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			Chapter One

			Henry

			“Wanna go. Now!”

			“I know, Henry—”

			“Hank! My name’s Hank! Henry’s a sissy name.”

			“I’m sorry. Hank.”

			Nora gathered up her purse and car keys before turning toward the stranger who’d taken the place of the man she’d married fifty-eight years ago. Anger etched the creases of his face.

			He wanted to hit her.

			Again.

			The last time she told everyone she’d bumped into a cupboard door.

			“Did you hear me? Wanna go!”

			The stranger took a step forward, his right fist rising above his head.

			“Yes, Hank…I heard you.”

			Without breaking eye contact, Nora opened her purse and slowly reached inside. If she moved too quickly it could startle him into doing something he’d regret; and he would, because there was still enough Henry left that when he came back he’d know what Hank had done to her. Then he’d beg her to forgive him.

			And she would.

			“Look what I have, Hank.” Nora pulled out the cellophane-wrapped sucker and handed it to him. It was the kind of lollipop she used to buy their daughter Marjorie when she was still a toddler.

			“CHERRY! Gimme!”

			“Okay, let me unwrap it first.”

			He waited as patiently as any child could for a treat – shifting from one foot to the other, eager, hand reaching, fingers spread.

			“Here you go.”

			His fingers touched hers as they took the lollipop and Nora smiled as she released it.

			“Are you ready to go, Hank?”

			He looked at her, eyes big while his mouth worked the cherry flavor down his throat. “Umm?”

			“We’re going for a ride, remember? You like rides.”

			He gave her a red-tinted smile. “I like rides.”

			“Yes, you do. Okay, let’s go.”

			“Let’s go!”

			* * *

			Henry was back in time for his doctor’s appointment.

			“So, how have things been this week, Henry?”

			Henry took Nora’s hand and squeezed it. Nora squeezed back.

			“Think you’re asking the wrong Rollins, doc.”

			The doctor, who Nora thought looked like a young Sidney Poitier, nodded and flashed a million-watt smile. Her stomach did a little flip. Silly old woman, he’s young enough to be your grandchild.

			She cleared her throat and gave Henry’s hand another squeeze.

			“Things have been pretty good.”

			Dr. Cross gave her another kind of look. “And how pretty would that be, Miss Nora?”

			He always added the ‘Miss’ when talking to her. So respectful.

			“Well, he has his ups and downs, but who doesn’t? Still eats like a horse and he’s good about taking his pills – of course he’s better for the visiting nurse than he is for me. Still a flirt when it comes to the ladies, I’m afraid.”

			Both Henry and the doctor chuckled at that, even though it was a lie about him being a flirt. He was better when the nurse came on her biweekly visits, almost himself even when he wasn’t. It was the same when their daughter visited. It seemed as if she was the only one Hank didn’t like.

			Dr. Cross smiled. “Well, you can’t fault a man for flirting, can you? But other than that, how’s it been?”

			“About the same.”

			The doctor nodded and turned his attention to Henry. “You ready to join the day group? I think it’s art day.”

			“Ah…Basket Weaving 101,” Henry said.

			A nurse would put him into a wheelchair the moment they stepped into the hall. It was for insurance purposes they always told him, but Nora knew better – it was easier to move him from the doctor’s office to the Alzheimer’s unit two floors down then, afterward, back to the main lobby and out the door.

			Just plain easier.

			“See, Nora,” Henry said as he nudged her, “I always told you I’d be weaving baskets and drooling one day.”

			The doctor chuckled and Nora thought it sounded as phony as her laugh.

			“Oh, Henry!” she said. “You hush up, now.”

			“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

			“Ready, Mr. Rollins?” a young feminine voice asked from the doorway.

			“Always,” Henry said as he sat down. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

			The nurse’s giggle sounded genuine as she pushed him from view. Nora smiled at the doctor.

			“How is he really?”

			Nora straightened her shoulders. “About the same.”

			“Mood swings getting worse?”

			“Some.”

			“How about the physical violence…has he hit you again?”

			“It was an accident. I told you that. He didn’t mean to.”

			The doctor leaned back in his chair. “Of course he didn’t, but that’s not what I asked you. Miss Nora, I don’t want to sound like a broken record, but we’ve talked about your options before—”

			Nora took a deep breath. Yes, they had, almost from the first moment they’d met.

			But he hadn’t been the first.

			Even before there’d been a diagnosis and Henry could laugh off his lapses in memory and coordination as ‘gittin’ old’, their family doctor had hinted it might be something more serious. But Henry had been so sure it was just his age – “same thing happened to my daddy” – that Nora made up her mind to believe him.

			He was still Henry…more or less.

			He still liked to putter around the garden, even though she’d sometimes find him hunched over crying because he’d forgotten the name of a flower or what you called those long green things on the poles. “Beans, honey, they’re called beans,” and then she’d help him pick some for dinner and he’d be all right again.

			He still recognized their daughter and grandsons – most of the time – and if he happened to call the boys the names of childhood friends long dead and buried, one of Nora’s oatmeal cookies and a whispered reminder that “Granddaddy’s just getting old, baby” made it all better.

			Those were the good days.

			Other times he’d wander around the house muttering or sit down in the chair by the window and not move until the sun went down. Not even to go to the bathroom.

			Those days weren’t as good.

			Then Hank showed up….

			“Miss Nora?”

			Nora blinked.

			“Did you hear me?”

			Nora could lie to herself and to Henry, even lie to Hank sometimes, but she found it impossible to lie to a man who looked like Sidney Poitier. “No…. I’m sorry. Maybe I’m getting like Henry.”

			“I don’t think you have to worry about that just yet.” He took a deep breath and released it. “I said I think it’s time, Miss Nora.”

			Nora glanced toward the office’s window bright with California sunshine until the burning in her eyes stopped. Everyone, their daughter, the doctors, their friends, the neighbors, even Henry himself, when he was himself, had said the time would come…and here it was.

			Finally and officially.

			When she turned back her eyes were dry. “Are you sure?”

			He nodded. Of course he was sure, but Nora wanted to be able to tell Henry that she’d asked.

			If he remembered.

			“When?”

			Dr. Cross seemed surprised, as if he’d expected her to put up more of a fight. It’d surprised Nora too, but only a little bit.

			“I believe you and Henry have already taken the tour of our assisted living unit?”

			Nora nodded. They had been given a tour after Henry’s second visit/evaluation – just to have a look, should they want to consider it, when the time came. Henry had jokingly asked if he could bring Nora with him because ‘it was such a nice place’.

			And it was, for what it was: a sprawling, beautifully appointed one-story building that was separated from the main medical center by a parking lot and parklike ‘Memory Walk’ green belt. A miniature hospital in itself, the unit had its own medical staff, art and therapy classrooms, a twenty-four-hour emergency shuttle to the main hospital complex and a one-hundred-and-ten-bed ‘permanent care’ facility.

			Each room was private with its own handicap-accessible bath, a twin bed (that could, their docent/tour guide told them, be replaced with a hospital bed when needed), end table, reclining chair, dresser, desk and chair, and wall-mounted flat-screen TV. If it hadn’t been for the two ready-access oxygen outlets and three emergency call buttons in the room – one next to the bed, one in the bathroom and one in the TV remote – it could have been a college dorm room.

			“Our guests are never more than a few feet away from being able to summon medical help,” the tour coordinator told them with pride, “which their caregivers find most reassuring.”

			They’d talked about it when they got home and both agreed that it was certainly an option…when the time came.

			Nora licked her lips and tasted the sweet/chemical tang of the lipstick she’d put on that morning.

			“Okay.” Dr. Cross nodded. “I think the faster we get Henry settled in the better it will be for both of you. Don’t you agree, Miss Nora?”

			She nodded again because she couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud.

			“Good. I know how hard this must be on you, but I promise it is the best thing for Henry.” Picking up his cell phone, he swiped the screen, punched a number then looked up and smiled at her the same way Sidney Poitier had smiled at the old Mother Superior in Lilies of the Field. “Yes,” he said to whomever he’d called. “This is Dr. Cross. We will be admitting Mr. Henry Rollins to the memory unit. Yes. Fine. Thank you.” He swiped the phone again and set it down on his desk. “It’s done.”

			“That fast?”

			“That fast.”

			Standing up, the handsome young doctor walked around the desk to Nora’s chair and offered his hand. She took it and, as she always did when shaking his hand in greeting or in parting, marveled at the softness of his skin as she got to her feet.

			“Thank you. Well, I guess I’d better collect Henry and head for home. We have some packing to do.”

			Dr. Cross cupped her hand in both of his.

			“Miss Nora. I think it would be best for everyone if you went home and he stayed here.” When Nora tried to pull away the pressure on her hand increased. “I know, but it will be less traumatic for both of you in the long run.”

			“But— Please. He’ll think I abandoned him.”

			“We’ll make sure he understands that you didn’t.”

			“But….” Her thoughts raced around the inside of her head like a hamster in a wheel. “But…he doesn’t have his pajamas or toothbrush.”

			The doctor laughed and gave her hand a little squeeze. “I’m sure we can find something for him tonight and tomorrow I’ll arrange for the visiting nurse to stop by and pick up a few of his things. Now, go home and get some rest, doctor’s orders.”

			They walked out of his office and down the brightly lit hall hand in hand, and he didn’t let go until they reached the entrance in the main lobby. Her hand felt cold after his touch.

			“One more thing, Miss Nora. It would be best if you didn’t come back for a few days.”

			Nora’s cold hand touched the hollow of her throat. “Why? Henry’ll wonder what happened to me. And I’ll have to bring him his favorite slippers – he has these ratty old slippers and I….”

			Then she ran out of breath and couldn’t say another word.

			“I know how hard this seems,” Dr. Cross said, “but it will make Henry’s adjustment a lot easier if you aren’t here. And I’m only talking a couple of days…although a week would be best. Think you can give us a week, Miss Nora?”

			Nora took a deep breath. “All right.”

			Dr. Cross touched her shoulder. “Thank you. Now before you think you’re off the hook or anything, I expect at least a dozen of those wonderful oatmeal cookies on my desk when you do come back. Dare I hope?”

			Nora let herself chuckle and nodded. “I’ll have enough time to bake cookies for everybody.”

			She hadn’t thought about that before, but, finally she would have enough time to bake and sleep and watch whatever TV show she wanted to and not have to worry and wander the house checking up on Henry and placating Hank and making sure he hadn’t started a fire or gone outside without telling her or fallen down the stairs or….

			She’d have enough time to sit and think about what she’d just done.

			“Mmm-mmm! Can’t wait.” His smile softened. “It’s going to be okay, Miss Nora, it really will. I know this is going to sound impossible, but try not to worry. I’ll talk to Henry myself and explain things and I’m sure he’ll understand this is all for the best.”

			Nora looked out through the entrance doors to the bright summer day and nodded. “Thank you.”

			“You are more than welcome, Miss Nora. Get some rest.”

			“I will,” Nora promised, “and then I’ll get to baking.”

			Dr. Cross pressed both hands to the front of his lab coat, just above his heart, and rolled his eyes. Nora smiled as she walked out into the bright summer sunshine and kept smiling until she heard the automatic door whoosh shut behind her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Timmy

			(1956)

			HONK-HONK!

			“Honk!” Timmy answered, then fell back into one of the sofa pillows he’d put on the floor. “Honk! Honk! Honk!”

			HONK! HONK! SSSSSSSSSSSSSS!

			Timmy lifted his head just in time to watch Clarabell the Clown squirt Buffalo Bob with seltzer and laughed so hard he almost couldn’t breathe. He’d caught what Grandpa Jake called a ‘bad case-a the chuckles’ and couldn’t stop…

			…until he heard his second favorite song in the whole world.

			It made him so happy he just had to sing along.

			So he did.

			“Clarabell! Clarabell! CLARABELL!”

			“Timothy Patrick O’Neal!”

			Even though Buffalo Bob was saying something and Clarabell was honking his answer, Timmy quickly put the pillow back on the sofa where it belonged, then jumped up to join it and sat like a human being: hands in his lap, back straight, and sneakers nowhere near the coffee table. He might only have been five (and a half), but he knew what the rules were and how they were supposed to be followed.

			When he remembered.

			Always say please and thank you.

			Eat everything on your plate because there are starving children in China.

			No elbows on the table.

			No running or yelling in the house.

			No sitting too close to the TV.

			And especially no noise in the morning if Mommy and Daddy had gone out the night before.

			Like they did last night.

			“Timothy. Did you hear me calling you, young man?” his mother asked.

			He sat straighter. “Yes, Mama?”

			Timmy could hear – and feel – the heavy thump-swish, thump-swish of her slippers as she walked out of the kitchen. Mama was mad.

			When she finally reached the living room and turned off the TV, he could tell she wasn’t feeling good either. She was still wearing her robe and PJs and her eyes were all red and funny-looking.

			But he didn’t laugh.

			“Timothy Patrick, what have we told you about—?”

			“You gotta cold, mama? You look like you gotta cold.”

			For a minute his mama’s face stayed angry, then it changed and she smiled. “What am I going to do with you?”

			Timmy shrugged because he didn’t know.

			His mama sighed. “What have we told you about yelling in the house?”

			“But I wasn’t yelling, I was singing.”

			Timmy didn’t know why, but that made his mama smile even more.

			“Yes, but you were singing very loudly and your mommy and daddy were up very late last night and…we have headaches.”

			“Sarr-reee.”

			His mama walked over to the sofa and sat down next to him, pulling him into a big hug. Timmy buried his face into her side and took a deep breath. Her robe smelled like sunshine and soap and flowers and her, all good things.

			“I know you’re sorry and you’re a good boy. I just forget how little you are sometimes.”

			Timmy lifted his head and felt his lower lip pooch out. “I’m not little. I’m five and a half. I’m gonna be six in this many days.”

			He held up five fingers.

			“Yes, I’m sorry,” his mama said and put down one of his fingers, “you’re not little. You’re a big boy, a very big boy…and I have something to tell you.”

			“Okay.”

			His mama lifted him onto her lap. And even though Timmy was a big boy and would be six in four more days, he liked being there. Liked the smell and warm and safe of her.

			“You know how your daddy and I went out last night and Grandpa Jake stayed with you?”

			“Uh-huh. We watched Rin Tin Tin and ’Ventures of Jim Bowie!”

			“Now, the reason your daddy and I went out last night is because we were celebrating. You see, there’s going to be a little stranger in the house soon.”

			“Strangers are bad,” Timmy reminded her. “Don’t talk to strangers.”

			She laughed and her belly went up and down. Timmy liked that.

			“No, not like that. This is a good stranger.” Then she stopped laughing and brushed a hand through his hair. “You’re going to be a big brother. Do you know what a big brother is?”

			Timmy thought about it. His bestest friend Danny had a BIG BROTHER, and so did his second bestest friend Ronny. And BIG BROTHERS were COOL. They got to ride their bikes in the street, and wear denim jeans and drink soda right out of the bottle and got to stay up late and all sorts of COOL stuff.

			Timmy nodded. “Uh-huh.”

			“Well, that’s what you’re going to be. You’re going to be a big brother because Mommy’s going to have a baby. Do you understand?”

			Mama was going to have a baby and he’d already been a baby. He knew that because he’d seen the pictures Mama kept in a big white photo album.

			“Uh-huh.”

			But then he got worried. Timmy turned around to look out the living room door to the hallway – there wasn’t any room for a baby. His mama and daddy had a room and he had a room and his Grandpa Jake slept in the ’verted garage.

			“Where’s he gonna sleep?”

			His mama put a finger under his chin and turned his face back toward her.

			“Well, we won’t have to worry about that for another – ” his mama put up six fingers, “ – this many months. And it might not be a ‘he’…you might have a little sister.”

			Timmy frowned. “Don’t you know?”

			“No, honey, I don’t, we have to wait until the baby’s born. And we were thinking, your daddy and I, that when it was born, it would be really nice if the new baby could sleep in your room.”

			And Timmy suddenly remembered something else that BIG BROTHERS had. Something that was even COOLER than riding bikes in the street or drinking soda out of the bottle.

			“Bunk beds?”

			His mama blinked her eyes and smiled. “Maybe when the baby’s a bit older.”

			“Cool!”

			His mama started to laugh, then must have remembered about her headache because she stopped and squeezed her eyes shut tight.

			“You okay, Mama?”

			“Yes,” she said, very softly, “I will be.” Then she opened her eyes. “You’re a good boy.”

			“And a big brother.”

			“Yes, you’ll be the big brother and protect the baby and help keep it safe.” His mama pushed him away a little. “You don’t mind about the new baby, do you?”

			“No. What’s the baby’s name?”

			His mama cleared her throat. “Well, it doesn’t really have a name yet, but your daddy and I were thinking Linda for a girl—”

			Timmy wrinkled his nose.

			“Um…and maybe Michael…or Peter for a boy?” His mama cleared her throat. “What name do you like?”

			Timmy thought about it. “Clarabell Howdy O’Neal.”

			His mama hiccupped. “O…kay, but what if the baby’s a girl?”

			Timmy didn’t have to think about that at all. “Summerfall Winterspring O’Neal.”

			“I’ll talk to your daddy about it. You go play now.”

			“’Kay! ’Bye.”

			His mama swatted him lightly on the rump as he darted for the back door. “No running in the house!”

			“’Kay,” he shouted but didn’t slow down. He was too excited and only a little bit sad that his mama had turned off the TV before all the kids in the Peanut Gallery got to sing his favoritest song in the whole world.

			But that was kind of okay because he was going to be a BIG BROTHER. And BIG BROTHERS could sing anytime they wanted to.

			Timmy started singing before he reached his bike and was still singing when he coasted down the driveway and into the street. He was a BIG BROTHER and BIG BROTHERS got to ride their bikes in the street.

			“It’s Howdy Doody Time. It’s Howdy Doody Time.”

			He couldn’t wait to tell all his friends.

			Timmy didn’t see the car until it crumpled the front of his bike.

			The driver never saw Timmy at all.

			TIMOTHY PATRICK O’NEAL

			June 10, 1950 – June 6, 1956

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Sara

			“What do you think you’re doing?”

			Caught.

			Looking up, Sara opened her eyes wide and tried her best ‘who me?’ smile. It didn’t work. Danny just stood there in the doorway, coffee mug in hand, and glared down at her.

			With what she hoped would sound like a long-suffering sigh, Sara dropped the sponge into the bucket of warm soapy water and sat back, pulling off the rubber gloves as discreetly as a sweating seven-months-one-week pregnant woman in shorts and a faded 2XL L.A. Rams tee-shirt could.

			“I’m not doing anything,” she said and hoped he’d believe her words instead of his own eyes. But after five years together she knew better.

			Danny set the mug down on the top of the counter, which Sara had so diligently scrubbed, hard enough to make her jump.

			“Hey! Careful with the crockery. That’s a K-Mart special, you know.”

			Danny leaned down and grabbed the gloves out of her hand before he picked up the bucket and poured it into the sink behind her.

			“Why should I be careful?” Walking around her, he squatted and slipped his hands under her arms, taking most of her now-considerable weight as she struggled to get her bare feet under her. “When it’s obvious I’m the only one around here who is.”

			“You…aren’t the…only one. Wait!”

			Sara felt Danny’s body go rigid, his fingers digging into her skin, and knew he was probably thinking of the time during her second trimester when she’d stood up too quickly and passed out. She woke up a few hours later in the hospital with Danny and her OB/GYN staring down at her like anxious vultures. The baby was fine, Dr. Palmer had told her, but she was suffering from hypertension…which was nothing to worry about IF she took it easy. She’d crossed her heart and promised she would…and she had…more or less. There were just so many things that needed to get done.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked. The panic in his voice almost scared her.

			“Nothing.” Reaching behind her to give his leg a reassuring pat, Sara braced her feet against the floor and pushed. “I just didn’t…have any…leverage. There….”

			It took three deep breaths before the miniature fireworks display in front of her eyes stopped and another before she felt steady enough to slap his hands away and turn around.

			“See, I’m fine. It just takes longer for pregnant elephants to get up.”

			Danny glared down at her. That was the problem with marrying a man seven inches taller than her own five feet five inches, you were always looked…or glared…down at.

			Even so she still hoped the baby – William Dennis or Emily Melinda or A-Couple-Others-Still-Under-Consideration – would get some of that height along with his blue-green eyes to go with her strawberry-blond hair.

			Sara offered him a cute little pout. He shook his head, not buying it.

			“The only time a pregnant elephant has a problem is when she doesn’t listen when her doctors tell her to take it easy.”

			“I was taking it easy. I was sitting down.”

			“Halfway under the kitchen sink? What were you doing under there anyway?”

			“Washing the pipes.”

			“The pi— Why?”

			“It’s called ‘nesting’. And it’s very popular among pregnant elephants.”

			For a minute he seemed at a loss for words and she almost applauded. After the hospital scare Danny never seemed to stop talking about what could happen to her or to the baby if she DIDN’T REST. “Take it easy, take it easy,” had become his daily mantra.

			So it was kind of nice to hear nothing.

			“Look,” she said, breaking the silence, “I know what can go wrong and I am tak—” The room shifted and she had to grab the front of his tee-shirt to keep her balance. “Whoa.”

			Danny’s face went white. “What?”

			“I…don’t…hmm.”

			Sara shook her head and listened to what sounded like waves pounding against the inside of her ears. It was like hearing the ocean in a shell – distant, but peaceful. What wasn’t peaceful was the way Danny’s face swam past her in the opposite direction from the way the kitchen was leaning. The ocean inside her head was getting choppy. And hot. God, it was hot!

			“The air-conditioning go off?” she asked and watched his mouth move as he pitched and rolled in front of her.

			She couldn’t hear him over the wave sounds, but that was probably just as well, because she really didn’t feel like listening right now. Sweat erupted from her forehead, sliding down her face just as her legs began to melt.

			Then he grabbed her and instantly the air cooled and the waves inside her head began to ebb.

			“SARA!” Danny’s face was red and he was yelling. “WHAT IS IT? TALK TO ME?”

			“Phew!” Sara backed away to wave a hand through the air between them. “You had onions for lunch again, didn’t you?”

			“What?”

			“Onions. You know I can’t handle the smell of raw onions now. Cooked is okay, but raw really makes me want to hurl.”

			“Onions?” He leaned back against the sink but didn’t let go of her arms. “What the hell are you talking about? Are you okay? You looked like you were about to pass out.”

			“You know the old saying – ‘The more pregnant the woman, the more stuff makes her sick.’”

			He let her go then crossed his arms across the CSULB logo on the front of his tee-shirt. “I never heard of that particular old saying.”

			“Then you don’t watch enough TV.”

			Danny looked over the top of her head and sighed. The raw onion smell really was terrible. Since the scare it seemed as though his skin had grown thinner while hers thickened…but maybe that was normal. Daddies-to-be could afford to get all emotional while mamas-to-be couldn’t. A whole new generation depended on ‘Mom’ to keep everything together.

			Sara pulled his arms apart and waddled into them, snuggling her face against his chest to prevent any of the lingering onion scent from pushing her out to sea again.

			“I’m sorry. I’m just being a fat bitch. Forgive me?”

			She felt his arms tighten around her.

			“You’re not fat,” he said and stopped.

			She punched his arm.

			“Hey! I said you weren’t fat.”

			“But you didn’t say anything about me not being a bitch.”

			He ignored the trap. “What really happened?”

			“Nothing, I just got up too fast. Really…and the onions. It wasn’t like the other time – honest. I’m fine.” Pause. “You believe me, don’t you?”

			When he didn’t answer, Sara pushed him away with an exasperated sigh and lumbered over to the breakfast nook to sit down in one of the whitewashed, ladder-back chairs. It had been comfortable when they first bought the set, but now her girth had exceeded the manufacturer’s specifications.

			And there were still almost two months to go.

			Blowing damp bangs off her forehead, she looked down at her belly.

			“I am fat.”

			“You’re pregnant,” Danny corrected, his back to her as he rinsed out the pail. “And it’d be great if you’d realize that every now and then.”

			Sara looked down at the anatomical equivalent of a beach ball. “Believe me, I realize it.”

			“Really? Look, the doctor told you to rest and take—”

			“It easy,” Sara finished. “I know and I am. It’s just that, sometimes, I get this…urge.”

			“To crawl under the sink and wash the pipes.”

			“And get rid of stuff like bleach and cleanser and…furniture polish – the old kind in the bottle your mom gave us that we never use, not the spray kind.” She watched the back of Danny’s head swivel from side to side. “What if the baby got under there and got sick?”

			“I think we have a few months to worry about that before she’s able to get into anything.”

			She.

			Sara smiled. Except for Danny, all the other fathers-to-be in their Lamaze class used the masculine pronoun when referring to their bulge-about-to-be-baby. Danny wanted a daughter – little Emily or….

			“How do you like Roselyn and Hudson?”

			“Who are they?”

			“No, I mean names for the baby.”

			“You’re kidding, right? Besides, I thought we finally decided on Emily Melinda or Victoria Regina.”

			“Or Daniel William, Junior – D.J. for short – or Gerard Butler.”

			He looked at her over his shoulder. “I am not naming my kid after an actor.”

			“No, but you’re okay with naming a kid after a prissy ultra-conservative queen. Guess that’s what I get for marrying a high school history teacher.”

			“Yes, it is, oh, graphic arts designer.” He sighed. “Okay. Fine. Add the names to the list. Now, everything’s washed and…I guess the pipes are clean, so can we talk about taking it easy, now?”

			“Good idea, why don’t you? You do look kind of tired.”

			“Sa-RA.”

			“Dan-NEE.”

			He closed his eyes and Sara knew he was silently counting down from ten to one. He’d been doing a lot of counting since her earlier impromptu visit to the ER and she loved him for it. He’d make as good a father as he was a husband.

			“Okay,” she said, “I’m sorry.” Danny opened his eyes and looked at her. “And I promise I’ll try…no, I will take it easy until Emily or Vicki or…whoever shows up. But all bets are off after that. Got it?”

			Danny nodded, wiping his hands on a dishtowel as he walked toward her. “Yes, ma’am, anything you want, ma’am. But for now….”

			Sara crossed both her heart and the top half of her mountainous belly. “Rest. And I will. Right after we get back from Buy Buy Baby.”

			He stopped wiping. “But we were just there.”

			“They called yesterday and said the car seat we ordered came in. Remember?”

			“Oh, right. But we don’t have to get it right now, do we?”

			“Yes, we do. We can’t bring the baby home from the hospital without a car seat.”

			Danny tossed the dishtowel onto the table and squatted at her feet. Sara envied him his ability to do that without turning red and huffing like a broken airbrush.

			“We still have a couple months.”

			“So? Look, I need to have everything done and perfect before I really have to take it easy. Please, Danny, everything has to be perfect before—”

			And then the baby – little Emily or Vicki or D.J. or Gerard or whoever – added her or his two cents’ worth.

			“Ow!”

			Danny’s back straightened and his head came up, giving a great imitation of a meerkat on alert. “What is it?”

			“Just the newest member of the Cortland family doing a pirouette on my kidneys. Which reminds me.” She held out her hands, wiggling her fingers. “Help me up and I’ll hit the head before we go.”

			Danny stood and only mumbled a little to himself as he took her hands. “I can go myself, you know. All I have to do is pick up the car seat and come home. Shouldn’t take more than thirty minutes, tops.”

			Sara squeezed his hands and smiled. “I want to pick up a couple more receiving blankets and maybe some onesies and stuff.”

			“You should rest.”

			“I’ll rest when we get home. Promise. Now, pull.”

			Danny’s sigh scented the air with onions again, but Sara held her breath as she tightened the muscles in her legs and leaned forward, preparing to push off. And maybe she shouldn’t have because suddenly the bright Saturday morning light was obscured by thousands of swirling dots – red to green, yellow to purple, blue to orange – that flashed and flared and exploded in front of her eyes.

			“Okay,” he said and his voice sounded so far away, so far above her, “but this time I’m holding you to that promise.”

			She blinked and the last thing she saw was his face.

			He was smiling.

			“Danny? I don’t feel so—”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Elisabeth

			(1914)

			“Why are you hovering at the threshold, Elisabeth? Either come in or leave.”

			Since leaving was not an option, she entered the parlor and tried not to tremble when the dog lifted its massive gargoyle head and growled.

			“Julius, hush now,” her mother reproached with more kindness than Elisabeth herself had ever received, “you know how you frighten her. Now then, Elisabeth, I understand that you feel obliged to go out this evening, is that correct?”

			“Yes, Mother.”

			“I see no reason for that, Elisabeth. You’ve already been out twice this week. Surely your…friend will understand your cancellation.”

			Elisabeth tugged at the vertical plane of her shirtwaist, following the ribs of the corset beneath, as if straightening a flaw in the material.

			“Stop that fidgeting at once. How do you ever hope to attract a husband?”

			As if that was still a possibility.

			She was thirty-nine, as her mother kept reminding her, well past the time when any man might be interested in making her acquaintance, and decidedly plain…another flaw her mother was fond of reaffirming. Whereas her mother had been a noted beauty of her time, petite, wasp-waisted, with golden hair and sapphire eyes, Elisabeth had taken after her father: sturdy and tall with a ruddy complexion, mouse-colored hair and mud-green eyes that weren’t shortsighted enough to avoid the many mirrors that were prominently displayed about the house.

			“How many times must I remind you that men do not like women who cannot keep still?”

			Elisabeth clasped her hands together.

			“Now, take one of my blue note cards and send your friend your regrets.”

			“No.”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			Elisabeth lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry, Mother, but I must keep my appointment.”

			The mantle clock ticked off several seconds.

			“What do you mean, you must?”

			Elisabeth kept her chin lowered as she looked up. “You taught me it is simply good manners to keep one’s appointments. Frances is undoubtedly already waiting for me. To send a note now would do her a great disservice. She may have had other plans that she canceled for my benefit.”

			Elisabeth watched her mother sit back against the burgundy moiré fabric of the parlor chair and lift the embroidery hoop from her lap. “I suppose I must allow it if only for form’s sake, but I must tell you I do not approve of your friend. She is overly headstrong and no doubt would descend upon us if you didn’t keep your appointment. Does this appointment have anything to do with her forthcoming escapade?”

			A wave of heat inched its way along the high collar of Elisabeth’s starched blouse. The escapade, as her mother phrased it, was a two-week summer session of ladies’ courses at Oberlin College in Ohio – which Frances would be attending unescorted and unchaperoned.

			It had been the subject of much discussion by her mother’s social acquaintances.

			“No, Mother. We are simply going to the library. She wishes to show me a series of history books.”

			The embroidery hoop quivered slightly. “Books I advise you never to bring into this house.”

			“No, Mother.” Elisabeth turned and walked to the wrought-iron coat stand next to the front door. She had just finished removing the hatpin from her unadorned straw boater when she heard a cough and returned to the parlor. “Yes, Mother?”

			“As long as you’re going out – ” her mother paused to assure Elisabeth’s full attention, “ – I wonder if you wouldn’t mind stopping in at the pharmacist.”

			“Are you not feeling well, Mother?”

			Lowering the hoop, her mother lifted one hand daintily to the starched lace of her bodice and took a ragged breath.

			“It’s just a small pain, here.” Her mother tapped the lace. “But I’m sure it’s nothing for you to be concerned with. It will pass, in time…it always does.”

			“What do you need from the pharmacist, Mother?”

			A small smile played upon her mother’s lips. “Oil of peppermint and tell them to put it on my account.”

			Elisabeth nodded as she placed the hat squarely on her head and secured it with the pin. “Of course, Mother. I won’t be long.”

			“See to it that you aren’t.”

			Her mother coughed once more as Elisabeth left the house.

			After the dark, cloying chill of her mother’s parlor the June heat was almost staggering, and the day was so bright Elisabeth raised one hand to the brim of her hat in hopes of extending its limited shade.

			Just the minimal exertion of stepping from the front stoop to the stairs immediately made her regret her choice of not bringing a parasol.

			Elisabeth almost fled back to the indifference and cold when she heard her name called.

			“Bessie! Finally!”

			Dressed all in white from hat to hem, Frances stood just beyond the property’s wrought-iron gate. It was, Elisabeth thought, a most appropriate color for so warm a day, but the appropriateness ended when her friend pushed open the gate to reveal both the shortness of her skirt, which showed a glimpse of leg above her high-top boots, and the object trailing from her hand. Elisabeth backed away.

			“Frances…no.”

			“Bessie, yes,” her friend said as she snapped open the patriotically colored sash and strung it crosswise over herself from right shoulder to left hip.

			VOTES FOR WOMEN

			Elisabeth pressed one hand against the rigid corset beneath her shirtwaist and looked back toward the carved front door. If her mother happened to look out from one of the narrow side windows that braced that door….

			Elisabeth hurried across the walk and stepped through the gate, slamming it shut behind her. Arm in arm, Elisabeth kept her head down and face averted to the cobblestones as her friend led her through the streets.

			When they finally stopped Elisabeth lifted her face only to step back in horror when Frances produced another sash identical to her own and held it out.

			“Oh for heaven’s sake, Bessie,” her friend laughed, “it’s not a snake, it won’t bite you.”

			“But it could very well bite you.”

			“Never!” Frances said, “but I warrant it will bite many others before it’s laid to rest. Put it on!”

			Elisabeth shook her head.

			“Oh, very well then.” Frances slipped it back into the pocket of her skirt. “There, the snake’s put away. Come on, we’re going to be late.”

			“But you can’t possibly think of going to the library wearing…that, can you? They’ll bar us at the door.”

			Frances lifted her dimpled chin. “I would like to see them try, but the library will have to wait. We’re not going to look at history in books, Bessie, we’re going to watch it unfold.” Her hand clamped around Elisabeth’s wrist like a vise. “We’re going to be part of it!”

			Without giving Elisabeth a moment to think, Frances tightened her grip and pulled her in a the opposite direction to the library. Taken by surprise, it was all Elisabeth could do to keep pace.

			They hurried thus for two more blocks before Frances turned onto the broad thoroughfare that led to City Hall. A dozen steps more and Elisabeth stopped, shocked by the spectacle before them.

			“Oh, Bessie,” Frances gushed, loosening her grip on Elisabeth’s arm. “It’s just as I said – history in the making. Look…do you see?”

			Elisabeth could most definitely see, and what she saw made her tremble.

			A ceremony had been planned for that evening at the City Hall to commemorate a statue honoring those men from the area who had helped work on the soon-to-be-opened Panama Canal, but it was almost impossible to see the patriotic bunting and flags that draped the building’s marble façade due to the size of the crowd gathered before it.

			“…tramping out the vintage where the grapes of…”

			Given the number of angry red-faced men who shouted and cursed and belittled, it should have been impossible to hear the choir of raised voices from the women who stood and sang, side by side, along the iron fence that encircled the edifice. It should have been impossible to hear the hymn, but Elisabeth did and the sound only accentuated the horror unfolding before her.

			A small contingency of uniformed police officers stood on the steps of City Hall, safe behind the closed gates, batons in hand, but silent and passive.

			Watching while the women sang.

			Some of the women were dressed in white like Frances, others more suitably attired, but each wore the same incriminating sash that marked them, and her friend, as a Suffragette. A number of women held standards demanding the Right to Vote, others American flags, but each stood tall, heads high, and sang, ignoring the shouts and threats and anger until the first blows fell.

			Then the song stopped and their voices rose in screams.

			While the police officers watched and maintained their silent vigil.

			Elisabeth stumbled back a step, hands pressed against her lips as she watched crimson flowers bloom on starched white clothing.

			“NO!”

			She turned as a patch of white brushed against her and fluttered away. By the time Elisabeth realized what it was her friend was already halfway across the street and well into the melee, pummeling both tiny fists against the back of a gentleman in a well-cut business suit until he turned and struck her down.

			“Frances!”

			Elisabeth’s only thought as she rushed forward was to get her friend to safety, but when she touched the gentleman’s arm – “Please,” she shouted only to be heard. “Please!” – a snarl disfigured what might have been a genteel or even refined face.

			He struck so quickly that Elisabeth neither felt the pain of the walking stick splitting her skull nor the heat from the cobbled roadway when her body collapsed like a rag doll. It had all happened so quickly she hadn’t even time to….

			ELISABETH REGINA WYMAN

			November 22, 1874 – June 4, 1914

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Jamie

			Ryan held the wineglass against his lips and watched Jamie play with the baby, goo-gooing and ga-gaing while the baby’s parents – Jiro and Oren – puffed out their chests and recorded each moment on one or the other’s cell phone. It was all so fucking sweet Ryan wanted to vomit.

			Sachiko-Rachel Takahashi-Nachman, for whom the dinner party was being thrown, gurgled and spit up. Jiro moved in for a close-up while Jamie used a cocktail napkin to clean the coagulated formula off her chin. The birth-mother, a friend of a friend of a friend who’d played ‘eenie, meenie, miney, moe’ with two vials of frozen sperm before picking the one she wanted for insemination, had been at the party just long enough to take one picture before handing over the bundle o’ joy and collecting her fee for the nine months’ rent of her womb.

			Ryan lowered the glass and took a long swallow.

			“Just look at that face,” Jamie murmured to the bundle in his arms. “Isn’t she the prettiest little thing you’ve ever seen?”

			Ryan knew it had to be a rhetorical question, because to him the baby looked like a cross between Toshiro Mifune and Winston Churchill, the epicanthic folds clearly showing that Jiro’s juice had been the winner in the baby-making contest.

			The baby spit up again and Ryan felt his own stomach quiver.

			“Oh-oh, your tummy not feeling so good?” Jamie cooed while baby-slime soaked into the weave of his IZOD polo. “Well, don’t you mind, sweet girl, these things happen.”

			“God, Jamie, wipe that off,” Ryan said. “The smell’s never going to come out.”

			Jamie looked up and offered him the benevolent smile of the truly blessed. “It’s okay…it’s baby smell.”

			“No, it’s curdled milk smell.”

			A half dozen faces turned away from the precious little spit-up machine and scowled in his direction.

			“That’s only a part of the baby smell, Ry, and it’s precious. You wanna hold her?”

			Ryan downed the rest of the wine in one gulp.

			“Need a refill first,” he said and headed for the bar. Across the room the goo-gooing resumed.

			He didn’t mind kids, they were fine…in small to medium doses…but he’d never given any thought to becoming a father. His brother had provided enough ankle-biters to carry on the family name so—

			“Looks like you’ll be next.”

			“What?”

			Oren took Ryan’s empty glass and replaced it with a full one, clinking his own against it. “L’chaim!”

			He nodded back. “Likewise.” And took a sip.

			“So when are you and Jamie going to do it?”

			That was a two-meaning question – 1) When are you two going to ‘make it legal’, and 2) start a family? – neither of which Ryan wanted to think about or answer. Not here, not now, not yet.

			So he shrugged and smiled.

			“You two,” Oren laughed, “always thinking about today and not tomorrow.”

			Ryan let the smile drop.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Only that you two aren’t getting any younger.” Oren’s glance shifted from Ryan to the Jamie-and-Child tableau. “He’s so good with her.”

			“Yeah, he’s always been good with kids and puppies…but that doesn’t mean I want to start breeding dogs either.”

			Oren’s pale blue eyes turned back to him. “Babies aren’t dogs, Ry.”

			Ooh, he’d hit a nerve. “No, they require much more care. When a puppy’s one, it’s an adult. Kids take longer. Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound nasty.”

			“That’s okay. Jamie said you’ve been pretty stressed at work. Hope the merger works out.”

			Ryan took another mouthful of the sweet white wine. Jamie had been flapping his lips again. Ryan couldn’t remember how many times he’d told him not to do it – but it never helped. Jamie was a talker, a giver, a ‘let’s get everything out in the open’-er.

			“Yeah,” Ryan said. “Fingers crossed.”

			“Well, that still doesn’t mean you should put your life on hold. Babies are the future, Ry, the only real piece of immortality we get on this crazy ol’ planet.”

			“For Jiro maybe.”

			Oren’s smile widened. “We’re already talking about a second one…this time with only one donor. Me. How old are you guys again? Twenty-seven and thirty-nine, right?”

			As if he didn’t know. “Right. I’m the senior spokesman.”

			“Well, that’s still not too old.” Oren leaned in slightly. “Just don’t wait too long – tick, tick, tick. Excuses…gotta go get my baby before Jamie decides to take her home.” He took three steps and turned, winking. “Remember – tick, tick, tick.”

			“Tock.”

			Hah. Hah. Hah.

			He still had a hard time realizing that he’d be forty in two months. How in God’s name did that happen?

			Ryan stayed by the bar just long enough to see Jamie’s reluctance as he handed the baby to Oren – after a few moments of comedic ‘no you can’t have her, she’s mine’ routine – before walking out the French doors and into a little piece of rural Japan tucked into a modest, middle-class Los Angeles suburb. Live bamboo masked both the chain-link fence that surrounded the property and the neighboring houses, and clustered around the small gazebo-like ‘teahouse’ at the back of the garden.

			Ryan lifted the glass to his lips.

			“How many is that?”

			Ryan turned to find Jamie frowning at him.

			“How many swallows? Maybe five. Sips…I lost count. Glasses?” He had to stop and think about that. “Two. No, three.”

			“You’re drunk.”

			“On three glasses of very cheap, very sweet wine? No, honey, I’m far from drunk, although that sounds like an excellent suggestion.”

			“You had a couple beers before we left home.”

			“Lite beers,” Ryan reminded him.

			“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”

			“Not even close, besides I called ‘Designated Drunk’, remember? See, I’m fine. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

			Ryan started to sidestep his partner of five-going-on-six years only to have it countered. Which was laughable. Jamie might be younger, possibly even stronger if put to the test and decidedly in much better condition – jogging Nazi that he was – but he was also a good deal shorter than Ryan’s own six feet two inches frame.

			He did, however, manage to grab the glass out of Ryan’s hand. “You don’t need any more.”

			“Need has nothing to do with it, sweetheart. I’m beginning to enjoy the flavor of fortified grape juice.” He tried to snatch it back only to knock it out of Jamie’s hand. The glass shattered against the edge of the patio.

			“Jesus, Ry….”

			“It’s their fault for not using plastic.”

			“I’ll go get a broom.” Jamie started to turn toward the house, then stopped. “Why did you tell Oren we didn’t want children?”

			“What? I didn’t say anything about—”

			“Oren said you’re very hostile to the idea of children.”

			“I didn’t…I’m not. Oh, Jesus, you know how he gets sometimes.”

			Fortunately, they did. Jamie nodded and slid both hands into the back pockets of his jeans.

			“Sorry. It’s just that…I don’t know. She is just so freakin’ cute, isn’t she?”

			“Yeah, I guess so.”

			“So, you do want kids?”

			Oh, God. Ryan looked down at the shattered wineglass and sighed. This was not the time for that conversation. They weren’t home, they weren’t alone, and he was nowhere near drunk enough.

			“Ry?”

			He looked up. “I told you not to talk about me.”

			“What?”

			“Oren said you told him about the merger. Jamie, I told you not to say anything.”

			“I just mentioned….” He reached out but Ryan slapped his hand away. “Jesus, you are drunk.”

			“No, believe me, I’m not.”

			“Then why are you acting like this?”

			Ryan looked over Jamie’s shoulder to the small clutch of partygoers who’d joined them on the patio, trying ever so hard to appear as if they weren’t actively eavesdropping.

			“I really don’t want to have this conversation right now.”

			Turning, Ryan stepped off the patio and onto the pathway of smooth white stones. He almost made it all the way to the teahouse before Jamie caught up to him.

			“And what conversation would that be? The one where you don’t think you’re drunk? Or the one where you’re paranoid about me talking to our friends? Or how you’re not ready to commit to me or a baby because you’re not sure you’re, quote, totally into this relationship, unquote, because you don’t think you’ve, quote, found yourself yet, unquote?”

			Of all the things Jamie did that got under Ryan’s skin, the two he absolutely hated were Jamie’s liberal use of air quotes and when he turned into the stereotypical flamer: loud, hysterical, red of face and squeaky of voice.

			Jamie knew how he felt, since they’d talked/fought about it enough times, so when Ryan turned his back and walked away it should have ended right there and then.

			It didn’t, of course, but it should have.

			This time Ryan only got a couple of feet away before Jamie descended upon him like an avenging god, and the two other couples who were already in the teahouse went on alert. Fight, fight!

			“Don’t you dare walk away from me, Ryan!” Jamie yelled. “This time you’re going to stand here and talk to me!”

			The four men in the teahouse grabbed their drinks and hightailed it back to the house.

			“Did you hear me?”

			Ryan took a deep breath. “Dogs three blocks away can hear you, Jamie. You want to lower the volume control from hysterical to frantic?”

			“You bastard.”

			Ryan smiled, knowing Jamie could see it. “Never claimed to be anything else, if you remember.”

			“You always have to make a joke about everything, don’t you?”

			He shrugged. “That’s what we bastards do. Now, come on, let’s calm down and go inside. I really could use another dr—”

			“No!” The volume was back up to hysterical bordering on screeching. “Not until we finish this.”

			Ryan noticed that the patio was full to capacity.

			“Do you really want to finish this here, like this? With everyone watching?”

			Jamie looked back over his shoulder and the crowd quickly dispersed. Ryan was impressed.

			“Wish I could do that.”

			“Make people disappear?” Jamie asked without turning around. “I thought you were the expert on that already.”

			Ryan felt a solid hit to his Past-Relationships-That-Had-Failed region.

			“Good one.”

			“No, no it wasn’t.” Ryan caught a quick sparkle of tears on his partner’s cheeks as Jamie finally turned around. “I’m done.”

			Thank God. “Good. Let’s grab our stuff and say our goodbyes and—”

			“No, I mean I can’t do this anymore, Ryan. I’m done. Goodbye.”

			Jamie turned and walked away.

			“Jesus. Come on, Jamie, stop acting like a broken blossom.”

			Jamie held up one finger and kept walking.

			“Hey! Did you forget we took my car?”

			The shadow-form kept walking and never looked back.

			Typical Jamie modus operandi – play the martyr so Ryan had to be the one to apologize and then promise everything would be okay, just like he always did.

			“Come on, Jamie!”

			Ryan took a deep breath and that turned out to be a big mistake. It let his brain realize what his partner had already known: he really was drunk and needed to go home.

			Now.

			Right this minute.

			One foot in front of the other, repeat as necessary.

			And it worked all the way down the path – which he’d only managed to miss twice – and across the patio, but stepping up into the house he stumbled into one of the French doors.

			“Oops.”

			Faces turned toward him and all conversation stopped. Even the baby, secure in her Daddy Jiro’s arms, seemed concerned. Jamie’s was the only face missing.

			Oren took a step toward him, but Ryan shook his head.

			“I’m fine. Oh…I dropped a wineglass out there. On the patio thing…edge. Sorry.”

			“That’s okay, no problem.” Oren was still moving toward him, his voice soft and reassuring. “Hey, we just put on some coffee – how ’bout a cup?”

			Ryan shook his head, which was another mistake, but to cover it, he focused on pulling the car keys from his pocket. “Naw, s’kay. Gotta get home, stuff to do. Great party. Cute kid. Thanks anyway, I’m fine.”

			“Give me the keys, Ryan.”

			Jamie made his way through the crowd. He looked like he’d aged ten years. His face was pale and haggard, his gray eyes rimmed in red.

			“I’m fine,” Ryan repeated.

			“No, you’re not.” Jamie’s voice was flat and calm. Would wonders never cease? “You’re drunk. Just give me the keys.”

			Ryan took another step.

			“I said I was fine.”

			Jamie held out his hand. “Give me the damn keys and stop acting like an idiot.”

			Ryan slapped the hand away.

			“You’re not here,” he said, “you’re quote, done, unquote…remember?”

			Jamie made a grab for the car keys, acting like he was suddenly the mature one in the relationship, so Ryan pushed him away, just a little give-me-some-room shove. But it must have been harder than he thought because Jamie went down like a statue knocked off its pedestal.

			And broke.

			They all heard it, the wet celery snap when Jamie hit the floor and lay there like a crumpled doll, his head turned at an impossible angle.

			The room was suddenly filled with words “—okay?—” “— 9-1-1—”

			“—breathing—” “—ambulance—” “—dead?—” “—accident—” “—neck—” “—broken.—” “—hurry—” that floated around Ryan but didn’t make sense…

			…until Jamie moaned.

			“Don’t move him; the ambulance is on the way.”

			“Jamie?” Ryan took a step closer. “Open your eyes, Jamie.”

			Jamie moaned again but didn’t open his eyes.

			God, what did I do? “Jamie? JAMIE!”

			Someone grabbed Ryan’s arm and led him to a chair, sat him down and stayed next to him. It was going to be okay, the someone told him, Jamie was alive and the ambulance was on its way.

			Somewhere in the distance the baby started crying.
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