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In memory of Janet Lundgren Fasbinder,
to whom I owe three lifetimes of
gratitude for my beautiful inherited life.




And in the end we were all just humans,
drunk on the idea that love,
only love, could heal our brokenness.


—F. Scott Fitzgerald





No Answers on The Shelves
* a prologue *



When I was about to be a mother for the first time, I did what lots of expectant moms do; I went to the bookstore to try to prepare myself. My fingers perused the spines of the books on the shelf: The Best Baby Name Book, and What to Expect When You’re Expecting and dozens more. But I wasn’t pregnant. I was expecting nothing like what those books described. I was about to become a parent, not by giving birth, but by marrying a man with a six-and-a-half-year-old son. So I looked to another shelf, with books all about stepparenting. I cracked open book after book and found tables of contents that had no connection to what I was going through. I saw chapters like “Managing the Ex Factor,” “Two Houses, One Set of Expectations,” and “Jealous of the Ex?”, and topics such as spousal support, child custody battles, lawyers, resentment, conflict, and guilt. While the pregnancy and baby books didn’t describe what I was facing, neither did the books on being a stepparent.


My husband-to-be had not divorced his young wife; she had died. Leukemia took Janet Lundgren Fasbinder when she was a young mother of a five-year-old. Tom was a widower at forty. And Max, their son, had lost his mother. I wasn’t stepping into conflict or court battles, custody hassles, or disputed alimony payments. I was joining a family that had suffered a tragic loss.


Daunted by the prospect of facing motherhood under such unusual circumstances, I found no comfort or information on the shelves. It wasn’t just the absence of self-help books relevant to my circumstances that got to me that day in the bookstore. It was the preponderance of negative images of stepmothers. Most every fairy tale I could recall and nearly every Disney movie featured an orphan of some sort, a vulnerable character whose parent, or parents, had died. Stepparents don’t get very high marks in fairy tales. They’re neglectful, abusive, cruel, unloving. The stepmother is an evil archetype, a much-used trope of a villain. I could find no model on the shelves for the kind of mother I wanted to be, and no instructions for how to deal with the presence of grief in our family rather than the conflict of divorce.


During the time I became Tom’s wife and Max’s second mother, I did what I always do to try to understand my circumstances: I wrote. I didn’t find stories describing my life, providing guidance, so I wrote them. I wrote in my journal. I wrote short essays and poems. I ranted, I whined, I questioned, all through the flow of ink onto the page. And like all of the writing I did at that time, I never intended to share any of it with anyone. Writing, at that point in my life, was a private endeavor. I wrote to understand, to gain perspective, to sort things out, to express the things I couldn’t find a way to say aloud. My writing helped me step back and approach mothering more thoughtfully. It let me have a private space to confess my fears and my confusions, to air my petty yearnings along with my heartbreaks without spilling them onto Tom and Max. They had enough to deal with. The stories sat for many years in a file on my computer and in fragments in various journals.


More than a dozen years after I wrote the first stories, I read one of them aloud at a writers’ salon. It was spring, and the theme of the salon was mothering. To me it was a simple little story of that moment when I began to feel “motherly” love for Max. I feared that my humble story would not mean much to anyone who had not been in my precise circumstances. But listeners told me that the story moved them. They told me of their own experiences, which were different than mine, but somehow the themes were the same. I was wrong because of something that I’ve always known, but had forgotten. While the exact circumstances of our lives may differ wildly from one another’s, love and loss, triumph and disappointment, desire and discouragement, courage and fear are the themes of everyone’s stories, and it is those themes which inextricably bind us as humans, one to another.


If this book had been a screenplay, I’d have written a director’s note to move the camera close for every exchange. This story is not meant to represent the entirety of what life was like for us as we became and endured as a family. Friends and family members looking for themselves in these pages may be disappointed because, but for a small few, the “characters” in this story all lived in my house.


As I read through journals and stories, looked through photographs, and allowed myself to remember, I was struck by two truths: A lot of really bad stuff happened in order for us to become a family, and a lot of really good stuff happened, too. Despite the tragedy that allowed us to become a family in the first place, much of our shared life has been absent some of the challenges that so many blended families experience. While grief and loss are recurring themes in my marriage and in our shared family experience, we’ve been fortunate beyond measure to be a close and loving family.


This book is a simple story of a regular family, formed in an irregular way. It is a collection of the ordinary and extraordinary moments inside our family. It is my story of love and loss living side by side in our home, as it does in so many others. It is my story of falling in love with my inherited family.





First Dates and Resolutions



I have my family because of a New Year’s resolution.


When Tom called to ask me out on our first date, we’d known each other for more than sixteen years. A call directly from Tom was unexpected enough—we usually encountered each other at gatherings at my sister’s house. Tom had been college friends at Purdue with my older sister, Dianne, and had been freshman roommates with Jim, who would later become Dianne’s husband.


Di and Jim were part of what I’ve always thought of as “The Great Purdue Migration” in the mid-seventies. Realizing they were actually free to leave Indiana, they—and a whole group of their friends in the post–Summer of Love era—set their sights on the “City by the Bay.” Tom was part of that migration. Tom, Di, and Jim became housemates in San Francisco.


I met Tom when I was fifteen and he was twenty-five. Tom joined my sister and her husband one Christmas when they drove from San Francisco to California’s Central San Joaquin Valley town of Visalia, to share the holiday with our family.


Tom was appealing with his full beard and long hair, which were common to the mid-1970s—the kind of guy a young girl could get a crush on. Though I noticed him, my attentions were pretty focused on a guy my own age. Tom was playful, easy with a laugh, respectful to my mom, helpful in the kitchen, and instantly likable. Because he’s a stand-up guy, I was not even a blip on his romantic radar then. I was his roommate’s kid sister—emphasis on kid. Ours was then a familial kind of connection.


There is one standout moment from that Christmas in 1975 that would later take on greater significance. Tom brought gifts for my mother, my younger brother, John, and for me. This was a pretty nice gesture from a young single guy, given he’d just met us. One might expect he’d get something like mittens or bubble bath for a fifteen-year-old girl he’d never met. But when I opened Tom’s gift, my breath left me. I don’t know what I was expecting, but opening Joni Mitchell’s Blue album wasn’t it. I felt that sense of wow that you feel when someone gives you the perfect gift—a gift that feels as though they really know you and understand what you’d like. Had he given me mittens or bath salts, it would have been a nice enough gesture. But Joni Mitchell’s Blue was personal and spot-on for who I was at that moment. I loved poetry even then, and Joni is nothing if not a poet. I was also emerging out of the bubble-gum music preferences of adolescence—The Carpenters, David Cassidy, Captain and Tennille—and stepping into my more womanly choices. Blue was the threshold.


I sat with the album on my lap, stunned. “Is it okay?” Tom asked. “If you don’t like it, you can change it for something else.” I mumbled something that must’ve been positive because he said, “Great. I thought you’d like it.” The rest of the holiday was the normal hubbub, but I kept thinking about that album, looking forward to the moment when the holiday hullabaloo would settle and I could retreat to my room to listen to it.
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In the time between that Joni Mitchell Christmas in 1975 and Tom’s call for a first date in March of 1991, our lives had each taken their separate courses. He got married to Janet; I got married to Ernie at about the same time in 1979. Tom was twenty-nine and I was nineteen when we each got married. His wife Janet and I became casual friends, seeing one another at gatherings of the extended Purdue crowd. She and I cohosted a baby shower for Jim and Di when they were expecting their first child, my niece Megan. Ernie and I went to dinner at Tom and Janet’s house; they came to ours. I sent a gift and a card when their first child was born, and observed Max move from infancy to toddlerhood at various gatherings over the next three years.


Then Janet got sick. Max was three when his mother discovered she had leukemia.


I’d see Janet now and then, wearing some kind of hat or headscarf to cover her hair loss. She had always been thin, but she got scary thin. Her skin turned gray. Radiation and chemo did their harms, but they also did good and Janet’s leukemia went into remission. I got updates about Janet’s condition through my sister. Everyone in the concentric circles of friendship with Tom and Janet was hoping for the best. About that same time, my first marriage was struggling and would soon come to an end.


Janet’s remission allowed her to celebrate Max’s fourth birthday, though she was likely too ill to enjoy his fifth. Just after he turned five, her remission had come to an abrupt and cruel end. Her decline was rapid. While a bone-marrow transplant was being arranged, Janet died just days after Max started kindergarten.


Janet’s death was shocking on so many levels. She was just thirty-four, with a small child. She’d been sick, but had gotten better. Everyone’s hopes were high. Her death was, for many in our circle, the first death of a peer other than those lost in Vietnam many years before. Everyone’s attention turned to Tom and to Max. It all seemed so unfair.
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About six months after Janet’s passing, I asked Dianne how Tom and Max were doing. “Pretty well,” she said. “You know Tom. He probably wouldn’t let anybody know if it was going too badly. He’s just taking care of Max. Figuring things out.”


“Such a good guy,” I said.


“Yeah,” Di said. “You know, I can’t imagine he’ll stay single for a long time. Tom’s a married kind of guy.”


I agreed with her and we talked about what a homebody Tom was, how he preferred nights in to going out, how his form of recreation was fixing up his fixer-upper. We talked about how impossibly hard it must be to be widowed with a child. I had not one molecule of thought—nor did Dianne, she later told me—that I might in any way be part of Tom’s future romantic plans. At that time, Tom likely didn’t know it either. We were just sisters talking about our friend and his boy and how very sad the loss was.


At that time I was slogging through an on-again-off-again relationship with a guy I’ll call “Carlos.” The relationship was fraught with problems, but we were both lonely enough to hang onto it long past its expiration date. We were more companions than lovers, really. I’d turned thirty-one, and was feeling that my on-again with Carlos should be off-again . . . for good. We were perfectly wrong for each other in nearly every way. It shames me to admit this, but I was too insecure to break it off. Apparently, he was too. We had no overt commitment to one another. Both of us had dated other people, though we had a tacit understanding that we didn’t really talk about that.


On January 1, 1991, I made a New Year’s resolution. I got honest with myself and admitted that I wanted a relationship—a real, whole, healthy relationship. I was ready. I understood myself better than I had as a nineteen-year-old bride. I wasn’t thinking marriage, just that I wanted a partner. I had dated enough to see that I was not a dating kind of a woman—that I preferred to be in a relationship. I’d been with Carlos long enough to know that there was nothing there for me. But I wasn’t meeting dateable men. It was my own doing, of course. Bringing Carlos to most gatherings and spending weekends with my gay friends was not exactly setting me up to be seen as single and available for dating.


My New Year’s resolution was that I was going to tell friends that I was interested in meeting someone. I’d been in graduate school and working full time. I’d developed the habit of declining invitations. I began telling friends that I’d welcome invitations. More than that, I resolved to suck it up and get out more, even to events and gatherings by myself, rather than bringing Carlos or a gay male friend as I’d usually done. I’m uncomfortable at parties, and I’d always brought someone along to avoid that awkward and alone feeling. Home with a book was so much easier, but it was clear that this wasn’t the way to connect with eligible partners.


That February, I went on our annual ski trip with Di, Jim, and a bunch of friends. I’d gone for several years, but had always brought Carlos. Keeping my resolution, I went solo.


I stayed in the house shared by Di and Jim with their kids. Tom and Max were there, too. Tom, widowed for more than a year by then, was dating Judy, a friendly woman who fit easily into the larger group with her good nature and her pitch-in-with-the-cooking attitude.


“So, Judy’s nice,” I said to Di. “It’s good to see Tom dating. And Max seems to really like her.”


“Yeah. She’s great,” Di agreed.


We enjoyed meals and skiing, jigsaw puzzles at the house, and a lot of laughter. I left the weekend feeling so happy for Tom and Max, and happy to have met Judy. She was sunny and kind, just what I thought Tom and Max deserved. Tom looked happy, in his quiet Tom way. Max looked carefree and playful.


A few weeks later, my phone rang.


“Hi,” he said on the phone. “This is Tom. Tom Fas-binder.”


Tom had never, in my memory, called me directly. It caught me by surprise. “Hi,” I said. “Is everything okay?” My mind raced through the possibilities: Di and Jim were in an accident, something wrong with Max. It’s funny now, looking back, that I assumed Tom could only be calling with bad news.


I instantly regretted the question. This is a guy whose wife died a year before. What could “Is everything okay?” even mean to a guy who’d gone through what he’d been through?


“Yeah, great,” he said. There was an awkward cadence to his speech I’d not heard before.


We waded through small chitchat. Was I finished with school? I had finished my masters in counseling and I told him about my arduous preparations for my written licensing exams and how they were coming up in a few months. I asked about Max. Silence hung in awkward tendrils between us in our unfamiliar conversation. I still feared he was trying to warm up to give me bad news. This man I’d known for sixteen years seemed suddenly like a stranger.


“Say, I was wondering if you’d like to, you know, go out for dinner sometime. With me, I mean.” I was instantly back in high school. So, it seemed, was Tom. I tried to pull up a memory of even once being alone with Tom and couldn’t come up with one.


I closed my eyes trying to sort out the new information. This wasn’t a bad-news call. No sick children or fatal car crashes. This was a guy asking a woman out on a date. This was Tom asking me out on a date. I’m sure he felt a few seconds of miserable silence on his end of the line while I did the complex computation of combining two and two.


“Sure,” I said. “I’d like that.” It wasn’t until I heard myself accepting the date that I even knew I would. There was a lot at stake here. This was a friend. This was a close friend of my sister’s and of her husband, Jim. If this went badly, we’d have a double scoop of uncomfortable for a long future of gatherings. Tom’s circle and my circle intertwined . . . a lot. His son was a playmate of my niece and nephew, attending each other’s birthday parties and play dates. Pretending none of those thoughts were going through my brain, I adjusted my voice channel to chipper, chatted amicably, and we made arrangements for the following Friday night.


When I set the phone receiver back in its cradle, I kept my hand there for a while. Had that just happened? Was that really Tom? Joni Mitchell Tom? Asking me out? It’s not that I wasn’t happy. I was just reshuffling all of my assumptions. I thought he was with Judy. I thought he saw me as Di’s kid sister. But then, I wasn’t fifteen any more; I was thirty-one. I picked the receiver up and called Di.


“I know,” she said, when I told her of my surprising call.


“You know? How do you know?”


“Tom talked to me first. He said he’d been thinking about you since he saw you on the ski weekend. He said he was thinking of asking you out, but he wouldn’t if Jim or I are uncomfortable with it.” There was a long pause. “We’re not, by the way.”


Another stunner. Tom was then, and remains today, a man of few words. He is not one to expose his emotions easily. It must have been a tremendous effort for him to make not just one phone call, but two, exposing his vulnerable feelings for the sake of a date. I was flattered, but more than that, I was impressed. This was a guy that cared enough about his friendship with my sister and her husband that he didn’t want to risk damaging it.


“I’m not sure how to feel about all of this,” I confessed to Di. “I mean, I’ve always thought Tom was great, but I’ve never thought of him romantically before. He was too old for me when we met. Then we were both married. Then Janet. You know.”


“It could be kind of great though, don’t you think? We already know Tom’s a good guy, right?” she said.


“Right,” I conceded. “But the dating thing. I have a feeling it’ll either be really weird or really right. I’m kind of nervous.”


“Just relax,” Di reassured. “It’ll be fine. However it turns out.”
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My living situation was in flux in the days leading up to this first date. I’d just been evicted from the flat I loved, the first place I’d had all to myself. I’d decided that I’d outgrown having roommates, and had found a budget-busting flat in San Francisco’s Noe Valley. On the day I moved in, the owner let me know she was putting the whole building up for sale. Great timing. After I’d lived there only seven months, the place sold and I got the boot. I’d been looking for a place I could afford to live in alone for weeks. No luck.


With Tom coming over to pick me up, I’d confined the packing chaos to the bedroom and kitchen, leaving the living room intact, hoping that this made me also appear intact despite the chaos and my impending homelessness.


He came to my door, this oh-so-familiar man, looking quite unfamiliar. Was it nerves? I noticed he’d ironed his crisp cotton shirt. I’d known Tom for the better part of two decades and didn’t remember ever seeing him wearing anything other than a T-shirt or plaid flannel. Ironing his shirt seemed like a special effort. My face flushed thinking about him ironing in front of a baseball game on TV.


He drove us in his Jeep Cherokee to a French restaurant on San Francisco’s Church Street. Neither of us had ever been there. He was the Tom I’d known for years, but somehow a stranger; I was seeing him in a new light. This was “Date Tom.” I’d never met Date Tom, other than during his phone invitation. We ordered and chatted about the same newsy kinds of things we’d always talked about. Di and Jim and their kids. Max. How was work? He asked about my graduate school and my upcoming licensing exams. We talked about my futile hunt for an apartment I could afford on the meager salary I was getting from the outpatient mental health clinic where I worked.


Once the distraction of waiters bringing food and drink had settled, there was a quiet moment. “Do you mind if I ask you something?” Tom asked.


Caution and curiosity blended. “Sure.”


“What didn’t work out with Ernie? I always thought he was a pretty nice guy.”


Yes. My date had known my ex-husband and Carlos, too, for that matter. I hadn’t exactly thought about that before, though it was conspicuous in his question. I placed my napkin in my lap and took a fortifying sip of wine. “Ernie is a nice guy,” I said. “A really nice guy. There was no cheating, nothing like that. But we married really young, before I knew that nice wasn’t enough. Ernie is so nice he’ll become anything I want him to be. I didn’t want that. I wanted somebody who knows his own mind and is willing to partner with me, but won’t just defer to my direction. He never had any of his own opinions. He just adopted all of mine.”


I looked up, wondering if the expression I saw on Tom’s face was confusion or judgment. “So you ended things?” he asked.


“Yeah,” I admitted. I instantly raced through the options. Was he glad I’d ended it because maybe it indicated I wasn’t such a pain in the ass that someone would leave me? Or did he think I was a flake for ending a marriage with a nice guy for reasons even my own mother couldn’t get her head around? I decided honesty was my best answer. “I’ve never felt worse about anything than about breaking my promise to Ernie. This may be hard to understand.” I paused to see if Tom was scoffing. He wasn’t. He just looked at me as if I was giving him pieces of a puzzle and he was trying to see the picture. “I was lonely,” I said. “Being with someone who will be whatever you want him to be, will think anything you say is right, who has no opinions of his own, is a lot like being alone. I really care about him, but I wanted more from a relationship. It may sound a little lofty, but I also felt like he really deserved someone that wants him exactly how he is. I’m sure there’s a woman for him that likes being totally in charge of him. His mom was like that. Ernie’s dad always looked to her for direction. I think that’s what Ernie wants.” I tried to read Tom’s expression. “I know. It’s kind of confusing.”


“No, I get it,” Tom said, wiping his lips with his napkin. “I just wanted to know.”


This was my first experience with Tom questioning me about something so personal. After I’d answered, he probed no further, shifting the topic naturally. My explanation was enough for him and he required no more details. I’d learn over the next weeks and months, and the decades that we’ve since shared, that Tom’s sense of privacy and respect caused him to ask for only what he absolutely needed to know about my past relationships in order to decide if he wanted to take the next steps with me. He’s never, since that day, asked me another question about my marriage or past partners.


After that series of questions was answered, our interaction shifted. As we walked back to his car, he took my hand. I was glad he did.


Back at my apartment, sitting on my sofa we shared our first kisses, sweet and shy. I’d known that to shift my image of Tom from family friend to potential romantic partner would be either weird or wonderful; it was wonderful.


We kissed for a while, then Tom sat back. “I’d like to see you some more,” he said. I could tell by the clearing of his throat that he had something more to say before he expected my reply. I was already learning to read his signals. “But I have Max. It’s not easy for me to get away a lot and I don’t like to leave him with sitters too much. I’d need you to understand. You know—” His voice trailed again and the silence was filled with all that he didn’t say. I could see his pulse pounding in the hollow of his throat. This was risky for him. Tom was the dad of a boy who’d lost his mother, a boy who needed his dad.


The gravity of all that Tom and Max had been through made me feel heavier where I sat. I’d always known that Tom, as my sister said, was a good guy, but in that moment, my respect for him as a man, as a father, as a person who had his priorities straight swelled. I’d always liked him. In that moment I came to admire him.


“I understand,” I said. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.” Paragraphs of words lodged in my throat. I wanted to say how sorry I was, how hard I knew it must be for him and for Max. I wanted to tell him how much I respected and admired how he was handling it all. But our kisses kept any of those unnecessary words from escaping my lips.
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The next day I called Carlos and we went to lunch. Though we had a tacit agreement that kept us from talking about the other people we were dating, I knew I had to tell Carlos about Tom right away. Logic would have told me that such a conversation was premature after going on exactly one date with Tom. But my heart knew. That first date with Tom didn’t feel like just a date—and certainly not a first date; it felt like a beginning. It also felt like a long-overdue ending. While Carlos and I didn’t have any sort of formal commitment and we hadn’t really been romantic partners for a long time, I felt the need to be straight with him. Tom and I had formalized nothing. We’d shared only one date, some lovely kissing, and an agreement that we’d see each other again.
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My second date with Tom was dinner at Tom and Max’s house in Pacifica, a coastal town just south of San Francisco. Tom fed Max first; he ate at a TV table watching Rugrats on Nickelodeon. Tom excused himself to check the grill and stepped out the sliding glass door, spatula in hand.


“Hey, Max,” I said as I entered the family room.


“Hi,” Max replied between bites. He returned his attention to the program. His body wriggled and moved as a reply to every one of the cartoon tots’ exploits. He laughed easily, and his body was in near-constant motion. He turned to me, his dark brown eyes lively. “Who’s your favorite?” he asked.


“My favorite what?”


“Rugrat?” he said. “I don’t like Angelica at all. She’s really bossy. I like Tommy a lot. But I like Dil the very best.” As Max looked at the TV, I could also see that he was poking his tongue around beneath his closed lips.


“Oh, well. Hmm.” I stalled. I didn’t know this program, but his question felt like a test of some sort. “Why do you like Dil?” I asked.


Max looked back at me with his palms raised “Duh. His name.”


“Dil?”


“Dil Pickles,” Max said, rolling his eyes as though I had missed the most obvious of details. Clearly my Rugrats ignorance was vast.


“Ah. That is a pretty cool name.”


“Check it out,” he said, standing and stepping toward me. He then parted his lips and pushed his tongue, forcing a precariously dangling front tooth forward, then sideways into the blank space that had already been vacated by the next-door tooth.


“Wow. That’s pretty loose. Be careful not to swallow it while you’re eating.”


He sat back down and looked back at the TV screen. “It’s okay. I’m chewing only on the side.” Max then howled in response to an ice cream cone landing on Angelica, the meanie’s, head. “Ha. Serves her right!”


I’d known Max since he was an infant, but as an acquaintance, not as the son of the man I was dating. I felt strange and nervous in front of this cheerful six-and-a-half-year-old, though I worked comfortably with kids all the time, and was close to my nieces and nephew.


Tom re-entered through the sliding glass door and gave me a smile. “How do you like your steak?”


“Medium, please.”


Tom glanced over at the TV. “How’s Dil doing?”


“Pretty good,” Max said, his cheek bulging as he chewed. He slid an oven-baked french fry through a puddle of ketchup. “He dumped ice cream on Angelica’s head.”


Tom put his fist out, inviting Max’s knuckle bump in return. Clearly, Tom shared Max’s disdain for Angelica. He slipped back outside, the fragrance of grilling steak lingering behind as he closed the door. In a few minutes he returned through the door with a platter. A drumroll sounded from the TV, followed by a melody of bells and whistles, and pictures of tumbling toddlers and toys, signaling the end of the show.


“Okay, Skib,” Tom said to Max. “TV off. Time for your bath. Betsy and I are going to have our dinner while you take your bath, then it’s bed time.”


“Can I play Legos for a little while first? It’s not a school night.”


Tom looked up at the wall clock. “Bath first. Then a half an hour of Legos. Then bed. Deal?”


“Deal,” Max said. He clicked the remote, picked up his plate from the TV table, and balanced his glass atop it as he brought it to the sink. “Look,” he said to Tom, and did another round of tongue/tooth manipulation.


Tom shivered. “Brrrr,” he said. “Let’s pull that nasty thing. It’s disgusting.”


“Nope,” Max said with a lilt in his voice. “Not ready yet.”


Tom held up his hands in surrender. “Okay. But I want to look before you go to bed. I don’t want you to swallow it while you’re sleeping. I’ll go get your water going so it won’t be too hot.” He looked at me with a small apology on his face. “Be right back.”


“Don’t worry, I’m fine,” I said.


While they were gone I surveyed the family room and kitchen. The rooms of the suburban two-story home were neat and organized, nothing fancy. The style could be categorized as nothing specific, a few antiques mixed with generic furniture pieces. Simple and comfortable. Everything looked kid-friendly. I remembered that Tom and Janet had moved into this house during the months when her leukemia had been in remission. The walls had only the most basic of decorations. A clock over the mantle. A framed picture with five openings, each filled with Olan Mills studio shots of Max in a different pose. He was about three in the pictures, wearing a striped turtleneck and elastic-waist jeans, his face pudgier than it was now, and his hair much lighter, almost blonde. An image popped into my mind of Janet holding him in her arms when he was about that age.


I stepped into the dining room. It and the adjoining living room held antique oak furniture. Atop one carved cabinet sat an arrangement of Beatrix Potter figurines: rabbits and foxes and geese clad in bonnets and aprons, a frog wearing a crown. I recalled receiving Max’s Beatrix Potter–themed baby announcement. On the wall near the table hung two old-time portraits of a stern-looking pair from sometime in the 19th century, a mustachioed gent and a woman in black wearing the scowlier scowl.


“Some of Janet’s grumpy-looking relatives,” Tom said as he descended the stairs. He shrugged, seeming not to know what else to say.


I was suddenly aware that I was in a house that Janet had selected, furnished, and arranged. Tom seemed matter-of-fact about it, but I felt a little bit like an intruder. I wondered whether Tom changed any of the décor since her passing.


“Not as good as the French restaurant,” Tom said, taking a bite of his steak.


“Well, not many of us can stand up against restaurant-grade French cuisine. This is pretty good though,” I said, meaning it. “And Max ate broccoli. I’m impressed. Most kids hate broccoli.”


“It’s his one vegetable. That and raw carrots.”


Another flash of Janet came into my mind. Even before she got ill, Janet had always been exceptionally thin and I recalled her food peculiarities. Her entrée foods were limited to spaghetti, hot dogs, peanut butter and jelly, and chicken. I’d often found it odd at parties that Janet didn’t partake of most of the foods served by the hosts, instead opting for her baggie full of raw carrots and raw, sliced potatoes she’d brought for herself.


“Do you cook?” Tom asked.


“I did. I like to. But I’ve been in grad school and working full time, so I’m afraid I’ve gotten in the habit of yogurt for dinner, or take-out Thai food. I’ve told myself I’m going to cook real food again as soon as I pass this exam.”


“I’ve done most of the cooking for a long time,” Tom said. “Janet just wasn’t really into food.”


“I remember.”


“Is it a tough one?”


I looked at my steak. “No, it’s good. Very tender.”


Tom chuckled. “The test. Is it a hard one?”


“Oh. The written has a sixty-percent fail rate. Then, assuming I pass that, I get to take oral exams which have an over seventy-percent fail rate.”


“Don’t worry. You’ll do great.”


While the compliment was baseless—Tom had no idea about any academic or clinical skills that the Board of Behavioral Sciences was assessing in me—it still felt reassuring. And sweet.


As Tom poured me a second glass of wine, Max made his pajama-clad entrance down the stairs and stood beside Tom. His outgrown Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles PJs gapped a bit, allowing a sliver of tummy to peek out from beneath the bottom of the shirt. His lips were tucked in and he cast a sideways glance to me, then flashed me a grin showing a new space where his top front tooth had dangled.


“Let’s check,” Tom said. He sniffed Max’s damp hair, then scruffed it up.


“Hey!” Max said smoothing his sleek, dark hair back down. “I just combed that.”


“Whoa,” Tom said, pulling back and examining the new vacancy in Max’s mouth. “Did you pull it out?”


“Nope. Fell out when I was blowing underwater bubbles.”


“Ah, the old bubble extraction method.” Tom poked Max in the side causing him to laugh and wriggle away.


“Tub drained?” Tom asked.


Max stood at attention. “Check.”


“Towel hung?”


“Check. And teeth brushed, see.” Max stretched his lips into an exaggerated smile while Tom lifted his chin.


“Good job and easier since you had fewer teeth.”


“Story time.”


Tom looked up with an I warned you apology on his face.


“No worries. You take story duty. I’ll clear the table. Goodnight, Max. It was nice to see you.”


“Night,” he said. Then he delivered a quick hug, his small arms around my neck and his head resting briefly on my shoulders. His little hand offered two “there there” taps, like one might offer to someone who needed comforting. And it was . . . comforting. The unexpected embrace caught me off guard, but I returned it with a squeeze. Just as quickly, Max pulled away and scampered up the stairs. I watched as Tom followed him up, resting my hand on the warm spot where Max’s head had rested.
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The next weekend was another first date of sorts. This one included Max. We decided to go to the San Francisco Zoo. It was a sunny April day and I was nothing but optimistic. The warmth of Max’s hug still lingered with me. Tom picked me up and I climbed into the front seat of the Cherokee. Max was on his booster seat, strapped into the back seat. “Hi, Max,” I said.


Max’s lips were turned downward, his bottom lip jutting out so far that if he’d been walking, it seemed he might trip on it. He gave me a glance, but no verbal greeting. Tom started the car and we were on our way to the zoo. Tom whistled as he drove, oblivious to the serious pout that Max was wearing. “How was school this week?” I asked. Too chipper. I was trying too hard.


Max shrugged and looked out the window toward the vast gray Pacific.


Tom asked me how my studying was going and I explained about the prep course I’d just paid six hundred dollars for. I didn’t want to say what a pounding six hundred dollars did to my limited budget.


“How’d your spelling test go?” I asked, attempting to engage Max in the conversation. “Your dad said you had one yesterday.” As I turned my body to look into the back seat, Tom took my hand and rested our coupled hands on my knee. A surprising feeling of being embarrassed drew heat to my face, as if a date had kissed me in front of my mother.


Max’s dour expression was unchanged. He shrugged. Tom whistled along with the radio, seemingly unaware of Max’s conspicuous funk. I’d been an intern in a counseling agency for two years, with much of my time conducting therapy with troubled and abused children. I knew how to charm kids, build trust, and, when appropriate, help to cheer them. I made several more attempts to be playful with Max, but he was having none of it. He replied with only one-word answers or shrugs. His bottom lip hung. His eyelids drooped. If he’d been a toddler, I’d have said he needed a nap.


I relaxed. I figured the zoo animals would cheer him. Really, what kid could stay grumpy in front of orangutans flinging their poop?


But grumpy he remained. Through howler monkeys howling. Through penguins catching fish tossed by their keepers. Through the elephant spraying water on her back with her trunk. And yes, through the orangutans flinging their poop. I didn’t think there was a six-year-old boy alive who could remain unsmiling during poop tossing.


Doubt began to run through my veins, ice cold, rendering me stiff. Sure, Max had been cheerful in his home when I was just a visitor. Now I was an intruder, horning in on his time with his dad. Now I was a “date,” not a friend having dinner, and I assumed his grim expression and stubborn mood were his silent commentary on my presence, on my being an intruder. Every wicked stepmother in every fairy tale I’d ever heard flew through my mind.


Tom and I had seen each other every few days for the past two weeks and talked on the phone between visits. I confessed to him that I’d formally broken things off with Carlos. He let me know that he’d done the same with Judy, though they also had no formal agreement.


“So, now it’s my turn for a question,” I’d said as we drove to Woodside for dinner earlier in the week. “Why didn’t things work out with Judy? She seemed really nice.”


Tom tilted his head from side to side. “She is nice. Really nice. But I sort of think she was more in love with Max and the idea of being his mom than she was into me. She’s over thirty-five. I didn’t feel right about wasting any more of her time if we weren’t going to work out and she really wants to be a mom. Funny, though, it was Judy who suggested I date you.”


I pulled back and let my surprise show in a slack-jawed expression. “Really? Do tell.”


“After the ski trip in February. She and I were talking about whether or not things should go forward with her and me. It wasn’t hostile or anything. She said that she really liked meeting you, and that you and I might be a better fit.”


“When did you tell Judy about seeing me?”


Tom’s face twisted with a boyish look of shyness. “The next day after the French restaurant.”


“No way! That’s when I called Carlos.”


That New Year’s resolution had taken an interesting turn.


With neither of us letting the other know, we’d both untangled ourselves from our loose romantic entanglements. We’d both known we’d found someone we felt needed to be the “only” one. I was full of the wonderful, distracting love feelings I was having with Tom and he confessed he was having them for me. I was near giddy with it.


But Max and this zoo date were beginning to worry me.


Tom and Max were a package deal. My relationship with Max would be as important as the one I was forming with Tom. What’s more, if that relationship couldn’t work, I knew that a future with Tom would not be one I could even consider. Though I’d felt the first glimmers of falling in love with Tom, Max’s well-being would be my concern as well, if things got serious. I had no idea what the source of Max’s funk was. Maybe he’d already attached to Judy, and I was horning in—in his mind anyway. While Judy had perhaps been overly focused on Max, I also knew that it would be a mistake on every level to disregard him as a vital factor in whether or not Tom and I had any kind of a future together.


Tom held my hand as we walked. He asked Max what he wanted to see and ignored, or was oblivious to, Max’s moody shrugs. “How about the zoo train, Skib?” Tom asked. Max shrugged. I wondered about the origin of this odd little nickname. Later I’d learn that Tom’s playful names for loved ones had no specific origin or meaning and that each morphed into dozens of permutations. Skib. Skibber. Scoop. Scooper. All applied to Max. Years later I’d be Snooch, Schnook, Schnutzelheimer, though I couldn’t have known that then.


“Let’s get an ice cream,” Tom suggested. I appreciated his attempt to shift Max’s mood. “We can eat it on the train.”


Max ate only part of his ice cream before a look of utter disgust crossed his face. “Can I throw this away?” he asked Tom.


“If you don’t want any more of it,” Tom said, licking his own cone.


“You feeling okay, Max?” I asked. Maybe he was sick. That would explain it.


He shrugged. Tom asked, “Do you have a tummy ache?”


“No. My hands are getting all sticky.” His voice, low and slow, made me think of Eeyore from Winnie the Pooh. If the stakes hadn’t felt so high, I’d have laughed at his pouty mouth and his old-man grumbling.


Tom pulled a bandana handkerchief from his pocket, an old-fashioned habit I found appealing. He took Max’s cone and dropped it in the trash as the train rode past and wiped Max’s hand.


“Still sticky,” Max complained.


“You can wash when we stop.” Tom squeezed my hand. “Want to go into the reptile house?”


“No. Just want to wash my hands.”
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Tom and Max emerged together from the rest room. Every bit of spring-in-the-step I hoped to see in Max I found in Tom. If Max was Eeyore, Tom was Tigger, nearly bouncing with each stride. Max walked in drag-footed steps beside him. I half expected to see a tail tacked onto Max’s backside, just like Eeyore’s.


“You about ready to head back?” Tom asked me.


Fuck yeah, I thought. This was the most miserable zoo day I’d ever spent. “Sure, if you guys are ready,” I said with false cheer.


In the car my heart felt heavy in my chest. I was convinced if I looked in the back seat too long at Max, he’d scream and ask me to jump out of the moving car. As much as Max’s mood troubled me, Tom’s obliviousness also concerned me. Was he just ignoring it? Or did he really not see it? Tom fumbled in the console between the front seats and extracted a cassette tape. He inserted it in the tape player and backed out of the parking lot. Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers began to play what I feared was Max’s theme for the day.


I’ll probably feel a whole lot better when you’re go-oo-one.


The lyrics pounded through my head. Tom resumed his trilling whistle, a descant harmony above the pounding melody. I kept my eyes forward, willing myself not to look back, if only to avoid receiving another double dose of Max’s stink-eye. Between Max’s sourpuss in the back seat, and Tom’s whistling in the front, I felt I’d entered an episode of The Twilight Zone.


“Back one song, please,” Max said. It was the first almost-full sentence I’d heard him say in hours, and the first please all day. Tom pressed the rewind button on the tape deck and turned up the volume. The car was filled with a throbbing drumbeat and the wail of electric guitar. From the corner of my eye, I saw lively movement from the back seat. I turned to see Max’s thick, dark hair swinging and his hands twitching as his fingers slid up the neck of his air guitar. Soon Tom’s palm tapped an accompanying rhythm on the steering wheel while Max swung to the beat.


“I love this song,” Max cried, as though he was declaring his devotion from the top of a mountain. Soon the chorus rang out. Tom and Max’s voices joined in. Runnin’ down a dream/That never woulda come to me/Workin’ on a mystery/Goin’ wherever it leads/Runnin’ down a dream.


When the song ended, Max smiled and panted in mock, tongue-hanging exhaustion. He cast a snaggle-toothed grin toward me. I recognized this as the boy I’d seen wiggling his tooth with his tongue, watching Rugrats only a few days before. I’d feared he’d left for good.
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