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Chapter One

Sarah Davis perched on the rim of the tub, gripping
a small plastic square, the fourth this week. Two little lines
weren’t much to ask for. Outside, the wind blustered, rattling
branches against the bathroom window

Her foot rapidly tapped the linoleum, and she fought
to keep her breathing regular, as though a frantic exchange of air
would jinx her. She glanced at the clock--two more minutes—she
shivered as frigid air seeped in around the panes, especially the
one Evan had broken. The replacement had left a narrow gap, but she
hadn’t really expected winter to find it.

One minute. She chewed her bottom lip, trying not to
peek, and gazed everywhere else, thinking maybe looking ahead of
time would ruin things, too.

Evan rapped on the door. “Sarah? Are you in
there?”

She jumped and dropped the watch. “Yeah. I’ll be out
in a minute.” She bent and fumbled for the leather band with
nerveless fingers. The doorknob turned from side to side as Evan
tried to open it.

“When did you start locking the
door?” he snapped.

“I said I’ll be right out.” Five
seconds.

“Why is the door locked?” he asked,
his hand still slowly turning the knob, as if speed and persistence
had anything to do with being able to open the door.

“I’m not feeling well,” she called,
carefully picking up the test. She cringed at the feeble excuse,
though her stomach did feel a little loopy.

The doorknob stilled, and Sarah focused on the
results. At first, she clutched the plastic in her hand but slowly
released her grip to see if her future held a child.

“Are you all right?” Evan leaned
close to the door.

“I’m fine.” She studied the test and
found not only one line but two. Sarah beamed, thinking,
We’re going to have a baby.

“Can I come in?”

“Sure.” Sarah unlocked the door
despite her clumsy fingers. Evan, dressed in a black turtleneck and
jeans, frowned, reaching for her arm. His thin, John Lennon glasses
slid forward, and she resisted the urge to push them back. She half
hid the hand clutching her pregnancy test, wishing he hadn’t
interrupted; she’d wanted to tell him some other way, not like
this.

He nodded toward her fisted hand. “What is that?”
Reaching out, he grabbed her hand, his fingers gently drawing hers
open. He took the square, his expression darkening, and he gritted
his teeth, eyebrows furrowed.

“I…wanted to surprise you,” she
offered, her voice dying at the end. Although she might have called
his expression surprised, it didn’t suggest anything positive. The
pensive frown wrinkled his forehead, and he clenched his jaw,
barely restraining frustration.

“I thought we talked about this. We
agreed not to do this.” He handed the test back to her.

Sarah brushed past him into their bedroom. “No, you
talked about this.” She pointed to the bathroom window. “There’s
cold air coming in around the window. It’s freezing in there.” She
sat on the bed and slowly opened her palm, double-checking the
results as though Evan’s negativity might have changed it. Two
lines.

Sarah Davis was going to have a child. She closed
her fingers protectively.

Evan sat beside her. “Sweetheart, I know you want a
baby more than anything else in this world.” He cupped his hand
beneath hers. “But we both know this is dangerous. We’ve been down
this road.”

Sarah stiffened, bristling from the feel of his
hand. “This time it will be different.”

“I know you’re angry. I know how
important this is. It’s important to me, too, but not as important
as you are.” He pulled her reluctant body to his and rested his
chin atop her head. “I love you, Sarah Davis, and after last time,
I’m scared. You should be, too.” He closed his eyes and held her
tightly. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you.”

“You’re not going to lose me.” She
slowly pulled away and looked at her fingernails, where the sienna
polish had begun to chip. She flaked more away.

“Sarah, look at me.”

Gritting her teeth, she forced her gaze to his face.
“This isn’t about whether I want a baby. It’s about what being
pregnant does to your body. After the last two miscarriages, Dr.
McMeecham told you this was too dangerous. He warned us both that
with each pregnancy you developed pre-eclampsia. He said I could
have lost you, too.”

Sarah snatched her hand away and stood. “I don’t
care!” She marched to the window.

“Well, I do.” He braced his forearms
on his thighs. “But for argument’s sake, let’s just say by some
miracle you get far enough along so the baby can survive, but the
complications kill you. What then? Do I just tell our son or
daughter you loved them, that your death wasn’t anybody’s fault?”
He rested his head in his hands. “You think I’m hard-hearted
because when it comes to having a baby, I’ll never love our son or
daughter like I love you. Maybe you think these crazy chances are
yours to take, but they aren’t, not as long as you love me.” He
felt his whole body stiffen with words he had debated over and
over. He knew once they’d been spoken, he could never take them
back. But for Sarah’s safety he had to speak.

“Maybe we shouldn’t have this baby.”
At once, the landmarks of expression on her face suddenly shifted,
and the person he knew so well became a sullen stranger who angrily
chewed her bottom lip until it bled.

“No,” she argued. “I won’t throw our
son away.”

Evan swallowed hard, frowning as he tried to catch
her gaze but she remained aloof, as though they weren’t even in the
same room. She’d already gone from finding she was pregnant to the
belief she knew the gender already. Next, she would peruse the baby
books for the perfect name for a baby that probably wouldn’t live
sans utero if it even managed to live at all.

He flashed back to the first miscarriage six months
into a pregnancy from hell. Sarah had collapsed, and the baby had
died before they’d even realized something was wrong. Yet even as
the doctor had told him about the lack of a heartbeat in his
daughter, all he could do was pray for his wife. He’d promised God
to stop asking for children if only she would get better. And she
had, except in places where scars had left invisible marks. The
woman who had used to laugh at his jokes and wrestle with him on
Sunday mornings seemed hidden behind a medicated silence long after
the antidepressant prescriptions had run out. She barely spoke, but
the sound of a child laughing or crying would instantly turn her
head as though she expected it to be her own children calling.

He blinked. Sarah stood at the window, her face pale
amid the stale sunlight. Even now, two years after, she looked too
weak to think about another baby. “Sarah, please, at least think
about it. I don’t want to go through that again.”

Sarah stiffened; her shoulders slowly sank, and she
touched her belly before turning. “Does the past really matter,
Evan? We’re going to have a baby.” Her fingers rested lightly on
her thin stomach, and she beamed, unable to do otherwise.

The color drained from Evan’s face
as he watched Sarah’s smile blossom with beauty. It was a brief
flash from the past, and he wanted to hold onto it as though it
could shelter them both against whatever the future might hold. He
forced himself to rise and slowly cross to her side, his hand
reaching for hers. Although the doubts plagued him, he, too, stared
at her flat abdomen and couldn’t help wonder What if she does carry this baby to term? What if I could be a father? Would I be a good
one?

His fingers laced with hers, and he slipped behind
her to cradle her body against his, well aware he’d given up hope
for so long. He wanted a child, yes, but how could he risk losing
Sarah?


Chapter Two

Late-afternoon sunlight poured through the windows
of Dr. McMeecham’s waiting area. Outside, a soft breeze rustled
among leaves of russet and gold, a few of which flitted from the
branches to the yellowing grass below. From where Evan sat, he saw
a cloudless blue sky. October diffused the warmth of the sun, but
Evan knew this dip in temperature was just a precursor to the
coming winter.

Evan wanted to rise and pace the room; Instead, he
rose and moved to the magazine rack, where, frowning, he
scrutinized his choices, searching for distraction. He clenched his
jaw, trying not to remember any of the previous times they’d been
here. Nothing had been okay since the loss of the first child. Not
Sarah. Not himself. For years, they’d tried to have a baby, and
each pregnancy had ended in a miscarriage or a D&C.

Their broken, childless life haunted him, and as
badly as he wanted a son or daughter, he wanted his wife’s
happiness. Unfortunately, he knew Sarah would prize that happiness
above her own health and risk everything for a child.

Having found a travel magazine, he
looked at his wife, arrested by her beauty as sunlight poured
through her long, dark hair, catching the auburn highlights. Her
long, slender fingers clutched the latest issue of
Parents magazine, and her
mouth curved into a generous smile. Although a few small wrinkles
creased the corners of her eyes, he still saw the same woman he’d
promised to share his life with. Time couldn’t change what his eyes
saw or what his heart felt. Some things transcended
change.

“Sarah Davis?” A nurse appeared in
the doorway and scanned the crowd. As Sarah stood and put away the
magazine, the nurse held open the door. Evan, too, stood and
followed his wife, stopping as they reached the second exam room.
Once they entered, Sarah sat on the examination table and folded
her hands in her lap.

“So what makes you think you’re
pregnant?”

“A home test,” Sarah
said.

The nurse wrapped a blood pressure cuff around her
arm and checked her blood pressure. “When did you use that
test?”

“Yesterday.” Sarah watched the gauge
needle rise. “How’s my blood pressure?”

“125 over 75. When was your last
cycle?”

“About six weeks ago.”

Nodding, the nurse opened a cabinet and pulled out a
clear specimen cup. “I need a urine sample. Do you remember where
the restroom is?”

“Yes.” Sarah wrapped her hand around
the cup and stood. As she strolled to the door, Evan watched her
hair flowing down her back. She appeared small and fragile. The
door closed behind her, and the clicking sound reminded him that
even if he could erase this pregnancy, he could not obliterate his
wife’s longing. He feared what this disappointing road of broken
dreams would ultimately do to them both.

The nurse flipped through Sarah’s chart, probably
re-acquainting herself with the history he knew all too well. “I
take it this wasn’t a planned pregnancy,” the nurse said, slowly
peering at him.

“That depends on whom you ask,” he
finally replied, shaking his head.

“What do you mean?” She closed the
file.

“I didn’t plan to try having kids
again, not after….” His voice dwindled before dying, and he looked
at his hands.

“Sarah…chose this?”

He nodded and stared blankly ahead. “You got
it.”

“But the risks?” She grabbed the
file again.

“Sarah doesn’t care.” He raked
through his hair and stood just as the door opened again. Sarah
entered and handed the specimen cup to the nurse.

“I’ll be right back,” she said,
taking the cup. As the door closed, they both eyed the file, and
Evan knew whatever lay in that file would come out.

Unable to handle the silence between them, Evan
pushed his John Lennon glasses higher and paced, trying to drive
away the panic. “You shouldn’t have done this,” he said, his voice
raw with barely restrained emotions.

“I want a baby. Our
baby.”

Evan whirled. “What if it kills you?” he whispered
savagely, staring at her placid expression.

“What if it doesn’t, and I give
birth to a healthy baby?”

At that moment, he cursed Sarah’s ability to always
be positive. She always minimized the bad , but this—this asked too
much of him to simply believe it would all turn out okay.

He opened his mouth, ready to argue, but no words
would come. She walked to him and laid her head against his chest.
His arms reflexively encircled her. “It’s going to be all right
this time.” She slipped her arms around his torso, and God help
him, he wanted to believe in her blind optimism, to remember how
easy things had been once. He’d never loved anyone else, and as
much as she wanted a baby, he wanted her to be alive.

They remained entwined until the nurse opened the
door. Then they hastily withdrew like teenagers caught making out.
Frowning, she scanned their faces and closed the door, her fingers
hiding the pregnancy test.

“Well,” Sarah said, finally breaking
the silence.

“You are pregnant,” the nurse
replied, but her guarded tone portended a warning.

A soft knock preceded the doctor’s entrance, and he
picked up Sarah’s chart, flipped to the end, and shook his head.
“Mrs. Davis, if you remember, I suggested that a pregnancy would be
dangerous.” His glasses perched on his nose, and he peered at her
over the rims.

“I remember,” she finally said. But
instead of looking at the doctor, she nodded to the pregnancy test
in the nurse’s hand. “May I have that?”

The nurse gave it to her and turned to the
doctor.

Dr. McMeecham shook his head. “You don’t understand
the risks. With each pregnancy, you’ve experienced high blood
pressure. You’ve not been able to carry the fetus to term. It’s not
in your best interest to continue this pregnancy.”

“I won’t abort my baby!” Sarah
snapped, her fingers clutching the test tightly as she stepped from
the nurse, glaring.

He folded his arms across his chest and shook his
head. “This could kill both you and the baby.”

“My blood pressure is
fine.”

Evan shoved his hands into his jeans pockets. “Just
like last time. It’s always fine at the beginning.”

She stiffened. “It’s not going to be like that this
time.”

Evan walked toward her. “Sarah, be reasonable. This
is dangerous.” He gently wrapped his fingers around her arm. “I
know you want a baby. We can always adopt.”

“Your husband has a point, Sarah,”
Dr. McMeecham agreed, scanning her chart. Concern etched frown
lines across his forehead. “This pregnancy comes with considerable
risk.”

“I’m aware of that.” She folded her
arms across her stomach. “And I’m not aborting the child.” She shot
them a scathing glance. “Can we just set up the next
appointment?”

The doctor snapped the chart shut. “All right. Since
you’ve made up your mind.” He nodded toward the laptop. “I guess
we’d best schedule a visit for next month.”

Nodding, the nurse tapped the keyboard to consult
her boss’s schedule. “How about November 30 at 3:30?”

Smiling, Sarah replied, “That’s perfect. It sounds
like we have a lot to be thankful for.” She wrapped both arms
around Evan’s and leaned against his shoulder, smiling sweetly at
him.

Swallowing hard, he tried not to think about the
hell he had landed in. He’d known Sarah wanted a baby. He just
hadn’t counted on this. Not knowing what else to do or say, he
turned back to the nurse as she jotted the appointment information
on the business card h she gave to Sarah. He ripped the glasses
from his face and rubbed his eyes, well aware his fatigue had
little to do with sleep deprivation.

As the doctor and nurse exited, he slid the glasses
back on and strode after his wife. Sarah stood by her decision as
if she were the only one it affected. Unable to stomach that, he
walked toward the door.

Sarah caught his hand, forcing him to turn around.
“Are you mad?”

A bitter laugh escaped his lips, and he shrugged.
“Why would I be angry, Sarah? Because you got pregnant without even
talking to me? Or that you’re willing to die to have our baby?
Maybe that you’ve shut me out of all these decisions that affect us
both.”

Taking a step back, Sarah flinched. “I didn’t
think—“

“I know that.” He walked
out.

Trembling, she followed him. He’d already started
the engine, and the radio blared a classic rock song. Even as she
slipped into the Explorer’s passenger seat, Evan stared ahead. Her
shaking fingers fumbled with the seatbelt, and she waited until
he’d started to drive before speaking. “Evan, I’m sorry.”

His expression, unchanged, bore a frown. As the
vehicle seemed full of loud music, she figured he hadn’t heard a
word. Reaching out, she twisted the volume knob. “Evan, I’m
sorry.”

He shook his head and looked out the window. “I want
to believe that, Sarah. God, I want to believe that. But ever since
we’ve been trying to have kids, you haven’t be able to think of
anything else.”

“I know,” she agreed, folding her
hands in her lap. “And I’m sorry.”

“Are you?” He turned toward her,
scrutinizing her features. “I want a baby, too, Sarah. But more
than that, I want you.”

She nodded. “You’re right. I know. Whether I
should’ve gotten pregnant or not, I am. And we have to deal with
it. I can’t abort this baby and go on like it never happened. But
no matter what, this will be the last time, I promise.” She reached
for his hand, and her smaller fingers barely covered his.

“I’ve heard that before.” His voice
sounded rough, as though it had been abraded by sand
paper.

“I mean it. This is the last go
round.” She leaned against the seat and watched as he turned into
their driveway. “Maybe this will go better. Maybe it won’t. But
I’ll have my tubes tied either way.”

He let the engine idle, staring straight ahead until
Sarah wondered where he’d gone and how to get him back. “Did you
hear me? I said I’d get my tubes tied after this.”

“Yeah,” he began carefully. “I heard
you.”

“Well, say something,” she
urged.

In a lighter, playful moment, he would’ve said, “All
right. Something.” But this, this was not that moment, and laughter
did not touch his eyes. Instead when he finally killed the engine
and turned to her, she found his expression haunting. “I’m
afraid.”

She squeezed his hand and took a deep breath. “That
makes two of us.”




Chapter Three

October’s chilly winds blew the scarlet and yellow
leaves from the trees, and November blustered in with scattered
thunderstorms. Although Sarah saw her doctor every other week, the
office visits failed to hint at a troubled pregnancy. She had
gained two pounds, and her blood pressure hovered in the normal
range.

Still, she felt Evan’s watchful eyes lingering, and
he’d developed an annoying habit of trying to anticipate her
desires. More often than not, he forced her from the kitchen so he
could prepare their meals or order take-out. Their typically active
life had suddenly taken a sedentary shift, and although he enjoyed
time with her, Evan maintained a physical distance as though he
were afraid to touch her.

Despite the trepidation, Sarah found her body’s
changes amazing, and she looked forward to each week’s subtle
nuances, fully grasping the miracle unfolding, and instead of
dwelling on the uncertainties, she forced herself to live only in
the present, in the possibility of life, not death.

Neither she nor Evan wanted to jinx the pregnancy,
so they skated around any mention of the future and left the spare
bedroom as a storage room.

By the time Sarah started her twentieth week, the
guarded conversations and her husband’s unwillingness to glance at
her changing profile had worn her patience thin. She missed the man
who had once told her they could get through anything together.
Obviously, he hadn’t anticipated this.

Shaking her head, Sarah peered out the window,
watching the sun dapple the landscape with the honeyed light
pouring through the mist rising from the small fish pond. Although
Sarah knew it would probably chill her, she walked to the front
door and stepped outside in only her night gown and robe.
Shivering, she bent and grabbed the newspaper before scurrying
inside.

“Brrr,” she muttered, heading into
the kitchen. In passing, she flipped the switch but nothing
happened. She looked at the bulb and set the paper on the counter.
She plucked a new bulb from the pantry and took a deep breath
before standing on a chair, despite her awkwardly enlarged abdomen.
In a few quick twists, she had freed the burned-out bulb and
started twisting a new one into place.

“What the devil are you doing?” Evan
demanded as he wrapped his hands about her waist, reinforcing her
balance. He still wore his flannel sleep pants but nothing else.
His dark hair spiked unpredictably.

“I’m changing the bulb,” she
retorted, twisting the bulb one last time.

“You could fall.” He maintained his
grip as she stepped off the chair. “Why didn’t you just ask
me?”

“I thought you were still asleep,
and I’ve been changing bulbs by myself for years, thank you very
much.” She threw the old bulb into the trash. “I’m not helpless.”
She grabbed the newspaper, jerked away the rubber band, and sat at
the table. She unfolded it and scanned the front page.

“No,” he finally agreed, setting the
chair back in place. “You’re pregnant, which means you need to be
careful and shouldn’t be standing on chairs.” He shook his head and
rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He ambled to the coffee pot and
started the brew. As he waited for it to finish, he slid into the
seat across from Sarah and rested his elbows on the table. She felt
his weighted stare lingering as though he wanted to ask something
but didn’t quite know how, and five minutes later, as her gaze
swept over the “Dear Abby” column, the intense feeling of being
watched disturbed her entirely too much.

“What are you staring at?” she
finally managed, pretending to read Abby’s advice.

“You.” He stood and checked the
progress of the coffee.

“Why?”

He pulled a mug from the cabinet. “Can’t I enjoy a
few moments of looking at my wife?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. But I’m not really
sure why you’re looking. You don’t seem attracted to me anymore.
Let’s face it: monks would applaud your sexual abstinence these
days.”

Although he’d started to pull out the coffee pot,
his hands froze. “You’re high risk enough without a physical
relationship. It’s hard enough for you to carry this baby without
me putting…my two cents worth in.” He blushed and looked away.

Sarah smiled deviously. “Is that what you’d be
putting in? Really?”

He poured coffee. “No, not really. But you know what
I mean. Keeping you and the baby safe is my number-one
priority.”

“I’m all right. How many times do I
have to tell you that?” She walked toward him and wrapped her arms
around his chest.

Feeling her embrace, he stilled and inhaled sharply.
“Right now your health is a day-to-day thing.” He rested one hand
atop hers.

“Ever the optimist, I see,” she
muttered, leaning her head against his back.

“Just the realist. One of us has to
be.”

Sarah walked to the fridge and pulled out the cream.
“And what if you’re wrong? Just think of what you’re missing.”

He clenched his jaw and watched her set the cream
before him. “Maybe so, Sarah, but I’m not taking any crazy
chances.” He took a sip of coffee and dumped cream into it. “What
time is your appointment?”

“10:30.”

Glancing at the clock, he ran his fingers through
his unruly hair. “I guess we’d better get dressed soon.”

Sarah nodded and delved into the Neighbor section of
her newspaper. “You’re right. Get a shower. I’ll take mine
last.”

* * *

Dr. McMeecham’s office overflowed with pregnant
women, and sitting in the waiting room, Evan had never felt so
uncomfortable in all his life. He didn’t know why he’d kept his
keys in hand, as if that would ensure a speedy retreat.

Glancing at Sarah, he found his wife calmly reading
a parenting magazine, smiling at all the glossy baby faces, and he
dreaded the sonogram, expecting to see a still child.

“Sarah Davis?” A nurse appeared in
the doorway.

As Sarah rose, the nurse offered a welcoming smile
while ushering the two to an exam room. Once inside, Sarah sat on
the table while Evan hovered.

“How are you feeling, Sarah?” the
nurse asked as she set her clipboard on the counter to check
Sarah’s blood pressure.

Sarah beamed a relaxed smile. “I feel good. A little
tired.” Although the smile faltered as she watched the nurse, it
refused to die. “How is my blood pressure?”

“Normal.” The nurse wrapped the cuff
and stowed it in a wall basket. “125 over 80.”

“Thank you,” Sarah whispered, and
her shoulders sank slightly, as though she’d released pent-up
breath.

“Anything unusual going on?” The
nurse looked at Sarah’s belly.

Evan’s wife shook her head. “No, not that I’m aware
of.”

“Good.” The nurse nodded to the
table. “Why don’t you lie back and we’ll have a look?”

“All right.” Sarah slowly reclined
and relaxed as her head touched the pillow. The nurse walked to the
door.

“I’ll be back.”

Exhaling slowly, Evan shoved his hands into his
pockets and stared at the poster showing the different months of
fetal development. He tried not to stare at the image depicting
five months, knowing that miniature human resembled the one tucked
in Sarah’s tummy. Although an empty seat stood next to the bed,
Evan couldn’t sit, not when his heart rammed his chest and any
damned minute he expected to see yet another dead child. This whole
visit was a formality for hell. He knew it was coming; he just
couldn’t say when. Each breath seemed slower, heavier, and he
gritted his teeth as he heard the door open. The nurse and doctor
entered, closely followed by the sonographer.

Dr. McMeecham picked up the clipboard while the
sonographer turned on the machine. The nurse squirted a thick
dollop of gel on Sarah’s stomach. “Ready to see your baby?”

“Yes.” As she spoke, Sarah’s
nostrils flared, the only sign Evan picked up that she, too, felt
fear. A worried frown tugged at her lips. Then she forced a smile
and grabbed his hand. “Aren’t you, honey?”

He slowly nodded. “Of course.”

The nurse gestured to the chair. “Have a seat.
You’ll be able to see better.”

“All right.” Stiffening, Evan sank
into the chair as the technician settled the wand in the gel and
began moving it around. Please,
God, Evan thought, staring at the
black-and-white screen. Let the baby be
healthy. Just give us one, and I’ll never ask for anything
again.

“The little one’s definitely
hiding,” the tech said, brushing the wand lower until the little
body materialized. Evan didn’t realize he held his breath until he
saw the slow twitch of fingers and the rapid beat of his
heart.

Sarah’s tense frown slowly shifted to a grin. “Look
at his heart, Evan. Look at his beautiful heart.”

“Yeah, baby, I see.” He wanted to be
optimistic, but fear had cinched down, stealing the transient joy.
“Is the baby healthy?”

The technician moved the wand around and peered at
the fetus from various angles. “Appears to be. Want to know what
you are having?”

“Yes,” Sarah exclaimed.

“No,” Evan argued. “We
don’t.”

Evan and Sarah stared at each other. Her eyes
implored him, asking what harm could be . He stiffened, feeling
like the villain. Sarah refused to look away, and even the nurse’s
and doctor’s gazes settled expectantly on him, as if he were
responsible for this madness. The weight of the world rested upon
him.

“I’d rather be surprised,” he added
hastily, shifting his attention to adjusting his
watchband.

Sarah’s nostrils flared, and she finally turned to
the screen. “I guess we’re waiting until the baby arrives.” Her
voice sounded flat. “Does the baby look okay?” she half-whispered,
her fingers cinching the bed.

“As far as we can tell,” the doctor
replied, scrutinizing the screen. “It doesn’t mean that you’re out
of the woods yet, Ms. Davis. There is a history of
miscarriage.”

“But the baby seems healthy,” she
interjected hopefully.

“Yes,” Dr. McMeecham finally
conceded. “He appears healthy at this point.”

“Thank you.” Her voice came out as a
breathy whisper, and the smile crossing her face transformed her
expression with rapturous joy, suggesting Sarah had only heard what
mattered.


Chapter Four

“Aren’t you done with that yet?”
Sarah asked, unboxing the small blue airplane lamp. Her fingers
gently spun the propeller. It was just one of the many gifts they’d
received.

“Not yet.”

She smiled as she watched Evan awkwardly trying to
screw the crib frame together with a non-magnetic screwdriver. More
than once, the screw had slipped to the floor.

“Damn it,” he swore after the third
drop. He picked up the screw again and waved the screwdriver in
Sarah’s direction. “And don’t even think about
laughing.”

“I wouldn’t even dream of it,” she
said, smirking as she repressed her laughter and set the lamp on
the dresser. Despite her huge belly, she managed to plug in the
lamp so she could admire the way the plane rotated while the
propeller lazily spun and lit up.

Taking a step back, she basked in the serene blue
room. White shelves above the dresser held various stuffed animals.
Her favorite was the Paddington Bear in his yellow rain slicker and
boots. He held a toy umbrella.

“So what are we going to do if the
baby is a girl?” Evan asked, grinning as he tightened the last
screw.

“Blue isn’t just for little boys,”
Sarah argued, folding her arms across her burgeoning abdomen. “My
room was blue.”

“And just look how you turned out.”
Evan rose and set the screwdriver on the dresser.

“Meaning?”

“You’re fiercely independent,
stubborn as hell, and so beautiful. I love you so damned much.” He
slipped his arms around her and drew her close until her belly
bumped him and they both laughed.

“Tell me this isn’t the best thing
we ever did together,” she whispered, her arms draping his
shoulders.

“Decorating a nursery? No, I
wouldn’t say it’s the best thing. Not even close.” A wicked grin
spread across his face.

“No, not the nursery,” she
protested, laughing. “Having a baby.”

Evan’s back and shoulders stiffened and the smile
diminished. He slowly nodded. “Yeah, it’s…a good thing.”

“You still don’t believe I’m going
to be okay, do you?” Frowning, she stepped back and dropped her
arms. “You think something bad is going to happen again. Well, I
don’t.” She started to turn away.

He gently took her arm. “It’s just that we’ve been
through this numerous times, and it’s never had a good end.”

“A good end?” she echoed, jerking
away. “Oh, because both times the baby died before I gave birth?
You’re right,” she admitted in a caustic tone. “That’s definitely
not a good end.” Although she turned to leave, intending to grab
the new baby blankets and clothes she’d just washed and dried, Evan
latched onto her elbow and guided her back.

“I didn’t mean it like that, and you
know it. And I’m just as excited about this baby as you are, but
I’m worried, too. All these pregnancies have been hard on you, and
it scares me that something bad might happen. It should scare you,
too.”

Sarah’s eyes widened, and she gasped while looking
down at her belly. “He just kicked the crap out of me.” She grabbed
Evan’s hand and tugged it to her stomach. At first, he felt
nothing. Then the baby suddenly pushed his foot outward. When
Evan’s hand touched his baby with Sarah’s skin as the only
intermediary, he felt the same burning hope that just this once
nothing would go wrong.

“How do you know it’s not going to
be a little girl?” Evan finally managed, watching in fascination as
the foot pressed against his palm.

“I can feel it. I’m carrying your
son.” She put her hand over his. “And Kade loves you very
much.”

“I didn’t think we picked out a name
yet.” He cocked his head to the side, studying his wife’s
expression.

“We haven’t—at least not for a
girl,” she finally said. “Then again, we’re not having a girl, so
it doesn’t matter, does it?” She nuzzled his cheek.

“So you say,” he admitted, closing
his eyes at her touch.

“It’s a boy,” she repeated. “Your
son, and he’ll be with us soon.” She kissed his cheek and drew him
closer, unaware her water would break four hours later.

And as the story of their lives diverged from the
old path to a new one, Evan tried not to panic. The biggest
surprise wasn’t that they ended up with a son after a five-hour
labor. After all, Evan had suspected Sarah was right. He didn’t
know how—hell, he wouldn’t even venture a guess—but something had
instinctively told Sarah they were having a boy, and Evan had
believed her implicitly.

No, the surprise was that nothing had gone wrong.
This child had come without complications into their hearts and
arms just as Sarah somehow knew he would. Evan might have felt
foolish, but he also knew that sometimes their good fortune should
serve as a warning. When one town is weathering a thunderstorm,
another suffers a tornado. It’s all a matter of chance and
location.

But he couldn’t tell her his fears. Sarah would
laugh and tell him not to worry but to look at his perfect son with
his tufts of blond hair, he knew he had to worry. This, he thought
as he slipped his fingers into the small palm, was a miracle, and
neither he nor Sarah could repay such an exquisite gift.

As he sat there, a new baby in his arms and the
woman he adored sleeping peacefully, he marveled at the pleasures
which made up his life. The smallest of them nestled in his arms
and stirred slightly, squirming as though protesting the confining,
swaddling blanket. His little tongue flickered out, and he pursed
his lips as though nursing.

“Hey, big guy,” Evan whispered,
stroking his tiny hand. He felt so big and clumsy, as though at any
moment he might somehow break the miracle in his arms—the miracle
he and Sarah had waited for so long.

In the early morning light, he stared at the pale
skin peeking from amid the waves of a soft blue blanket. The tiny
eyelids stuttered as Kade’s eyes moved back and forth beneath them,
and Evan wondered what his son dreamed about. What did any baby see
in his or her sleep? Suddenly the eyelids fluttered open, and the
bluest eyes peered at him.

“Good morning, Sunshine,” Evan
whispered, trying not to wake Sarah. She had rolled to her side,
with one hand resting below her face, her full lips parted
slightly. The plastic hospital identification bracelet circled her
thin wrist, tangled in her hair. Her chest rose and fell
steadily.

Kade blinked and then, sensing the proximity of the
blanket to his mouth, began to root for it. The quick motions of
his mouth reminded Evan of a baby bird. Reluctantly, Evan reached
for Sarah’s hand.

“Sarah,” he called. “I need you to
wake up, baby.”

Sarah’s eyelids slowly opened. “What is it?” she
whispered in a groggy, sleep-tinged voice.

“I think the baby is
hungry.”

“Okay.” She sluggishly fumbled with
the side rail buttons to raise the head of the bed. One hand
brushed the corners of her eyes, trying to wipe away the sleep. A
yawn escaped her, though she tried to stifle it and she adjusted
herself before reaching for Kade.

“Are you feeling all right?” he
asked softly, concerned with the dark shadows on her face. “Is
there anything I can get you?”

“I’ll be fine.” She offered a
fatigued smile. One hand rested on her abdomen, and he could tell
by the periodical twitch of her lips that pain still echoed in her
body.

“You were right,” he whispered,
gently settling one hand atop the baby’s small head as he leaned
closer.

“Did you have doubts?” she purred in
his ear and kissed his cheek.

“Not about you,” he finally managed,
trying to push back all the nightmares of Sarah dying in childbirth
or Kade coming out stillborn.

“He was worth it, you know.” She set
her hand beside his so that their fingers touched, small caresses
that reminded them they were a pair, and that one without the other
would be forever incomplete.

Evan caressed the little head, wanting to agree with
Sarah’s logic, but as much as he adored his son, he could not
affirm her words, not when Kade’s presence had risked her health.
If anything had happened to Sarah, Evan would have been so lost.
Son or not, she was the landmark his whole world had acclimated
itself to. If he had lost her, he wouldn’t have recovered. The
topography of his heart and life would have been forever
changed.

Instead of responding, he changed tactics. “I love
you, Sarah. I’ve always loved you.”

“You’re just saying that because I
gave you a son,” she jokingly countered and offered the dazzling
smile that had made him fall in love with her.

“No, it has nothing to do with
Kade,” he replied, raising his hand to push back a stray strand of
hair from her eyes. “It’s all about you.”

“I love you, too.” She leaned back
and closed her eyes. Although he thought Kade was still nursing,
the baby’s stillness clued him in that Kade had drifted to sleep.
Then Evan studied Sarah’s expression, only to realize she, too, had
given in to the exhaustion. Concerned she might relax her grip,
Evan gently pried Kade loose, re-covered his wife, and kissed her
forehead.

Although Kade stirred slightly, he did not cry but
settled. Evan braced the baby against his chest and softly thumped
his small back. It seemed like he stayed that way forever as Sarah
peacefully slept, unaware of the world around her.

He walked to the curtains and peered outside as the
sun swept across the low roof of the other hospital wing, glowing
off the runnels of black tar.

“It’s a beautiful morning, Kade,” he
whispered, watching the light dapple his son’s hair, catching the
auburn highlights and transforming the soft strawberry blonde
tufts. As Evan had been blonde as a baby, Sarah’s family must have
thrown in the red.

The warmth of the rising sun kissed his skin through
the window, and as he stared at the sherbet clouds freighted with
morning’s arrival, he rested his face against Kade’s and basked in
the soft light. One of Kade’s arms had escaped the swaddling, and
the little fingers quickly found Evan’s hand and encircled his
thumb. Staring at that tiny hand, so perfect, Evan knew his world
would never be the same.


Chapter Five

Six Months Later

“You sure you’re up to a park visit
today?” Evan asked, sitting at the kitchen table with his newspaper
open to the entertainment section. One hand dipped a spoon into a
bowl that had once contained cereal, probably Shredded Wheat. Now
it was just a murky lagoon of bobbing remnants as the spoon sifted
the larger chunks. To the other side of the newspaper stood a mug
of coffee, its steamy wisps beckoning Evan. But Evan focused on
Sarah, frowning while he took in the shadows collecting beneath her
beautiful, sleep-deprived eyes.

“I’m fine. Just a little tired,”
Sarah insisted, drawing her long hair into a ponytail. “Kade just
hasn’t been sleeping well.”

“I know.” Evan pushed the bowl away.
“He never does. Maybe we should have him checked out.”

“No, he just has colic.” She sat on
the chair beside his and peeled socks onto her feet. The diamond
from her wedding band glittered in the fluorescent
lighting.

“Colic? I don’t think that’s it.” He
looked at the crossword puzzle, reached into his jeans pockets, and
pulled out a pen

“Of course it is. Why else would he
not want to be held and insist on lying on his back like that?” She
reached for her white leather Reeboks.

“It’s not just his sleeping or how
he behaves at night that concerns me. I’ve never seen a kid who
resists being held like he does. It’s like he hates being touched.”
He watched her from his peripheral vision.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Evan.” She
tugged on one sneaker and then the other. “Kade likes being held
just as much as every other kid. He just likes to explore more than
cuddle, and he can’t do that when we hold him.”

Evan’s shoulders sank slightly as he listened to his
wife deny for the hundredth time that anything seemed different
about Kade. He didn’t want to push Sarah toward his perspective,
but he wasn’t exactly sure how to gently nudge her, either. So he
did what he always did—gave up and focused on something else.
“Would you like me to go with you?” He set down the pen and gave
her his full attention, half expecting she’d agree.

“No.” She grabbed her long-sleeved
denim shirt from the dining room chair and slid it on over the
white tee. “I want this to be a Kade and Mommy thing, like last
Saturday when you two went to the zoo.”

Evan bit his lip to keep from telling her just what
a disaster that had been. Although Evan wasn’t a braggart, he knew
people found Kade adorable. They came up in droves, which only
upset Kade all the more. Although his son had just hit six months,
the child had yet to relax around people. Granted, it was better
one on one, but even then, Kade would stiffen every time a stranger
tried to cuddle him. He much preferred the ground to someone’s
arms, even Evan’s or Sarah’s. More than once, Evan had mentioned
talking with a doctor about it, but something in Sarah’s eyes had
always caused him to falter. She didn’t want to hear that Kade
might be different.

Once Sarah had slipped on her shoes, she stood, and
Evan watched her head into their bedroom, where Kade had pretty
much spent every night. The nursery had been a good idea, but Kade
wanted their bed, not his own. He didn’t want Sarah’s arms draped
around him, he just wanted to be in the same location, which meant
he and Sarah had had little, if any, privacy, or sleep, with three
bodies in a bed designed for two.

From the bedroom, Evan heard Sarah cooing at their
son, telling him what a beautiful day it was and how much fun they
would have together, playing in the leaves and feeding the
ducks.

Evan sipped his coffee and tried not to lament the
changes Kade’s birth had wrought, but sometimes it was hard.
Although Evan liked physical intimacy as much as the next guy,
having a baby hadn’t granted many opportunities, and while he
mourned that loss, a more grievous one hovered in the background.
It wasn’t about the sexual needs but rather the closeness the two
of them had once shared that had been disrupted. Sometimes, he felt
not like the man who had loved and married Sarah but instead an
estranged roommate who seemed to do all the wrong things at all the
wrong times, widening the chasm between them. He seemed to excel at
straining things, but he had no real clue how to restore their
lives to what they’d once known, and his desire to talk about
everything, including Kade’s potential problems, only seemed to
drive another wedge between them.

Evan frowned and focused momentarily on the
crossword puzzle. Four down—a six-letter word for not there.
Absent. Evan checked his blanks, and once he felt convinced he had
the right answer, he inked the letters into their boxes. He looked
up to see Sarah carrying Kade into the living room. She’d dressed
him in a tiny plaid shirt and jeans, much like Evan preferred
wearing. Evan sat quietly in her arms, not bothering to even hold
on, as if he intuitively knew Sarah could not drop him. Rather than
making eye contact with either Sarah or Evan, Kade stared into the
distance.

Just another piece of a puzzle that did not make
sense to Evan, and something else Sarah overlooked because she
couldn't explain it.

"What time do you think you'll be home?" he asked,
watching her slip Kade's tiny arms into a small jacket. She slid a
small woolen cap over his curls that were so damned cute.

"In a couple of hours," Sarah replied, zipping
Kade's jacket before scooping him into her arms. "That will give
him time to take in the pretty leaves and the cool air."

"Not to mention the sand he'll eat," Evan muttered
under his breath as he filled in another crossword answer. He
thought back to the moment he’d picked Kade up from the ground last
weekend, only to realize his son had been sampling the soil. The
sand grains on his lips had proven it. Sighing, Evan had dusted off
his son's mouth, thinking the gritty texture would probably have
annoyed Kade to no end as many textures did; he’d quickly realized
he'd made a mistake, however, as Kade had opened his eyes wide and
let out a high-pitched scream as though Evan had wrapped his hands
about his son's throat and nose and begun to squeeze the life out
of him. Horrified, Evan had tried to calm his son as numerous women
and children openly stared, their gazes fraught with two schools of
thought---first, that he’d been abusing Kade and second, that Kade
needed a spanking to remedy the spoiled attitude that Evan, as a
permissive parent, had already encouraged.

Bearing the public scrutiny, Evan had hoisted Kade
into his arms and returned home, feeling their gazes on his back.
He couldn't take it anymore, those eyes watching his every move,
damning him because, no matter what he did, it was wrong.

Evan blinked and the memory faded, but the impact of
all the eyes on him refused to leave. It made him not want to go
out in public until they’d figured out how to deal with Kade. Then
again, that would take both he and Sarah being willing to admit
there was a problem.

“Bye,” Sarah said, kissing his
forehead as she headed to the door with Kade in one arm. She
grabbed the stroller and hooked it on one forearm. At the last
minute, she reached for her purse and keys.

“Bye,” he called, listened for the
sound of the door clicking shut, and when it finally came, he
frowned, feeling alone in a way that should’ve been impossible for
a husband with so wonderful a wife and new baby. Improbable, yes,
but not impossible. He’d realized nothing was impossible. He peered
at his half-complete puzzle, stood, and left the table behind,
ambling into the living room where he could watch Sarah as she
slipped their son into the stroller and then slowly pushed it
toward the sidewalk across the street that circled a small duck
pond. A white corduroy beanie hat covered her head, reminding Evan
of the college girl he’d fallen in love with years ago. Even now,
her thin body, long legs, and aristocratic face defied time. The
difficult pregnancies had not dampened her youthfulness, and her
fatigue seemed to disappear in the golden light shimmering down
from among the scarlet leaves. She appeared as timeless as nature
itself, and something in her smile made her more beautiful now as
she parked the stroller and carried their son.

Even at a distance, Kade’s expression did not seem
to change. He really didn’t seem to even notice the world around
him. Instead, he squirmed in Sarah’s hands, and his expression
quickly turned sour.

Sarah pursed her lips and gently set him amid the
fallen leaves. His fingers clenched to fists, trapping strands of
grass before releasing and clenching again. Two joggers, a man and
woman, ran along on the path. Sarah glanced at them, offering a
smile and a wave, but Kade didn’t turn, his fists clenching and
unclenching still.

Evan folded his arms across his chest, wondering
what to make of all the strange scattered details. They had both
been grateful for a healthy child, and they still were, but at
times, something still seemed wrong with Kade. Evan wanted it to be
his own inexperience—an oversight maybe, or something else that
could be easily explained, but that wasn’t what Evan’s gut told
him, and he sure as hell didn’t have a clue how to talk with Sarah
about it because he knew she’d try to diminish the signs, and when
she couldn’t, she’d find fault in him even for seeing them.

Sarah smiled at her son, ignoring his lack of
attention to his surroundings, and sat in front of him so she could
snatch up the leaves scattered around them and sweep them into a
low mound. Her joyful expression never waned, as though the only
thing Kade truly brought Sarah was joy. But Evan knew better. He
nudged his glasses higher on his nose and shoved his hands deep
into his pockets.

At night, Kade slept so fitfully and infrequently,
exhausting Sarah. It wore on him, too. Evan was grateful that his
job more than supported his family because it allowed Sarah freedom
from work. But it seemed that Kade occupied much of the time Evan
tried to give her, and when he volunteered to take Kade, he noticed
that within five minutes, she claimed she’d stopped reading her
book or forced herself to cut short the nap she’d been about to
take to quiet Kade’s cries and try to interact with him any way she
could. In short, his wife had immersed herself so deeply in their
son, she couldn’t seem to separate herself from him for any length
of time. It seemed as though being apart from him haunted her, and
during those times, Evan wondered if she shared his doubts and
fears about Kade. Could that be what made her feel guilty?

Granted, Evan wasn’t the most patient man alive, but
he tried hard to work with Kade, doing all the same things he’d
seen Sarah do a thousand times. He tried rocking him, singing to
him, and reading to him, but nothing worked until Sarah took over.
Although he tried not to react to that, some part of him wondered
if Kade could sense his inexperience, could feel just how
inadequate his father suspected himself to be. Hell, what kind of
dad goes looking for defects in his son?

Frustrated, Evan turned his attention back to Sarah
who now tossed leaves into the air and laughed as they tumbled
around Kade, one or two landing in his curls. Instead of gazing at
his mother, Kade focused on the leaves, reaching for them. Sarah
put one in his chubby hand, and he quickly crumpled it as his
fingers contracted into a fist. Then, as the texture of the
fragments seemed to change against his skin, he opened his fist,
stared at the shreds, and started screaming. Sarah laughed and
brushed the residue from his palm. Once she’d cleaned the skin,
Kade fell silent.

A lump formed in Evan’s throat, making it hard to
swallow. He felt as though he were missing pieces of his life, that
the biggest and the best of them had walked to the park and left
him with the useless rest to work on a newspaper crossword and
endure a silence that had come to stifle him.

Hours later, when Evan had finally
settled himself on the couch and begun watching Casablanca, he heard the doorknob
rattle and saw Sarah breeze through the doorway, her long, dark
hair wild from the wind, her cheeks colored by the cool air. He
started to ask about her day but quickly stopped as he saw Kade in
her arms, the lower half of his body dangling from her grip,
dripping wet. His lips parted, and he let out a savage
wail.

“What happened?” Evan asked, trying
to be heard over his son’s protest. The words were more for
conversation than curiosity. He already had a pretty good idea how
the last few minutes of Sarah’s ‘Mommy time’ had played out, and it
wasn’t pretty. Nonetheless, the image of Sarah’s fluster and her
weird way of carrying him, so far from her body to keep herself
dry, only lent a comical air to a situation she probably found
anything but funny. Still, he had to stifle the laughter that
wanted to explode.

“I turned my back on the little
heathen for a few seconds and he found the water.” She shook her
head. “Help me get his shoes and socks off so I can give him a
bath.”

“All right.” Evan grabbed the tiny
shoelaces and untied them before tugging off the shoes and peeling
the drenched socks away from his feet. He put them in a pile to
deal with later. Evan nodded toward the bathroom. “I’ll get his tub
ready.” Once he’d filled it with pleasantly warm water, he brought
it to the dining room table where he found Sarah had stripped away
the last of Kade’s clothing. She watched him set the tub down, and,
as if by reflex, she dabbed her elbow in the water to gauge the
temperature before easing their squirming son into it.

“Was Kade near the shore?” Evan
asked, trying mentally to figure out how Kade had gotten wet in the
first place.

“No, not really.” She gently poured
water over Kade’s head to dampen his hair and squirted a dab of
baby shampoo over his head. With deft fingers, she worked it into a
lather. As she leaned toward Kade, he stared at the gold locked she
wore, the one Evan had given her on their first anniversary
together. He slowly reached for it, making a breathy, cooing
sound.

“You like that, don’t you?” Sarah
asked, smiling. Then she turned to her husband. “No, he wasn’t near
the water. That’s the strange thing. He saw a duck nearby and
crawled to try and catch it.”

“He crawled?” Evan looked dubiously
at his son. “We’ve been trying to get him to do that for months,
and he hasn’t so much as budged.”

“Well, apparently it took a duck to
accomplish it.” She gently poured water over Kade’s head, careful
not to get the shampoo in his eyes as she rinsed. Even though the
bottle had claimed it was a tearless variety, she wasn’t taking any
chances. “That’s what took me by surprise. I bent to tie my shoes
and looked up to find half of him soaking wet, still reaching for
the duck.” She ran her fingers through the thin, silky tufts of
hair to make sure she’d rinsed out all the shampoo.

“How was the rest of your day?” he
asked, watching Kade’s little hands stretching toward her
locket.

“Crazy,” she finally said, grabbing
a washcloth she soaked and rubbed against the soap bar, building a
nice lather on the soft fabric. As she brushed the fabric against
Kade’s torso, he tried to move out of her reach, but Sarah was
quicker. “He really doesn’t much care for bath time.”

No, he thought, he really doesn’t care for much,
including bath time, strangers, and many other things that Evan was
sure he hadn’t yet discovered. “What gives you that idea?”

“He doesn’t seem to want me to come
near with him with my wash towel.” As if to prove her point, she
waved the towel right in front of Kade’s face, and he tried to
squirm away.

Evan shrugged and balled up the dirty clothes.
“There are lots of things Kade doesn’t like, Sarah.”

“Meaning?” Her gaze cut sharply
toward his face.

“He hates people. He cries whenever
strangers come up to him, which, because he’s cute, is all the
time. It’s like they stress him out. Then again, he comes by that
honestly.” He shook his head as though not really sure what to
say.

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “Neither of us really cares for people,
either. We tolerate them because we have to.”

Nodding, she turned back to Kade. “Could you grab a
towel, a diaper, and an outfit? I should have done it already, but
I didn’t think. Sorry.”

Evan nodded. “Of course. All I meant is that we
don’t always see the whole picture.” Her blue eyes warmed him,
stealing a smile from his lips.

“Yeah, I know.” He pecked her cheek.
“I’ll be right back.”

When he returned, he spotted Sarah leaning close to
their son, trying to make eye contact, but Kade stared only at the
shining gold of her necklace. He seemed not to hear any of the
words she spoke. Only Sarah noticed Evan’s approach as she reached
for the towel he offered.

“Thanks.” She took it and spread it
out over the table before gently picking up their son and wrapping
him in the towel.

Evan marveled at how effortless Sarah made it all
seem as she finished drying Kade’s body and hair. Even though he
had tried to mimic her efficiency, he usually fumbled in the
effort. Sarah had had much better luck with the small, constantly
wriggling body. She grabbed a diaper, all the while keeping one
hand upon Kade’s chest as the child struggled to roll over. Still,
she managed to put on his diaper and dress him with minimal fuss
and whining. Then she brushed his hair, smoothing the wild,
slightly tangled locks even though Kade blinked every time the
brush approached and tried to duck away.

At that moment, watching his wife and son, one
reaching toward the other, who only sought escape, he wanted to try
again to talk about Kade, but the longer he studied Sarah’s
forgiving smile, her eyes seeing only their child. He knew Sarah
had never been happier. Even if it meant closing his mouth, Evan
wanted her to keep that happiness for just one more day.


Chapter Six

Two years later

One October day, Sarah sat out in the back yard, her
feet propped atop the closed sandbox Kade never played in. The
first time Sarah had put her one-year-old in it, he’d looked at his
hands, coated as they’d been with brown grit, and screamed in
horror, trying to get the sand off by frantically waving them in
the air.

That had been a year-and-a-half ago. Sarah looked
toward the plastic Little Tykes car, one of the few toys Kade
liked, and spotted her son sitting behind the wheel, staring ahead.
His fine blond hair shone like spun gold, and he tried to propel
the car forward with his little feet, but that only landed him a
huge puddle left from the previous night’s rain.

As Kade saw his foot vanish beneath the dark pool
and felt the water invade his shoe, he screamed and stared as his
foot re-emerged spattered with dead leaves. Now dirty and wet,
Kade’s eyes bugged outward, and his screaming intensified, forcing
Sarah from the chair.

“Kade, sweetie, it’s just water.” As
she reached the car where Kade sat, his arms stretched out for her
to carry him. Although Sarah really didn’t mind, his body, long for
a two-and-a-half-year-old, dangled awkwardly from her arms once
she’d scooped him up. She’d hoped her embrace would calm him, but
instead he kept screaming, his cry a wordless pitch of fear and
chaos.

“It’s all right, Kade. I’ll fix
it.”

She walked to the chair and sat down with him,
trying to ignore his high-pitched keening as she gripped the wet
shoe and tugged it off. “Better?”

Katie quieted for a moment as his azure eyes studied
the drenched sock. His toes wriggled back and forth. He pointed at
the sock, and his screams resumed, but this time he shouted in
Sarah’s ear.

“It’s all right,” she said in
exasperation, wincing at the volume of his voice. “I’ll fix it!”
She pulled off the sock and quickly rubbed her fingers over his
foot to pat away the residual moisture.

Once he was free of the sock, he pointed to the
house. Sarah nodded and said, “Yes, we can go inside.” At one time,
she would have tried to force him to speak, but she’d learned that
didn’t work.

Kade never spoke. He also rarely made eye-contact
with her, instead preferring to stare blankly at her earrings or
mouth—anything but her eyes. He turned and walked to the house, his
small hand already reaching for the doorknob even as he looked down
at his bare foot, obviously uncomfortable.

Sensing Kade might get upset once again, she ushered
her son into the house. She entered the kitchen, walked to the
sink, and lifted him to the counter. She thrust his dirty foot into
the sink to wash away the grime. Once she had cleaned the skin, she
turned off the water and then grabbed a dish towel from the oven
handle. She tried to grab Kade’s foot, but he braced it against the
silver sink and stared at the water draining down the sink, his
eyebrows furrowed intently.

“Kade, give me your foot, Sweetie.”
She waited for his compliance, already knowing her son’s oblivion
to everything except the water swirling down the drain. He kept
staring until Sarah slowly turned the faucet off. He blinked as
though waking. “Kade, baby, give me your foot.” His gaze sluggishly
followed her hand as she lifted his foot from the sink and dried
it. Then she took off his other shoe and sock before setting him
back on the floor. “Now you’re clean. Why don’t you go play in the
living room?”

Silence.

Frowning, Sarah watched him toddle into the living
room while she sat at the table, aware a headache waited in the
wings for her. She cradled her head in her hands, uncomfortable
with the silence blooming around her. Knowing leaving Kade
unattended was a time bomb, Sarah forced herself to head to the
living room couch. She warily watched him line up his cars, one
right after the other. For the hundredth time, Sarah questioned her
son’s play activities. He rarely pretended to drive them around.
Instead, he made lines out of them, leaving Sarah to always wonder
about his silent world, a world to her which seemed so
impenetrable.

At first, she’d thought he was deaf. The way he
failed to turn his head when she called and the fact that loud
noises didn’t cause alarm both hinted at this, but she and Evan had
taken him to get his hearing checked. The test results further
puzzled her with a perfect score, hinting that whatever challenged
Kade’s development belonged not to a physical impairment, but
instead a psychological one.

Leaning back against the cushions, she grabbed the
remote and turned on the television. Once the screen had come to
life, she flipped through the channels until she found the news.
She propped her arms behind her head and watched. Her body, already
exhausted, tried to drift toward unconsciousness, but she fought it
at every turn. It was sleep deprivation, she knew; Kade always
fought with her until about midnight, all the while flailing his
arms and legs in a desperate attempt to remain conscious. Some
nights it was all Sarah or Evan could do to restrain him, ensuring
that in some future moment he would finally drift down the river of
unconsciousness.

The front door opened, and Sarah glanced at the
clock above the television set—6:00. A moment later, Evan appeared
in the doorway, a pizza box secure in his grip.

“Anybody hungry?” He nodded toward
the box. “I brought dinner with me.”

Sarah smiled. “Starved.” She rose from the couch and
patted Kade’s head in passing. “It’s dinnertime, Sweetie.”

Without acknowledging his mother’s voice, he moved
one car to a different spot and quickly began lining the others up
next to it.

“Kade,” Sarah said more loudly,
stopping in the doorway. She rested her hand on the
doorframe.

Evan frowned and stepped toward his son. He bent and
grabbed a middle car with his free hand. “Hey, Buddy, let’s
eat.”

The minute Kade spotted the broken link in the car
line, he threw himself backwards and screamed. His hand caught the
pizza box and jarred it from Evan’s grip.

“Damn it!” Evan swore, the red
Volkswagen bug plummeting from his fingers as he struggled to reach
the box. Both the toy and the box landed on the carpet. As Evan
grabbed the box, Kade spotted the candy apple car and snatched it,
momentarily clutching it to his chest. Then, with careful fingers,
he restored it back in line.

“Enough with the cars, Kade!” Evan
snapped, grabbing his arm, trying to lift him.

Kade yanked himself free from Evan’s stunned grip.
Sarah, open-mouthed and wide-eyed, stared first at her son but then
at Evan, who clenched his jaw and shook his head in barely
restrained anger. Sensing a battle was about to take place, Sarah
quickly stood.

“Go on and take the pizza to the
dining room. We’ll be there in a minute.”

Evan’s frown deepened. His fingers cinched the box
even tighter. “Whatever, Sarah. You can’t spoil him forever. Sooner
or later he’s going to have to learn what’s okay and what
isn’t.”

“He will.” She walked up to Kade and
knelt in front of him. “Kade, sweetie, let’s go eat.” He continued
playing with his toys even as she slipped one hand beneath his chin
and forced her son to look at her. “Let’s go eat pizza.”

Taking one last look at his cars, Kade evened them
out before slowly rising as he grasped his mother’s hand, allowing
her to lead him into the kitchen where Evan had already grabbed the
paper plates and set a piece of pizza in each.

“Have a seat, Kade,” Sarah said,
heading for the fridge to get his juice. Silently, Kade complied,
his gaze transfixed upon the floor even when Sarah set his cup in
front of him. Evan slid a plate before his son and sat Sarah’s down
next to it.

“I’ll get our drinks.” She reached
into the fridge and latched onto two canned beverages she carried
to the table. Even though Evan had already sat down, he waited for
Sarah, and only when she’d finally sat did he reach for his own
slice and take a bite. He peered between his wife and son, his
stony expression guarded.

Sarah frowned, feeling stifled under the weighted
silence. While she couldn’t guess her husband’s thoughts, she knew
something significant troubled him, and although she wanted to deny
her suspicions, she believed it had something to do with Kade.
Licking her lips, she smiled weakly and said, “This looks good”
just to break the over-bearing silence. She watched her husband
jerk loose the tie knotted around his throat and unbutton the top
button of his shirt.

Kade studied the mushrooms and pepperoni floating in
the cheese, one finger tracing the small, warped circle of meat. As
the slick grease coated his finger, his hand shot back. Panic
contorted his expression, and as Sarah recognized the beginning of
one of his temper fits, she stood.

“It’s all right, Kade. I’ll get you
a fork.” She felt Evan peering at her while she walked to the
silverware drawer and plucked out a butter knife and fork. With
deft hands, she cut the pizza into manageable bites, then turned
the plate and fork over to her son. “There you go.”

Kade gripped the fork awkwardly and managed to spear
a bite on the tynes, then lifted it to his mouth. Taking a deep
breath, Sarah sat back down, her attention still diverted to Kade,
watching as he devoured his pizza. More than once, she felt the
uncomfortable weight of Evan’s gaze resting on her. Although she
hated that feeling because with it came all the disappointments and
tribulations which had followed them throughout their marriage, she
preferred Evan’s scrutiny of her rather than Kade and did
everything she could to keep it that way.

Sarah lifted her pizza to her lips and took a bite,
the tantalizing spice of tomato sauce exploding on her tongue. Evan
put another piece on his plate.

“How was work?” Sarah asked. Before
Evan could answer, Kade grabbed her hand and touched it to his now
empty plate. Feeling a puddle of tomato sauce atop her finger,
Sarah recoiled, and with a free hand grabbed her napkin.

“You want more, Sweetie?”

Kade silently stared at her, his eyes the color of
storm-swept skies. Knowing he wouldn’t respond, she selected
another piece and set it on his plate. She grabbed the silverware
and cut it up for him.

“There you go.” She nudged the plate
toward him and held out the fork, watching as his little fingers
slowly wrapped around the silver handle.

“I thought you wanted to hear about
my day,” Evan said, wiping his napkin across his mouth. He pushed
his glasses higher on his nose.

“I do,” she insisted. “Go ahead. I’m
still listening.”

Just as he opened his mouth to speak, Kade grabbed
her hand again and brought it to the top of his cup, his fingers
tapping the lid impatiently.

“What is it?” she asked, picking up
the cup and shaking it. “I know it’s almost empty. Drink what’s
there, and I’ll refill it soon.”

Evan shook his head in exasperation. “It’s
impossible to have a two-minute conversation with you, Sarah. It’s
like Kade’s forbidden zone or something—a place we’re not meant to
go anymore.”

Sarah flinched, thinking of the old map her
grandfather had framed in his office. Africa, an imposing sprawl of
country, had decorated his wall, and more than once, Sarah had
pointed to certain areas and asked her grandfather, “Hey, Pappy,
have you been here?”

Most often the answer was yes, but one afternoon as
the sky turned steel, he’d scooped her into his arms and over the
clap of thunder said, “No, Princess. I haven’t.”

Peering at the blues and greens of the map that
seemed so inviting, she’d wondered what was so different about that
part that had not allowed her grandfather access. “Why not?” She
draped her arms around his neck and savored the smell of Old Spice
aftershave and pipe tobacco, her two favorite scents.

“There are places we aren’t meant to
go. Maybe I thought I’d be back or I wanted to save the journey for
another day. Truthfully, maybe I just wasn’t meant to visit that
part of Africa.” He’d reached out and traced the spot with his
finger.

“But I thought you’d been
everywhere.”

He laughed and slowly put her down. “No, not quite.”
He stared thoughtfully at the map. “It’s funny, Sarah doll. Life
doesn’t always turn out like you think it should. But it’s the only
life you get, so you just have to live it as best you can.”

“Damn!” The sound of Evan’s angry
voice brought her back to the present.

“What is it?”

“What do you think?” he snapped,
grabbing napkins and trying to mop around Kade’s toppled cup. Kade
clenched the lid of the cup in his hand, staring at it as though
amazed that he’d actually pulled it off. The liquid seeped toward a
manila file he’d left open at the corner of the table.

“I’ll get a wet towel.” She rushed
to the kitchen drawers and pulled out a dish towel she used to soak
up the juice the sodden napkins had left behind. Kade reached for
the cup and, finding it empty, launched it demandingly at
Evan.

“That’s enough!” her husband
snapped, leaning close to Kade as two furious splotches dotted his
cheeks. “You will stop it, and you will stop it now!”

Kade’s stormy eyes widened, and his open mouth
shifted to an expression of sadness. Then the air exploded with his
screams. His tiny hand dropped the cup lid and grasped the table
tightly as though he were afraid of falling.

Evan picked up his folder and inspected it, finding
one corner saturated. Throwing up his hands, he yelled, “That’s it!
I’ve had it!” He strode to the doorway, yanking the tie from around
his neck and slamming it on the counter.

“Where are you going?” Sarah asked,
torn between sitting with her son, who stared blankly ahead, or
going to Evan, placing her hand on his forearm, trying to ease the
tension.

“Out!” he snapped, striding from the
room. A moment later, as Sarah heard the throaty growl of his Jeep
Cherokee, she knew the decision of whose side she had taken had
been made. Still, as she sat there, her heart thumped furiously in
her chest, and she tasted bile in the back of her
throat.

“He’s only a little boy,” she
whispered, tears burning her eyes. But she knew Kade’s age had
little to do with Evan’s outrage. It was Kade’s difference. While
she had never once uttered a word about all the puzzle pieces which
did not fit her son, she constantly battled the fears, the unspoken
things which had left her dreams bruised and battered. Every time
Evan tried to broach that topic, she forced him to shift gears by
calling attention to the way her son could hear a song once and hum
it straight through perfectly.

Still, on the rare moments when Kade’s eyes met hers
and he smiled, the heavens opened around her and the brilliance of
his face erased all other moments, at least until he disappeared
back into his silent world, leaving her to argue with Evan. Kade
had been her one true wish, but he had come at a cost she could
never have imagined.

 


Two hours later, just as Sarah had finished Kade’s
nightly ritual of bath and story before bed, Evan walked back
through the door, his expression haggard as he stepped into the
kitchen and grabbed a can of soda from the fridge. Bracing himself
against the counter, he popped the tab and took a sip.

“Are you all right?” she asked
softly, her body strangely stiff as if they’d been paired up to
dance and she didn’t know the steps and couldn’t hear the music.
Kade’s dirty laundry filled her arms.

“I’m fine,” he insisted, his voice
heavy with fatigue. “Nice night for a drive.”

Sarah thought about the changing leaves and the way
the autumn light looked bleeding through them. They both loved
fall, and at one time they would have enjoyed the drive together.
But that was before Kade. “I bet it was.”

Evan nodded towards their bedroom. “Is he asleep?”
One finger rubbed the letters on the can.

Shrugging, Sarah piled the laundry on the table and
began folding. “I don’t know. He’s in bed. But that doesn’t mean
anything. He was pretty rambunctious tonight.”

An unspoken weight pressed upon them as they both
thought about dinner and Evan’s abrupt departure. Evan’s gaze
suddenly shifted from her to the doorway where Kade now stood, one
chubby hand rubbing his eyes. For a moment, he glanced at Evan but
then turned his focus to Sarah as he walked toward her.

“Hey, buddy,” Evan said, his gentle
hands intercepting his son. “What are you doing still
awake?”

Kade’s silence answered him as the boy laid his head
on Evan’s shoulder and wrapped his arms around his neck. Evan
kissed his forehead and smiled while embracing Kade’s tiny
body.

“Do you want me to take him?” Sarah
asked softly. Her hands clutched one of his small t-shirts with GI
Joe imprinted on the front. Anticipating his response, she set the
shirt aside.

Evan shook his head, closed his eyes, and savored
the feel of the boy in his arms. “No, I’ve got him. I’ll put him
back to bed.”

As the two of them walked away, Sarah watched them
go, memorizing the outline of her son’s body cradled in his
father’s embrace. As much as her son’s behavior puzzled her, his
father’s made less sense. While she knew Kade demanded a lot of
attention, Evan seemed to resent this, and, at times, even resent
Kade.

Chewing her lip, she glanced one last time at the
laundry piled on the table before turning her back on it, thinking
that it had waited all day. It would still be there in the morning.
She headed into the living room, planning on watching an hour or
two of television before crawling into bed herself. As she settled
onto the couch and grabbed the remote, Evan stepped through the
doorway, fatigue creasing his forehead and shadowing the skin
beneath his eyes. She stared at his stony expression, her finger
resting on the remote’s power button, but something in his face
wouldn’t allow her to turn on set.

“We need to talk, Sarah.” He perched
on the edge of the coffee table and clasped his hands
together.

Her body stiffened and she chewed her bottom lip,
terribly aware that while she had no idea what her husband planned
to say, she rather expected by the grim line of his lips she
wouldn’t like it. In other words—it was a Kade topic.

“So talk,” she finally managed, her
voice raspy with tightly restrained emotions. She sat up straighter
and drew her knees to her chest.

“I think we need to have Kade
tested—“

“What for?” Sarah exploded, her body
suddenly trembling with anger. “There’s nothing wrong with him.
He’s a healthy little boy.” She looked at fingernails badly in need
of a clipping. One of them had a sharp edge, so she put the nail to
her teeth and chewed it off.

“It’s not about something being
wrong with him or his health,” Evan replied in a forced voice.
“He’s just…different.” He leaned closer to Sarah, and even though
only a few inches separated their bodies, it felt like miles. He
rested his forearms on his thighs, and she could hear the faint
tick of his watch.

“He’s fine,” she argued weakly, well
aware that while many things might describe her son, “fine” wasn’t
among them.

“He doesn’t speak, Sarah. He’s
two-and-a- half and as silent as a stone.” His eyes dared hers to
meet them. “Doesn’t that bother you? I’ve seen plenty of other kids
his age, and they speak, some of them in sentences. But Kade only
points. Doesn’t that worry you?”

An internal voice screamed that it did, but Sarah
stifled it as she shifted uncomfortably. “Maybe he’s just not ready
to speak, and when he’s ready, maybe he’ll start talking and we
won’t be able to get him quiet.” She looked down at her knit pants
and spotted a few fuzz balls clinging to them. Grateful for the
distraction, she plucked them away with deft fingers, at least
until Evan’s hand caught hers and stilled it, forcing her to meet
his gaze.

“It’s not just that, Sarah. He
throws those god-awful temper fits and nothing we do seems to stop
them. He screams like we’re killing him. He’s hyper off the charts
and refuses to sleep through the night. That’s not
normal.”

Sarah swallowed hard, feeling fear like a dark stone
in the pit of her stomach, weighing her down. She couldn’t name the
fear, but it refused to release her. “So that’s it, Evan? You go to
a doctor to find a label for Kade because he’s difficult? What is
that going to solve?”

Evan grabbed her hands, scarlet coloring his cheeks.
“No, Sarah, I’m going to the doctor because we need help. We have a
son whom neither of us truly understands, and I’m tired of feeling
like I’ll never hear him call me Daddy. I don’t care if he’s
different. But I don’t want to live outside his world anymore. I
love him, and I want to share a world with him, even if it’s not
the one I thought it would be.”


Chapter Seven

For the second time in two weeks, Evan found himself
pacing around a waiting room filled with too many people, at least
half of them children, and while a few appeared shy or indifferent
as they sat in their chairs and watched an infomercial about an
exercise machine fill the television screen, most of them
demonstrating the same hyper, distracted behaviors as Kade, who
couldn’t even focus for more than three or four minutes at a
stretch on the basket of toys in the waiting area. The one thing
which did seem to hold his attention was an accident waiting to
happen, a huge glass tank with lots of colorful fish swishing
around rocks, artificial plants, and miniature buildings. In fact,
the draw for Kade was so great that Evan had taken to pacing right
in front of it as a way to block its access from his son’s curious
hands.

Once he would’ve doubted Kade could actually damage
something that size, but after catching a book shelf that Kade had
been climbing just in time to keep his son from being squashed and
in the same afternoon having the same thing happen with the patio
grill, except that he hadn’t managed to save the grill, he now knew
better than to believe anything, no matter how large, could escape
his son’s destructive curiosity. And he had no desire to tempt fate
with 50 gallons of water and four large sheets of glass. Still,
more than once Kade had attempted to sidestep his father, all the
while pointing at the clown fish and grunting a noise that neither
Evan nor Sarah could understand.

“You want to see the fish, buddy?”
he asked, scooping his son into his arms to take a closer but safe
look into the tank. At the feel of Evan’s hands on his body, Kade
began wriggling, and Evan almost dropped him. At such close
proximity to the fish, Kade’s eyes widened, and he smiled, an
expression so rare it stunned Evan with its beauty. It took fish to
make Kade smile? Boy, did he have a lot to learn.

As Kade reached toward the glass wall, Evan thought
about stepping back, but, as he glanced around the room, the last
thing he needed in these confined quarters was to have Kade throw
one of his thirty-minute temper fits ended in a stalemate, with
both Kade and his parents exhausted. So, instead, he just let his
son plaster a hand flat against the glass and babble incoherently
at the clown fish which swam past an artificial clam.

“That’s a fish, Kade. Can you say
‘fish’?” Evan watched his son’s face. The smile died, leaving
blackness in its stead. He didn’t even blink or turn his head at
the sound of Evan speaking to him.

“Can you say ‘fish’?” he asked
again.

“Fish.” A little voice said, but it
wasn’t Kade, who still stared openly stared at the fish darting
around the tank. Evan looked down to find a five-year-old girl
standing in front of the tank, also watching intently. She pointed
at the clown fish and smiled.

“He’s like Nemo.” She turned her
gaze toward Evan, and he was struck mute by her clear blue eyes and
ponytailed ringlets. “I like Nemo. Does he?” She nodded toward
Kade.

A lump filled Evan’s throat as he longed for Kade to
be able to tell him what he liked. What kind of parent didn’t know
what his child enjoyed?

“I think he does,” Evan finally said
as Kade’s hand traveled with the fish.

“My favorite is Dori. She’s funny.”
And then she must’ve remembered a scene from the movie because she
squealed in laughter. At the sound, Kade squirmed even more, as if
trying to get away from them both.

“Yeah, she is funny,” Evan
reluctantly agreed, shifting his gaze to his son’s face.

“Kelsey!” a voice called. “Come
here!” A woman stepped toward them, her hands on her hips. “You
know how hard it is to keep up with your brother. I don’t need you
wandering, too.”

“Sorry, Mommy.” She offered Evan a
parting smile. “I gotta go.”

“I’m sorry if she was bothering
you.” The woman smiled apologetically as she took the little girl’s
hand and started to lead her away.

“She was no trouble,” Evan replied.
Although he felt a huge pit of sadness in his stomach, he knew the
girl hadn’t caused it intentionally. She was just another reminder
of all the things he would probably never experience with Kade, and
all the things he longed to happen, like carrying on a typical
conversation, something most parents took for granted.

But Evan had learned to stop taking things for
granted. When those things failed to happen, it only hurt worse
than if you stopped believing they could happen and life pleasantly
surprised you.

“Mr. and Mrs. Davis?” A nurse
holding a clipboard appeared in the doorway. She scanned the crowd
until Sarah’s eyes locked with hers and the nurse gestured to the
doorway from which she’d just come. Evan took a deep breath and
started to walk away from the tank. He felt Kade’s body suddenly
kick into frenetic motion, flailing his arms and kicking his legs
with all his strength as he let out a high-pitched squeal that
ripped through Evan’s ear.

“Kade, stop it!” he snapped, barely
holding on to his son as he hastened toward the doorway. But the
farther the two got from the lobby, the louder Kade’s screams and
the more frantic his assault against his father, forcing Evan to
grip him more tightly not only to maintain his grip but also to
stop some of the motion.

“Do you want me to take him?” Sarah
offered, reaching out, and despite feeling as though he should be
able to get his son to stop lashing out, he handed the child over.
Although the wailing continued, his waving arms and kicking legs
calmed their motions until they barely moved at all—just one way he
knew Sarah had more control that he ever would, and he resented
that.

God, he wanted to understand his child, but he had
begun to doubt he ever would. Kade made absolutely no sense, with
his seemingly random actions and fits that came from out of
nowhere. He shook his head and shoved his hands into his pockets,
following Sarah as they headed into an office where Dr. Joanne
Westner sat behind her desk, the polished mahogany clear except for
one lone file that Evan bet would be his son’s.

“Please have a seat.” Dr. Westner
said, gesturing to the two chairs in front of her desk, the same
two chairs they’d sat in two weeks ago, talking about the tests
that Kade would be undergoing to determine a diagnosis, and now,
even though the test results were in, that file on her desk didn’t
seem appreciably thicker. Hell, Evan had been expecting a book. He
figured that’s what it would take to make sense out of Kade’s
actions.

At the sound of a stranger’s voice, Kade quieted and
looked down while growing still in his mother’s lap. Evan watched
Sarah gently stroke his back, unaware that even now Kade tried to
withdraw from the feel of her fingers against his skin. And he
wanted to ask why, why their son hated so much to be touched, and
why it couldn’t have been someone else’s son? He was their only
child, and it killed Evan to know Kade would never be normal.

“What can you tell us about Kade?”
Sarah asked, her voice unusually breathy.

Westner opened the file on her desk and peered at
the top sheet. “The testing confirms my suspicion. Kade is
autistic.”

“Autistic?” Sarah repeated, her
voice coming out as a loud whisper. “But how can you be sure?” She
tried to embrace Kade even more tightly, but the little boy
strained against her affection.

Dr. Westner glanced down at the first sheet, page
one of a parental survey Sarah and Evan had filled out. “There’s a
lot about human behavior and cognition we don’t understand, but
when we try to make sense of it, we search for behaviors which
function as landmarks to guide our assessments.”

“And what ‘landmarks’ are you using,
exactly?” Evan hadn’t meant to use such an abrasive tone. It just
never entered his mind that Kade would be saddled with this
diagnosis.

She pointed at Kade’s fingers struggling to free
himself from his mother’s grip. “Do you see the way he fights being
held? I’m willing to bet he’s pretty much like that no matter who
is holding him. It’s not the person. It’s the feeling of
confinement he probably hates.”

Sarah swallowed hard and flushed. “Easy, baby,” she
whispered, trying to still Kade’s agitation with being held, but he
simply redoubled his efforts to escape. Although he didn’t look at
the psychologist, Kade reacted to her as he had all the other
strangers. He wanted to escape.

“So he’s not particularly
affectionate. That doesn’t make him autistic.” Evan gripped the
armrests and tried not to think about what he knew about
autism. Rain Man. Hadn’t that been about autism?

“That alone doesn’t, no,” she
agreed. “You also mentioned that he doesn’t speak and doesn’t
really seem to understand how to play with his toys. He lines them
up instead.” Dr. Westner looked from Evan to Sarah and back. “When
you take all the small things and put them together, that’s when
the picture develops. In this case, all the details point to
autism. I am sorry to give you this information. I know it’s not
what you wanted, but there are agencies out there who can help.
There are support groups. There are resources.”

“Thank you for your time, Dr.
Westner.” Evan rose and touched Sarah’s arm. “You ready to go?” She
nodded, and they turned to leave.

Dr. Westner rose. “There is some good news to
this.”

Evan reluctantly turned. “Good news? That my son
will never be normal? That there’s a name for not being able to
talk to him but no cure? There’s good news?” His voice faltered
under all the words he didn’t say but felt all the same.

“I know this seems like the worst
thing that could have happened. But early intervention can open
doors for Kade. It may not be the doors you like, but it’s more
than you have now.” She folded her arms across her stomach, a
concerned frown touching her lips.

“Thanks.” They hurried to the
door.

“And tell me, Evan, what is ‘normal’
anyway? Because I don’t think any of us are.”

He gritted his teeth, wanting to tell her she knew
nothing about him or his family, that it was so easy to pass
judgments on kids like Kade. Instead, he swallowed the words. He
tried to meet Sarah’s gaze as they headed into the hallway, but she
stared at the floor absently, as though her thoughts were far from
this place. Together they silently walked to the elevator, and he
found he couldn’t blame her. He’d rather be anywhere else, too.

As the elevator doors slid open, Sarah entered,
still fighting to carry Kade in her arms. Evan blocked the doors
until they swished shut, hoping to distract Kade and make things
easier for Sarah. Then he nodded to Kade. “Why don’t you put him
down? I think we will be able to reign him in as we go to the
car.”

“Okay,” Sarah managed, but she took
forever to bend and release him so that, before Kade’s feet ever
touched the ground, he pedaled them as though riding a bike. Once
free of her arms, he walked the elevator’s perimeter, touching the
silver reflective walls that surrounded them. Although Kade rarely
made eye contact with other people, he stared intently at his own
reflection, the widening eyes and semi-parted lips adding to the
seemingly surprised expression. Puzzled, he smacked the reflection
once or twice, his hand thudding loudly against the metal, but even
as it should have hurt, no pain registered, despite his knuckles
unevenly striking the surface. As he reared his hand back for a
third strike, Evan caught his arm.

“No, no, Kade. Don’t
hit.”

Kade silently struggled with his father’s grip.
Although Evan really wanted Kade to look up, he knew his son never
would. So he slowly released Kade’s small hand and stepped back to
watch the boy scurry around the tiny confined place until the
elevator had stopped moving. Intrigued, Kade peered at the floor
before stomping on it, trying to force the floor to start moving
again. Instead, the doors slid open, and Evan grabbed Kade’s hand
to lead him through the lobby of the Oklahoma City office building.
Although he would have preferred a local provider, no specialists
practiced there, so the only thing to do had been to drive an hour
and a half to try to help Kade.

Kade, who was autistic.

Evan shook his head, denying it. His back stiffened,
and he felt like he’d been sucker-punched in the stomach. No matter
how hard he tried to forget about Dr. Westner’s words, they refused
to abandon him. And Sarah wasn’t saying a single word, leaving a
silence behind that stifled him. She wouldn’t even look at him,
which was probably her way of placing blame on him. Maybe, just
maybe, this time she was right. Maybe Dr. Westner was wrong.

The whole drive home, Evan tried to gauge Sarah’s
impressions about Dr. Westner’s revelation. Although he glanced at
her several times, hoping she’d look at him, her gaze was either
leveled at the paperback splayed open in her hands or her eyes were
closed, and the way her seat leaned back suggested Sarah had
slipped into a nap.

At the sight of her serene expression, he wondered
how in the hell she, of all people, seemed to be taking this so
impersonally. Right now, he wanted to slam his fist through a wall
or break something, but he knew the reason—Sarah didn’t believe Dr.
Westner’s diagnosis. She’d probably agreed to seeing a specialist
in the first place for Evan, and whatever transpired from that
visit really didn’t matter. She unconditionally accepted Kade for
who he was and willingly changed her definition of normal to meet
Kade. It was like a checklist in reverse; she’d tailored the word
“normal” to describe Kade, which meant Evan was a lot more alone
now than he had been earlier because, no matter how hard he tried
to dismiss Dr. Westner’s diagnosis, he found himself returning to
her words with a measured sense of regretful understanding, like
had been standing in front of one of those abstract works of art
you had to just keep staring at so the picture would eventually
emerge from a mass of colors and designs that made no sense.


Chapter Eight

That night, about an hour after Kade had finally
drifted to sleep nestled between Evan’s side of the bed and
Sarah’s, Evan eased the literature from his jacket pocket and
rested against the headboard while taking a breather to read.
Although the lighting in the bedroom had often proven less than
friendly for such, Evan still managed to mentally digest the
warning signs and statistics about autism while the peaceful lull
of Sarah’s bath provided the perfect white noise for his
concentration.

For a moment, he looked up to find Kade nestled
against the hunter green sheet, closer to Sarah’s side than his
own. Gently caressing his son’s soft curls, he smiled sadly,
enjoying the only time he could actually show his son affection
without the boy trying to squirm away. A soft snorting sound
escaped Kade’s lips, and Evan wondered if Sarah knew just how much
he loved Kade, how much he ached at the thought of his son facing a
lifetime battle in a silent world Kade barely seemed to understand
or acknowledge. Evan took a stuttering breath, aware how much it
hurt him to think of Kade and what would never be. He was their
miracle child, but some miracles were too painful to understand and
experience.

He swallowed hard, aware Sarah believed his anger
was toward Kade, and sometimes, when things seemed hard, he did
snap at Kade, but his anger, the fuel burning in the pit of his
stomach, was a fury for Kade, and if it were truly directed at
anyone, it would be himself for all the things he could not do to
help.

The bathwater stopped running, and he imagined Sarah
shedding her robe, her lithe body long and perfect in the glow of
the candles illuminating the bathroom. If he closed his eyes, he
could imagine the lavender scent of her bath salts. Her hair would
be piled upon her head so only a few ringlets escaped and
gracefully framed her face.
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