ahead to the corner. A white-haired man, his thumb on a garden hose, stood watering new sod.

      “Hi, Mr. Jaffee,” Josh said.

      “Hi, Josh,” the man said in a gruff voice. The armpits of Mr. Jaffee’s undershirt were brown, and he wore a straw hat to which he’d attached fishing lures. His pants were baggy, held up by rainbow suspenders. Before retirement, he must have been a large man, but now he had started on that journey of regression I witnessed my father make: the work life gone, the circle of friends dropping one by one, the life outside the home growing distant until the only things left to talk about were bowel movements and prunes at breakfast.

      “Has your mom had that baby yet?” Mr. Jaffee said.

      “Not yet,” Josh said.

      By way of introduction, I offered my hand. “I’m Sandy’s mom, Colleen Gallagher.”

      His palm had the velvety feel of old skin.

      “Call me Lowell,” he said. “You’re a State Farm customer, I see.”

      “How’d you know that?”

      “Bumper sticker on your car.”

      “You’re very observant,” I said.

      “Nah. I used to be an agent. Let me know if you need anything. I look out for folks.”

      “I will.” For the life of me—not then, not now—I couldn’t figure out how to hand off any of what shimmered in the heat waves of our future: death’s sharp blade cleaving years from Tony’s life, the terrible loss for my daughter, the loss for Josh. I felt as if I were standing in a hurricane, boards blowing past me, rain pelting my face, the whistling of a terrible wind in my ears. I didn’t want to believe it.

      Josh ran down the block and hopped up the front steps. I followed.

      Before going in he turned to me. “Mr. Jaffee has butterscotch candy in his pockets, but I’m not supposed to ask.”

      “He seems like a nice man.”

      “I’m only allowed to if my mom says it’s okay.”

      “That’s a good rule.”

      Wanting to give Sandy and Tony fair warning, I called out, “We’re home. And we’re thirsty.”

      Josh pressed the screen’s thumb-latch.

      Inside, their faces streaked with tears, Sandy and Tony sprang apart. An empty box of tissue sat on the couch. Like white carnations, used ones lay scattered on the floor. They had been sitting there the whole time, locked together. Death was something Tony and Sandy had plenty of time to deal with. After absorbing the news themselves, they could figure out how to tell Josh. I brushed sand from my shoes and left them on the porch.

      Like Rob, Tony was irreplaceable, a guy with a big heart. His death would be devastating for Sandy, doubly so because she’d lost her father. Rob had adored her, his first-born, and I had never found a way to make up for that loss. Nor did I know until much later that on the day I got the phone call from the police, Sandy believed she had lost me, too.
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      In the morning I poured a bowl of raisin bran and took it to the dining room table. Through the rectangular pass-through, I watched Sandy unload the dishwasher. I fought down the urge to tell her I’d put away the dishes if she gave me a minute to eat. A navy-blue dress, shrink-wrapped around her belly, made me think she had not anticipated getting so big or else didn’t want to spend money on a maternity dress she would only wear for another month. That was probably it. Sandy, ever practical. Or maybe thinking if she just made it through the delivery, she could go back to her regular clothes and regular life. She put a hand on the counter, braced herself, and closed her eyes.

      “Are you having contractions?” I said.

      Sandy nodded and scrunched up her face. “They’re not much worse than yesterday, but my doctor wants me to come in.” She straightened and took a deep breath. “That was a long one.”

      Gulping two bites on my way to the sink, I dumped my breakfast down the drain.

      “Tony, we’d better go,” Sandy called.

      “Josh is almost dressed,” he hollered, the cool-as-cucumber, second-child father. “My mom and dad are on their way.”

      I hadn’t spent much time with Tony’s folks, but if this really was ALS and not some weird misdiagnosis, we would need to put our heads together.

      “So has Tony thought about the Mayo Clinic?” I asked.

      “I don’t think that’d do any good.” Sandy closed her eyes and grabbed my hand, crushing my fingers. The labor pain passed. “Oh, Mom, I don’t know how I’m going to get through this.”

      “You will.”

      “I keep telling myself, you did.”

      “Your dad’s death was more of an amputation,” I said. “Easy, compared to this.”

      “Do you have to be so brutally honest all the time?” Sandy put a hand on the counter, grimaced, and then looked down at the floor.

      A puddle of water spread across the linoleum.

      “I’ll clean that up,” I said. “You get going.”

      She waddled toward the door. “Tony!”

      Watching her pick up her overnight case, I thought about telling her I hadn’t meant to be brutal, or honest, or brutally honest. I was merely stating a fact. I didn’t know how I knew what I knew, only that I did. What she faced would be bad, maybe even unendurable.

      Shooing Josh ahead of him, Tony bolted for the door. “Thanks a bunch,” he called. “Be good for Grandma, Son.”

      “I will.” Josh reached for my hand.

      “Let’s wave goodbye.” We went out to the porch.

      Tony, already in the car, made a U-turn. Sandy dropped her seat back and that made me wonder if she was further into labor than she thought. The old protective instinct that had started at Sandy’s birth—that umbilical tug that persisted—leapt from my gut and dried my throat. My hand felt sweaty.

      Josh pried his fingers loose. Down the block, the white-haired neighbor—What was his name? Lovell? Lloyd? God, I was getting Alzheimer’s like my mom—carried his recycling to the curb.

      “Hi, Mr. Jaffee.” Josh waved.

      “Hi, Josh.” Lowell, that was his name, wore the same stained undershirt and straw hat he’d worn yesterday. His retirement uniform. I recognized the type. My dad, a carpenter, his face weathered by years of Chicago winters, had dressed in holey overalls he’d bought decades before at Farm and Fleet. “No point in buying new clothes,” he’d said. “Waste of money.”

      Mr. Jaffee went down the alley and returned with an appliance box.

      He put it on the parking strip, then looked toward us, shading his eyes against the sun. “What’s happening in your house?”

      “My mom’s having our baby,” Josh said.

      Mr. Jaffee straightened up. “Well, well. A new baby.”

      Josh pointed. “What’s that?”

      “I bought a new stove,” Mr. Jaffee said. “This is the box it came in.”

      I looked from the box to Josh. “Can we have it?”

      “Help yourself.”

      “What’s it for?” Josh said.

      “A playhouse,” I said. “Let’s build one.”

      “Yippee! Can I help?”

      “Of course, you can.”

      With Josh holding the flaps, I dragged the box into the living room. In the kitchen’s Fibber McGee and Molly drawer, I found a ruler, markers, and a knife. I drew windows and flower boxes and cut the cardboard. Josh folded back the shutters. I asked if he wanted a Dutch door so he could close the bottom half to keep out burglars. He did. Then I drew bricks and he colored them.

      “What about the inside?” he asked.

      “You can decorate it however you want.” I pushed the box next to the stairs and, with a scrap of leftover cardboard, made a low table for Josh to eat his peanut-butter graham crackers. In the playhouse he sat on the floor cross-legged, having a tea party with his stuffed bear.

      You could never tell what a child would do with a toy. Once I’d been putting toys away in the little-boys’ room—my little boys, Kevin and Sean. Sandy had trailed along, repeating my commands. Pick up all your Matchbox cars. Put the Tinker Toys away. “You’re not the boss of me,” Kevin had said. Even a year after Rob’s death his favorite game had been car crash; but that day, he’d pulled over a toy telephone, picked up the receiver and dialed. “Hello, Daddy? Did it hurt when you died?”

      I put a hand on my heart and joined him on the floor. Baby Sean had just started to pull himself up. In his yellow terry cloth suit and with his Easter-chick hair, he stood gumming the bar of his crib.

      Sandy closed the toy box. “What did Daddy say?”

      “It hurt,” Kevin said, “like when I broke my arm.”

      “I want to talk,” Sandy said. He handed her the receiver. As she pulled the phone, a little bell rang. “When are you coming home?” With a serious face, she appeared to listen to his answer.

      The cord of that silly phone tangled as the three of us huddled and cried.

      I should call the boys and let them know. Then again, maybe it would be better to have a face-to-face. I looked over at the playhouse. Josh had finished his snack. “How about a story, Josh?”

      “I don’t want to take a nap.”

      “Who said anything about a nap? Pick out a book.”

      He ducked under the playhouse door and chose a dictionary illustrated by Richard Scary, a kindergarten favorite. I opened the book to a cutaway drawing of a house. On the top floor, rabbit children took naps. In the dining room, rabbits set the table. In the kitchen, the rabbit mommy, wearing an apron, cooked dinner.

      “Mommies have to do everything,” I said.

      Josh leaned against my arm and pointed to a rabbit in the basement. “What’s that one doing?”

      A rabbit in overalls stood at a workbench.

      “That’s a daddy rabbit,” I said, “and that one’s a …”

      Josh’s eyes closed and I carried him upstairs. While he slept, I could take a nap. Sleep deprived, I couldn’t function. Too many years of late nights during my years as a single mom and, more recently, the night sweats that came from the final blast of menopause, made me hoard sleep the way squirrels hoard nuts.

      Tired, I’d blow my stack at the least little thing, like when Josh’s ball rolled into the street. I plugged in the baby monitor, took it to my room, and flopped down on the futon. Jerking a kid’s arm like that. Geez. At fifty-three, I sure didn’t have the patience I’d had at twenty-four. Or the energy.

      

      I woke up, grabbed the baby monitor, and went to check on Josh. In his crib, fingers splayed, wavy hair flattened by the padded bumper, he still slept. Might as well let him.

      When I was halfway down the stairs, I saw a man’s gray slacks and cordovan dress shoes.

      “Who’s there?” I asked.

      “Tony’s father,” a man’s voice replied.

      “Oh, Aldo.” I put a hand on my heart and continued down.

      A youthful seventy-two, Aldo had sharp features, and the darting movements of the eyes behind his glasses showed that he was thinking, even as he sat on the couch and leafed through the Washington Post.

      “Didn’t mean to startle you. I rang the doorbell, but no one answered.” He held up a key. “I let myself in.”

      The doorbell must not work. Another thing to fix besides the stuck-tight windows. “How’d you get here so fast?”

      He nodded to the big suitcase in a corner by the playhouse. “We had the pilot on alert. Lillian’s had our bag packed for weeks.”

      “You mean Southwest held your plane?” I asked.

      “No. I took the corporate jet.” Aldo ran the East Coast branch of a St. Louis brewery. The Dimasios lived in New Jersey. Tony and Sandy had eloped to Las Vegas, but the Dimasios had insisted on a wedding reception. At their country club, I’d seen enough minks to stock a Chicago furrier’s.

      “When we arrived,” Aldo said, “I called Tony to check in and find out what he wanted us to do.” He smiled. “Sandy had another boy. Benjamin. Beniamino in Italian.”

      “You’re kidding,” I said.

      He shook his head. “Nope. They barely made it.”

      “And the baby is okay?”

      “Yes. Full term.”

      “That’s one bit of good news,” I said. “Where’s Lillian?”

      He nodded at the giant black purse between the two couches. “Down at Kinko’s xeroxing Tony’s test results. She’s ready to contact all the neurologists between Florida and Nova Scotia.”

      “How long have you known about this?”

      “She first heard about it in March.”

      “Three months ago,” I said.

      “Actually, the middle of February, come to think of it.”

      That long. Gosh. I sure had been out of the loop.

      Aldo touched the back of his neck. “One doc thought Tony had a pinched nerve and told him to take Advil.”

      “Oh, yeah. ‘Take two aspirin.’”

      “At the March appointment they started tossing out other ideas,” he said. “That was the first time Tony heard ALS mentioned, but the doctors back then thought it might be MS.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “With MS, he could live a more or less normal life,” Aldo said. “There are periods of remission. With ALS, there’s no remission.”

      “Tony said he has a year to live. I can’t believe it.”

      “Believe it.” Aldo crossed his legs and pulled an ankle onto his knee. “Not only does he have ALS, he has the fast-acting kind. Bulbar onset. For months, we’ve been hoping the diagnosis would be different. Tony’s mom is beside herself.” He snapped open the paper and held it in front of his face.

      I could take a hint. “I think I’ll make a run to the hardware store. It’s sweltering upstairs. I need to buy a fan.”

      “Have fun,” he said.

      “By any chance, do you know what hospital they went to?”

      “Shady Grove Adventist.”

      

      The hospital was all the way out in Maryland. No wonder Sandy had barely made it. Standing at the door of her room, I saw that she was asleep. Her eyebrows, a touch of brown, matched her tangled, ash-brown hair. Even if labor went fast, the final minutes had put her through a workout.

      A clear bassinet held the new arrival with his ivory stocking cap. Beniamino. The dark-haired little Italian with olive complexion looked a lot more like a Beniamino than pale-complected baby Josh, whose legal name was Giuseppe.

      “And who do we have here?” I whispered.

      “Don’t wake him,” Sandy said, her eyes suddenly open.

      “I’ll be careful.” I gathered him up and put the baby on my shoulder. Patting his back and listening to him snuffle, I felt the rhythm of his breathing and his knees against my chest. He squirmed and stretched and a shudder passed through him. Holding him on my forearm, the position Rob called the football carry, I watched him dream. His eyelashes stuck out like little combs.

      Sandy pressed the control to raise the head of the bed, rolled to one side, and winced.

      “Stitches,” she said.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said.

      “Did you ever have them?”

      “An episiotomy?” I nodded. “With Kevin. His head was big.”

      “Ben’s was, too,” Sandy said, “but even so, his features didn’t get all smashed up. Isn’t he beautiful?”

      “Yes.” One romance a woman never forgets, newborn love. Before Sandy’s birth, not sure if we’d have a boy or a girl, I’d painted the bars of a garage-sale crib pink and blue, but when she arrived, so healthy and compact, the crib dwarfed her, and I’d sent Rob out to splurge on a bassinet.

      Sandy leaned forward and pulled the baby’s hand from the blanket. “His nails are so small.”

      I straightened his fingers. “They’re pearls.”

      “Did Tony tell you what happened?”

      “I haven’t seen him.”

      “He left a while ago,” Sandy said. “He told me he was going home to take a nap. I bet he went for a run instead. He was upset.”

      “What happened?”

      “He couldn’t cut the cord.”

      “No.”

      “He had to use both hands on the scissors. With Josh, he could do it one-handed.”

      “I wish I could have been here.”

      “Oh, that’s all right,” Sandy said. “It wouldn’t have helped.”

      “My friend Maureen was right there in the labor room when her daughter had a baby,” I said. “There were so many aunts and sisters that her daughter’s labor coach said she felt like she ought to pour champagne and serve wedding cake.”

      Sandy smiled. “That was one of the options here, having the whole family around, but when I’m in pain, I’m like an animal.”

      “What, howling at the moon?”

      “No.” Sandy laughed. “More the other way. I want to curl up in my den alone.” Sandy settled back onto her pillows and lowered the head of the bed. She smiled, wiped her face with a damp washcloth, and yawned. “I hope you don’t mind if I conk out.”

      “Not at all.”

      Sandy’s eyes were already closing. Her cheeks went slack, and her head fell to one side. Mouth open, she began to snore. How easily she fell asleep then. How hard it would prove later on to grab hold of that single antidote to exhaustion.

      I hugged the baby against my shoulder and inhaled the sweet scent of baby shampoo and rubbing alcohol. Some must have spilled on his blanket when Sandy dabbed the umbilical cord. Adjusting the baby’s knit hat, I remembered the soft center of the head that, when Sandy was born, I had been terrified to brush, and as a result, she’d had a mean case of cradle cap. I placed Ben, or was it going to be Beniamino, in his bassinet.

      Pausing at the door, I looked back at Sandy. The neon lights faded her freckles, and she had no color in her cheeks. The birth had gone quickly, but she looked spent.

      “Well, Rob,” I whispered, slipping a finger through the one of the wedding rings on the chain around my neck. “What on earth are we going to do?” Not that I believed he’d actually hear me, though one time I had felt a tap on the shoulder followed by a moment of extraordinary comfort. Holding my breath and hoping for a message telegraphed along the space-time continuum, I waited and then went about my errands.
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      At the corner where one end of the alley intersected the street, Lowell Jaffee had built cedar planters to hold his vegetables. Wire garden-cones supported the overburdened branches of three tomato plants.

      “Are those beefsteaks?” I asked.

      “No, Paul Robesons,” he said. “Ever had ’em?”

      “Nope,” I said.

      “I’ll bring some down when they’re ripe.”

      What a nice guy. Maybe Sandy had lucked out after all. There was plenty of time to plan for the future. Neighbors would provide support. Tony’s family would get involved. It wouldn’t all fall on my shoulders.

      “How’s that baby?” Lowell said.

      “Fine,” I said. “Should be home any minute.”

      “Make sure they get their parking sticker renewed.”

      “You mean their vehicle registration?”

      “No, the neighborhood sticker.”

      “Where is it?”

      “On the driver’s side window. Theirs expired two months ago.”

      A busybody, but well-meaning. “I’ll remind them.”

      “You need one for your car, too.”

      “Okay, okay.” I held up my hands.

      “Or, tell Tony to pick up some visitors’ permits.”

      “I will.”

      “Want me to spray you?” He picked up the hose.

      “Sure, why not?” Drops arced like a rainbow over the alley and water spattered on my outstretched arms. “Okay, that’s enough. I don’t want to get totally soaked.”

      “You got it,” Lowell said, redirecting the water to his tomatoes as I walked home.

      Home. The word alone made me cast a glance at my Jetta, its windshield bug-spattered from I-80. Rob had not come to comfort me with his sheltering presence, though some part of me wanted to believe this crisis would bring him back, that I would feel him perched on my shoulder like Jiminy Cricket, urging truth and caution and patience. Sandy needed two parents on her side, not just one.

      Cooled by the spray and with my feet propped on the front-porch railing, I wished I could motivate myself. I’d bought a fan. That was my big accomplishment for the previous day, and the fan had cooled Josh’s room so that he actually slept through the night.

      Hard to believe, but it was more humid here than in the Midwest. Lake Michigan kept Evanston three degrees cooler than the western suburbs, and in the evenings, I could open the windows. My bedroom had a ceiling fan. This wasn’t my house, however, and it wasn’t a house I would have bought. Too much wrong, starting with the lack of a bathroom on the main floor and the fact that the house did not have central air. Everywhere I looked, I saw deferred maintenance: clogged gutters, peeling paint, filthy windows, and a gray porch floor that would have looked a lot better with a coat of fresh epoxy. The dead azaleas bothered, me, too, but the yard was the least of my worries.

      At home I had projects waiting to be done. Summer never lasted long enough. Eight weeks, or in my case six. My house had a rental unit on the top floor, and in mid-August, the next crop of Northwestern students would expect fresh paint and varnished floors. Who knew what condition the kids who’d sublet it for the summer would leave it in. At a minimum, I’d have to throw out the pizza boxes, cleaning the oven and refrigerator, deal with moldy tile in the bathroom, and repaint.  Instead, I was here instead, sleeping on a futon on the floor and sweltering.

      As I watched Tony fight the Tercel’s steering wheel, my shoulders tensed as if I were dragging an anvil. Backing into a parking space, he nudged the bumpers of cars in front of and behind him. Dual car alarms rocketed through the insect-humming air.

      Sandy threw open the passenger door. “What a scorcher.”

      I touched the brick wall behind my chair. Yesterday’s heat, baked in.

      With the infant seat swinging from his good hand, Tony carried the newborn, wrapped in a flannel receiving blanket. Inside, Tony stood at the bottom of the stairs, and I hunkered down to get a closer look.

      Sandy ran her finger across the baby’s cheek. “Look, Mom. He’s got zits.”

      I laughed. “He’s a teenager already.”

      “I know he’s going to be horrible.” Sandy laughed. “Just like me.”

      “You weren’t horrible.”

      “At least I didn’t do drugs.”

      “No. Thank goodness.” Sandy had always been such a Girl Scout. A little angry at times, but that was normal. If Rob had been alive, her outbursts wouldn’t have been any big deal. He and I could have laughed. We could have cried. We could have driven her to college and set up her dorm room. Alone, I didn’t do any of that. I was so glad to be rid of her that I put her on a Greyhound down to Champaign-Urbana. Now, here she was, a lovely young woman.

      Sandy grabbed the banister and began dragging herself to the second floor. “I’m exhausted,” she said. “I wish this house had air conditioning.”

      “Waste of energy.” Tony took the stairs two-at-a-time. The baby seat, swinging out of control, bumped the wall, and the baby’s hands flew up.

      Sandy gasped and took the baby carrier. She looked down at the rug. “Mom, watch the dust.”

      I looked at the floor. “What dust?”

      “There are footprints on the rug.” Sandy’s voice trailed off as she went into her bedroom. “And either put that box in the basement or the backyard.”

      “You mean Josh’s playhouse?”

      “It takes up too much room.”

      “What if it rains?”

      “Mom,” Sandy shouted. “This house is small. I don’t want it cluttered up.”

      Tony called down from the landing. “Oh, and my folks called. They have Josh. If they need help, could you watch him? I want to go for a run.”

      My forehead bunched up. Trying to douse the match-flame of anger, I looked at the playhouse and its shutters. Josh had colored one blue and the other purple. In half an hour, I would think of what I should have said: something kind, but definite. I’d made the playhouse for Josh. Let him have fun.

      Still in his street clothes, Tony came back down and stood hands on hips. “Well?”

      “Where did your folks go?” I asked.

      “Out shopping. I can wait if it’s inconvenient.”

      “No, I can do it,” I said. “Where’s the vacuum?”

      Tony nodded to the coat closet at the foot of the stairs.

      Like footprints in freshly mown grass, the indentations in Sandy’s shag rug gave it a trampled look. I carried the box around to the back of the house and unlocked the basement door. The basement had two rooms: one small and one slightly larger, but both full of moving boxes. Someone had painted the textured walls the shiny aqua of a swimming pool. White paint would brighten it up. Then, maybe Josh could spread out his toys. One problem, though: Dirt clogged the window screens, leaving the air still and humid. Painting this room in the heat of summer would be an awful project, and I wished I had kept my mouth shut. If I brought the fan down and started early, it might be doable. Just not today.

      I returned to the porch. Out front, Aldo was trolling for a parking space. He stopped and let Lillian out. Her swept-back hair and tight chignon reminded me of an Italian movie star’s, one whose cheekbones remained high, drawing attention from the fine lines on her upper lip.

      Huffing, Lillian hauled herself up to the porch. “This house is an oven. Don’t you wish we could buy them a big house in the suburbs?”

      “Somehow,” I said, “I hadn’t thought of that.” Buying my own house had drained my bank account. I’d never had the money to do what Aldo did: buy his kids’ cars and put them through college without student loans.

      Lillian looked down the block. “What’s taking Aldo so long?”

      “There’s no place to park in this neighborhood.”

      “But it’s the weekend.”

      “Everybody’s home,” I said.

      “I’m so upset. I hardly know where to turn.”

      From the direction of Mr. Jaffe’s house, Josh ran toward us. Behind him slogged Aldo, shoulders bent, his fingers straining under the weight of grocery bags.

      “Don’t let me forget,” I told Lillian, even though this was quite possibly the last thing she’d care about right now. Tony needs to renew his neighborhood parking permit.” I held the door, and Josh ran under my arm.

      “Oh, Josh, darling.” Lillian followed him in. “Come see what Grandma Lillian bought. Come see. Come see!”

      Josh took a quick look in the living room, and then ran into the kitchen. “Where’s my house?”

      “In the basement, sweetie,” I said.

      “I’m not allowed to play down there.”

      “Why not?”

      “There’s bad things in the paint.”

      Great, the place was a dump, and it needed lead abatement, too. That should have been on the disclosure form. Sandy must not have read the fine print. Either that, or she’d been too distracted to give it her attention.

      After putting bags of groceries by the door, Aldo said, “I’m going down the block to buy a paper.”

      “What’s wrong with the Post?” I said, looking at yesterday’s paper. He’d left it on the couch.

      “I prefer my paper,” Aldo said.

      “We’re addicted to the New York Times, bella,” Lillian said, picking up the sacks. “We’re outraged about William Kristol’s latest shenanigans.”

      “Billy Crystal, the comedian?” I said.

      “No, the guy who’s killing Clinton’s healthcare plan,” Lillian said. “Do those Harry and Louise commercials run in Chicago?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “My TV’s on the fritz.”

      Lillian cocked her head.

      “I know some people the President should call,” Aldo said. “They’d fit those bozos with cement overshoes.”

      “Don’t say that,” Lillian said, “even as a joke.”

      “It’s not a joke,” Aldo said.

      “Well it sounds criminal.”

      “You kidding? Half of Congress is on the take,” Aldo said.

      “I think the problem is Hilary Clinton,” I said. “The Republicans hate her.”

      “They don’t like the single-payer system,” Aldo said. “They’re on the take from the insurance industry.”

      “But Canada and Europe have universal healthcare,” Lillian said. “I keep thinking of all the poor people.”

      “Medicaid covers the destitute,” Aldo said.

      “What, so we shouldn’t worry?” Lillian said. “I heard Gloria Steinem talking about national healthcare on NPR. Gloria’s in the know, and she’s warning us that women with young children are one paycheck away from poverty.”

      Aldo turned to me. “Bill’s going to pull healthcare away from Hillary and give it to hat guy from your neck of the woods.”

      “Who? Dick Durban?” I asked, thinking of our state’s long-serving senator.

      “No, the President’s senior advisor, Rahm Emanuel.”

      “But Hillary’s capable,” Lillian said.

      “She is, but—”

      Like a child spying on her parents, Sandy, in a nightshirt, her legs bare, looked down through the balusters. “Would everyone please keep their voices down? I was up every two hours last night.”

      “Oh, sure, bella,” Lillian said. “I’ll go in the kitchen.”

      Holding the newel post, Aldo called upstairs. “Tony, don’t get on your mother’s case. I told you this place had cardboard walls. It’s cheap construction and hot as a Brooklyn tenement.”

      Tony came to the top of the stairs. “Dad, it’s done.”

      Lillian touched Aldo’s arm. “Your blood pressure.”

      He looked down at her hand. “Okay, I’ll shut up.” On his way out the door, Aldo let the screen slam.

      I wheeled the vacuum to a corner by Sandy’s old piano. The piano, shipped out when she and Tony rented their first apartment down near Foggy Bottom, stood to the left of the arch between the living and dining rooms. Despite the years of music lessons and her being a better than average pianist, I had never seen her play. Even Josh never got up on the piano bench to bang on the keys. So what was the piano doing here but taking up space, and why should it be banished to the basement? Oh, well. Not my problem.

      Lillian needed help putting away the groceries. I’d do that first, finish the vacuuming, and then, maybe take a second look at my painting project.

      Coming downstairs, Tony, a running singlet covering his shaved chest, said, “I’ll be back in a few.”

      “Tony, the guy down the street says your parking permit expired.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. Don’t nag me about it.”

      I saluted. He left by the front door.

      In the kitchen, Lillian stood on a step-stool to make room in the food cabinet. “If you could hand me—”

      “Sure,” I said, looking in a bag. Tortilla chips and pretzels. “Sandy and Tony don’t eat junk food.”

      “I always buy the things I like,” Lillian said. “Like that pound cake.” She pointed at a cellophane-wrapped cake on the counter. “It’s got five hundred calories a slice, almost pure butter. Nothing could be worse.” Lillian, descending the step-stool, had been on a diet, and her arms looked like baggy nylons.

      “Why do you buy it?” I asked.

      “Oh, I always buy things I’m dying for … oops! I said that word again. Salty snacks, pretzels—yummy, yummy—and donuts. Saturated fat calms me down. I’m dying for chocolate.” Stricken, she looked at me. “Ever since Tony got sick, ‘dying’ pops out of my mouth and food pops in. I can’t help it.”

      “But you’re thin,” I said.

      “No. Fat,” Lillian insisted. “Gross. I talked to my fella about liposuction, but he says I’ll have to do a tummy tuck if I do that. Oh well. It’s only money. That’s what I tell Aldo.”

      I heard the clang of footsteps on metal. The kitchen door flew open and Tony burst in, his tank top soaked. Pushing me aside, he bent down, drank from the faucet, and then wiped the stubble on his chin with the back of his hand.

      “Too hot,” he said. “I had to call it quits.”

      I found an electric can opener in one of Lillian’s grocery sacks. “Hey, Tony, where do you want this?”

      He stared at the device. His mouth opened. “I’ve spent my whole life fighting for a sustainable environment. Why are you bringing that thing in?”

      Lillian backed against the refrigerator. “You told me the other day you were having trouble—”

      “I don’t want it.”

      Josh tugged on his father’s shorts.

      Tony looked down.

      “What’s wrong, Daddy?” Josh said.

      Fuming, Tony stared at his mother, whose hand covered her mouth. Then he looked at Josh. “Nothing,” he said, tousling Josh’s hair.

      “Oh, Josh.” Lillian clapped. “I completely forgot your present.”

      What cow pie would Lillian step in next? I followed her to the living room. From her black, leather purse, Lillian brought out a pink child’s tape recorder. Popping in a tape, she cranked up the volume. Mexican trumpets began to play, soon joined by violins and guitars. Tony leaned against the archway, one hand on his waist. When he was in preschool, his mother had dragged him to the Romper Room studio. He’d been one of the regulars, and it was easy to picture him as an eager, curly-headed boy, shaking bells on red sticks—a real “do bee.”

      “It’s the merengue,” Lillian cried. “Come on, Josh. Let’s dance.”

      In her tight pants and heels, prancing with the beats, she swung Josh into the middle of the room. Mesmerized, Josh stared at her round, silver belt-buckle.

      “Let’s all do the merengue,” Lillian called out. “Clap everyone!”

      Sandy peeked over the handrail again. She pointed to Tony and crooked her finger. He stopped clapping.

      “Oh, I forgot Sandy wanted us to be quiet,” Lillian said, turning off the music. “My voice carries so anyway. I just wanted to bring a little levity into the house.”

      “You’d make a great kindergarten teacher,” I said.

      “I never could have held a job outside the home,” Lillian said. “Not with two children.”

      That’s what I’d thought, too, but then, a couple of months after Sean’s birth, I’d snapped out of the fog. The insurance money wouldn’t last forever. I’d been lucky though, having that cushion. There were women who had it a lot worse.

      I took out Josh’s wooden puzzles and told him to play quietly. Lillian sat on the couch beneath the window. Her toes moved in and out. Upstairs a high voice cried and a deeper one mumbled. Aldo came in from his quest to find a New York Times and took a seat next to Lillian. He folded the newspaper to make a writing surface and took out his pen.

      “Get this,” he said, “a five-letter word for ‘overdone toast.’”

      “Crisp,” I said.

      “That’s ‘bacon,’” Aldo said. “I’d go with ‘burnt.’ The guy they got doing the Monday puzzle makes them way too easy.”

      Five minutes later, Tony marched downstairs. He carried his parents’ suitcase with both hands and dropped it by the piano. Then with an artery pulsing in his temple, he stood knee to knee with his father. “Get out!”

      I placed a hand on Tony’s shoulder. “Wait a sec.”

      “No,” he shouted, wriggling away. “My wife asked my mom to be quiet once already, and she didn’t listen.” He turned to Lillian. “You came here to help, and you’re not, so get out.”

      “All right.” Aldo shrugged. “I’ve got stuff to do at home anyway.”

      The phone sat on the buffet in the dining room, and although Aldo turned and plugged an ear, making him think, perhaps, that this was a private conversation, I heard him say, “Pick us up at Landmark.”

      “Are you flying out of Baltimore?” I said.

      “No, Dulles.”

      “What’s Landmark then?”

      After a hesitation, he said, “It’s for private jets.”

      “Maybe you could go to a hotel.”

      Aldo looked at Lillian, still sitting on the couch. Curled over her knees, face buried in her hands, she rocked back and forth. “Not under the circumstances,” he said.

      People had all kinds of ways of showing how upset they were. Sandy, for instance, hiding in her cave. Aldo had to be feeling pretty bad. Tony was his only son. The two of them talked about the Yankees, politics, and beer and breweries, but not about Tony’s job or animal rights. Even so, Aldo leaned as far left as any rich guy I’d ever met. And who cared how much money he had? He would have donated bone marrow if that would have made a difference in Tony’s prognosis.

      While Aldo dragged the suitcase from the corner, knocking over the vacuum, Josh stood among the adults, a child lost in a train station. Tony took his hand and led him upstairs. I followed Lillian to the porch.

      “Sandy’s under so much stress,” Lillian whispered.

      “But Tony needs you,” I said.

      “Tony is handling everything magnificently. He’s the comeback kid, isn’t he? Like Rocky Balboa. Oh!” Her heel caught and she grabbed the handrail. With the other hand, she clung to my arm. Fingernails dug in. I took her all the way to the car. Aldo unlocked the trunk. Lillian threw her giant purse in back, and Aldo slammed the lid.

      “What about the can opener?” Lillian said.

      “Leave it,” I said.

      “Do you think?” Lillian’s chin quivered.

      “We have to get him to a good neurologist,” I said.

      “They’re like ostriches,” Lillian said. “I have a list of the top people, but he won’t even look.”

      “Have you talked to them?”

      “Tony won’t listen to me. Maybe he’ll listen to you.”

      “I doubt it.”

      Standing on the driver’s side, Aldo unlocked Lillian’s door. “What can you do?” Aldo shrugged. “If he doesn’t want help, he doesn’t want help.” He slid the seat back and told Lillian to get in. She did, throwing herself forward and covering her face.

      Poor Lillian. The dike that held back her feelings was about to cave in.

      At the corner, the brake lights flashed red and Aldo stopped, leaning over to pat Lillian’s shoulder. Even then, I could have run after them. Instead, when the Dimasios swung out onto Benton, I folded my arms and took a deep breath, determined to stand my ground and see what I could do to make a difference.

      Inside, I picked up Aldo’s discarded crossword and decided he’d been right to go with “burnt” instead of “crisp.” Time to tidy up so I didn’t get thrown out, too. The black finger-holds of the vacuum reminded me of Lillian’s death-grip. With the vacuum making more noise than either Lillian or the tape recorder, I crisscrossed the rug, erasing Aldo’s and Lillian’s footprints and trying not to feel angry at Sandy, who was perfectly within her rights to be annoyed by Lillian’s incessant chatter. Still, it was rude to make them leave.

      I turned off the vacuum and heard footsteps on the stairs. Sandy, in a beige skirt, its waistband fastened by a diaper pin, lowered the baby carrier gently to the floor. Ben, wrapped tightly in his blanket, had a blister on his bottom lip. Must be sucking pretty hard.

      “Could you watch Ben for a few minutes?” Sandy said.

      “You mean, as in, babysit?”

      “We promised Josh we’d take him for ice cream.”

      “You just gave birth.”

      “It’s Tony’s idea.”

      “Sandy, honey, you should be resting.”

      She tucked the newspaper into a stack of magazines on an end table. “If you want to tell us how to live our lives, you can go home, too.”

      “Look, Sandy, I’m going to tell you what I think, and you can kick me out if you want to, but good luck, because I don’t like being pushed around, and I’m not going to skulk out of here like Lillian.”

      Ben was only a day old. His hands curled like kittens’ paws. Besides, Sandy needed a nap.

      Sandy’s eyes turned to the front windows. “What on earth is that?”

      What, my newsprint diorama?

      “Paper houses,” I said. “To keep people from looking in.”

      Sandy ripped them down. “Between you and Lillian . . . ”

      “What did I do?”

      Sandy shook her head. “I don’t want my house turned into a kindergarten.”

      “It’s only temporary. Until I make curtains.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom, I’m not in a very good mood. Tony invited his sister down, and she’ll be here for dinner.”

      I thought about the food I’d helped Lillian unload. Chicken breasts. Salmon. “Isn’t Lisa vegetarian?”

      “Yes.” Sandy grimaced. “And she’s going to be here tomorrow, too.”

      “Is Tony cooking?”

      “I told him you would.”

      “What am I? Chief cook and bottle washer?”

      “Mom, you said you’d come out to help. This is the help we need.”

      I couldn’t just thaw the fish, boil rice, and make a salad. “I have to go to the store, then.”

      “You can go shopping after we get back.”

      “The thing is, I don’t have a lot of vegetarian recipes in my repertoire.”

      “If it’s too much trouble, I’ll cook something.”

      “No, Sandy. I’ll do it.”

      

      At Safeway, checking the price of bagged salad versus lettuce, I wondered if Sandy would reimburse me. Groceries were a third higher than in Chicago. The expense wouldn’t have bugged me so much if Sandy and Tony had been a little nicer. I’d come to help with the baby, not be their lackey, and I couldn’t believe I was letting my daughter push me around. But it wasn’t Sandy so much as who I was cooking for that made me resent having this task dumped on me.

      Two years older than Tony, his sister Lisa loved liberal causes and political arguments. At Tony’s and Sandy’s wedding reception, she’d pointed to the wedding cake with the plaster figures of the bride and groom. “The happy couple. The wedding princess. How long’s that going to last?”

      “Do you think Tony and Sandy shouldn’t get married?” I asked.

      “They should just live together,” she said. “It’s simpler and easier to untangle if it goes south.”

      “What about children?”

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Breeding’s a dead end.”

      There didn’t seem to be any way to budge her from her soapbox.

      “Where are you coming from on this?”

      “Let me draw a picture.” She outlined an imaginary chalkboard. “A woman comes in. Her jaw’s wired shut. We get a no-contact order, but the instant she’s feeling better, she boomerangs back to the abuser.”

      “Yeah? And your point—”

      “Because of the kids.”

      “Weren’t you a psych major?”

      “What’s that got to do with it?”

      “I think women vacillate because of an intermittent reward phenomenon.” For ten minutes, I tried to persuade Lisa that abusive behavior followed by fake contrition made it hard for women to know when to leave. It was the love that trapped them. The hope that a woman could flip a coin and make her man be nice.

      Lisa worked in a battered women’s shelter and that skewed her view of reality. All the problems of the world she attributed to patriarchy. Patriarchy my foot, though. Lisa had gone to Brown on her father’s dime, as much in debt to one particular patriarch, Aldo, as any woman who leaned on a male provider.

      At home, I put away the groceries and propped the fan in the dining room window. On the pass-through counter, I shook out lasagna noodles, cracked an egg into a mixing bowl, broke apart a box of frozen spinach, and, with a spatula, scraped fresh ricotta from its plastic tub. Squishing the ingredients together felt good on my hands—cool, soothing. I tried not to spatter on the pile of mail that Tony, opposite and on the dining room side, sliced with a letter opener.

      He saw me layering the uncooked noodles. “That’s not how I do it.”

      “You do it your way. I’ll do it mine.”

      “Have it your way.”

      “I will,” I said.

      “Look at this.” He tossed some pages at me. “I told my doctor not to bother sending this.”

      I picked up a letter and a product insert. His doctor had mailed him a prescription. I glanced at the big print. “What’s riluzole?”

      “It’s medicine for ALS.”

      “I thought you said there wasn’t any treatment.”

      “There’s not,” he said. “Riluzole slows down the progress of the disease. I guess it’s supposed to keep me walking longer.”

      “But that’s a good thing. Maybe they’ll find a cure.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up.”

      “I’m not,” I said. “I’m trying to fix dinner.”

      It was insane to cook on such a hot day. When the alarm on the oven buzzed that it had reached four hundred degrees, I slid in the lasagna. The kitchen and dining room felt ten degrees warmer than when I’d begun.

      Tony opened the door for his sister. A nimbus of black hair contrasted with the pallor of Lisa’s face. She had her father’s coloring. Leaning a cheek for her brother to kiss, Lisa looked around at the fan in the dining room window. “It’s beastly here.”

      Beastly. What was this, a Katherine Hepburn movie?

      “I’m opposed, on moral grounds, to air-conditioners,” Tony said.

      Lisa peeked in the kitchen. “Long time no see. How’s it going?”

      “Fine,” I said. Ben had slept the whole time I was babysitting, so I didn’t get to hold him, Tony and Sandy were ordering me around, but apart from that, everything was swell. With dinner in the oven, I sat down in the rocking chair. Lisa stood beneath the arch, her body blocking the fan.

      “Could you move?” I asked.

      “I’m standing here on purpose, to stay cool.” Lisa turned to her brother. “I brought you something, Tony. A price sheet for a computer that doubles as a voice synthesizer. Stephen Hawking uses one.”

      “I don’t want it,” Tony said.

      “Fine.” Lisa pinned up her hair with a barrette. “When you’re ready.”

      She moved to the couch, and the fan’s breeze swept over me. It was the first time I’d felt comfortable all day.

      “My doctor wants to run more tests,” Tony said.

      “Why?” Lisa said.

      “To check my breathing.”

      “Do you want that?” Lisa said.

      “She’s already told me all I need to know,” Tony said, clenching his fists. “I’m not going back.”

      “Perfectly understandable,” Lisa said. “You need to feel in control.”

      “Exactly,” Tony said. “I refuse to be treated like a human guinea pig. I’m glad you were able to come down. I have an important announcement to make later.”

      Maybe he’d bought a gun and planned to blow himself away. He didn’t sound suicidal, though, just angry.

      “What’s up, Tony?” Lisa said.

      “A surprise for Dr. Gallagher, here.” Tony winked. “She never lets up.”

      My face felt warm. Not a hot flash. I was still trying to take it in, this attack on my family. Tony wasn’t being fair.

      Lisa leaned toward Tony in the posture I remembered from my time with a grief counselor, the body language of active listening.

      “So how does that make you feel?” Lisa said.

      I laughed.

      Tony looked at me. “I resent everybody knowing my business. I’m literally suffocating in here.” He hopped up, opened the front door, and went outside. Through the window, I could see him on the lawn. Hands on his buttocks, he leaned back and looked up at the sky.

      Lisa kicked off her sandals and drew her feet up under her skirt. “Tony wants you to back off.”

      I had been rocking. I stopped. “I don’t know what he told you, but I’m not pressuring him.”

      “Whatever it is, he wants you to stop.”

      Maybe it was the way I looked at him. You couldn’t help but look at Tony without thinking, That man is going to die.

      “Look, Lisa, I’ve been stuck in the house with two people who’ve just had the world cave in on them. I don’t even really understand the trajectory of the disease.”

      “Maybe you should talk to someone who’s got it, then.”

      “Who?”

      “I have a friend. It’s his mom. His sister’s the caretaker.”

      “Have you talked to her?”

      “No,” Lisa said. “But if you feel the need.” She reached for her purse, pulled out a notepad, and wrote a phone number on a slip of paper.

      I took it. “The need to what?”

      “Educate yourself.” Lisa, legs crossed like a sitting Buddha, put the backs of her hands on her knees and pinched her thumbs and forefingers together. She closed her eyes. When she opened them, she said, “Now I feel centered.”

      “Good for you,” I said. “If you’ll excuse me. It’s hotter than Hades. I need to take a shower before dinner.”

      “Enjoy,” she said.

      By the time I came up from the basement, lasagna and a salad sat on the counter. I’d meant for the lasagna to cool before we dug in, but Tony and Lisa had served themselves. “Where’s Sandy?” I asked.

      Tony looked up from his chair at the head of the table. “Feeding the baby.”

      “Why didn’t you wait till she’s done?”

      “Because Lisa and I were starving.” He reached for breadbasket. “Sandy told us to go ahead.”

      “Thanks for making dinner,” Lisa said.

      “You’re welcome,” I said.

      “Are there any animal products in this?”

      “Is ricotta cheese an animal product?”

      Lisa lifted the top layer of pasta and moved it aside. She bent over to examine the filling. “Anything else?”

      “I mixed an egg in with the spinach and the ricotta.”

      Tony frowned. “Lisa’s a vegetarian.”

      “That’s why I didn’t use ground round,” I said.

      “I’m a vegan,” Lisa said.

      At the wedding reception seven years ago, she’d chowed down on spanakopita. “I guess you’ve gotten stricter than you used to be.”

      “I don’t eat milk or eggs,” she said.

      “If you tell me what you can eat, I’ll whip something up.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m actually not hungry.” Lisa pushed her plate away and picked up the drug company’s brochure.

      Tony pointed with his fork. “That riluzole is worthless.”

      Lisa held the paper close to her face. “I should have brought my reading glasses. This print is tiny.”

      “Drug companies are just out to make a buck,” Tony said.

      Lisa put the pages down. “What does your doctor say?”

      I reached across the table and took the brochure. Even with bifocals, the print was hard to read. “Then, why’d your doctor send you info on the drug?”

      “To waste her time and mine,” Tony said.

      Sandy came downstairs with Josh and the baby. “Dr. Stefanovic called today,” she said. “She wants you to come in for that breathing test.”

      “No way,” Tony said.

      Why was Tony so stubborn? “What, exactly, is the breathing test for?” I asked.

      Lisa’s eyebrows shot up. “I guess I don’t understand either, but I’m actually pretty impressed that your doctor calls you at home.”

      “Oh, she wants to get some kind of baseline measurement of my lung capacity.” Tony shook his head and then ripped a page from the brochure. “I wish she and everyone else would just go away.”

      Awkwardly folding a paper airplane with his defective hand, Tony sailed it onto the junk-mail pile. “I should have gone to work today. There’s a big congressional hearing on a swine farm bill.”

      “Tony, sweetie,” Sandy said, “fathers are entitled to parental leave.” She put Ben’s baby carrier on the floor and lifted Josh into his booster seat.

      “Should you be lifting him?” I asked.

      “I feel fine,” Sandy said. “Just sleep deprived.” Before sitting down, she warmed a bowl of macaroni for Josh and handed him a baby fork. He started eating.

      Like a lot of my kindergartners, Josh was on the white diet: macaroni, string cheese, chicken nuggets, white bread, and milk. If I’d lived closer, I would have introduced new foods, but I couldn’t very well do that in two weeks.

      Tony turned to Lisa. “Did you know that pigs are cannibals? On commercial pig farms, the workers crop the pigs’ tails, but if the tail doesn’t heal, the big pigs eat the sick ones. They eat from the rear until all that’s left is skin, snout, and hooves.”

      Lisa had started on her salad, but she put down her fork. “Is the pig still alive?”

      “Yes, alive,” Tony said. “It’s alive until the cannibals reach the vital organs.”

      “That’s why I’m a vegetarian,” Lisa said.

      “Please, Tony, not at the table,” Sandy said.

      Josh put down his fork.

      “On a swine farm, they call what’s left a ‘rug,’” Tony said. “The other pigs curl up on it.”

      “Hey, Tony,” I said. “You’ve slacked off on the baby videos. Where’s your camera?”

      “The battery’s dead,” Tony said.

      “Are pigs mean, Daddy?” Josh asked.

      Tony looked down the table at his son, and his expression softened.

      “Not most pigs. Most pigs are roly-poly.” He began to snort, then threw back his head.

      His laugh sounded more like a caw. The sound reminded me of the crazy lady parked in the hall of my mom’s nursing home. Whenever I showed up, she’d cackle and reach out a skeletal hand. Poor Josh.

      “Eat your macaroni, Josh.” Sandy picked up Josh’s fork and aimed a bite. Then she looked at Tony. “Talk about something else, can’t you? It’s not amusing.”

      “All right already.” Leaning back, Tony spread his fingers on the table. “I have an important announcement.” His eyes, dark lanterns, beamed a message at each of us, one by one. “I’ve decided to go on a respirator.”

      Sandy dropped Josh’s little fork. “What?”

      “Yes,” he said. “So, all of you who’ve been so concerned about me dying can stop. I’ve decided I can put up with the inconvenience. I want to see my children grow up.” He blinked, teary-eyed.

      “Grow up?” I gulped. “You mean, as in, graduate from college?”

      “Sure, why not?” he asked. “The doctor said for me to think about whether I want to go on a respirator. I can live a more or less normal life on one, so I’ve decided to do it.”

      “What is a respirator?” I asked.

      “It’s a breathing apparatus,” Tony said. “For when I can’t breathe on my own.”

      Josh looked across the table at Lisa. “My dad is really, really sick.”

      “I know, honey, but now, he’s decided he’s going to live until you grow up.” Lisa reached for Tony’s hand. “You don’t know how relieved I am.”

      “I need to see how Sandy feels.” Tony, his hand twitching on the armrest, leaned back. “But if Sandy leaves it up to me, I think I’ll go ahead.”

      A candlestick sat next to the wilted flowers on the table. Wax spilled over its lip and ran down the sides. Stiff tears. I flaked some off, molding the wax and gouging it with my thumbnail. This was the first I’d heard about a respirator. I knew that Christopher Reeve had used one. Stephen Hawking, too. It might not be a bad idea. I looked over at Sandy, who dabbed her thin lips with a napkin. Her frown told me she harbored doubts. Maybe she knew something I didn’t.
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