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I want to acknowledge my large family. We make many choices in our lives, but family is the one choice God makes for us.

Michael, for everything you are. Chandra, Jeff, and Keelia, who are living in Seattle. Sometimes it seems too far away, but I know God has you there. Gianna, you make being a mother a most satisfying job.

Mom and Dad, thank you for allowing me to observe the constancy of your faith.

Judi, you are a great big sister. David, I think of you as wise. Mary, I admire you for your ability to live in the moment. Becky, you have the sweetest spirit. Dan, you have a wonderful sense of humor. Tim, I respect you for making a difference. Tom, you are not forgotten. Mark, congrats on your latest beauty.

A hug to all the spouses! We chose well, didn’t we?

And though our ninth, Jim, is gone from us, he is not gone from our hearts. Every day I think of him … and will continue to do so as long as I dwell on this earth.

Hello, nephews and nieces—too many to count. Jennifer, you were the first and are a good friend. Solomon, you have been a supporter in my writing, and I thank you. Joey, I’m proud of you. All the rest of you are thought of as well, but I must mention Jesse specifically for his service to our country.

I wish to greet the DiGiovanni clan in California—each and every one, but in particular Mike and Gina and their beautiful families. You are all special to me in your own way.
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I am in hot water up to my neck—literally. It is the only place I can find solitude. I’d have taken a walk, but I’d never make it to the sidewalk without being accosted by one of my children. They’d want to know what I’m fixing for dinner or where they left their science project crawling around. I don’t know the answer to either of those questions. I’m fortunate to know my name right now. It’s Rebecca Joy, by the way. No middle initial. But most people call me Becca.

If any or all of my four children knew I was soaking in the tub, they’d be banging on the door. Four children is nothing, I keep telling myself. My mother had ten. Judy, my neighbor, has six.

Judy. Judy. Judy. Judy Anderson is so perfect. Her hair, her teeth, her figure … her husband, kids, and house. Even her dog is groomed and obedient.

I don’t know how she does it. Take our houses, for example. They are identical from far away. (We live in a matching neighborhood.) But close up the difference is painfully apparent. The Andersons’ hose is neatly wrapped on their well-manicured lawn like a sleeping snake; ours roams free on the overgrown grass. Their picket fence gets painted once a year; ours gets painted when the kids get punished. Next to Judy’s award-winning garden, mine is “strictly loser” (my daughter’s term).

I’m normally not such a whiner, but this has been an extremely difficult day, week … month even. As the emperor would say, I’ve lost my groove. If you’ve seen it, give me a call. If the line is busy, try again. I have teenagers.

I don’t hear any noise out there, and I’ve been submerged for so long I’m at the prune stage. I think it’s too late to fix dinner. I’ll call Doug and tell him to pick up Pizza Hut. He knows the stress is getting to me. I suppose I did overreact to the note from the elementary-school cafeteria lady last night when I cried, “Why is she doing this to me?”

“You miscalculated by a quarter; it’s okay, Becca,” Doug had assured me. “It doesn’t mean you’re a bad mother.”

The phone is ringing. Probably Doug.

I dry off my hands and grab the cordless phone I brought with me to the tub.

“Becca?”

It’s Allie Ray. We’ve been best friends since the second grade, when I took her sack lunch by mistake and liked it better than mine. We were inseparable until she moved five years ago from Denver to Atlanta.

“Where are you? You sound like you’re in an echo chamber.”

“I’m in the bathtub, trying not to be discovered.”

“Are you okay?”

“What answer do you want: the right answer or the honest answer?”

“The honest answer, of course.”

I readjust my body, being careful not to drop the phone in the tub. I dropped a phone in the toilet once. Needless to say, it was unsalvageable.

“I guess you’d know if I wasn’t being honest,” I say. “You know all there is to know about me. Even the sins of my youth.”

“I only know of one: the incident in the gym with the plaster.”

“Okay, let’s not go over it again.”

“So what’s up? Why are you taking a bath in the afternoon?”

“Because the book said to.”

“What book?”

“Mommy Stress. It also suggested a hike in the Himalayas or a spa in Palm Springs, but my private plane is being serviced.”

“Palm Springs sounds good to me.” Allie sighs. “Why are you stressed? Your kids are great.”

“I know they’re great, but my life is a tight squeeze at the moment. Someone better move over, because I need some breathing room. By the time I do everything I need to do for everyone else, I’m exhausted.”

“I guess that would be hard.”

“I’ve got dirty laundry piled to the ceiling and no dinner planned.” I step out of the bathtub but leave the drain intact so I won’t have to shout, or I might be heard.

“Do you want to know what I think?”

“Yes.” I’m dripping all over the floor. (The bath rug is in the dirty-laundry pile.)

“I think Auntie Allie should come to visit and help Mommy out.”

“Really? Can you take the time off?”

“I quit my job, and I’m going to open up my own counseling practice. So, yes, I have the time.”

“That’s great! You’ve been talking about doing that forever,” I say while drying off.

“We’ll talk more about that later. Right now I’m too excited about seeing you.”

“Me too.”

“Ahhhhh!” the cries come down the hall and land outside the door. “Mom!” Bang. Bang. “Mom, Logan took the Nintendo controller while I was playing!”

“Ben, please let me finish my bath!” I yell.

The cry travels back down the hall.

“So when are you coming, Allie?”

“Next Thursday. I’m staying for ten days, if that’s all right.”

“Next Thursday; that’s great!”

More disturbance on the other side of door. Squawking, shoving. “Mom! Mom!”

“I better let you go.”

“I’ll call you back tomorrow, Allie—unless the mechanic fixes my private plane and I take off for Palm Springs.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to you then!” I hear the click of Allie disconnecting. Then I turn off the phone, lay it on the hamper, and put on a robe.

“Mom! Mom!”

The kids won’t stop shouting. I guess they know I’m not going anywhere. I open the door to two distressed male faces and smile pleasantly. “Yes?”

Ben starts in again about Logan, and Logan starts in about Carly. Carly walks in and complains that she didn’t do anything.

I stand there, nodding in agreement to everything.

Tawny walks in the room and yells, “Who’s on the phone? I have to use the Internet right now!” Sometimes I wonder what happened to the once-sweet kid who now inhabits this pushy teen’s body.

“I’m just off the phone,” I say as Ben tugs on my robe, trying to catch my attention, which is everywhere and nowhere.

Tawny leaves, and Doug, my loving husband, crowds in. “What are we all doing back here?”

“Mommy was taking a bubble bath,” Carly announces.

Doug shakes his head. “Why are you taking a bubble bath at four o’clock in the afternoon? What about dinner?”

“It wasn’t a bubble bath; it was just a bath. As for dinner, I have nothing planned. Not a thing.”

“So we are supposed to …”

“Starve or order in pizza,” I say, void of expression.

“Pepperoni,” Carly says.

“Meat Lover’s,” Logan insists.

“Cheese,” Ben begs.

“Order the 4forAll, Doug. Tawny will want Hawaiian.”
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“You look exhausted,” Doug says a week later as I throw another relic on the throwaway pile.

“Keen observation.” I give the growing pile a glance. “I was cleaning out a drawer for Allie’s visit and found a size 6X dress in Carly’s drawer. The next thing I know, I have a truckload for Goodwill.”

“You mean Carly’s not that size anymore?”

“She’s size eight, the same as her age.” I examine a worn flowered blouse. “I wouldn’t dare look in the boys’ drawers.”

“Or Tawny’s.” Doug sits on Carly’s unmade bed.

“We’re not welcome in Tawny’s room. Didn’t you see the sign?”

“I’ll get her to take it down.”

“Don’t do that, Doug. She’s a drama queen these days. Typical fourteen-year-old behavior.”

“She’s been awfully thin-skinned.” Doug picks up Carly’s tattered teddy bear and pulls the shredded ribbons through his fingers. “Soon Carly will outgrow this pink, girly bedroom.”

I close a drawer and nod. “And Ben likes a girl a head taller than him.” I laugh.

“Logan and I were looking at college brochures last night.” Doug pauses. “You blink and they’re out of the house,” he says, looking downhearted.

“I know that, and I want to enjoy this time.” I touch the material of Carly’s old Easter dress to my cheek, thinking of the quilt I had always wanted to make with patches from my children’s clothes. “But to tell you the truth, sometimes I feel like I’m treading water. What if they leave and I’m still trying to stay afloat?”

“You expect too much of yourself.”

“Judy Anderson makes her grocery-shopping checklist out by aisle. She keeps a file on each of her children with their sizes, medical histories, and favorite colors.”

“And you carry a file of your children in your heart.” He stands and holds my chin with his accountant fingers.

I smile and then resume my one-sided competition. “Yesterday Judy brought me over a bar of homemade soap. She said her next project is making hurricane candles.”

“When was the last hurricane we had in Denver?”

I grimace. “The point is, she’s ridiculously efficient.”

“What’s your obsession with Judy? This comparison game you’re playing is not like you, or healthy.”

“Don’t men compare themselves?”

“Our biceps maybe.” Doug flexes his muscle.

“You’re right.”

“You need a break. Why don’t you and Allie go out to eat after you pick her up at the airport? Take your time. I’ll handle the kids.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“Oh thank you! You’re wonderful!” I kiss him repeatedly.

“I’m wild about you, baby,” he says with this penetrating gaze that lets me know he means it.

And suddenly I feel shy, like I’m in first grade again.
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In the airport bathroom, I apply pink lipstick, because it’s the closest thing to fun I can find, and I haven’t had fun all day. I daydream as I walk past Cinnabon’s delicious aromas and then rush to baggage claim to meet Allie.

When I spot her, she looks much the same. She’s wearing the same hairstyle she’s worn since childhood—long and straight. I notice she’s hippier in her dark blue corporate suit, but even one pound would show on her willowy frame.

We hug. She smells like Cinnabon. She says it’s essential oil of cinnamon and that men are supposed to love it. I start to say that it might remind them of their mother’s baking but don’t.

“You look great,” I say.

“You lie,” she says.

We watch the suitcases glide by on the conveyer belt. I try to locate hers, though I don’t know what hers looks like.

Allie tugs on a Louis Vuitton bag in the mass of luggage and then looks at me for instructions.

“Let’s go out to eat,” I suggest enthusiastically.

“Sure. But I’m on a diet. I have to lose ten pounds before our class reunion. Too much Christmas is getting harder to take off every year.”

“Our class reunion is over two years away.”

“I know, but I want to look great.”

“Twenty years. Do you think there could be some kind of calendar misprint, Allie?”

“I don’t think so.” She matches my stride through the busy airport. “I can’t wait to see your family.”

“You’ll get your fill of them, trust me. They’ll have you playing Monopoly, Nintendo, watching American Idol … you’ll need a vacation to get over this vacation.”
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“How’s your salad?” I ask Allie at The Cheesecake Factory, my favorite place to dine.

“Low-calorie.” She sniffs my side of the table.

“This Chicken Madeira is delicious. Want some?” I pass the temptation under her nose.

She shakes her head. “I’ve been doing really good on my diet so far.”

“How long have you been faithful?”

“Four hours.” She laughs. “I managed the willpower to abstain from the pretzels on the plane.”

“Strong resolve.”

“Actually, I’m very happy with my salad. I love these crunchy things.” She picks one up and examines it.

“Have you tried the Mandarin Chicken Salad at Wendy’s?”

“You eat at Wendy’s?”

“Every other day. After Ben’s soccer games, Logan’s basketball games, Carly’s music recitals, and Tawny’s cheerleading events.”

“Here you are with time away, and you’re talking about your kids.”

“They’re adorable; there’s no denying it.”

We talk for a while about the most trivial things, like how women blink twice as much as men. Then the waiter asks if we’d like some dessert.

“No, thank you.” Allie stares down at her bare salad plate.

“Yes,” I say and then order a slice of White Chocolate Chunk Macadamia Nut Cheesecake.

Allie sighs, long and hard, as the waiter speeds away.

“I’m sorry. I love you, Allie, but the cheesecake here is too divine.”

“I know about the cheesecake. We have The Cheesecake Factory in Atlanta.”

“Then you’re familiar with the creamy, velvety texture—”

She interrupts. “Are you going to torture me the whole time I’m here?”

“Sorry. It’s just that you have so few character flaws. You’re so …”

“I’m so what? Go ahead and say it.”

“Okay, I was going to say you’re so perfect. But I’m giving up the comparison game. Doug says it’s not healthy.”

“It’s not. The only thing you should be comparing is prices.”

“It all started with my perfect sister, Valerie,” I interject.

“No one is perfect, Becca. Remember Adam and Eve and the Fall?”

“You’re a counselor. Give me some psychobabble explanation about my quirk of comparing myself to anything that moves.”

“We compare in order to have an accurate view of ourselves.”

“Hmm.” I think on that. When my cheesecake arrives, I offer Allie a bite. “It’s very yummy.”

She shakes her head several times.

I take a massive bite and roll my eyes in delight.

By the time the waiter returns to replenish my coffee and Allie’s water, I feel like a bloated whale.

We grab our purses and pay. When we reach the exit, an older woman smiles at me and exhales.

I smile back, wondering if I know her.

“When is your baby due?” she asks.

“My baby?” I reply, baffled.

“Now dear, don’t let anybody tell you that you’re too old. I had my son at forty, and he turned out fine. He’s a doctor here in Denver.”

“Really?”

“Charlie is a podiatrist.”

“That’s very nice,” I say as Allie searches in her purse for nothing.

“When I was pregnant, I had foot problems,” the gray-haired lady continues, oblivious to my horror. She pats my tummy. “But not everybody does. Good luck, dear.”

I smile dimly at the woman. We walk outside into pure April sunshine, but I feel dark clouds hovering above.

“My dignity has been injured.” I stare down at my middle. “That sweet old lady thought I was pregnant.”

I’m utterly depressed as we walk down the street—me and my whale of a body.

“You just ate a huge meal,” Allie offers as an excuse.

“I haven’t been on a scale in ages.”

Allie pats my shoulder.

“Tell me the truth. Am I getting … pudgy?”

“Define pudgy,” she hedges.

“Chunky. Plump. Am I getting fat?”

“Of course not … maybe a little fleshy,” she says timidly.

“I gave up the gym months ago. I was walking, but I haven’t even been doing that lately. I’m so out of shape; I didn’t even ski this year.”

“Seven pounds would do it,” she remarks warily.

“I feel bad for giving you such a hard time.” I drop my head, slump, and watch the sidewalk passing under my feet.

“I have an idea. Let’s make it a fun competition,” Allie suggests. “Whoever loses five pounds first …”

We stop in the middle of the sidewalk.

“Gets treated to dinner by the loser,” I finish.

“Something better.”

“Gets an all-expense-paid vacation to Palm Springs?” I try.

“Not that much better.”

We both think a minute.

“How about the winner gets five hundred dollars to pamper herself into oblivion?” Allie offers.

I like her proposition. “Okay. I have a stash in my lingerie drawer. I’ve been scrimping and saving, but I wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted to do with it.”

“The rules are, we eat the same thing.”

“Matching meals. Cute,” I say.

“And we eat healthy.”

“Deal,” we say together, and shake on it.

A gust of wind sweeps through the street, blowing dust and debris everywhere. We race each other to the car—Allie in heels, me in Keds.
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My house is pandemonium, and Allie finds it amusing. All my children love Aunt Allie. She’s going to have a tea party with Carly, draw with Ben, take Tawny shopping, and she just told Logan that his idea of going to college in Hawaii so he can surf shark-infested waters is a good one.

“Who was that at the door?” I ask Allie as I recover from the fourth run over Carly’s third-grade spelling list.

“Judy. She said not to bother you. She dropped off some candles and asked if I liked homemade apple butter.”

“Oh really.” I quench my jealousy with a sip of Diet Pepsi.

“I told her it wouldn’t fit in my suitcase, so she’s knitting me a sweater with wool she hand spun on her loom.”

“That woman is—”

“I’m joking, Becca. I’m joking.”

I grin, sheepishly.

“Mom, you promised to help me with my homework.” Ben sits next to me at the breakfast nook.

“I know, Ben.”

He opens the book and displays the meaningless numbers in front of me.

I grunt. “Pre-algebra in the sixth grade? Why do you have to be so smart?”

He grins, because math is his strongest subject.

I notice five-foot-eleven Logan swinging on the kitchen cabinets. “Logan. Stop swinging on those cabinets. You’re going to break them.”

“I’m starving, Mom. There’s nothing good in this house. It’s all healthy food.”

“I’ll fix dinner in a minute.”

“What are we having?”

“Stir-fry.”

“Again?” he asks with a disapproving expression.

“Yes, again.”

“Can I eat at the Andersons’? They’re having steak. Brett invited me.”

“He invited you, or you begged?”

He doesn’t answer the question—merely pulls up his baggy jeans.

“Go ahead.”

“Mom.” Ben tugs on my sleeve.

“Just a minute, Ben,” I tell him, because Tawny is now in the room, suffocating us with bad perfume.

“I’m going over to the Andersons’ for dinner too,” Tawny announces.

I frown. “That needs to be in the form of a question, not a statement.”

Tawny tries again. “May I? I was invited.”

“All right.” Anything to breathe again, I tell myself.

“And can I borrow your red shirt, Mom?”

“The one you stained the last time you borrowed it?”

“Oh.” She tosses her long dark hair from side to side.

As she walks away, I’m thinking, Her jeans look awfully tight. We need to have a talk. Again.

“Can I go too?” Ben asks.

“Have you been invited?”

He looks down. “No.”

“Then you’re stuck with me, kid.”

“Carly is over there playing with Amanda,” he rationalizes.

“You have homework anyway.” I examine his textbook. “Ugh.”

Suddenly the room is quiet. It’s strange how that happens—like when Mile High Stadium clears after a Broncos’ game.

Allie rescues me. “I’ll help you, Ben.”

“Good,” I exclaim. “I’ll start dinner.”

Before I finish chopping the vegetables, Ben is thanking Allie and asking me if he can go outside to play.

“Go ahead.” For a moment I just stand there.

“You okay?” Allie asks.

“I feel like a washer on spin cycle.” For another minute I just stand there.

“You have a good life, Becca,” Allie says in her calm counselor voice.

“Wanna borrow it for a while?” I ask, 99 percent joking.

“Naw. I’m happy with mine.” She pulls up a stool and shares an afterthought. “I wouldn’t mind a husband, though.”

“Maybe if I simplified my life it would be—”

“Boring,” Allie concludes.

“Ever notice we’re always finishing each other’s sentences?”

“Yes, I do. We need to stop that,” Allie says.

“Boring? Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I love your house; it’s so busy and—”

“Chaotic?”

“Child focused.”

“Hmm.” I grin. “I think I like that term.”

Allie makes a neat pile of the school notices strewn all over the counter.

“Well, I better get back to work. The sole breadwinner should be here any minute.” I feel a smirk form on my face. “When he finds out what we’re having for dinner, he’ll want to go over to Judy’s too.”
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“I need to be brave.” I try to convince my feet to stand on the scale.

“You’re sure you lost two pounds? It’s only been five days.”

“I’ve been running every day,” Allie says.

I moan.

She draws a breath in through her nose. “You checked it three times. Do you want to get a weight specialist from the scale manufacturer out to verify the numbers?”

“No. I want to take a spaceship to the moon.”

“I thought you were feeling better about earth today.”

“I want to weigh twenty pounds. That’s what I’d weigh on the moon. On Jupiter I’d weigh over three hundred pounds. I read that in Ben’s science book.” I plant my feet and close my eyes.

“Do you want me to check it?” Allie asks.

“Okay.”

Silence. Then, “You’ve gained two pounds.”

I open my eyes. “No possible way. Did you rig this thing?”

“Let’s call off this silly competition.” Allie tries to smile.

I sink my plump body into a beanbag and watch my pink toenails wiggle. “I don’t get it. We ate identical tofu.”

“Maybe it hasn’t taken effect yet.” Allie gives a hesitant grin.

“I’m going to have to get a fatter best friend to make myself feel better,” I wail.

“What are you talking about? I have more weight to lose than you,” Allie says.

“Maybe I should join the circus as the fat lady.”

“Is that how you want Tawny to think of herself? Or Carly? Or do you want to be able to look them in the eyes and tell them it’s their spirit that matters?”

“You’re right,” I agree. “I’m just upset, that’s all. I’ve been trying so hard.”

“You’ll lose next week.” Allie helps me up off the beanbag.

“Do you want to go to Baskin Robbins and blow it with a double cone? German Chocolate? Or better yet, Jamoca Almond Fudge?” I ask hopefully.

“I would rather not,” Allie says.

“You’re right. Why should you blow it just because my metabolism is faulty?”
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“Becca, you have to take a test.”

“What kind of test?” I look at Allie with suspicion.

“A test that could show why you’re gaining weight instead of losing.”

It hits me like a huge brick. What an unbearable thought. “Is it the kind of test that means I’m going to lose this dieting bet? Like I’ll-be-perpetually-fat-for-nine-months-at-the-age-of-thirty-six kind of test?”

“You know it, don’t you?”

“I guess I do. I didn’t think it was possible.”

“I’m not going to ask you why. But I think we should do it now, before the kids get home. I’ve got it here.”

She takes a purple and white box out of a paper bag. I visit a distant memory.

“Do you know what Doug and I did the day Carly was out of diapers? We had a party. We wore cone hats and blew on kazoos.”

“Think of it as a new adventure.”

“Doug and I always talk about how we’re going to buy a motor home and travel America when the last kid leaves. I thought we’d still be young.”

“You will still be young.”

“It couldn’t be. I couldn’t be.”

“Snap out of it, Becca. Some women can’t have children at all, and besides, we really don’t know anything for sure yet.”

I do. I know.

“Give it time.”

I lay on the couch and notice the ceiling fan needs a good dusting.

I can’t keep up with my housework now. And with a baby …

“You’re feeling a little hormonal, that’s all.”

“When I was pregnant with Logan, I ate nothing but chocolate. With Tawny it was Chinese. With Ben it was anything pickled. And with Carly I used to drive thirty miles for baklava. I can’t stand baklava now.”

“Take the test. And if the news is good, I’ll eat a cone with you. Double scoop.”

“Chocolate brownie?” I ask, feeling teary.

“Anything. Anything for you, Becca.”
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By 2:45 we have read the instructions on the test box a dozen times and followed them precisely. Now we are waiting for the pink line to appear, or not.

This is the longest five minutes of my life—longer than waiting to see the principal in the fourth grade after defacing school property (drawing a happy face on my math book), longer even than waiting for my mother-in-law to exit the plane after Doug and I married a week before the elaborate wedding she planned for us.

“Well … is it turning colors?” I ask, closing my eyes like I do when I don’t want something to be true.

“It’s starting to look pink. Think about the ice-cream cone. It’s getting very pink.”

This is some kind of chemical reaction, I’m sure. I’ve been drinking this tenible-tasting tea for my blood circulation, and that’s why the false positive. Cabbage. I had cabbage last night. Maybe there’s something in the antioxidants that could be causing this. I’m thinking all this, but I know it isn’t true.

Allie shows me the results.

I look at my moment of truth and then close my eyes again.

“The scale didn’t lie. This test isn’t lying either. You are pregnant, girl!” Allie’s brown eyes are shining.

Allie hugs me, and I open my eyes slowly, as though they are glued shut. Her smile is a mile wide. I try to smile on her account, but suddenly I feel tired, like I could go to bed for a year.

“What time is it?” I ask, even though the clock is right in front of me.

“2:50.”

“Doug. What is Doug going to say?”

“You and Doug take some time together,” Allie suggests. “I’ll take the kids to some fast-food place I can’t stand. That way I won’t be tempted to blow my diet.”

[image: Image]

If I were very spiritual, I would not be thinking about how ugly maternity clothes are or how my feet are going to swell like balloons and my bladder will shrink to the size of a quarter. I wouldn’t be considering stretch marks, spider veins, raging hormones, leg cramps, heartburn, skin pigmentation, and sleep deprivation.

I would be glowing like expectant mothers are supposed to glow.

One consolation: as soon as I have some cravings, I’m giving into them. I’ll have an excuse to eat anything I want. I don’t get morning sickness—and this, all my friends assure me, is a huge blessing.

On the way to Doug’s office, I drive my practical brown van up to the Java Junkie espresso stand. (My dream vehicle is a yellow Hummer, fully loaded—and I don’t mean with candy wrappers and crunched homework.) I order a twelve-ounce caramel fudge latte, and emphasize the word single twice, because I suspect the owner instructs the employees to accidentally on purpose make a double so he can make a couple of extra quarters.

I give the bored after-school teenager my money and then my coffee card to punch. It’s the wrong one. Five cards and a thousand eyeball rolls later, I find the right card and hand it to the girl, dying to ask if her eye muscles are sore.

I drive to a corner of the parking lot and take a sip of the whipped-cream delight. One sip, that’s all.

They say a moderate amount of caffeine is permitted during pregnancy, but when I was pregnant with Logan, my mother-in-law said caffeine was linked to birth defects. Studies have shown it isn’t true, but I’d never get past the guilt—the same way I have to make my bed before breakfast and have to brush my teeth for two full minutes, because the hygienist said to.

“Good-bye,” I say to my caffeine buddy as I place it in the cupholder to throw away later. (Decaf is useless, in my opinion.)

For a while I stare at the weeds in the adjoining field, hoping for a good cry that never comes. A good cry would be therapeutic. But if I started crying, I wouldn’t be able to stop. My eyes would be red and puffy, and the people at Doug’s office would ask what is wrong. I need to be mature about this. Be strong for Doug, I tell myself. I tell myself this continually for the ten-minute drive to Doug’s office.

I walk nonchalantly into the office of Adams, Brown, Gibbs, and Associates. The first things I notice are the parenting magazines on the coffee table in the waiting area. I never noticed them before. What are baby magazines doing in a CPA’s office? Tax deduction, I surmise. Now there are two good things: no morning sickness and another tax deduction. Oh, and the dependent-care exemption (I think that’s what it’s called).

I feel terrible that I’m thinking in terms of tax benefits. I can’t yet see this life inside me as a tiny soul, and that’s hard to admit. I’m a visual person. When I see the baby on the ultrasound screen, I’ll weep like I did with all my other children. I know I will.

Marge at the front desk nods as she talks to five people at the same time. I walk down the halls. The number crunchers are busy, for which I am grateful. The fewer questions the better.

I walk past Ursula Andrews’s office. Ursula wears these cat-eye glasses that have been out of style for fifty years (which is probably how long she’s been with the firm). Al Samson doesn’t notice me either. He’s one of those stereotypical accountants who wears polyester blue suits and has zero social skills.

You can imagine how exciting the Christmas office party is.

Randall Peterson is hunched over his desk but manages to spot me through peripheral vision. He waves with his left pinkie. Mr. Nerd, I call him affectionately. He really is a nice man. He gives to charity and takes in stray cats he’s allergic to.

And then there’s my Doug, fifth office on the window side of the building. His office is the only one with the blinds open, allowing the sunlight to stream in. Doug is not your typical accountant. He is dynamic and interesting. He skis, bikes, plays on the church basketball team, and has even been known to dare a few ramps at the skateboard park with Logan every now and then.

“Becca! What are you doing here?” He stands up (looking very dapper in his black suit, I might add).

“Visiting you.”

“That’s very nice.” He kisses my cheek.

His desk is neatly cluttered.

I look at the piles. “Unless you’re busy.”

“Of course I’m busy; it’s tax season. But never too busy for you, honey.” He gives me a warm and lingering hug.

“Allie offered to take care of the kids, and I thought it would be nice to spend some time together.”

“Actually, I haven’t had a break all day,” he says, his red eyes showing it.

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes.”

“How about Chili’s?”

“Great.”

I follow Doug out to his maroon PT Cruiser (which is a wild car for a left-brained guy). He opens the door for me. I sit down. When he is situated on the driver’s seat, he squeezes my hand.

“Do you want my latte?” I ask.

“Don’t you want it?”

“No.”

He helps himself.

I watch Doug sip my latte. His bone structure is superb, his skin an olive brown. His eyes are brown. But I can always see the sky in his eyes; it’s the most amazing thing.

We make good babies together. All four of our children are gorgeous, and I can hardly imagine the one on the way.

“Why are you staring at me?”

“Because you’re beautiful,” I say.

“You too.”
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“I should have ordered the baby-back ribs,” Doug says.

Is that what I ordered? Oh yeah, baby-back ribs and iced tea with extra lemon. But I couldn’t tell you if the waitress is blond or brunette or redheaded, if she walks fast or slow, or wears glasses. I keep crossing the line over to la-la land and back again.

“Let’s switch meals,” I suggest.

“If you’re sure.”

“Yes, I’m sure.” Doug looks happy.

Baby back ribs, I think. It occurs to me my subconscious is working overtime.

I’m tempted to blurt out, “We’re going to have a baby!” Instead I drop a hint. “I wish they had baby lima beans.”

“My dad was in the navy before he was a reporter. We ate lots of lima beans growing up,” Doug says. His cell phone rings. “No, Hannah, there are no special tax breaks for students.”

I’m thinking of my options. I could write, “We’re having a baby” on the bathroom mirror, or I could fill the living room with pink and blue balloons. I could serve baby food for dinner—that’s a popular one.

Our food arrives. I’m nervous and don’t feel like eating. Still I bite into Doug’s Grilled Caribbean Salad. He’s sinking his teeth into my baby-back ribs with extra sauce.

“That bib is so cute, Doug.”

“Messy meal, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is. Look at that baby over there with the sauce all over his face.”

“I think he classifies as a toddler, Becca. Cute kid, though.”

By the time we are halfway through our meal I have brought up the word baby several times in one form or another. I brought up tax deductions. I brought up the fact that Maggie from church quit her law practice to be a stay-at-home mom with her baby.

Now, Doug is a very smart man with a great deal of logic. He knows about Ancient Mesopotamia and numerical theories as they relate to the stock market. But, to be blunt, he lacks intuitiveness. So I decide I need to be more obvious.

“What was the name we had picked out for Carly in case she was a boy?” I ask, not remembering myself.

Doug plants his elbows on the table. A rush of recognition lights up his face. “Okay, I know you’re getting at something.”

“You do?”

“Ben talked you into it, didn’t he?”

“He did?”

“And I think it’s a terrific idea!

“You do?”

“I do.” He tugs on his conservative tie.

I don’t remember Ben mentioning that he wanted a baby brother or sister. I remember him suggesting we give Carly up for adoption and send Logan to the military academy. Besides, what does Ben have to do with it?

“If Carly were a boy, she was going to be named after your father, and you know it,” Doug says, opening a towelette and wiping his fingers.

I do know that. What’s wrong with me?

“Jake is a good puppy name, isn’t it?” he goes on.

“I guess.” Now I’m stumped.

“In fact, it ranks fourth—after Sam, Max, and Buddy.” He is smiling as wide as Allie was a couple of hours ago.
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