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A Fork in the Road
Beth’s tears were the last thing I saw.

I had only been in her living room for maybe ten minutes.  That was all I was given, those few minutes, but to be honest, I think that was about all either one of us could endure.  She had been crying for so long before I arrived that her eyes were swollen almost shut.  It was a wonder she could see.  But she did see, at least to some extent, and when I stepped out of the shadows and spoke her name she emitted a shrill little noise like an animal with its leg caught in a trap.  Her hands twitched, and her eyes shifted back and forth across the room: she was looking for a way to defend herself, or a way out.  I’d come to help her.  Knowing that I had made her afraid was like a punch in the gut.

This is wrong, I thought.  I should have come as Jake.  Someone she knows.  She’s never seen me — Sam — before.  She’s not going to listen to me.  She’s going to run.
But she didn’t run.  She just twitched; then even that stopped, and she simply stood where she was, watching me, waiting for me to move toward her.  I couldn’t, for a minute.  I was too busy being...what?  Not angry.  Disappointed, I suppose.  With myself.  With the other Al, the bartender.  God.  Whoever had sent me here, or allowed me to come here.  With the way this was going.  I’d Leaped in at a moment when I could make a profound difference in Beth’s life, and in Al’s, our Al’s, but the circumstances were all wrong.  Instead of being eager to listen to me, Beth was terrified.  The look on her face made me remember a nightmare I’d had a number of times as a kid.  A dream of being irresistibly drawn toward something I knew would hurt me, and being unable to cry out for help.

“Beth...” I whispered.

Hearing her name spoken a second time seemed to break her paralysis.  She twitched again, then muttered insistently, “Who are you?  How did you get in here?”
“I’m not going to harm you,” I told her.

I hated that, too — those words.  I kept my voice soft and soothing, aiming to calm her, but I’d been Leaping for five years.  I’d seen enough pain to know that sometimes the monsters speak softly.  Still, I had to go on.  This was where I had wanted the Leap to take me.  This was the woman I wanted — I needed — to see, to speak to.  For Al.  Every breath I was taking was for Al.  My friend.

I’d sat on the bench outside that strange tavern for a long time, remembering the look on Al’s face right before he left me.  He’d been at my side for five years: my coach, my cheerleader, my pillar, my conscience.  My clown.  The Fool in my court.  I could never have gotten through the five years without him.  I knew that way back in the beginning, the second time our funding was threatened, when it was a very real possibility that the Project would be shut down because the people who signed the checks didn’t believe that I was Leaping.  I told Al that I couldn’t do it without him.

In some small sense, because I’d only been Leaping for a short time at that point, the thought of making the Leaps alone seemed no more threatening to the adventurous (and foolhardy) part of me than going off to M.I.T. without my family.  I’d made it through school alone, even though I hadn’t really wanted to.  And, I thought, maybe I could make it on my own again.  When Al told me “of course you can,” a small part of me wanted to believe him.  Wanted to affirm that I could do it alone, again, if I had to.

Of course, I never had to find out.

After that moment on the train to Niagara Falls, when Quantum Leap’s funding was being threatened, there was never an occasion when I seriously thought Al would not be coming back.  He always came back.  It was a given, as much as the continuing presence of my parents when I was a child was a given.  When Al left me, I knew he would be back.

So, with the same thoughtless (and mostly benign) arrogance I had had as a child, for five years I let Al leave the Imaging Chamber whenever he needed to, or wanted to.  I took the promise of his return utterly and completely for granted.  I took Al for granted.  I saw nothing wrong in counting on him, day in and day out.  He was my friend.  He understood the way things were.  He knew I had the difficult job.  Being Leaped around in time and space, never knowing where I would be from one day to the next.  Being responsible for repairing other people’s lives.  That I had had this job thrust upon me seemed ludicrous to me, more times than I could count.  I’d never been the one people came to for help with a problem.  I was a doctor: I could repair physical wounds.  But not emotions.  Not whole lives.

I wasn’t even a good listener.  Or, I didn’t think I was.  All my life, I’d had my books.  I came to love the feeling of a book in my hands, late at night, when everyone around me was asleep.  People, it seemed to me, took a little too much effort, when I wanted to use all my energies on theories and formulae.  I wanted to think.  Beyond that, only a handful of the people in my life had seemed to know how to accept me.  My dad.  I knew by the flicker of puzzlement that often went through his eyes that he didn’t understand me for a minute.  That never mattered to him; he simply loved me, and I him.  My mother.  Katie and Tom.  Two or three others.  And then Al.

Al resisted my attempts to get close to him for months after we first met, as if I were some sort of scourge.  The harder I tried to keep him in my life, the more he fought me.  Barked at me, demeaned me, told me to stay the hell away from him because he didn’t need me or anyone else.

It struck me as incredibly funny, years later, when I looked back on the night I spent trapped in a barn with Diane Frost.  Al had informed me with unbounded glee that Diane (who I thought was a nasty little shrew whose only goal in life was to make me miserable) and I were falling for each other.  He was absolutely right, of course, but the absurd part of it was that he could have been speaking about us.  Him and me.  We’d fought bitterly for most of the first year I knew him, but neither of us actually made a move to get away from the other.  We each insisted that the other needed help — me with implementing my theories, and he with pulling his life back up out of the mud.  We fought like a couple of dogs in a pit.  It wasn’t until Christmas, when I saw him cry for the first time, that we both gave in and admitted (at least inwardly) that we loved each other.

We still argued after that, now and then.  He even hauled off and belted me once.  But after that first Christmas, we were a team.  “Whither thou goest” — that sort of thing.  His presence became a constant in my life, and mine in his.  He was the first real friend I had ever had.  And more than that.  He was everything to me that my brother had been.  And more than that.

He was so much to me, I took for granted that he would always be there.

I began to treat him the way my brother had treated me.  I cared for him with all of my heart, and I wanted desperately all the good things he brought into my life, but there were so many times when I simply wanted him to shut up.  I saw no point in the stories he insisted on telling me.  Didn’t understand why he couldn’t just bring me the information I needed, rather than wasting time with overblown stories of his conquests of a list of women that seemed longer than the phone book.  I fussed at him, railed at him, criticized him, at one point even looked him in the eye and told him he was useless.

And he never argued.  Never stood his own ground or pointed out the value of his job.  Never told me I was a self‑centered, ungrateful son of a bitch.

He should have.

Instead, he just accepted whatever I dished out.  Stood and listened to me.  Didn’t run.  Waited for me to finish, always with his eyes lowered, then stepped through the Imaging Chamber door with a murmured promise to come back in a little while.  I always let him go.  It never occurred to me that there might come a time when he wouldn’t come back — when I might not be able to face him when he returned and tell him I was sorry for the things I had said, the way I had treated him.  It should have made me feel like shit, the way I treated him.  It was the way other people treated him.  The people who saw the weird outfits and overheard the wild stories.  The people who still thought he was a drunk who had outlived his usefulness and survived only as a thorn in their backsides.  I felt badly sometimes, certainly.  Realized that I had overstepped my bounds.  But my belief that he would always come back never flagged, and that was the problem.  I would wait, he would return, and I would apologize.  The apology would be accepted.  It was always accepted.  Even when I didn’t offer one, he seemed to think it was implied.

He always came back.

Always.

No matter how many times I hurt him.

Even when I had changed the rules for myself, but refused to do it for him.  What was I telling him?  That this whole thing was my sandbox, after all, and if he was going to play in it, he had to play by my rules?  The rules that I was cavalier enough to change when it suited me.  It wounded him so badly when I refused to dig myself in and make history change for him and Beth.  All I tossed him was the opportunity to see her again — and insisted that he take that offering even when it obviously hurt him even more to do so.

So what if I was apparently meant to do nothing more in San Diego than save one man’s life?  A man who didn’t even know Beth Calavicci, had no connection with her?  I was sent to Vietnam to save one man’s life.  Not my brother’s.  There, I left the path that had been laid out for me and made a hysterical run for a different goal line.  Tom.  I was going to save Tom.  I was going to ignore the rules altogether.  Because, when you came down to it, I had made the rules, and I could change them.  How conveniently I forgot that more than a hundred people were involved in the Project with me.  When it came down to the wire, I forgot all of them and did what I wanted.

I wish Al, or someone, had reminded me that I was only trapped in the past in the first place because I had overlooked all those other people.  Because I made the mistake of thinking, for one  madly driven moment, that Quantum Leap was mine.  The theories were mine, the ideas were mine, even if I’d had a lot of help in implementing them.  When it came down to the wire, I had to prove that my theories worked.  I wouldn’t even consider letting someone else test the Accelerator, because, of course, I couldn’t risk someone else’s life over an idea that had come out of my head.  Just my own.  I tricked Al, sent him away so that he wouldn’t be able to stop me from doing what I needed to do, from playing in my own sandbox.

I sent him away.

He never told me what he went through when he came back to the Project that night to find out that I’d Leaped.  And my memory of seeing him as a hologram the first time, in the hangar at Edwards, is very dim.  I remember his looking a little worn around the edges, but not much else.  But God, how I must have hurt him.  We were a team.  The theories were mostly mine, but we built Quantum Leap together.  Without Al, there would have been no Quantum Leap, just a lot of cardboard boxes filled with notebooks, and more boxes filled with computer disks.  And my head, filled with stuff almost no one else in the world could make sense of.  But that night, I forgot him, forgot everyone I was leaving behind, and trotted into the Accelerator with no more concern than if I were simply going outside to stand in the rain.  That one action was the worst thing I’ve ever done in my life.  I sent away my partner, my dearest friend, my coach, my cheerleader, my pillar, my conscience, my clown.  And never doubted for a single instant that somehow, when I needed him, he would come back.

So in the quiet, humid stillness of the night in a place that was supposed to be a small town in Pennsylvania, I sat on a wooden bench in front of a little neighborhood tavern, and everything I had done for the last five years came crashing down on me.  I had made things right for a long list of strangers, proceeding from one mission to the next as if each of them were a chapter in some bizarre tour book.  It felt somewhat like rounds at the hospital when I was an intern, stepping into one white room after another, being informed of the troubles of the soul who lay in bed there, making a suggestion for treatment, and moving on.

I have no real idea what ultimately happened to all the people I helped.  I was a part of each of their lives only briefly.  Yet I always felt compelled to help them.  It was my job.  No...my assignment.  Al claims I was chosen because of my compassion for others.  It had always seemed to me that I didn’t have any, except during my time at the hospital, when I had way too much, and seeing someone else’s suffering would send me home to either weep or vomit.  None or too much, and neither of those was right.  I suppose I needed to be shown how to balance it out.  The Leaping certainly did that.  I learned about people during the Leaps the way I never did during the first forty‑two years of my life.  About their joys, their needs, their pain.  There was never any question that I would help them as best I could.  And they were all strangers, like the people in the hospital.  People I didn’t know.  Nice people, good people, most of them, well worth caring about.  But, in the end, people who had no place in my life.

I was alone for a long time, outside the tavern.  Then He came out and sat with me.  He’d pointed out to me, before Al showed  up, how many lives I had touched during the Leaps.  That those lives had touched others, and those, others...like looking through a set of mirrors into Infinity.  I suppose He meant to make me feel better.  Or maybe not.

He made me feel worse.

As I sat there in the darkness, I felt like the most worthless, contemptible human being on the face of the earth.  Because one more time, I had hurt Al, and had let him go away.

There were tears sliding down my face, and dripping off my chin onto my shirt.  I felt them, and made no move to wipe them away.  I felt, too, the physical warmth of the Man sitting beside me.  When I looked at Him, though, instead of His face I saw Al’s.  I’d rambled on at my friend, the one who loved me, told him what I’d discovered about this place (which was supposed to be a small town in Pennsylvania, but which I was almost completely convinced was not) and about the people in it.  About the bartender.  I went on rambling, listening to my voice break, distantly aware that the more I said, the more frightened Al became.

The last words I heard him say, the ones that did not become significant until later on, were “Whatever it takes...I’ll get you out of this.”
Then he left me.

And the lifeline I had held onto for five long years snapped.

All I had left was the warmth of the Man sitting next to me, and my own heart.  I went on crying, and I spoke to Him, words I don’t really remember.  The warmth of Him seemed to help a little — knowing that I could reach out if I needed to, and He would hold me.  He said something to me about more Leaps.  That they would become more difficult.  It seemed to me that all of them, up till that point, had been difficult enough.  I wasn’t Him, after all.  I was just a man.  Just one soul.  And while I had found more strength inside me in the last five years than I would ever have dreamed I had...hearing him say that I had not yet reached the end of this road destroyed whatever strength I had left.  It had been my hope throughout this day, since the moment I glimpsed my own reflection in the mirror, that this was the last Leap.  That I had fulfilled all that was expected of me, and that now, finally, after so many long days and nights, I could go home.

But what He said to me was that there would be more.  It wasn’t over.  I felt something collapse inside me, and the tears poured out over my face.

There was a profound sympathy on His face, and He waited, in silence, watching me.  After a while, He asked me softly, “Where would you like to go, Sam?”
“Home,” I said.

That actually seemed to involve several options.  The home of my childhood, in Indiana.  The home I’d left behind five years ago, in New Mexico.  The Home I knew I was ultimately aimed for: the place where I would find my father.  I could see all of them reflected in His eyes.  They were brown, His eyes.  Filled with kindness.  No malice.  Then, I thought, how could He tell me there was more to this road?

“I’d like to go home,” I told him.  “But I can’t, can I?”
He reached out and rested a hand on my arm.  His eyes didn’t break from mine.  His lips curved a little, into the faintest glimmer of a smile.  Then His eyes began to fill up too, but before the tears concealed it, I saw the answer.  I saw what He wanted me to see.

“I have a wrong to put right for Al first.”
The smile broadened.  He slid His arm around my shoulders.  His eyes were almost obscured with tears.  “God bless, Sam,” he said to me.

A moment later I was in Beth’s living room.

She listened.  Why, I have absolutely no idea.  I told her I wasn’t there to harm her, but those words — how much could they possibly mean, when they’re part of a lie so many times?  Maybe it was the fact that I was still crying.  The monsters may speak softly, sometimes, but it seems to me that they very seldom cry.  Maybe it was that I spoke Al’s name at a time when she so desperately wanted him near her.  There was a photograph of him on the end table, close enough for her to touch.  He was so young, the Al in that picture.  Young and handsome, his eyes still filled with light that had been dimmed by the time I met him.  I wanted badly, then, to erase the years he had spent in the cage in Vietnam, but the chance to do that had slipped past me because I had focused on nothing but my brother.  Instead, I spoke the words I prayed would allow him to return home to the arms of his darling.

It occurred to me, just for a moment, that this was a fork in the road of Al’s life.  That if Beth listened to me, believed me, when Al returned to her she might take him in a different direction.  Away from me.  The thought that I might very well lose him wrenched at my heart...but not enough to make me stop talking.  What I wanted, and needed, I could not allow to sway me this time.  I was here to eliminate the loss that had made my dearest friend grieve for almost thirty years.

I was here to set things right.

I talked to her, as softly as He had talked to me, with the tears still flowing, telling her what little I thought I could reveal without pushing her in the wrong direction, making her think I was making all of it up.  She began to cry again, too, wiping the tears away now and then with her fingers, hanging onto my every word, not noticing when her recording of “Georgia On My Mind” ended and her little stereo began broadcasting the scuff of the needle rubbing against the record label.  There was no promise that she did believe me; she could simply have been so desperate to hear Al’s name spoken, to have him be made alive in that way, that she would listen to me all night, the way I had listened to her when she thought I was Jake.  In the end, I just had to trust that she would believe, and would wait.

I had to trust, because as I looked at her tears, with one more stolen glance at the photograph of her young husband, my time with her ended and I was pulled away.

      * * *

Always before, between the Leaps, I was sent to a place where there were no physical sensations.  Normal sleep would never have been enough to sustain me, especially since my sleep during those years tended to be sporadic and fitful.  Instead, I was sent into what seemed like a void, where there was nothing for me to focus on except my own thoughts.  Since a way to track time didn’t exist there, sometimes I thought I was in the void for weeks; sometimes, only a few minutes.  From Al’s point of view, he told me, it was almost always somewhere between three and four days.  I suppose that interim allowed him to rest, too.  Or maybe not.

Either way, if I went into that empty place after I left Beth’s living room, even my mind fell silent.  I must have succeeded, I thought; if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have Leaped.  I’d Leaped without having completed my mission a few times before, but this Leap was so brief, so simple...I must have succeeded.  I prayed for that.  I prayed, too, that He had listened, and that because I had righted the worst wrong of all, the wrong I had perpetuated, He would allow me to go home.

Please...I want to go home.
Then the silence closed itself around me.

When I became aware again, I knew I wasn’t in the void.  I was floating somewhere just below consciousness, not asleep and yet not quite awake.  I let my mind drift around and catalog the things I could feel.  I was lying down.  Something solid, but soft, was underneath me.  Something not nearly as substantial on top of me.  I was in bed, covered with a light blanket.  There was a pillow under my head.  I felt calm, and rested.  No pain.  The drifting was very pleasant, and I let it go on for a while.  Then I began picking out sounds.  The hum of something I eventually identified as an air conditioner.  Voices, none of them very clear, and none of them close by.  The rhythmic whap of something with wheels approaching, then passing.  Footsteps.

Then there were different physical sensations.  Something cool and damp brushing against my face.  The bedcovers being carefully rearranged.

One of the voices said, very clearly, “Doctor Little Bear, report to Radiology.”
Hospital?

Nooooo...
There was nothing wrong with me.  No reason for me to be in a hospital, if I had come home.  Even though I’d been injured on some of the Leaps (seriously, a couple of times), when I came out of the void I was always healed.  Not so much as a mosquito bite lingered from one Leap to the next.  If I’d come home, to the Project, I should have landed in the Accelerator, or possibly the Waiting Room.  Hell, even a corridor.  There would have been staff around me immediately, helping me up.  I wouldn’t have landed in a bed.  There was just no way that would happen.

Then I hadn’t come home.  Letting the possibility enter my mind filled me with an overwhelming sorrow.  I’d thought He might listen.

But He hadn’t.

He’d said the Leaps would get harder.  Harder...  My mother had been fond of saying (as she had heard from my grandmother) that “the Good Lord never gives you more than you can handle.”  If that were true...it made me want to laugh and cry at the same time.  How much more, I wondered, could I possibly endure before I broke?  Maybe He’d thought I was just crying because I was tired, like a child at the end of a long and busy day.  But if He could see into my soul, He should have known.  Should have known that I could see the end of my rope.

What upset me the most was the possibility that this time  Al might not come back.  He’d told me how difficult it had been for Ziggy to locate me at the tavern.  If the Leaps were going to be harder now, did that mean Ziggy wouldn’t be able to find me at all, and I was intended to work alone?  That idea scared the hell out of me.  If Al wasn’t coming back to help see me through, then I wasn’t at the end of my rope...I’d gone past the end.

Still, what was there I could do?  Not much.  Just...keep going, and hope Al would show up soon.  Like I had done all those other times.

All right.  Hospital.  Yes or no?  I sniffed once, then again.  Disinfectant.  Recirculated air.  Yes, definitely a hospital.  I could deal with that.  I’d spent a lot of time in hospitals, both as a doctor and a patient.  As long as this was a regular hospital, and not a torture chamber like Havenwell.  The memory of that place gave me a start, and I searched for several minutes for clues.  No babbling, like at Havenwell.  The noise had never stopped there.  Muttering and singing and humming and the thump of hands and arms and heads being whacked against solid objects.

When I finished searching, there was only one bit of information to indicate this was a “loony bin.”  I’d been vaguely aware of a weight on my chest but had ignored it in favor of the totality of what was going on around me.  I think the fact that the physical sensation was not familiar to me prompted me to overlook it, until I began thinking of Havenwell.  Then I realized to my horror that my arms were crossed on top of my chest, and that I could not move them.  I imagined looking at myself from outside of my body, and understood then that I was tied down.  My arms were in soft restraints.

My eyes shot open, and breath pushed its way into me in one hard gasp.

“Honey?”
I jerked my head toward the voice and found a woman sitting alongside my bed.  Right up until that instant, I’d held onto one tiny glimmer of hope that I had indeed come home.  But she was a stranger.  A complete stranger, addressing me as “honey.”  I made myself let go of the wave of disappointment that swept through me one more time.  Another Leap.  Not home.  I could hear Al’s voice telling me firmly, “Of course you could, if you had to.”  Yes, I thought with a resignation that hurt me profoundly, I can do this.  If I have to.  I had set things right for Al.  I’d paid the debt I had owed for so long.  If I had to go on, I would go on.

But please…let Al come back.  Please.
Then I let go of what had come before, and struggled to produce a smile for this woman.

She was attractive, with lovely gray‑green eyes and blonde hair cut in a bob.  She was tired, though, and that marred her features a little; there were a lot of lines around her eyes and deep, dark blue circles underneath them.  When she saw that I was really awake, she reached over and rested a hand on my cheek.  “It’s all right, sweetheart,” she told me.

“My arms,” I said.

“I know.”  She stroked my cheek a couple of times.  Her voice was full of sympathy.  And something more.  It sounded like grief.  “The doctors insisted on that.  They...we...didn’t want you to hurt yourself.”
“I won’t.”
“It’s just for a little while, all right?”
When she’d moved her hand to my face, I caught a glimpse of a wedding ring.  From the way she was touching me, I figured I’d Leaped into either her husband or her child.  I hoped for the former.  Being in someone else’s life was hard enough to begin with, without having to fumble along as a woman or a child.  I glanced around — there was no reflective surface nearby that would help tell me who I was this time.  Not that I could sit up to look into it, anyway.

Keep going, I thought.  “Could I have some water?” I asked.

“Of course you can.”  She took her hand back long enough to pick up a cup and the plastic pitcher of water from the bedside table.  The cup had a flexible straw already in it.  She half‑filled the cup, then brought it to me, sliding the straw between my lips.  I drank most of the water, though it was flat and lukewarm, just to ease the tightness in my throat.  When I’d finished, she put the cup down on the table and rested her hand on my upper arm near my shoulder.

After a couple of minutes of silence, punctuated by the ongoing commotion out in the corridor, I asked her, “What happened?  Why am I here?”
“You don’t remember?”
“No.  I...don’t.”
She looked away from me for a second, and sighed, then turned back.  “You got sick, sweetheart.  Three days ago.  It was very sudden.”
“Sick how?”
“You collapsed.”
“Do they know why?  The doctors?”  Even as I asked the question, I was running down possibilities in my mind.  Heart attack?  No.  I wasn’t hooked up to a cardiac monitor.  Stroke?  Exhaustion?

“Not really.”
“I feel all right.”
She smiled.  “I’m glad.”
I was about to say something more when movement in the doorway caught my eye.  A number of people had walked by since I’d opened my eyes, but that was the thing: they’d gone on by.  This time, someone had stopped and was standing on the threshold of my room.  I turned my attention in that direction and felt a wash of gratitude so strong that it made me want to weep again, to erupt out of this bed and go tearing across the room.  I probably would have, if it hadn’t been for the restraints.

The person in the doorway was Al.  He’d come back.  I wouldn’t need to try to make it without him.

Thank You.  Oh, God, thank You.
I bit down hard on my lip to keep the tears from coming.  I couldn’t do much to acknowledge him without making the woman think I’d flipped, but still, I had to do something.  So I asked her to fluff my pillow, and while she was doing it, I grinned broadly at Al.

He grinned back, and moved further into my room.  When he’d joined me at the tavern, what seemed like only a few hours ago, he’d been wearing his dress whites and a very harried expression.  He still looked tired and worried, but he’d exchanged the uniform for a pair of comfortable‑looking pants and a short‑sleeved shirt printed in wide slashes of red, green, and gold.  I didn’t see the handlink but supposed he’d stuck it in his pocket.

“How ya doing, kid?” he asked.

I risked another smile and a small nod.

The woman finished fixing my pillow then, and straightened up.  I expected her to return to her chair, but instead, to my astonishment, she turned toward Al.  He took the few steps that brought him up next to her, gave her a quick hug with one arm and ruffled her hair.  Then he reached down, grasped my hand, and squeezed it.

He touched me.

The world went into slow motion for a minute, and I think I stopped breathing.  My eyes locked with his, but he either didn’t notice how utterly astounded I was, or took it as par for the course given what he (and the woman) believed was wrong with me.  I must have started to turn blue from lack of oxygen, or something, because when things started to speed up again, he looked a lot more concerned and told me in a comforting tone, “It’s all right, Sam.  Just take it easy.”
“I...you...” I squeaked.

“Calm down, now.”  He looked over at the woman, shook his head in what seemed like annoyance, then bent over me and in a couple of very rapid moves, got me out of the restraints and tugged at me until I sat up.  When I was up, he sat down on the bed beside me, held my upper arms in his hands, and addressed me firmly, as if he thought it was possible that I might not pay attention to him.  “You’re okay,” he said.  “You’re safe.  I don’t want you to worry about anything.”
The woman ventured, “Al?  Do you think you should...maybe it’s better if we...”
“I don’t know about you,” Al replied sternly, “but it wouldn’t put me at ease, being trussed up like a calf.  It’s over.  Look — he’s connected now.  He’s seeing us.  He’s not off in the Twilight Zone.”
“Well...”
Al’s expression shifted.  The worry wasn’t entirely gone, but something I’d seen a thousand times before appeared.  We weren’t headed for the Twilight Zone, but there was a signpost up ahead.  We were headed into the World of Al Calavicci.  “I dunno, Sam,” he told me with one eyebrow cocked.  “She seems to kind like seeing you tied up.  I didn’t think you two were into that kind of stuff.  Guess I was wrong.”
“Al!” I sputtered.

He ignored me.  Leaning toward the woman, he went on in what was obviously meant to be a conspiratorial tone, “Try it with blindfolds next time, hon.”
“AL.”
“See?” Al smirked.  “He is feeling better.”
Where the hell am I??? my mind began to demand.  Al was here, real and solid.  He was still holding onto me, and I could smell cigar smoke on his clothes.  He answered to the name Al, and had called me Sam.  And he looked the right age, the age I was used to.  But this woman…  Al was addressing both of us as if I had a relationship with her that he expected me to know about.  An intimate relationship, almost certainly.  I turned to her, trying not to look too confused or vacant.

Then I remembered: the wedding ring.

Is this my wife? my mind shrilled.  But...I don’t have a wife.  Do I??  Al never said anything about a wife.
Never.  I was sure of that.

In fact, I seemed to recall times when I had asked if I was married, and he had told me no.  However, I couldn’t remember exactly when that had been, or what the circumstances were.  It would’ve been bad enough if he’d simply not said anything, instead of lying to me.  I knew he’d avoided giving me pieces of information about my past throughout the time I was Leaping.  He’d insisted right from the beginning that he could not volunteer information unless I had already recalled it on my own.  Which was stupid; if I remembered something, why would I want him to repeat it?  But that was the rule.  I’d made it up myself, back when Quantum Leap was still just a dream.  And Al stuck to it doggedly, most of the time.  Unless I goaded him into breaking it.  I did remember having goaded him.  He’d given me my name, during my first Leap.  Then later, told me about my brother Tom.  Showed me Tom’s picture.

How could he not tell me I had a wife?  How could he tell me I didn’t have a wife?

And worse yet, if I was home, where the hell was my memory??

Over the years, I’d gotten used to the Swiss cheese effect caused by the Leaps.  I never entirely accepted it, but like the other parameters of Leaping, there wasn’t a whole lot I could do about it.  I relied on Al to come through with the bits of information I couldn’t do without for one reason or another.  To help me through an assignment, or simply to help me keep my sanity.  It was annoying, having big chunks of my life simply not be there in my mind, but over the five years, something like fifty percent of my pre‑Leap memory had gradually come back.  I’d never really stopped to wonder what was in the fifty percent that I was still missing.  Finding out horrified me.  I had Swiss cheesed out a wife?  How was I supposed to tell her I didn’t remember her, when she’d waited for five years for me to come home?

Feeling suddenly drained, I eased myself out of Al’s grasp and lay back down on the bed.

I don’t even know her name.
“Are you okay, Sam?” she asked.

I forced a smile and hoped it didn’t look too phony.  “Sure.  Just a little tired.”
Al got up off the bed.  Something seemed to have occurred to him.  He nodded toward the door.  “I’m gonna run downstairs and tell...”
“Oh!” the woman said.  “Yes.  Please.”
He was gone before I could protest, or maneuver him into giving me the woman’s name.  That left me alone with her.  Luckily, she didn’t seem to expect me to carry on a conversation.  She just hiked her chair up closer to the bed and began stroking my hair away from my forehead.  I tried studying her face, then her hands, then the way she touched me.  Ten minutes later (there was a digital clock on the TV set bolted to the wall near the foot of my bed) I still hadn’t come up with a single flicker of memory involving her.  I was about to start playing games with her to try and get her to supply me with her name, but I didn’t have the opportunity.

Voices filtered in from the hall, the first of which sounded awfully familiar.  “I know, I know, but we don’t want to jump the gun.  He’s not in here for the flu.”
Then Al’s voice.  “Come look for yourself.”
Al trotted back into my room, followed by a tall, thin young man in jeans and a gray t‑shirt covered with a white lab coat.  I had to blink hard a couple of times before I could convince my brain that I was really seeing what I was seeing.  For a moment I felt like this was a replay of what had happened in the tavern, where three of the miners had looked to me like Frank and Jimmy La Matta and Moe Stein.  His features were all the right ones: the sandy hair, the eyes and nose he had inherited from my mother.  As I stared at him, he walked on past Al, exchanged wary smiles with the woman at my bedside, then leaned in, gave me a big, delighted grin and kissed me on the forehead.

“You do look a lot better,” he said, tossing a nod in Al’s direction.  “And you’re awake.”
“Tom?” I whispered.

“Hummm.”  He rested a hand on my face and peered into my eyes, then picked up my hand and took my pulse.  When he’d finished that he yanked a stethoscope out of the pocket of his lab coat, plugged it into his ears and listened to my heart and lungs with a very earnest frown.  All his fussing gave me plenty of time to take a closer look at him and to read the I.D. badge clipped to his pocket.  Sure enough, it read THOMAS BECKETT, M.D.  I was still confused, though: he looked the same age he had in Vietnam, back in 1970, the day he was supposed to die and Maggie Dawson died instead.  Early twenties.  That didn’t make any sense at all.  My brother Tom was six years older than I was, which would have put him in his fifties.  So, I thought, maybe this was just a trick, something my mind was inventing.  It couldn’t be Tom.  But the name...

The answer came when he’d finished with the stethoscope.  “I’m certainly not gonna decide anything just from that,” he told me mildly.  “But you seem a lot better.  Your pulse is a little fast...”
With reason, I could have told him.

“I’m glad you’re awake, Dad,” he said.

Dad???

I looked from him to the woman to Al and back again, as if they were all players in a three‑way tennis match.  Trying not to look startled was getting harder by the minute.  If this was indeed my son, I thought as my stomach gracefully turned itself upside down, then this woman and I had been married for a long time.  How could I not remember??

“How do you feel?” Tom asked.

“Uhhh...a little shaky.”
“Well, then, take it easy, all right?  You don’t need to go anywhere.  Just lie there and let us take care of you.  I know it’s no big treat to be stuck in a hospital bed, but the nurses here are pretty good.  And they’ve been talking ever since you got here about ‘the hunk in 306.’  Better watch out when it’s sponge bath time.”  During most of that, he had glanced again and again at his mother (at least, I assumed she was his mother), watching for her reaction.  Being around Al must have rubbed off on him.  I wondered if she’d be upset, or annoyed, but she wasn’t.  All she did was crack Tom on the butt with the back of her hand.  Tom laughed aloud and offered, “Guess Mom wants to give you the sponge bath, Dad.”
I tried producing a smile that would convince him I was accustomed to all this.  If that didn’t quite work, I suppose he chalked it up to my having been...asleep, or something, for the last three days.

Three days, I thought.  I’ve been here for three days.
“I think Dr. Howard’s gone for the day,” Tom went on.  “But he’ll be back in the morning.  He’ll want to check you over then.  I could do it, but technically speaking, you’re not my patient.  The biggest rule in his book is about not treating relatives.”  He rolled his eyes at me, then added, “I think he’s got it embroidered on a pillow in his office.”
Al asked dryly, “Where’d he go?  The golf course?”
“Probably.”
Al snorted at that.  Tom glanced over his shoulder toward the door, as if he expected this Dr. Howard to have crept up unannounced to listen to what was being said about him.  He was the type who laid waste first and asked questions later, no doubt.  I remembered senior M.D.’s like that from my own residency.  Since I was quiet and obedient and almost always ready with the right answer to a question, I seldom fell victim to the Dr. Howards of my own career.  But I knew them.  I’d looked over my own shoulder more than once.

“He’s probably gonna have a cow over this,” Tom went on, picking up the loose end of one of the restraints.  It was obvious from the way he once again looked at Al that he knew who’d removed them.

Al pointed out gruffly, “He’s not here.”
“Yeah, well...”  Tom gestured with the strap.  “I guess he was justified.  You really let him have it, Dad.”
“I did?” I said.

“Yeah.  He thought you broke his nose.”
I’d hit someone?  Then I hadn’t been unconscious for the whole three days.  But I couldn’t remember having awakened here anytime prior to a few minutes ago.  “Did I?”
“No.  But half his face is bruised.  If you want to leave the restraints off, just make sure you don’t take a swing at him when he shows up in the morning.”  He winked at me, then continued, “Get some rest, okay?  I’ll be around.  If you need anything, have somebody come get me.  I’ve gotta get going now.  I’m supposed to be checking on Mrs. Hamovitz and her gall bladder.”  He bent down to kiss me again, and I saw something change in his eyes.  He’d been scared to death about me, and now he wasn’t.  That wasn’t to say he’d become entirely blithe about my situation.  “I’ll come see you later on, Dad,” he told me, blinking when his voice cracked.

“I should go, too,” Al said a minute after Tom had gone.  “Tom’s right, you need to rest.  I’ll come back in the morning, to see what Dr. Frankenstein has to say.”  The woman got up from her chair, and Al pulled her into a tight hug.  I understood from the looks on their faces that they had given each other a lot of support over the last few days.  When he let her go, he brushed a kiss against her cheek and said, “I’ll go over and talk to Steffy.”
She nodded.  “Thanks, Al.”
“Maybe she can get some sleep tonight.”  He paused.  “Maybe we can all get some sleep tonight.”
“I hope so.”
“Yeah.”
“Tell her I’ll be home in a little while.”
“I will.”  He looked around for a moment, hesitating, as if there were something more he wanted to do or say.  Maybe he just didn’t want to leave.  I figured either one was possible.  Finally, he patted my arm and smiled at me.  He almost looked like he wanted to match Tom’s gesture and kiss me, too, but I couldn’t imagine him doing that.  It had taken me almost a year after we first met just to get him to hug me.  A kiss on the cheek, even though it wouldn’t have been even remotely sexual, just wasn’t something I could conceive of getting from Al Calavicci.  So, instead, he gave the kiss to the wife I couldn’t remember, and murmured, “Look after him, Nance.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I broke into a grin as I watched him leave.  Nancy.  Her name was Nancy.

“What’s so funny?” she asked me.

“Nothing.”
“Well...at least you feel well enough to smile.”  She turned away, looking toward the door, and I could see her shudder.  When she turned back, she was biting down hard on her lower lip.  “Oh, Sam.  We were so worried.”
I told her, “It’s okay now.”
“Yes.  Sure.  Of course it is.”
She started fluttering, and looking around, as if she didn’t have a clue what to do next.  “Nancy,” I said quietly.  She stopped wobbling and looked at me.  I patted the bed alongside me.  “Sit here, okay?”  She thought it over, then nodded.  After she’d settled next to me, I took hold of her hand.  It occurred to me suddenly that there were a million things I needed to ask Al.  How much did she know about the Project, and about where I’d been for the last five years?  She might have been part of the staff.  If she and I were married, I figured I would have wanted her near me during the months it had taken to set up the complex.  But there was certainly a strong possibility that she wasn’t a scientist, wasn’t involved in any kind of work that would be helpful at the Project.  Either way, how much did she know?  I didn’t know what to say to her, where to begin making up for what I’d done to her and Tom by going into the Accelerator.  Whether she knew all the details about the Project or not, I had left her for five years.  And in a sense, I hadn’t returned to her yet, because all the time I had spent with her before I first Leaped was buried somewhere deep in my head where I couldn’t get at it.

So I started with something else.  “The nurses probably pay as much attention to Tom as they would to me,” I said mildly.  “He’s not a bad looking kid, huh?”
She smiled a little wistfully and nodded.  “Not bad.”
Then the silence fell again.  I could have kept up with the small talk — being tossed into so many strangers’ lives and being expected to hit the ground running almost every single time had taught me to be pretty adept at making conversation with people I didn’t know, making them think I did know them.  I could have done it.  But I didn’t want to.  My heart wouldn’t let me.  It seemed like a rotten trick, sending me where I’d wanted so badly to go, but erasing my memory of two of the most important people in my life.  Well, I thought, at least I remember Al.
But maybe that was because Al had been with me all along.  I considered that possibility, then rejected it.  I remembered my parents, and Katie, and the other Tom, and a number of my teachers.  My teammates from high school.  Why couldn’t I remember my wife and my son??  That just wasn’t fair.  Not to me, and not to them.  Not after I’d been apart from them for so long.

The only thing I could do, I decided, was the same thing I had done on the day I Leaped into Captain Tom Stratton: start from scratch, lie a little, pretend everything was all right, and hope that would be good enough.

Nancy stayed with me until visiting hours ended at eight o’clock.  When the silence between us began to become ridiculous, she switched on the television.  After we’d sat through an old Eddie Murphy movie, the “Roberto!” talk show, the local news and “Entertainment Tonight,” I knew that it was Tuesday, May 9, 2000 and I was indeed in New Mexico.  I’d also learned that Bill Clinton, who’d been President when I first Leaped, had made a well‑received speech in Albuquerque; the most popular Presidential candidate for the November elections had selected a female running mate; there had been a severe flood in Texas, a series of tornados in Kansas and snow in Colorado during the last 24 hours; and McCaulay Culkin had just completed a film in which he played the father of a kidnapped infant.

I knew where I was, and when.  But still nothing about my family.

When Nancy left for the night, I had her switch off the lights in my room.  I had no real hope of being able to sleep; my mind was running a million miles an hour, and beyond that, the hospital bed was about as comfortable as lying on a stone slab.  Then there was the ongoing racket out in the hall.  I certainly had the option of sending for Tom and having him give me a sedative — I didn’t think he’d refuse to do that, even though he “technically” wasn’t my doctor.  But I doubted that eight or nine hours of zoned‑out sleep would help me much.  It wouldn’t provide me with any answers, and my mind wouldn’t be any more at ease when I woke up.

So I lay there in the dark, first on my back, then on my side, watching the headlights of passing cars flicker on the glass of my one and only window.

“Not fair,” I muttered more than once.

Somewhere along the line, I fell asleep.

* * *

In contrast to the expressions of vast relief I had gotten from Al, Nancy, and Tom, the infamous Dr. Howard seemed nothing less than disgruntled that I was awake and lucid, even when I assured him that I was uninclined to deliver another blow to his already swollen nose.  The sour expression he was wearing when he entered my room a little before eight in the morning didn’t waver the whole time he was examining me.  Other than having belted him that one time, I couldn’t imagine what I’d done to make him dislike me — until I overheard him muttering the words “pain in the ass” and “Becketts” to one of the nurses.

As Tom had predicted, the old grouch spent several minutes complaining over my having been released from the restraints.  When the complaining was over, he compensated for my freedom by sending me off to spend the rest of the morning being subjected to a battery of tests, some of which I’d never been on the receiving end of before (and hadn’t thought I ever would be).  Even though he wasn’t in the same room, I imagined he was filled with glee at the knowledge that I was being poked, prodded and injected over every square inch of my body at his behest.  Most of the tests had no connection whatsoever with anything that might possibly have been wrong with me.  But, rather than admit to Howard that I felt at all affronted by his nonsense, I sailed through the morning with all the good humor I could muster.  It helped a good deal that Tom’s assessment of the nursing staff (and their attitude toward me) was correct.

A few minutes after noon, Howard apparently ran out of things to test me for, and I was delivered via wheelchair back to my room.  I expected Nancy and Al to be there waiting for me.  Nancy was, but she’d brought along someone else.

This time, I didn’t let the new face surprise me.

It stood to reason that if we’d been married long enough to have produced Dr. Thomas Beckett, we’d also been together long enough to (as my father had expressed the idea) hatch a couple more.  Perched on the guest chair in my room as I was rolled through the door was a teenaged girl with reddish‑blonde hair and a sweet,  dimpled face that made me think of Meg Ryan, the actress.  She waited for me to hoist myself up out of the wheelchair, then, prompted by a nod from Nancy, hugged me firmly around the waist and kissed my cheek.

“Hi, Daddy,” she crooned.

I hugged her back, and she rested her head against my chest for a moment.  “Sorry it took so long,” I told her and Nancy.  “I think they were testing me for smallpox.”
“What did Dr. Howard say?” Nancy asked.

“Nothing.  He won’t have some of the test results for a couple of hours.”
My daughter peered up at me and grinned.  I grinned back and ruffled her hair, which made her tighten her hold on me.  I was about to become bothered over the lack‑of‑name situation, as I had with Nancy the evening before, but then I recalled Al mentioning that he was going to talk to someone named “Steffy.”  I was pretty sure I remembered the pronoun “she” being used, too.  It seemed like a fairly safe bet that this was Steffy.

“Let your dad sit down, sweetheart,” Nancy said after a moment, though before I was actually allowed to do that she had delivered a hug and a kiss of her own.  I perched on the edge of the bed, feeling a little under‑dressed in my hospital gown, robe and slippers.  Both Nancy and Steffy were wearing jeans; Nancy with a white, short‑sleeved sweater and Steffy with a baggy red t‑shirt.  Seeing that made me long for something to wear that didn’t flap open in the back.

“Where’s Al?” I asked.

“He went out to get you something to eat,” Steffy replied.  “Somebody told him you’d be back in your room soon, and he didn’t want you to have to eat a tray full of reconstituted crap for lunch, he said.”
“So what’s he bringing me?”
“Dunno.”
Knowing Al’s unlimited tastes, he could be ordering up anything from a plate of burritos to boiled hog maw.  I wasn’t at all sure that what he’d show up with would be any more to my liking than what the hospital cafeteria could produce.  At the very least, the hospital food was more likely to be comfortingly bland.  A little rubber chicken, some waxy mashed potatoes, tiny hard peas.  And jello squares.  There had to be jello squares.

The aroma of what he was carrying arrived a moment before Al did.  No hog maw; after settling me back in bed, he set out on my tray a paper cup of thick vegetable soup, a juicy, warm roast beef sandwich on a toasted roll and a carton of milk.  When he’d unwrapped it all he handed me a plastic soup spoon.  My stomach promptly growled so loudly everyone in the room could hear it.  I felt like I hadn’t eaten in weeks.

“Thanks, Al,” I said.  “It looks great.”
“I ran into Tom downstairs,” he said as I was devouring my lunch.  “He says the test results look good so far.  That walking hemorrhoid hasn’t found a reason to keep you here.”
“So he can come home?” Steffy asked eagerly.

“They don’t know that yet, honey,” Al replied.  “They’ll want to be sure your dad’s okay before they let him go.”
“But he’s better.”
“I’m better,” I agreed.  “My back aches a little from spending the night in this torture device of a bed.  And I was getting a headache from not eating — they took me out of here before breakfast.  But that’s going away now.  I feel okay.  Really.  And I’ll feel better than that if I can go home.”  I underscored my point by gesturing at Al with the half‑a‑sandwich I was holding.  “Tell the walking hemorrhoid I’ll sign myself out if he can’t come up with a good reason why I should stay here.”
That was obviously the wrong thing to say.  Al and Nancy exchanged somber looks, then Al fished around in his pocket and produced a ten‑dollar bill which he handed to Steffy.  “Honey, why don’t you run down to the gift shop and get your dad something to read?”
“All right,” she sighed.

They waited until she had shuffled reluctantly out of the room, and an extra minute for her to go far enough down the hall to be out of earshot.  Al rubbed at the back of his neck, then took a deep breath and said to me, “I don’t think you oughta take this too lightly, Sam.”
“I told you, I feel okay.”
“Yeah, well, that’s fine.  But...”  His voice trailed off.  “You don’t remember getting sick?”
“No,” I replied, and put the remnants of the sandwich down on the waxed paper it had come wrapped in.  “I don’t remember anything at all.  What do you mean by `sick’?  I’m not five years old, Al.  And I’m a doctor.  What happened?”
“You had a seizure.”
I frowned at him.  “What kind of a seizure?”
He made a face and fluttered his hands in a gesture that didn’t translate as anything much.  “A seizure.  Is there more than one kind?  We were standing out in the corridor talking, and you started to get upset for no good reason.  You started walking away from me, and when I grabbed hold of you, you took a swing at me.  Then you started saying things that didn’t make any sense.  You were shaking, like you were cold.  Then your eyes rolled back in your head and you keeled over.”
“That’s not...” I began.

He cut me off.  “I don’t know what the hell else to call it, Sam.”
“This happened at the Project?”
“Yeah.”
“Why didn’t they take care of me there?”
“They don’t have the facilities.  You know that.”
Did I?  The way I remembered it, the Project was set up for everything short of a heart transplant.  The medical section occupied a whole level of the complex, and was staffed by people I’d hand‑picked myself.  I took a long look at Al’s expression before I bothered to disagree with him, and decided that he hadn’t wanted the Project staff to care of me.  Why, I had no idea.  Maybe he’d wanted to avenge himself for some of the times I’d hurt him by delivering me into the clutches of Dr. Howard.  That was the only possibility I could think of, and it was so flimsy it didn’t deserve serious consideration.

“They ran a brain scan,” I told him.  “I don’t think they found anything.  You can always tell by their attitude when they’ve found something, even when they won’t say so.  I don’t know what to tell you, Al.  I can lie here for a week and watch a lot of television if it would make you happy, but I don’t think it would accomplish anything for me other than destroying my lower back muscles.”
Nancy hadn’t made a sound during all of that.  In fact, she hadn’t said more than about ten words since I’d been brought back to my room.  When I’d first seen her with Steffy, she looked rested and almost cheerful.  Now she looked weary again.

“Al’s right, Sam,” she sighed.

“Right about what?”
“That we should wait and let them find out what happened.  What’s wrong with you.”
“There’s nothing wrong with me!” I insisted.  “All right, so I passed out.  But did anybody think to attribute that to what I’ve been through?  Huh?  I haven’t been sitting in a chair out at the beach for the last five years, you know.  It must’ve gotten to me.  That’s all it is.  I was wiped out.  I’m sorry if that doesn’t seem like enough.  Maybe you’d rather that I had a brain tumor.”
Nancy was genuinely shocked.  “Sam!”
“Well?” I snapped.

“Of course we don’t want it to be anything like that.  But you scared us.  You...really...scared us.”
The hollow tone in her voice made me feel rotten.  But I couldn’t help protesting being kept a prisoner here; I’ve never been a good patient, even when I genuinely don’t feel well.  And since I did feel all right, I couldn’t think of much beyond getting out of the hospital and trying to put my life — and my memory — back in order.  “I’m sorry,” I told Nancy.  “I just...don’t like lying here.”
“I know you don’t.”
“I want out.  I want a real bed.  I want not to have to eat out of a paper bag.  I want to do something other than sleep and watch TV.”
Steffy came back a few minutes later bearing the latest issues of Time, People, and a tabloid newspaper.  “Look, you guys,” she announced, flapping the paper in front of her.  “Elvis married a space alien.  That’s where he’s been all this time.  On the mother ship.  He’s been teaching them about humans.”
“I want ooouuuut,” I said.

After all the speechifying from Nancy and Al, having Dr. Howard turn me loose a couple of hours later seemed both unwise and anticlimactic.  Had the situation been reversed, I probably would have insisted that my patient stay at least one more day for the ever‑popular “observation.”  But Dr. Howard seemed to think that there was nothing interesting left to observe.  Either that, or he wanted to get me and my left hook as far away from him as possible.

I puzzled all the way home in the car over Al’s description of what had happened at the Project.  I still didn’t know how much time had elapsed between my return to Quantum Leap and what Al referred to as the “seizure.”  I had no memory of being at the Project at all.  Possibly only a few minutes had gone by there, which wouldn’t offer me much to remember.  And I had no trouble believing that there was enough trauma involved in my Leaping back to have brought on some sort of attack.  The healing properties of the void aside, by the time I’d left Beth’s living room, I’d been as wrung out as an old rag.  My nervous system was shot.  Yeah, my taking a few steps down the corridor and going down like a felled redwood was definitely believable.

When Nancy turned her car (an almost‑new Mercedes equipped with a cellular phone) into the driveway of what I assumed was our house, I leaned against the car door for a closer look like a child peering through a store window.  We were at the end of a cul‑de‑sac identified by a tiny street sign as Cielo Circle.  The two‑car garage Nancy stopped in front of was hooked onto a  big, two‑story tract house almost identical to the ones on either side of it.  I’d hoped seeing it would spur some memory in me, but it didn’t.  I felt like I was in the middle of another Leap.  Welcome home, Sam.

Steffy hopped out of the car first and babbled cheerfully at me as I followed her up the walk to the front door, with Al bringing up the rear.  Nancy remained in the car, remote‑controlling the garage door open so that she could put the Mercedes in out of the desert sun.  That left Steffy to unlock the door for me, since I’d already discovered I didn’t have any keys, or a wallet.  Both things were inside the house, Nancy had told me, lying on top of my dresser.

Once the door was open, Steffy hurried on ahead, all but dancing in her eagerness to have me back in the house.  Al closed the door behind us, then stood just inside it as if he weren’t sure he ought to be here.

Home.

And it was still all a blank.

I tried to imagine having been a part of choosing the furnishings that went into this house.  Being towed along through a long line of stores and asked for advice.  What color did I think the drapes should be?  Which style sofa did I like best?  Brass lamps, or ceramic?  The house was lovely, but I was sure that had been Nancy’s doing and not mine.  I couldn’t see myself as having been anything more than a nuisance on those shopping trips.  Steffy disappeared around a corner, chattering about changing her clothes.  Once she was gone I wandered around the living room, touching first one item, then another, with Al watching me.  He seemed to find nothing especially unusual in what I was doing.  The more time that passed without his saying anything, the more I began to ask  myself why I wasn’t telling him that I didn’t remember this house.

I wondered, as I continued my meandering, whether Nancy had indeed put this room together herself or had had the help of a decorator.  While it had a very comfortable, lived‑in feeling, almost everything in it looked carefully chosen.  Not much New Mexican influence.  When she spoke, there was a Boston accent in Nancy’s words.  That would explain the Colonial style of the furniture and the greens and blues of the color scheme — none of the desert colors that were so popular in this area.  My mother probably liked this room, I decided.  I liked it, whether or not I had ever seen it before.

It had a sense of familiarity to it, definitely.  Nothing in my subconscious was saying, No, I don’t live here.  On the other hand, I hadn’t lived here for five years.  For all I knew, Nancy could have changed every stick of furniture in here in the interim.  I doubted she’d do that, but it was still possible.

I was considering that when she came in through the back door.  When she reached me she slid her arms around me and held on for a minute.  I leaned against her and put an arm around her shoulders.  It felt nice.  Even though I was hugging a stranger.

“I guess you want some time,” Al said.

He was already turning to leave.  “Al,” I said over Nancy’s shoulder.  “Wait a minute.  I...I need to talk to you.”
“About what?”
“About the Project.”
I could feel Nancy stiffen against me.  Al didn’t look like he was fond of what I’d just said either.  Nancy turned a little, so that she could see Al, and they exchanged another one of those looks: the ones that said they knew a lot more than I did about the past few days.  Al shook his head, and told me quietly but firmly, “Not today, kid.  Take it easy for a while, huh?  You just got home, and it’s almost four o’clock already.  Have some dinner and get a good night’s sleep.  We can talk tomorrow.  I’ll be home.  Come over in the morning.”
“But, Al...”
He shook his head again.  “You need to forget about the Project for a while.”
“All I want to do is talk!”
“Tomorrow.”
He was gone before I could say anything more.  Rather than go along with what he’d told me, though, I hustled out the door after him.  He was only a few steps ahead of me.  “Al, wait!” I called out.  He stopped a little reluctantly and turned around to look at me with his hands burrowed into his pockets.  “Al,” I said again, aware that I sounded more frenzied than I should have.  “I really...I need to talk to you.  I think you’re the only one who’d understand.  You’re the only one who really knows what I’ve been through all these years.”
“I guess I am,” he sighed.

“Then talk to me.  Please?  I know I should be happy just to be home, but...”
With another small sigh he crossed the space that separated us and stood about arm’s length from me.  Off in the distance I could hear the roar of somebody’s lawn mower.  The sound bothered me, but I was unable to tell myself why; then I remembered Al,  the die‑hard environmentalist, informing me during one of the Leaps that gasoline‑powered mowers were few and far between at the turn of the century.  Apparently, one of the few existed here in Cielo Circle.

“Sam,” he said quietly, “listen to me.  Okay?  You’re gonna tear Nancy apart if you keep this up.  We got you sprung from the hospital, which might not have been the best idea in the world.  But you’re home now.  You need to take it easy for a few days, at least.  Paint the bathroom or something.  Read.  Listen to music.  Dig up your old baseball card collection and reorganize it.  Just...”  He had to stop for a moment.  When he could speak again, his voice was tight.  “Just please stop worrying about the damn Project.”
“I can’t,” I said.

We stood facing each other off for a minute.  It seemed like the only sound in the world was the roar of that lawnmower.  Like there weren’t any people in the world except the two of us.  I searched Al’s face for an explanation, some reason why, after all these years, he wouldn’t talk to me.  I’d thought when I finally came home, he’d stick to me like glue.  Want to do nothing but talk, about all the things we had been through, all the things we’d seen.  But instead, he was starting to become angry at me for even suggesting that.  For trying to insist on it.  After a minute I surrendered.  I’d slept badly and had spent the whole morning being treated like a lab rat.  There wasn’t enough starch left in me to let me argue with Al.

“Go home, then,” I told him.  “I’ll...just...”
He reached out and rested a hand on my arm.  “I’m not punishing you, Sam,” he said.  “I want you to get well.  You’ve been pushing yourself for way too long.  Something’s gotta give if you won’t stop.  I don’t want it to have to.”  He paused.  “Go inside, will you?  I promise, we can talk tomorrow.”
“Yeah,” I muttered.

“Don’t make that face,” he warned me.  He took his hand back and used it to point to the house closest to the garage that now held Nancy’s car.  “I only live fifty feet away.  It’s not like I’m leaving the country.”
“I know,” I replied, even though I hadn’t known.

“Good night, then.”
He looked back over his shoulder at me a couple of times as he was walking toward what he’d identified as his house.  When he reached the front door, he smiled, then went on inside.  It still hurt, his refusal to be with me, even though he’d tempered it carefully.  How could simply talking about the Project threaten my health?  Maybe he was afraid that talking wouldn’t be enough for me.  That I’d want to go to the Project.  And once I was there, I’d be tempted to go back into the Accelerator.  If that was the truth as Al saw it, he was wasting his energy believing in it.  I would no more have gone back into the Accelerator at that moment than I would have stepped off the top of the World Trade Center.

Nancy was busying herself in the kitchen when I went back into the house.  I followed the clattering noises I could hear from there, and found her emptying clean dishes and silverware from the dishwasher.  She was still upset.  Knowing that Al had  refused to discuss the Project didn’t entirely offset the fact that I had suggested — insisted — that we do so.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

“No,” I replied.  “I’m still working on lunch.  Maybe later on.  If that’s okay.”
“You can eat any time you like.”
I stood in the doorway watching her put the dishes into their places in the cabinets.  She was having a hell of a time trying to stay angry.  She was still way too scared.  Her shoulders kept shaking — about five of the wrong words from me would have made her burst into tears.  Feeling lousy again, I went to her, took the dishes out of her hands and put them on the table, then gathered her into my arms.

“I’m sorry,” I said.  “Please understand.  I feel confused, and edgy, and I just want some answers.”
“Answers for what, Sam?”
“Everything.”
She tipped her head back so that she could look me in the eye.  She was tiny, no more than five feet tall, maybe a hundred pounds.  But there was a lot of fight in her, for being so small.  Seeing that, I didn’t have any desire to provoke her into being really upset with me.  Instead, I tried to imagine her nine months pregnant with the kids who were both tall enough now to tell me they’d been good‑sized at birth.  She must have been hellishly uncomfortable.

“We don’t want to take your work away from you, Sam,” she said finally.

“I know.”
“We just want you to give yourself a little time.”
“I know, Nancy.”
“Then will you just rest for a while?”  There was a desperate note in her voice that was reflected in her eyes.  It made me think she either didn’t know much about the Project, or didn’t understand it.  She was terrified — the kind of terror you have of things that go bump in the night.  Things you can’t put your hand on, can’t explain.  “Please, Sam,” she said.

I pulled her in tighter and tucked her head in underneath my chin.  She was still shaking; trying not to, but failing.  “It’s all right,” I whispered.  “I won’t go away again.”
When she had calmed down somewhat I let go of her and gave her an encouraging smile.  “You know what I think I want to do,” I said.  “I want to take a shower.  All they let me do at the hospital was wash up in the sink.  I feel pretty grungy.  I want to take a long, hot shower.”
She seemed to like that idea, or at least be content with it.  She nodded at me, then said, “All right.  I’ll get you some clean towels.  They’re still in the laundry room.  I didn’t have a chance to put them away.”  When I nodded she ducked through a doorway at the far end of the kitchen and returned with three thick, soft, pale green towels.  “Do you want me to turn down the air conditioning?” she asked.  “I don’t want you to get chilled.”
“It is a little cool in here,” I agreed.

After she’d adjusted the thermostat she walked me back through the living room to the corner Steffy had disappeared around.  I could see now that tucked back there was the staircase to the second floor.  Lining both walls going up the stairs was what looked like more than a hundred framed photographs.  They captured my attention immediately, so that I didn’t hear Nancy speaking to me again.  All I caught was, “...Around six.”
“What?” I said, turning toward her.

She smiled at me indulgently.  Apparently my interest in the pictures was nothing new — and was something she could accept, like my wanting to take a shower.  “I was planning to grill some chicken for dinner,” she repeated.  “If that sounds all right.  Around six o’clock.”
“That’s fine.”
“Go, then.  Get rid of the grunge.”
To my delight, she dismissed me with another smile and returned to the kitchen, leaving me alone to study the long rows of pictures.  I climbed the steps slowly, one at a time, studying the photographs as if I had been in a museum exhibit devoted to Beckett Family History.  My mother had undoubtedly contributed to the collection, because there were a number of pictures of Tom, Katie and me from throughout our childhoods, along with several shots of my parents during their youth and even one of each set of my grandparents.  Steffy and her brother Tom were also illustrated throughout their lives.  So was one more child.

It’s like an Easter egg hunt, I thought.  Every time I turn around, I find another kid.
The third was another boy, in between Tom and Steffy in age, judging from the photograph I found of them mugging together for the camera.  He had Tom’s sandy‑brown hair, huge brown eyes, and a grin that told me he had been a double handful to deal with.  I found his name in a picture of him posed with a birthday cake that read in blue icing, “Happy Birthday Jack.”  Since Nancy hadn’t mentioned him, I suspected he wasn’t in the house.  Away at school, maybe, or simply living on his own.  If he was close to Tom’s age, he was old enough for that.

A diligent search of both walls didn’t uncover any more unfamiliar faces.  That was fine; having three grown kids was enough for me to try to absorb.  I lingered a little longer on the stairs, studying how Tom and Jack and Steffy had changed from infants to schoolchildren to young adults.  The anger and remorse I’d felt at not being able to remember Nancy tried to resurface, but I forced myself to ignore it.  With luck, the rest of my memory would come back little by little, the way I’d regained the first half of it during the Leaps.  Eventually I’d remember everything.  I told myself that firmly, then climbed the rest of the stairs.

Steffy was in her room, the first one at the top of the steps, sitting cross‑legged in the middle of her bed sifting through a stack of CD’s.  She got up when I stopped in her doorway and gave me another warm hug around the waist.

“I’m glad you’re home,” she told me.

“Me too.”
“You’re all right, aren’t you, Daddy?”
“I’m fine.”
“I’m glad.  I’m gonna go for a swim.  Put some music on and do a few laps.  Want to come?”
I shook my head and nodded down the hall in the direction away from the stairs.  “I need to take a shower.  I’ll come out after I’m done.  Your mother wants to have dinner at six.  Maybe you should see if she needs any help.”
“I will.”
Anxious to finish with her CD’s and get into her bathing suit, she nudged me out of the doorway and closed the door as I went on down the hall.  There were three more bedrooms upstairs, one of which was furnished with twin beds and a lot of sports memorabilia.  That one had to be Tom and Jack’s.  Next was what was unmistakably a guest room.  The master bedroom was at the far end of the hall.

I listened for approaching footsteps as I closed the door behind me, but heard none.  Good: I was being left alone to examine my room.  (Well, mine and Nancy’s.)  I’d had rueful conversations with Al during a couple of the Leaps, mourning the fact that not only couldn’t I sleep in my own bed, I couldn’t even remember what it looked like.  I still couldn’t remember it, but there it was.  I was sorely tempted to fling myself onto it and try it out, like Goldilocks testing the beds of the Three Bears.  Instead, I simply sat on the end of it and used it as a vantage point from which to look over the rest of the room.

Nancy’s knack for decorating was visible here, too.  The walls were covered in textured, pinstriped beige wallpaper — the kind that feels like fabric.  The carpet was a warm brown.  The bed was covered with an old‑fashioned quilt in shades of brown, beige and green, with a green dust ruffle underneath.  Scattered around the room were small boxes and figures made of wood and brass.  One of my high school basketball trophies sat on a corner of the dresser I figured must be mine.  On the other dresser was a framed wedding picture of Nancy in a white satin and lace gown and me in a white tux.

My room, I thought.  My home.
To the left of Nancy’s dresser, running almost the full width of the room, was a closet with mirrored doors.

And...me.
My reflection awed me every bit as much as it had in Al’s  — the other Al’s — tavern.  Of course, the shock of seeing myself for the first time in five years had dissipated, but the image still held me fascinated.  It was me, after so very long.  I’ve read a lot of studies examining the loss of self that comes from not being able to see your own reflection.  Not a one of them said anything about what happens when you look into a mirror and see other people’s reflections — a long line of other people.

Slowly, I got up off the bed and went over to the mirror.  If someone had asked me to express an opinion on the subject before I started Leaping, I would have been sure that my face and my body wouldn’t change all that much in five years.  But I Leaped out when I was not quite 42, and I was almost 47 now.  That’s a time in almost everyone’s life when a lot of little changes seem to sneak up on you in the middle of the night.  I hadn’t grown a spare tire, or a double chin, but the face looking back at me from the closet door mirror was definitely middle‑aged.  Like I’d told the other Al, I had a regular spiderweb of tiny lines around my eyes.  And white hair.

I was supposed to take a shower.  I remembered that after a minute, and pulled off the polo shirt and jeans Nancy had brought me to wear home from the hospital.  The clothes ended up in a heap on the floor; rather than worry about hanging them up, I was completely focused on the mirror, wondering if the shirt and jeans had covered up anything that I hadn’t seen five years ago.  There’d been no time during the Leaps for me to become fat and lazy; my muscle tone actually looked a little better than it had in 1995.  And I wasn’t as pale as I’d been during the years we’d spent putting the Project together.  The lock of white hair and the wrinkles bothered me, but the rest of me looked pretty good.

When I came back out of the bathroom (the master bedroom had its own) after my shower, I spent another couple of minutes gazing at my reflection.  If anyone had happened to see me, they would have thought I was either hopelessly narcissistic or had the brains of a potted plant.  But pulling myself away from the mirror was the hardest thing I had done all day.  As far as my awareness went, a very short space of time had gone by since I’d first glimpsed my reflection in the tavern.  After having spent so long looking at other people in the mirror, seeing Sam Beckett was still very precious to me.  So I stood there with my palm resting on the glass, doing nothing but watching myself.

It took a series of noises from outside the house to finally tear me away.  One of Steffy’s favorite songs must have come up on the CD player, because all of a sudden music blasted up from beneath the bedroom windows.  A moment later there was a loud splash; then first one, then two voices singing along with the CD.  Shaking my head, I pushed open the closet door, found myself a robe, tugged it on and went over to the window.  Holding the curtains aside allowed me to see Steffy dangling from the edge of the swimming pool, singing at the top of her lungs.  I couldn’t see the owner of the other voice at first.  I was about to open the window for a better look when Tom strolled out alongside the pool, doing something that fell midway between singing and bellering.

I almost did open the window, so that I could call out to them, but ended up simply watching.  When Tom came close enough to her to make himself a target, Steffy splashed a wave of water in his direction, soaking one leg of his jeans.  He looked around for a suitable weapon, found nothing, and hopped into the pool with his clothes on, grabbed his sister, and hauled her under the surface.  They were obviously enjoying themselves tremendously.  After a minute I couldn’t watch any more, and let the curtains drop.  I wanted to convince myself to go downstairs and join them out by the pool, but remaining alone in my room seemed simpler.  Easier.

I sat down on the bed again.  Knowing that I could sleep here tonight without wondering if tomorrow would take me to another time and place (other than in the most normal sense) seemed tremendously comforting.  While I was among people who were unfamiliar to me, at least they accepted me and loved me — and I still believed that my memory of them would come back.  In the meantime, I could talk to Al in the morning, find out how much my family knew about the Project, and find some way to tell them gently that I didn’t remember them.  If they loved me, they wouldn’t blame me for that.  They couldn’t, after all.  It wasn’t my fault.  If the choice had been mine, I would have remembered every moment of every day I had spent with them before I Leaped.

I glanced over at the clock on the bedside table.  4:32.  That gave me over an hour until dinner.  I could have done any number of things with that hour, but found I didn’t really have the energy to make a choice.

When I opened my eyes again, the room around me was almost completely dark.  I was lying on my side with my head on a pillow.  I was startled, almost frightened, for a second, and my mind began to churn the way it always did during the first few minutes of a Leap, trying to figure out where I was and what I was expected to do.  By the time I understood that I was still in my room, my heart seemed to be up between my ears.  I’d fallen asleep, huddled up in my bathrobe.  Someone had come in to cover me with an afghan that now was tangled around me, then left again.  I turned my head: the clock now read 9:14.

Feeling that I’d missed something important, I untangled myself from the blanket and sat up.  The faint glow that bled into the bedroom from the patio outside was just enough for me to scan the room for the clothes I’d left lying on the floor.  They were gone.  The someone who’d covered me (I figured that was Nancy) had either hung them up or taken them for the laundry.  Turning on a lamp so that I could find something else to wear made me blink and yawn.  The reflection in the mirror had a rumpled look to him now.  This time I ignored the image and went into the closet.

Steffy was watching television in the living room when I padded downstairs.  She’d made herself a bowl of popcorn and was munching handfuls of it, washed down with sips of what looked like grape juice.

“You missed dinner,” she pointed out.

“Sorry,” I said.  I stopped for a minute, leaning against the side of a chair.  The show she was watching, which seemed to  be a drama involving a blind man and a dog, was nothing I recognized.  “Where’s your mom?” I asked Steffy.

“Out back.”
I found Nancy sitting in a chaise longue out by the pool, reading by the light of a battery lamp set up on the little table beside her chair.  When she saw me, she slid over to allow me to sit alongside her legs and leaned toward me to kiss me lightly on the mouth.  “I missed dinner.  I’m sorry,” I said.

“I didn’t want to wake you.  You were sleeping so soundly.”  She rested her hand on my cheek and kissed me again, still very lightly.  “Do you feel all right, Sam?”
“A little foggy.  Sleepy.”
“Maybe you should go back to bed.”
“No.”  I shook my head.  “I’m kind of hungry now.  I’ll open a can of soup or something.”
“I’ll make it for you.”
She moved to get up from the chair, but I put my hands on her arms to stop her.  She gave me a puzzled look, and I told her, “In a minute.  I want to just sit here with you for a minute.”  When she settled back I took her hand in my own and kissed her the same way she had kissed me a moment ago.  With the other hand I reached over and switched off the lamp.  Nancy slid over a little further; the chair was just barely wide enough for us to sit side by side.  I put my arm around her and she rested her head on my shoulder.  After a minute she began stroking my forearm.  Neither one of us said anything for a minute, then I asked her quietly, “Did Tom... where’s Tom?  I saw him out here with Steffy before I fell asleep.”
“He had to go back to the hospital.  He was just here for dinner.”  She sighed.  “I’ll be glad when the residency is over, and he can work a little less than twenty‑eight hours a day.  I worry about him working too hard.”
“He’ll make it through.  I did.”
“Not easily.”
“No.  Not easily.”
She fell silent again.  Very faintly I could hear the sound‑ track of Steffy’s TV show, and a car or two traveling nearby.  Otherwise, the night was very quiet.  The air had turned cool now that the sun was down, but having Nancy’s warmth pressed against me made up for that.  It had been a long time since I’d held a woman in my arms in this peaceful, comforting kind of a way, especially a woman who was married to me.  Having Nancy here now, nestled close like this, lulled me a great deal.  So did seeing the wedding band on my finger — I’d found it lying on the dresser with my keys and my wallet and had put it on when I dressed.

Nancy began to stroke my forearm again, gently brushing the hair in one direction as if she were petting a cat.  It made me feel wonderful and terrible at the same time, knowing that I had someone in my arms who was so familiar with me that she could be utterly content with simply having me hold her.  The “terrible” faded a little when I reminded myself that I could do more than just hold her without feeling guilty.  She wasn’t someone else’s wife or girlfriend, and I wouldn’t be Leaping out in a day or two, leaving behind someone who knew nothing about a relationship that I had kindled.  I was here, I was staying here, and anything I built from here on out would be mine.

There wasn’t much of a movement involved; maybe six inches.  With Nancy still caressing my left arm, I slid my right hand up and lay it on her breast.  She sighed softly, then took hold of my wrist and maneuvered my hand up underneath her sweater.  She wasn’t wearing a bra.  When she repositioned my hand, there was nothing in between my palm and her skin.  I almost took my hand away, then gave in to the fact that this had been half her idea as well as half mine and simply shifted my hand a little so that I could rub at her nipple with my thumb.  That made her sigh more loudly.

The sound of gunshots from the television reminded me that we weren’t exactly alone.  “What if Steffy comes out here?” I murmured.

“I don’t think it’ll destroy her,” Nancy said mildly.

“But...”
“She knows we make love, Sam.”
“That doesn’t mean she should see...”
The groan that earned in response told me that we’d had this kind of a go‑round before.  My parents had never done anything more intimate in front of their kids but hug, with an occasional fleeting kiss.  (Though once, to my embarrassed astonishment, I had caught a glimpse of my father kissing my mom with one hand planted firmly on her backside.)  I had inherited their reticence: anything that might be construed as foreplay simply wasn’t something I would consider doing in front of an audience.  Once or twice during the Leaps I’d had to drive Al away from a private moment by doggedly continuing what I was doing until he remembered that I was modest, even if he wasn’t.  But under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t even consider indulging in anything more than a brief kiss if a third party was watching.  Nancy apparently was one step more exhibitionistic than that.  But she gave in when she realized that I’d stopped being comfortable.

“All right,” she said.  She tugged my hand out from under her sweater and laced her fingers with mine.  “Sometimes you’re no fun, Dr. Beckett.”
“Later,” I replied.

“Maybe I should get you your soup.”
“That’d be great.”
She got up from the chaise longue, holding onto my hand so that she could pull me along with her.  I followed her dutifully into the kitchen, where she waved me into one of the four chairs set around the square, wood‑topped island in the middle of the room.  She offered me the portion of grilled chicken that was supposed to have been mine at dinner, but I turned that down.  While the soup was heating, she set in front of me a woven placemat, a striped soup bowl, a spoon and a mug that she filled with milk.  When she opened the refrigerator I saw a six‑pack of beer.  Tom’s, I figured; Nancy didn’t strike me as being a beer drinker, and Steffy was too young.  It made me think of Al, and the times we had spent talking over a beer before the Project was built.  Tomorrow I could talk to him again, and get myself some answers.

Steffy came out into the kitchen as Nancy was ladling my soup into the bowl.  Standing behind me, she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and kissed the top of my head.  “Love you,” she said into my hair.

“I love you too,” I replied.

I hoped that would be the truth in a few days.  She was a sweet kid, very easy to like, and very pretty.  I was certainly pleased to have her as a daughter.  And even after only one day, I would have fought anyone or anything on her behalf.  But the emotion...the emotion hadn’t come yet.  I didn’t love her, or her brother, or her mother.  The only person I had seen in the last 24 hours that I could say “I love you” to and mean it was Al.  I was glad my back was to Steffy, so that she had no chance to see the doubt I knew was in my eyes.  But Nancy, who turned around at exactly the wrong moment, did see it.  She frowned, not quite at me, then carried the pot in which she’d heated my soup over to the sink and rinsed it with hot water.

“There’s a ‘Saturday Night Live’ special on at ten o’clock,” Steffy rambled on.  “They’re gonna show clips of the real old stuff, with Belushi and Chevy Chase and Gilda Radner.  Want to watch it with me?”
“Sure,” I said.

“Mom?  You too?  You love that old stuff.”
Nancy glanced at me, then nodded.  “All right.”
So we sat up until eleven o’clock watching TV, with Steffy curled up at one end of the sofa, me at the other end, and Nancy sitting by herself in the recliner.  Steffy laughed delightedly at the antics of Belushi and Radner, both of whose unfortunate deaths I remembered, his from drugs, hers from cancer.  Nancy laughed too, though not as often and not as wholeheartedly; her attention seemed to be more focused on me.  She knew something was wrong.  That was as obvious as if she had painted me a sign.  But I tried not to let her know that I had noticed.  I was afraid that would make her say something, and I wanted badly not to break Steffy’s mood.  She was munching on her popcorn again, looking over at me intermittently to see if I was enjoying the old comedy sketches as much as she was.  She was happy.  There was no reason for me to want to wreck that, none at all.

When the show ended, Nancy picked up the remote and switched off the TV.  Steffy tried turning on a pout, but Nancy gave her a stern look in return and announced, “It’s time for bed.  You’ve got school tomorrow.  I let you cut one day so you could be with your dad, but it’s too close to the end of term.  You need to have both eyes open in class.”
“No news?”
“If you wanted to see the news, you should have watched it at five o’clock.  Now get going.  I want you in bed in fifteen minutes.”
“Oh, all right,” Steffy scowled.  “But I’m almost sixteen, Mom.  Staying up late isn’t gonna kill me.”
“Go,” Nancy said, pointing toward the stairs.

With several woeful glances back over her shoulder, Steffy shuffled away.  When she reached the stairs, she stopped and asked me, “Will I see you before I leave for school?”
“I’ll get up for breakfast,” I promised.

Nancy got up to carry what was left of the popcorn and Steffy’s juice glass out into the kitchen.  She took a long look at the corner when she returned, as if she thought Steffy might still be lurking there.  Being alone with her was beginning to worry me, so I made a show of looking through the newspaper I found folded up on the coffee table.  Whether that impressed Nancy or not, I didn’t know.  As I flipped through pages, she made a circuit of the house, making sure all the doors and windows were locked and that the proper outdoor lights had been turned on.  Life had certainly changed: when I was a kid, at bedtime my parents had made sure that all the lights were turned off.

We were halfway to the stairs when Nancy said abruptly, “Oh!  It’s Wednesday, isn’t it?”
“I think so,” I replied.

“I have to take out the trash.”
“I’ll do it,” I offered.

She was already headed back to the kitchen.  “No, I’ll do it.  There isn’t that much.  Go on upstairs.  I’ll be up in a minute.”
Actually, closer to twenty minutes had gone by before Nancy came up.  I’d spent most of that time sitting on the end of the bed with my elbows propped on my knees, looking around at the bedroom and trying to decide whether or not I wanted to spend the night by myself in the guest room.  In spite of what had taken place out by the pool, there was simply too much that was uneasy about this day for me to think I could get into bed with Nancy and act like nothing between us had changed.  For that matter, I couldn’t imagine her thinking nothing had changed.  After all, I’d been gone for five years.  For five years she’d conducted her life without me.  Presumably, for five years she had slept by herself.

A couple of times, I got up and paced off ovals on the carpet.  Even though I’d tried to “go with the flow” as much as I could, my mind insisted on laying out for me more and more things that struck me wrong.  Steffy had said she was fifteen.  If I’d been gone for five years, then she’d been only ten when I first Leaped.  Yet she accepted me back into her life as if I had only been gone a few days.  Nancy, being an adult, might have been able to accept my absence, and then ignore it when it was over.  But Steffy?  And Al.  I’d always thought Al would do everything but sponsor a parade in my honor when I returned home.  And he’d looked nothing more than glum and worried.

Yeah, there were things wrong here.  There were a lot of things wrong.

“Maybe it hasn’t really been five years for them,” I muttered softly.  It didn’t seem like five years to me; in one sense, it was more like a few months, in another, like an eternity.  I thought I remembered Al telling me that five years had gone by while I was Leaping.  And I knew I’d Leaped out in 1995.  Since it was now 2000 — yes, that was five years.  But maybe I’d changed something?  Some event in the past that had rippled into the future, so that I’d left at some point other than April of 1995.

I was pacing when Nancy finally came into the room.  She caught me at it and immediately closed the door behind her.

“I’m okay, Nancy,” I said.  “Really.”
“No you’re not,” she replied.

I was sure she meant physically.  No matter what had happened to me at the Project (the event for which Al used the word “seizure”), physically all that seemed to be the matter with me was a vague sense of disorientation — the same feeling that most people experience as jet lag.  After five years of being tossed through time and space like a ping‑pong ball, I was very well accustomed to disorientation.  It was no more worth being concerned about than a runny nose is to someone with allergies.  I’d had my nap, and some supper, and had spent a reasonably pleasant hour laughing with Steffy.  Physically, I was fine.

But emotionally, I was as lost as a newborn calf.

I was wearing my own clothes, I told myself; I could look forward to shaving in the morning the normal way, by looking at my reflection in the mirror and not going by touch alone; and I was surrounded by people who knew me as myself and called me by my own name.  For the first time in five years, the people around me knew me as Sam Beckett.  That should have helped my peace of mind a great deal.  But it didn’t.

Still, I had to try to play the game, for the sake of my family, at least until after I had talked to Al in the morning.  Maybe, I thought, I should pretend I had a headache, or some other simple problem.  I talked myself out of that when it occurred to me that a headache might get Nancy started on the brain tumor line of thinking again.  Asking her to let me have the room to myself started to look very reasonable.  After all, as she and Al had been insisting since yesterday, I’d been sick.

But I didn’t really want to be alone.  I wanted someone to hold me.  So I crossed the room and stood in front of her, looking her in the eye until she blinked and frowned.  “I’m all right,” I told her firmly.  “I need you to believe that, Nancy.”
“Even if it’s not true?”
“It was true enough for you a while ago, out by the pool.”
“I don’t know what to do, Sam,” she said miserably.  “I don’t know what to think.”
“Then don’t think.”  I gathered her into my arms, again tucking  her head underneath my chin, and rested my cheek against her hair.  It was soft and fine, like a child’s hair, and smelled of floral shampoo.  I reached up to stroke it, over and over, holding her head against my chest.

“Oh, Sam,” she murmured.

That shot a pang of regret through me.  Made me remember sitting on the porch swing of the farmhouse in Indiana, listening to Katie sob because of what I had told her about the future, while Al insisted, “Tell them you made it up!”  I had wanted so badly to tell my family the truth.  To make them believe reality as I saw it, to understand what would happen to them in the future and to let me guide them in a different direction.  But Al was there to tell me it wouldn’t work.  “You’re not changing their future.  You’re just making their present miserable.”  They had all been no more than a couple of steps away: my parents, Tom, Katie.  And Al.  All the people I cared about most.  But I had never felt more alone in my life.

Gently, I took Nancy’s head between my hands and tilted it back so that she was looking into my eyes.  “It’s all right,” I said.  “Please.  It’s all right.”
Her eyes had started to fill up, and she blinked hard several times to drive the tears back.  She might have intended to say something, but the words didn’t reach her mouth.  Instead, she simply nodded and smiled up at me, trying to reassure me as much as I was trying to reassure her.  Both of us stood still for a minute, then I leaned down and kissed her.  I wanted it to feel familiar, but didn’t expect it to.  At first, it didn’t.  Then... it did.  I had kissed her before.  I knew the feeling of leaning over, and her stretching up, my holding her under the elbows so that I could keep my mouth against hers.  That both relieved and startled me.

I remember, I thought.  I do.  I remember.
When the muscles in my neck and my back started to ache from the position I was maintaining, I steered Nancy around and sat both of us down on the end of the bed.  We hadn’t broken off the kiss; in fact, it had gotten more serious.  That felt familiar too, and not because I had done it with other women, in other places.  I knew the smell of her, the taste of her.  I pulled away from her abruptly and sat grinning at her like a fool.

“What is it?” she asked.

I laughed.  Just for a second, and softly.  I’m sure she didn’t know where the laugh had come from, but it lifted as much weight from her shoulders as it did from mine.  “I remember,” I said.

“Remember what?”
There were pictures in my mind, suddenly, faint at first and then increasingly clear and vivid.  A house.  And faces.  And smells.  Cambridge, Massachusetts, in the spring and summer of 1976, when I was turning 23.  I was working on my second doctorate, and had decided against campus housing in favor of something more...well, more like home.  Several afternoons’ worth of driving through the quiet, tree‑lined streets of Cambridge had brought me to a huge, old, gabled house belonging to a widow named Isabelle Holloway.  Mrs. Holloway had rooms to rent at the back of the house, and, she told me, would be pleased to turn them over to someone quiet and reliable who would help her out with some odd jobs.

I was certainly quiet, and considered myself to be reliable.  Mrs. Holloway was impressed with my doctorate, and the letters of recommendation I had garnered from several of my professors.  She gave me tea and cookies, and asked me about my family, sighed in sympathy when I told her I had lost my father not long ago, and told me it would be a treat to have “a nice‑looking young man” in her home again.  Her grandchildren (she had more than a dozen) visited with her often, she explained, but none of them stayed very long.  Her house was too empty.  When I told her that yes, I knew how to play the piano, she thrust the key into my hands and gave me a soft kiss on the cheek.

The rooms Mrs. Holloway turned over to me were in the back of the house, on the second floor.  A narrow flight of outdoor steps led up to a screened‑in porch furnished with white‑painted,  floral‑cushioned wicker furniture and a number of potted plants.  Just inside the entrance to the porch was the door that led into the house itself, to a room about the size of my bedroom in Indiana and a smaller room lined with bookshelves.

“This was Arthur’s retreat,” Mrs. Holloway explained.  “My husband.  He loved books, you see.  Reading was his quiet time.  His chance to go to faraway places.”  She pointed to a section of the wall opposite the porch.  “There was a hallway there, leading into the rest of the house.  But he closed it off, and made this all separate.  When the children were too noisy, or he just wanted a little time to himself, he would come back here and read his books.  Do you have many books, Sam?”
I nodded.  “Nine cartons of them.”
She laughed, a sweet sound that reminded me of my grandmother.  “That’s fine.  That’s just fine.”
A door beside the “library” led into a small, spotless bathroom.  Mrs. Holloway had apparently expected to find her tenant very soon; there were thick, fresh towels hanging on the rods, and a new box of Kleenex sitting on the toilet tank lid, alongside a tiny cup of real violets.  The daybed in the larger room had been made up, too, with a brown and beige cover and a long row of throw pillows.  In the corner where her husband Arthur had blocked off the hallway was an easy chair with thick cushions that looked perfect for curling up to read.

“If there’s anything you need, you just say so,” Mrs. Holloway concluded, resting a hand on my arm.  “I’ve got rooms and rooms of furniture.”
I moved my belongings in that afternoon.  Mrs. Holloway left me alone to unpack for a couple of hours, then gently insisted that I join her downstairs for some supper.  The meal she set out in front of me left me no doubt as to how she’d spent the last two hours.  Between mouthfuls of chicken and potatoes, green beans and chocolate cake, I told her more about my family: how I had no real home any more, because our farm had been repossessed and my mother now lived in Hawaii with my sister and brother‑in‑law, and my brother, the last I’d heard, was in Oregon.  I hadn’t seen my mom, Tom or Katie in more than a year.  I’d been lucky enough to receive a number of scholarships and grants that paid for my ongoing education and living expenses...but no one had money to give me for plane tickets to Hawaii.

That prompted a long, slow nod of sympathy from my new landlady.  “I know,” she sighed.  “This house used to be full.  There were seven of us.  Arthur and I, and our children.  Arthur’s father lived here for a few years, too, until he passed away.  And the children’s friends, always in and out.  I always had treats for them after school.”  She paused, looking off past me with a distant, wistful expression.  “This house was never quiet.  It’s terrible to be old and alone, Sam.”
“Well,” I offered, “it’s not a lot better to be young and alone.”
“Then you’ll have your meals with me.”
“Sure,” I said.

Mrs. Holloway had two rules: that I always look underneath my car before setting it in motion, so that I could avoid running over her cat.  And that I address her not as Mrs. Holloway but as “Neeny,” the name most of her grandchildren used.  She felt a kinship for me, she said, since we both had more or less lost the families that had been the most important part of our lives.  After that first afternoon, she stopped being at all wistful.  She was cheerful, and patient, and occasionally feisty, and plied me with what I supposed were the same treats she had given her children’s friends many years ago.  Once or twice a week she asked that I play several songs on the piano that sat in a corner of her “front parlor,” and sat nearby with a contented smile on her face as she listened, nodding in time to the music.  On the weekends, and occasionally in the afternoon, I did the odd jobs that offset part of my rent: mowing the lawn, cutting back an overgrown shrub, repairing a loose step.  The physical work was a good break from studying.  Every night, Neeny sought me out at ten o’clock to say good night, and every night I went to sleep feeling as if I belonged under that roof.

I had lived there for about two months when the latest in Neeny’s parade of grandchildren came to visit.  Setting aside my books, I went downstairs for dinner at six o’clock to find Neeny setting out three places at the table.  She steered me into the kitchen, where a blonde girl in shorts and a t‑shirt was pouring glasses of lemonade.  “Nancy Lynn,” she said, “this is Sam.”
Nancy Lynn smiled at me fleetingly, murmured a hello, then returned to her lemonade.  I expected Neeny to prod us into a conversation, but instead, she filled my hands with things to be carried out to the table and hustled along behind me carrying a basket of fresh rolls.  I looked back over my shoulder as we walked, to discover that Nancy was stealing another glance too.  Our eye contact lasted about half a second.  She was pretty, but not beautiful.  About nineteen, I thought, maybe twenty.  More than a head shorter than I was, which made her about five feet tall.

And shy.  For a moment, I heard my father’s voice, speaking about someone I couldn’t remember.  “Bashful, huh?  Sat here the whole time, and not a peep out of her.”
I think we got “a peep” out of Nancy during dinner, but not much more than that.  Not that I was what anyone would have called garrulous.  Neeny held up her end of the conversation and got in response a long string of one‑syllable replies.  It seemed to amuse her that Nancy and I were apparently mortally terrified of each other.  To my enormous relief, though, she did nothing at all to indicate that she intended to play matchmaker for the two of us.  We did that well enough on our own — although the shifting of the earth’s land masses operates at a faster pace.

For almost five weeks we did little more than smile at each other.  Nancy, who was between her junior and senior years at college, had come to spend the summer with her grandmother.  She had, according to Neeny, inherited her grandfather’s great love of reading and was also fond of writing short stories in a series of spiral bound notebooks.  Most of the reading and writing that summer was done in the backyard hammock or in the front porch swing.  Armed with pitchers of lemonade, sacks of fruit, and the occasional handful of cookies or brownies, she spent every afternoon poring over thick novels or scribbling in her current notebook.  When I left my own reading long enough to do one of Neeny’s chores, Nancy and I would exchange yet another smile and a hello.

I would have figured she had no interest in me at all (other than the fact that I was there) except that when I glimpsed her reflection in a window as I repainted the trim or polished the glass with Windex, I could see her watching me.  If I turned around, her gaze would drop like a shot to the book or paper in her lap.  So I didn’t usually turn around.  I simply watched her reflection as I did my painting or polishing.

My brother Tom, I was sure, would have sat down beside her and insisted on a conversation, one‑sided though it might be.  Tom didn’t need replies; I’d seen him carry on conversations with cows.  But the trouble was, I wasn’t Tom.  I couldn’t even call Tom to ask for advice and to get my hump busted because I was too shy to talk to a pretty girl, since I had no idea where he was.  All I could turn to was my memory of the cheerful, irresistible way he had wooed the girls he set his sights on.  And the memory wasn’t enough to spur me into action.

The last day I watched Nancy in the window, the temperature  went up over a hundred.  The humidity was so high that the air felt like a damp blanket.  I was only out in the yard half an hour, clipping back the long shoots of the forsythia bush outside Neeny’s dining room.  The work wasn’t at all hard, but by the time I’d gotten halfway through my chore, sweat was pouring in cascades down my back and my hair was soaking wet.  Groaning, I pulled off my t‑shirt and used it to mop my face, then tossed it onto the grass.  When I went back to clipping I could see Nancy’s reflection.  She seemed to have forgotten her book altogether.  I turned around, and this time she didn’t drop her eyes.  She looked a little flushed, but she could have said that was from the heat.

The heat didn’t abate more than a few degrees after the sun went down, and the humidity didn’t drop a bit.  I sat out on my screened‑in porch reading for as long as I could keep my eyes open, then reluctantly went inside, undressed, and lay down on my bed.  I think I dozed for a while; when I opened my eyes, my pillow and the sheet underneath me were both clammy with sweat.  Feeling as if I were moving underwater, I went into the bathroom and splashed cold water onto my face and arms.  That only helped for a minute; then, instead of simply feeling hot, I felt wet and hot.  I began to wish fervently that instead of bookshelves, Arthur had been fond of swimming pools.

I wandered back and forth across my room, staring blearily at my books.  More reading wasn’t an option.  My eyes did not want to stay open.  After a while I pushed open the porch door and leaned out.  The tickle of air that was moving out there couldn’t by any stretch of the imagination be called a breeze, but it was better than the smothering stillness inside my bedroom, so I trudged over to the wicker settee and slumped down onto it.  I closed my eyes and tried to keep my arms away from the rest of my body.  I might have dozed off again.  Or not.  Eventually I became aware of a sound: footsteps coming up the stairs to the porch.

“Sam?”
I peered across the porch.  It was Nancy.  Pushing myself back up to a sitting position took almost all the energy I could muster.  “What’s the matter?” I asked, worried by the fact that  she had come up here at this hour.  “Is Neeny all right?”
“She’s fine.  I...I couldn’t sleep.”
“Me either,” I said.  I was too groggy to think of anything more eloquent.

“Could I come in?”
“Sure.  Yeah.  I guess.”
I realized later just how groggy I’d been: it never entered my mind that all I had on was my undershorts.  Nor did it especially impress me that all Nancy was wearing was a pair of thin cotton baby‑doll pajamas.  She sat down beside me and heaved a loud sigh.  But she didn’t say anything, and after a minute or so I let my eyes cruise shut again.  The silence began to feel soothing, and I began to conjure up mental pictures of vast, glittering, snow‑ covered fields to cool myself off.

“Sam?”
This time I just opened one eye.  “Hmmm?”
“Do you like me?”
That struck me as an extremely odd thing to ask in the middle of the night, after five weeks of saying nothing more profound to each other than “Neeny wants to know if you want peas or carrots for dinner.”  I frowned at her, and shut the eye again.  “Yes.”
“Would you kiss me?”
“What?”
She shifted a little, but I couldn’t tell with my eyes closed whether she was moving toward me, away from me, or neither.  “I’ve been thinking about it a long time,” she said in a small voice.  “I really like you a lot.  You’re very nice, and you’re...well, you’re awfully good‑looking.  I really...I’d...ummm...I’d really like it if you kissed me.”
“Now?”
“Yes.”
Slowly, I opened my eyes one more time.  She was watching me earnestly; at least, it seemed that way in the dim light from the streetlamps that filtered in onto the porch.  Something Tom had told me came back to me: during our daily chores out in the barn, he’d admitted to me that he’d made love to a girl named Laura one afternoon when they were in her house alone.  He tossed off a comment about the time being right, and I asked him anxiously how he’d known the time was “right.”  “I dunno, Sam,” he replied.  “You just know.”
I was around fifteen then.  Couldn’t have been much older, because I’d only been sixteen for four months when Tom left for Vietnam.  More than seven years had gone by, and the time still hadn’t been “right.”  It was sort of half‑right once, a week after my dad died, and I returned to M.I.T. with my insides tied up in a knot that kept me from wanting to do anything more than sleep.  My third day back at school, when I couldn’t tolerate being around my well‑meaning roommate any longer, I gathered up my books and notes and forced myself to walk the half mile over to my favorite bookstore, the one with soft chairs set in a semicircle in front of a stone fireplace.  I must have looked completely whipped, because I had barely set foot past the front door when I was being gently guided to a chair.  My books were taken out of my hands and replaced by other hands.

Her name was Ann.  She was the assistant manager.  A tall, willowy girl a few years older than I was, with long, straight hair and a fondness for granny skirts and gold earrings.  She knelt down in front of my chair, still holding tightly onto my hands, and asked me softly, “What’s wrong, Sam?”
“My father’s dead,” I told her miserably.

“Oh, Sam.  I’m so sorry.”
I hadn’t shed a tear since Professor Lo Nigro had taken me aside after class to tell me that my father was gone.  There didn’t seem to be any tears in me.  I felt numb.  I’d known my father’s health wasn’t good, but all the same, I had held firmly onto the conviction that he would always be there to greet me when I went home.  I suppose a corner of my mind still insisted on believing that.  The body in the casket hadn’t looked much like my father, so, maybe, it wasn’t him.  That idea worked until I heard my own voice pronouncing him dead.

Then the tears came.  I cried in great, racking, heaving gulps with my face buried in my hands so that I wouldn’t have to see the other patrons of the bookstore looking at me with curiosity, or pity, or annoyance.  Ann suggested taking me back to my dorm, but I refused that, muttering that I did not want to be trapped in there with my roommate, who had absolutely no idea what to say and settled for simply staring at me.  So she took me instead to her apartment, which was around the corner from the bookstore.  She took my jacket and gloves away, then sat me down again and held me while I continued to cry.  I didn’t understand that we were sitting on her bed until after the gray winter daylight had faded away and she tipped me to one side so that I would lie down with my head on her pillow.

She covered me with a blanket and went off into the other room.  I heard a teakettle whistling, and after that the sound of the phone ringing, followed by her voice, talking to someone I decided was her boss, a big, friendly man named Ernie.  “He’ll be all right,” she said.  “He’s resting.  No, it’s okay.”
By the time she reappeared, carrying a mug of steaming tea, I had pretty much finished crying.  All that was left of my sobs was the gulpy, froggy‑sounding breathing that comes afterwards.  I pushed myself up, leaning back against the pillow, and took the mug of tea gratefully, though I wanted it more to warm my hands than because I was thirsty.  “I’m sorry,” I told her.

She shook her head.  “It’s all right.  I lost my mom when I was eleven.  I know how much it hurts.”
“Maybe I should go now...”
“You don’t have to.”
I couldn’t decide how to respond to that, so I sipped at the tea as a way of stalling for time.  Glancing at the bedside clock as I’d sat up had told me it was almost six o’clock.  Dinner hour in the dining hall would be over in a few minutes — not that I was very interested in dinner.  And if I didn’t turn up back at the room by six‑thirty, as was my normal habit, Don, my roommate, would certainly wonder where I’d gone.  Not that I much cared about that, either.  But staying here...  All that was out in the living room was a loveseat, and a beanbag chair.  The only sleeping places available in the apartment were the bed and the floor.

We slept in her bed.

I made a few not very coherent noises about our not knowing each other very well.  She answered that only with a small smile and words to the effect of, if I was uncomfortable about being with her, she had a sleeping bag in the closet and wouldn’t mind using it.  It couldn’t have been much after seven o’clock when she turned out the lights and got into bed with me.  I couldn’t think of a single reason to protest.  I hurt, I felt alone, and I wanted suddenly, terribly, to know what it felt like to be joined to another human being.  So I tugged my clothes off, all of them, finishing with my socks, then pulled her clothes off and held her tightly against me, soaking up her warmth.  Without understanding more than vaguely why I was doing it, I had fervent, passionate intercourse with a woman who before that day had never offered me anything more than a cup of hot chocolate.

I can’t say it seemed right then, so much as it seemed necessary, or simply not‑wrong.  Ann drove me back to my dorm in the morning, and gave me a kiss in the car just before I got out.  Each time I returned to the bookstore after that, she would give me a fleeting smile, as if to mark the fact that we had shared  something no one knew about.  She moved away, to Connecticut, a few months later, and I never saw her again.  That one night with Ann was the only time I had ever made love, until Nancy Holloway came upstairs in her baby‑doll pajamas and asked me to kiss her.

I sat looking at Nancy for what seemed like an hour, then slid an arm around her and leaned toward her.  She met me halfway.  We bumped noses, so I held her head still with one hand and adjusted my trajectory a little.  At first, we kissed the way Tom had always called “junior high”: just lips, very tentative, as if we expected to abruptly have someone shine a flashlight on us and demand to know what we thought we were doing.  It was sweet, and very gentle, and completely acceptable as far as I was concerned.  Well...for a few minutes, anyway.

“Did you just want to kiss?” I whispered at her.

She frowned at me, and seemed to be thinking it over.  My brain, while still about eighty percent fuzzed with the heat and my need to get some sleep, was attempting to tell me that this was my landlady’s granddaughter, and that the woman who had been so kind to me for the last few months might not be at all receptive to my even kissing that granddaughter on her back porch in the middle of the night.  Unfortunately, my landlady wasn’t around.  And the fuzz in my brain was overpowering the small fraction of gray matter that was still working.  Not to mention that when I held Nancy close to me to kiss her, the thin cotton of her baby‑dolls didn’t do a damned thing to separate her breasts from my chest.  I could feel her nipples right through the cloth.

The expression on her face shifted over to something that looked about midway between terrified and hysterical.  Then that disappeared, and she sighed.  But she was still as visibly on edge as if someone had stretched all the nerves in her body into a single long, thin line and was attempting to vibrate it like a tuning fork.  She got up off the setee and paced back and forth across the porch a couple of times, stopping finally to look at me with her arms folded firmly across her breasts.  She was powering herself up to say something, but all she got out was, “Do you...”
“Do I what?” I asked.

Her foot began tapping rapidly against the red‑and‑blue braided rug, and her forehead furrowed.  She was powering up again.  This time the power held out longer.  “You’re a guy,” she said.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Have you done it a lot?”
If I had been any more awake, I probably would have turned brick red and stammered out something like, I didn’t think that was any of her business.  (“Stammered” being the operative word.  According to Al, I still haven’t stopped stammering in response to questions about sex.)  But I wasn’t.  So I simply lifted my shoulders in what I intended to be a shrug and told her, “No.”
“I get curious, you know,” she went on, and resumed pacing, though whether that was because she needed to keep moving, or because she wanted to avoid looking at me, I wasn’t sure.  “Every‑ body talks about it.  My brothers.  My sister.  My roommates.  My roommate Jane, you know, her boyfriend comes up every weekend and they do it down in the rec room.  They put up a sign saying ‘Do Not Disturb.’  It’s a big joke.  Nobody can use the rec room for half an hour, so Jane and Ted can boff under the ping‑pong table.  And she talks about it alllll the time.  What it feels like.  And how they bought this book so they can learn to do the kinky stuff.  What am I supposed to say to that?  Huh?  Do you think?”
“I don’t know,” I replied, which was the truth.

“So, I mean, it’s ridiculous at this point.  Everybody does all this talking, but what do I say?  I can’t contribute to these conversations, and I feel like a complete little toad.  I’m twenty years old.  Or almost.  That’s enough.  I’m just curious and I can’t deal with that any more.  So, I got up out of bed, and I’m here, and you’re here, and it’s...you’re a really nice guy, and  I like you, and you’ve got a really nice body, and you’re cute, so can we, I mean, I want to do it with you and get this over with.  It’s okay, see, because I brought this.”
Her hand flicked in my direction.  I’d played baseball for enough years that I knew instinctively that she was tossing something to me, so my right hand shot out and I caught it.  It was a condom, still in the foil.  I gaped at it, then at her.  I could not possibly have been any more startled.  There certainly were no pockets in what she had on, so she must have had it in her hand the whole time.

“Oh,” I said, thinking that it was a good thing she seemed to be primarily worried about my looks, rather than whether or not I could make words come out of my mouth.  I turned the condom over in my hands a couple of times.

Nancy stopped pacing again.  When I looked over at her, she took her condom back.  “I got it from Jane’s dresser,” she explained.  “I had two, but I opened one up to look at it.  I don’t guess it’s much good after you’ve messed with it.”
“I guess not,” I muttered.

“I talk too much, don’t I?”
“Not usually,” I replied.  “I guess...maybe you’re nervous.”
As Al has pointed out on any number of occasions (actually, every occasion when he can find the opening), it’s a good thing there are aggressive, or at least impatient, women in the world, or I would more than likely still be a virgin.  Most of the time I protest that sentiment, because it doesn’t do much for my ego.  But he’s right.

In high school, when sex seemed to me to be the preferred topic of conversation any time no adults were present, I was a year younger than my classmates.  The fact that my brain seemed to run at 45 rpm when everyone else’s ran at 33‑1/3 did nothing to make me one of the crowd.  If I attempted to talk to someone about anything other than basketball, I swamped them.  I was readily accepted as a member of the basketball team...but nowhere else.  By the time I graduated (at 16), I had had a grand total of six dates.  Four of them were at parties where my “girlfriend” invariably wandered off to talk to other people.

When I arrived at M.I.T., I had decided it would be far less bruising to my ego to surround myself with books rather than people.  The other students there seemed to be running close to my 45 rpm, but I was still younger than all of them.  The few freshman girls I worked up the nerve to talk to socially had their sights set on seniors — guys in their 20’s.  I was only 17.  A farm kid from Indiana.  The girls all seemed to want someone more...sophisticated, if that’s the right word.  And I wasn’t that.  Not by a long shot.  I knew books, not people.  Trying to relate to all these strangers, particularly female strangers, left me feeling just as lost as it had during high school.

I finished my undergraduate work in the spring of 1972 after two years of study.  Study.  No dates.  Well, one.  Professor Lo Nigro, who was more or less my only real friend at M.I.T., introduced me to a girl named Jill who was in another of his classes.  So that I would feel somewhat more at ease, the professor brought his own girlfriend along, and the four of us had dinner at a place called Wally’s.  After we’d finished eating, I excused myself to go to the men’s room.  When I returned, Jill was playing pool with a loud, enormous guy named Norm.

Al’s right.  If it’s up to me to make the moves, most of the time I end up with my books.  Or my computer.  Tom knew that, too, but he never tried to coax me into anything different.  It bothers me sometimes that other people know me as well, or better than, I know myself.  So sometimes I need to surprise them.  And myself.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked Nancy.

“Yeah,” she said.  “I guess.”  She cut herself off, then amended, “I do.  Really.”
“Is your grandmother going to get upset?”
“I don’t know.  I don’t guess I care.”
I guessed I did care; I liked living in Neeny’s house, and didn’t honestly know where I’d go if she threw me out.  But there was a surreal quality to being here with Nancy in the middle of the night, as if what was happening might be a dream and I would wake up in a little while to find myself tossing around in my clammy sheets, alone.  For a moment I considered that it might have been nicer to indulge Nancy’s curiosity somewhere more...what, elegant, I suppose, than my daybed.  But that would have involved getting dressed and driving somewhere.  It would also have made me unavoidably aware of what was happening.  That I wasn’t having a hormone‑driven fantasy.

So we ended up in my daybed.

There’s a scene in the movie “Rainman” where Raymond, the idiot savant played by Dustin Hoffman, is asked what his first kiss was like.  “Wet,” he says.  “It was wet.”  Nancy’s and my lovemaking was sweaty.  Ridiculously so.  Given the temperature and the humidity, it couldn’t have been anything else.  But it was also gentle and affectionate, with a lot of stroking and caressing and kissing — as well as an almost embarrassing amount of bumping and fumbling.  I had been worried that I would hurt her, but that didn’t seem to happen, and when we had finished, she snuggled up against me and went to sleep with her head resting on my shoulder.  When the sun came up a few hours later, we were so thoroughly intertwined that anyone who saw us would have been hard pressed to decide which limbs belonged to who — except that mine were bigger, and hairier.

She was already awake when I opened my eyes.  I supposed she  had been watching me sleep.  “Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”
“That was nice.  Last night.”
“Yeah,” I said.  “It was.”
After a moment of thought, she peeled herself away from me and sat up, utterly unselfconscious about being naked — although I suppose there would have been little point in being self-conscious by then.  “I didn’t know what it was gonna be like,” she told me.  “But it was nice.  You’re good at it.”
“No I’m not.”
“Yeah you are.  I told you — everybody talks.  A lot of guys don’t...you know.  Let it go on that long.  They don’t do a lot of...just touching.  And stuff.  I wasn’t sure what you were gonna do.  I thought you said you haven’t done it much.  How’d you know what to do?”
“I read a lot,” I replied.

She slipped downstairs a few minutes later, down to the kitchen door, and let herself back into the main part of the house.  I went down to breakfast at eight o’clock feeling like I had the Scarlet Letter painted on my chest.  Neeny acted not one bit different than she had the day before: humming to herself as she brought our food to the table, pouring me a glass of orange juice, settling into her chair with a pleasant smile on her face.  Apparently, she was a sound sleeper and hadn’t heard Nancy sneak through the kitchen door and traverse the stairs in either direction.

“It’s a bit cooler this morning, don’t you think?” she observed as I reached for another waffle from the serving dish in the middle of the table.

“A little,” I nodded.

“Did you sleep well?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
There was a moment of silence.  Not unusual; we were all busy eating.  I was washing down a mouthful of waffle and syrup with some milk when Neeny said mildly, “I raised five children.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I didn’t find any of them out back in the shrubs.”
I began to get a distinct feeling of impending doom.  Though it seemed dangerous to do so, I took another swallow of milk, then set my glass carefully down on the table.  Nancy went on chewing the food in her mouth.  It must have been very thoroughly pureed at that point.  Glancing at her seemed dangerous, too.  The expression on Neeny’s face was still very amiable, but I’d grown up with strict parents.  There didn’t always have to be thunder‑ clouds present for lightning to strike.

“You plan to keep this up?” Neeny asked.

“Ma’am?” I whispered.

Nancy finally swallowed her mouthful.  “It was my idea, Neeny.  Don’t blame Sam.”
“Who said I was blaming him?” Neeny shot back.

“Ma’am?” Nancy said, as utterly baffled as I was.

“It didn’t just start getting humid in the summer around here recently,” Neeny went on, looking from me to Nancy and back again with a mild frown.  “And the Lord knows, sex wasn’t just invented recently, either.  I know what it’s like.  Arthur and I were married, but I know all about ‘urges.’  I’m just telling the two of you, if you want to sleep in the same bed, I want you to use some common sense.”
“We did,” Nancy told her.

“Then keep on using it.”
That was Neeny’s last word on the subject.  I think Nancy and I were both too astonished to believe that that was true, because that night we each slept in our own bed.  The following night, though, a little after eleven o’clock, Nancy came creeping out the kitchen door and up the stairs.  The humidity had broken, and that night was cool and pleasant.  Nancy had put a robe on to come outdoors — but there wasn’t anything underneath it.  We slept together almost every night after that, and even once during the day, when Neeny had gone off for a few hours on a senior citizens’ shopping trip.

What remained in my memory was the notion that Nancy and I went our separate ways at the end of the summer.  She returned to college in upstate New York.  We wrote to each other frequently until around Christmastime, and called once a week.  After New Year’s the letters were farther apart.  I was almost certain that the last letter I had from her was dated sometime in May of 1977.

Apparently, that was because she had come back to Cambridge in May to become my wife.

“Remember what?” she asked me again.

Hearing her voice pulled me away from my reverie.  I smiled at her and told her quietly, “When we met.  The summer at your grandmother’s house.”
“I miss her.”
“I do too.”
“Do you want to make love to me, Sam?”
There was a lot of trepidation in her expression, and again I wondered exactly what “seizure” meant.  She seemed to want me close to her, as much as she had that first night in Cambridge, but not if I was likely to drop dead in the middle of it.  It must have been in her mind that my father and his father had both died young.  But my health was good.  I would never have gotten through five years of Leaping if it hadn’t been.  She had to know that.  No matter what “seizure” meant.

“Yes,” I told her.  “I do.”
* * *

In order to keep my promise to Steffy, I struggled out of bed at seven the next morning, even though Nancy and I hadn’t gone to sleep until well after midnight.  Steffy had apparently gotten almost a full eight hours’ rest, because she bounced around the kitchen with an energy that made my head throb as I nursed a cup of strong coffee.  She announced her intention to make herself a “breakfast shake” and began dumping into the blender what looked to be the entire contents of the refrigerator, sparing only the beer.  While she stood watching the blender churn away, I propped my head on my fist and peered at the stack of textbooks she’d left on the corner of the table.  A notebook that peeked out from underneath the pile was labeled as belonging to Stephanie Louise Beckett.

“Stephanie,” I muttered.  “Steffy.  Stephanie.  Yeah.  I knew that.”
The noise of the blender had drowned me out — almost.  “D’you say something, Daddy?” Steffy asked, dumping part of her concoction into a tumbler.

“Just thinking out loud.”
“Oh.  Okay.”  Glass in hand, she snagged the chair opposite mine with her foot and dropped into it.  There had been a sunny expression on her face since the moment I’d shuffled in here.  Now she arched an eyebrow at me and said teasingly, “I get the whole speech about going to bed on time, and look at this.  Your eyes aren’t even open, and Mom is still in bed.  Geez, Dad.”
“We don’t have to go to school,” I told her blearily.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.  Any excuse that works.”  Half her drink was gone, and she set it aside in favor of fetching a box of cereal, a bowl and spoon, and the milk, all of which she placed in front of me.  “Gotta have your fiber, Dad,” she grinned.  “Coffee won’t do it for you.”
“I’ll eat later.”
“Breakfast,” she told me solemnly, “is the most important meal of the day.”
“It is if you’re conscious to eat it.”
Thank goodness, that was the end of the lecture series.  When I made no move toward the cereal, Steffy put the milk away, then sat back down to finish her drink.  She seemed to be content with simply having me nearby, because she said nothing more until after she’d rinsed out her glass and the blender pitcher and stowed them in the dishwasher.  “Gotta go,” she told me then.  “I have to meet Tricia at the corner in five minutes.  Think you can find your way back to bed?”
I managed to get myself up out of my chair so that I could accept her goodbye hug and kiss.  After she’d gone, I meandered back upstairs, shucked the robe and pajama bottoms I’d put on for breakfast, and crawled back into bed with Nancy.  She cracked one eye but didn’t seem at all awake.  “Time is it?” she mumbled.

“Way too early,” I told her.

“Steffy eat?”
“Yeah,” I mumbled back.  “Eggs.  And yogurt.  Orange juice.  Pineapple.  Grapes.  Granola.”
“All that?”
“Blender.”
“Oh.”
When I’d made myself comfortable, she nestled against me and drifted back to sleep.  I drifted in the other direction.  A few minutes later I was wide awake.  Apparently my subconscious (with the help of the caffeine in my coffee) had remembered that I’d never been a late sleeper.  All my life I’d had to get up early for chores, or class, or an idea that needed to be worked out.  Now that I was free to sleep in, my body wouldn’t let me.  There was no point in my getting up; the only thing I needed, or wanted, to do was talk to Al — and if I had shown up at his door at 7:30 in the morning, I knew I’d get a reception that involved mostly four‑letter words.  I considered reading, but that would have meant crawling out of bed, so I settled for turning on the bedroom TV with the remote that lay on the nightstand, and watching the rest of “Good Morning, America” with Nancy’s head lying in the middle of my chest.

I was engrossed in a rerun of “Simon and Simon” that had come on after the morning show when Nancy finally began to surface.  She peered at me confusedly for a moment — or at least, what little of me she could see from her vantage point, which was probably not much more than my chin.

“Time is it?” she asked me again, somewhat more clearly than the first time.

“Almost nine‑thirty.”
She snuffled and rubbed at the back of her head, then peeled herself away from me and sat up, providing me with a view that was a lot more interesting than “Simon and Simon.”  A scene that was filled with running and screaming caught my attention, though, and made me look toward the TV again.  Nancy followed my eyes in that direction.  The TV confused her even more than my chin had.  “What are you watching?”
“Reruns.”  I tapped the remote to turn the TV off and sat up with her so that she could stop looking at me from strange angles.  “Are you awake?”
“I don’t know.  I guess so.”
“Want to take a shower?”
“Hmmpppfff.”
I laughed at her.  “What does that mean?”
She managed a very lopsided, and still sleepy, grin.  “It means yes, unless I get a better offer from someone holding a pot of hot coffee.”
After a multiple‑course breakfast (only about half of which had anything to do with food) I finally went next door in search of Al.  By the time I crossed the driveway onto Al’s property, it was nearly eleven o’clock, the desert sun was high and scorching, and I could feel the heat of the driveway through the soles of my shoes.

It puzzled me that Al would settle himself in a house that was so utterly suburban.  He wasn’t the suburban type — not the Al I had known for the last fourteen years.  I could even recall him fussing once about all the water that was wasted cultivating green lawns in places where nature had planted cactus and scrub pine.  The house next to Nancy’s and mine (in fact, all the houses as far as I could see in either direction) definitely had a lawn.  I stopped to look at it more closely.  There was a lot of brown mixed among the green.  I cracked a grin.  Okay, so maybe he was only wasting half of “all that water.”
I was still grinning when I rang his doorbell.  He came to the door a minute later, looking a hundred times more at ease than he had the day before.

“Hey,” he said happily.  “Come on in, kid.”
He ushered me inside with a hand on my back.  The interior of his house was dim and seemed to be cooled only by a slowly turning ceiling fan.  That didn’t surprise me; he’d always been big on conserving electricity, as well as water, except for the enormous amounts of juice it took to run the Imaging Chamber.  The furnishings, like the outside of the house, seemed half like Al and half not: the sofa was well worn, deep brown leather, flanked by a matching chair.  Opposite that arrangement was a wide‑screen television.  That was pure Al.  But the end tables, the coffee table, and the étagère behind the sofa were filled with dozens of bits and pieces.  My father had called them “geegaws.”  Al had never expressed an interest in that sort of thing.  I supposed that was mainly because for most of his life, he had had no place to put it.

I tried to keep my puzzlement at the contents of his home off my face.  When he offered me something to drink I accepted readily, and he brought me a glass of juice.

“Sit down, Sam,” he told me.  “I was working on the computer upstairs.  Gotta run up and shut it down.  I’ll be right back.  Then we can talk.”
“Sure.  Okay.”
Rather than sit down, I wandered over to the patio doors at the far end of the living room.  There was a swimming pool out back, shimmering in the late morning heat.  It made me remember my wish for one during that summer in Cambridge, as well as Steffy’s invitation to join her for a swim.  Maybe this afternoon, when she got home from school, I’d find a bathing suit and take her up on the offer.  Right now, I just wanted to be closer to the water for a minute.  I flipped the lock on the patio doors, slid the movable side open, and stepped outside.

Once I was out there, I realized that someone was sitting in a chaise longue beside the pool.  A girl.  Young woman.  Not much older than Steffy.  She had long, thick, curly dark hair and was dressed in a very small, brilliant orange bathing suit and sunglasses.

“Hi!” she said brightly.

“Ummm...hi.”  It was all I could do to keep my jaw from hitting the ground.  From the first hour I knew Al, I had known he loved women.  All kinds of women, but the younger and more beautiful the better.  This one was lovely, and had a spectacular figure, and she was definitely young.  So young that the words “this is ridiculous” filled my mind.  Twenty, maybe.  Of course, Nancy had been not quite twenty when we’d fallen into bed together, but I was only twenty‑three then.  Al was sixty‑six.

Before I could dwell too much more on her age, she got up from the chaise longue, closed the magazine she’d been reading, and slid her feet into the sandals that lay alongside her chair.  “You look great,” she observed, still in a bubbly tone of voice.  “I’m glad you’re home.  Everybody’s been worried about you.  Do you feel better?”
“Yes.  I’m...fine.”
“That’s great.”
Al came out onto the patio then.  I turned to him, intending to (at the very least) sputter a little after the girl had gone inside.  But I didn’t get a chance to do that.  As she approached him, she tossed her hair off her shoulders and said breezily, “I’m gonna go over to campus for a while, Dad.  Jim has lab until noon, then we’re meeting some people for lunch.”
“Will you be home for dinner?” Al asked.

“Oh, yeah, probably.  If we decide anything different, I’ll call you before four.”
“All right.  I’ll see you later, sweetheart.”
She nodded, went on past Al, and pulled the door open.  “See you later, Uncle Sam,” she called over her shoulder as she disappeared inside.

She was Al’s daughter.

Feeling suddenly wobbly, I sat down on the closest chair and took a long drink of my juice.  Al seemed to take that as an indication that I wanted to remain out by the pool, because he settled himself into a chair arm’s length from mine and sipped at the drink he’d brought out with him.  “Kick in the butt, ain’t it?” he mused.  “She’s eighteen, and she’s my youngest.  Makes me feel kinda creaky sometimes, Sammy.”  He took another sip.  “Tessa’s been married almost three years now.  Any day, that phone is gonna ring and she’s gonna tell me I’m about to become a grandfather.”
“Hard to believe,” I murmured.

“Beth and I have been married almost forty years.  Do you believe that?  Hell, when I was a kid, I swore I’d never get married at all.”
I looked at him steadily for a moment, then mouthed her name.  Beth.  I’d forgotten about her until that moment.  So I was the cause of all this raging suburbia.  My setting things right had worked!  She’d waited for him to come home from Vietnam.  And they’d had children.  The children I could remember him saying he never wanted (though I’d never quite believed him).  He hadn’t spent all those years alone, brooding over what he’d lost, marrying four more women in an attempt to find another Beth.  Hadn’t found refuge in the bottle, turning himself into an angry, bitter drunk.  But, thank God, he had still found me.  He was different, more settled, but he was still my friend.

“Probably shouldn’t sit out here too long,” he suggested.  “It’s hot.”
“Al?”
“Yeah, kid.  What is it?”
“I need to talk now.  I really need to talk.”
“Okay,” Al said.

Now that the opportunity had arrived, and Al was sitting at my side waiting for me to speak my piece, the way to tell him what I needed to say seemed to have slipped out of my grasp.  There was nothing but kindness and patience in Al’s expression.  I’d seen that before, or something very much like it; he’d often sat beside me, or on the opposite side of a table, listening to me rattle on, putting into words (or trying to) the myriad of ideas churning around inside my head.  What was different, and strange, was that this time, the words were failing me altogether.  The only thing I could come up with, after a very painful couple of minutes had passed, was, “I can’t remember, Al.”
“Can’t remember what?” he asked.

I pointed to the fence that separated his property from mine.  “How long have I lived there?”
“Since May of ’93.  Seven years.”
He didn’t seem to think there was anything odd about my question.  Maybe he thought I was simply leading up to something.  I’m sure he didn’t realize that I honestly didn’t know the answer until he’d provided it for me.  “When you brought me home, here, yesterday — I felt like I had never been in that house before.  And my family...I didn’t remember them.”
“You’re probably pretty much a stranger to them, too, Sam,” Al said quietly.

“But I should remember them!” I insisted.

“Yeah,” he said.  “You should.”
“I should.”  I got up from my chair, put the juice glass down on the ground alongside it, and began pacing beside the pool.  I didn’t know what I’d expected from Al this morning, but this quiet passiveness wasn’t it.  He’d been enthusiastic a few minutes ago about my being here, which had made me certain that by the time I left his house, I would be armed with most of the answers I needed.  But he was starting to sound more and more like the man who had dismissed me yesterday.  Having him not play along with me began to frustrate me enormously.  After all this time, how could he suddenly not want to help me?  What in the world had I done to make him turn away from me?

You had it coming, I thought.  He should have blown you off a long time ago, after the way you treated him.  Remember?  You called him your pet dog once.  That’s what you treated him like.  Your pet dog.
I went back to the chair and sat down on it so hard that I almost tipped it over.  “Al,” I blurted.  “I’m sorry for what I did.  I know that doesn’t sound like much.  And words don’t really make up for deeds.  My dad always said that.  Words are cheap.  But I’m sorry, Al.  Please forgive me.”
He looked down into his glass for a moment, his face very intent, as if he were reading tea leaves.  “You’re right, Sam,” he said when he lifted his head again.  “Words are cheap.  Sometimes ‘sorry’ doesn’t cover it.”
“Then what can I do?”
“Pay attention to what you’ve been ignoring all these years.”
“My family,” I said.

“First,” he agreed.

“I couldn’t help it, Al,” I told him.  I could hear my voice shaking.  “I’ve been trying to figure it out since I woke up in the hospital.  How I could forget about them.  How I could just not remember them.  Maybe it was too much to carry around in my mind.  I guess the work needed to come first, and it couldn’t have if I remembered my family.  I would have worried about them every minute.  I wouldn’t have been able to accomplish anything if I remembered them.  That’s the only thing I can think of.”
Al let out a long sigh and rested his face in the palm of his hand.  “Jesus, Sam,” he said softly.  “The work.  How important can the ‘the work’ possibly be?”
“It’s what I was meant to do.”
“And look what it did to you.”
“I couldn’t do it any more,” I said.  “What I was doing was important.  It added up to so much, Al.  But I got tired.  I just... I ran out of strength.  I needed to come home.  To be with the people I care about.  So I did one more thing.  The most important thing.  I set...”
I cut myself off.  I’d changed history for Al, and I wasn’t at all sure he would know what had come before.  That there had been a time when Beth hadn’t waited for him to come home.  That he’d spent much of his life alone, without his wife, without children, hurt and bitter about not having them.  There was a chance he was holding both sets of memories in his mind, the way I could vaguely recall the history in which my brother Tom had died.  But there was also a chance he wasn’t.  Until I knew which case was true, I couldn’t tell him what I’d done.

“The work never meant that much, Sam,” he said heavily.  “No one would have hated you if you put the work way down on the list.  The world would have kept going.”
“I know it would.  But...”
“She stuck with you, Sam.  A lot of women wouldn’t have done that.  But she’s getting to the point where she’s gonna say no.”
“But I’m home now, Al.”
“Yeah...”
“I’m home.”
“What does that mean, Sam?” he asked me.

I stared at him.  “Do you think I want to go back?  You think I’m just looking for some kind of a...a...sabbatical?”  The instant I spoke the word, I could hear the bartender’s voice at the edge of my mind.  “Priests can quit,” I’d told him, to which he’d replied, “Yes...and they can also take sabbaticals, before embarking on a difficult new assignment.”  No! my mind screamed.  It’s over!  I’m not going back.  Ever.  It’s over now.  It took me a second to drive the voice away.  I felt shaken down to my gut when it was gone.  “I’m not going back,” I said to Al.

He greeted that statement with a grimace, as if I’d spoken it way too many times before.  “You still have a lot to make up to her, Sam.”  He paused.  “To the kids.  To all of us.”
“I will.”
“Nancy loves you.”
I intended to say “I know she does,” but those words didn’t come out.  Instead, I went on staring somberly at my best friend and said quietly, “Then why didn’t you tell me?”
“Tell you what?” he frowned.

“That she was waiting here.  Why didn’t you remind me?”
“I tried.”
He was leaning against the side of his chair that was away from me, very subtly, as if in some subliminal way he needed to escape me.  He was trying to keep what was going on inside his head off of his face, but I’d known him long enough, had been with him on enough nights when he was drunk and couldn’t keep anything off his face, to see immediately that he was trying to hide something that was either anger or revulsion or both.  I could almost believe that he hated me.

“It wasn’t up to me, Al,” I tried to tell him.  “You know that.  You of all people should know that.  I never thought it was going to be so many years.  I just wanted to prove that my theories would work.  You know that!  I didn’t know what would happen.  I didn’t know.”
“You knew enough,” he replied.

He wasn’t giving in.  Not an inch.  I really did understand that I’d had this coming, but understanding didn’t make his rejection any easier to accept.  I was home now, and things had changed.  He wasn’t going to accept my knee‑jerk apologies any longer.  I wasn’t trapped in the past any more, so he wasn’t going to let me get away with being the little boy lost.  He was going to make me pay up for what I’d done.

I whispered, “Let me try to fix things, then.”
“That comes cheap, too, Sam.”  He put his glass down and went to stand at the edge of the pool with his back to me, staring down into the water with his hands in his pockets.  “My dad used to do it all the time.  Come back for a few days, or a few weeks, and say, ‘Pop’s back!’  The first few times I fell for it.  Having him around.  Laughing, and having a good time.  Him and me and Trudy.  Then he’d leave again.  Said he needed to make money to take care of us.  But that was the thing, Sam.  He never took care of us.  We never got any of the money.  Not after my mother ran off, anyway.  And we never had him, either, which would’ve meant a helluva lot more than the money.  We never had him, for more than a couple weeks at a time.  My sister died because my father was too damned concerned with his own life.”
He’d told me about Trudy’s death — from pneumonia, in the mental asylum where her father had abandoned her.  Al had done as much suffering over her as he had over Beth.  Maybe more.

Trudy hadn’t been able to take care of herself the way Beth had.  She was completely dependent upon the wishes and whims of other people.  She might well have died even if her father had maintained a home for himself and his children, but at least then the three Calaviccis would have had some time together.

“I can’t change anything about what your father did,” I told Al.  “But I can change things here.”
“Will you?” he countered.

“All I can do is try, Al.  I can’t give you a guarantee.”
There was a minute of silence as he went on looking at the pool.  His hands were still buried in his pockets, but I could see the tension in his shoulders and was willing to bet that his hands were balled into fists.  He’d only hit me the one time, years and years ago, on a night when he was drunk and I was a little too cavalier about what I said to him.  He wasn’t drunk now, but it didn’t take much imagination to believe at least part of him wanted to land his fist in my face again.

“Then try,” he said finally.

“I will.”  When I went to stand beside him at the edge of the pool, he avoided my eyes for a moment.  Something about him looked terribly defeated.  Then he shook that off and sighed and rubbed at the back of his neck with one hand.  “I don’t want to stand out here any more,” he said.  “It’s too damned hot.  Let’s go inside.”
“And do what?”
“I don’t know.  There’s a movie — Ann Marie rented it last night.”
“Okay,” I said.

“`Concealed Intentions’?  Concealed something.  The Billy Hillman movie that came out last fall.”  He looked at me, waiting for me to furnish him with the right title, but I didn’t have a clue in the world who Billy Hillman was — or who Ann Marie was.  Billy had obviously made his place in the movie world after I’d Leaped out.  Judging by Al’s version of the title, I decided he was probably the new Bruce Willis.  “How the hell would you know,” Al sighed again.  “It’s not like you’ve been to a movie lately.”
I smiled at him.  “Have you got popcorn?”
“Yeah I’ve got popcorn.”
“Then let’s watch a movie.”
When I followed Al into the kitchen to help him put together a bowl of popcorn, I noticed something on a shelf of the étagère that I hadn’t spotted before: a pair of framed photographs.  The first was a professional enlargement from a photo studio, a portrait of four dark‑haired girls, one of whom was the girl in the orange bikini I had met out by the pool.  They all looked to be in their twenties and bore an unmistakable family resemblance.  Beyond that, their features, their hairstyles, their clothing and the expressions on their faces were all very different.  Tucked into a corner of the frame was a tiny gift card inscribed with the words “Happy 65th, Daddy.  We love you.  Trudy, Tessa, Elizabeth and Ann Marie.”  I stood smiling absently at the portrait for a moment, then turned to Al and said, “Nice picture.”
“Yeah,” Al remarked.  “It’s a wonder the photographer got ’em all to stand still long enough to take that.  He must’ve Super Glued ’em in place.”
Alongside the enlargement was another, much smaller, black  and white picture that looked to have been taken by an old box camera like the one my mother had owned back in the Fifties.  This photograph had a silver frame.  It had obviously been well‑handled; its edges were frayed and it bore a irreparable crease down one side.  A boy with dark curls, maybe eight or nine years old, stared solemnly out of the picture.  His arms were wrapped tightly around a little girl, not much more than a toddler, also dark‑haired, and with the almond‑shaped eyes that are the mark of Down Syndrome.  In the lower left‑hand corner of the picture, someone had written in black ink, “September 1942.”
I must have stood there staring at the picture for quite a while, because Al put down the bowl he’d taken out of a cupboard, came over to the étagère and picked up the little photograph.

“It’s the only one I have,” he murmured.

I remembered him insisting vehemently that I help Jimmy La Matta.  While I knew Jimmy only as an image in the mirror, that image expressed enough of Jimmy’s gentle charm to press me into sincerely wanting to change his — and his family’s — life for the better even without Al’s urging.  But Al dogged at me anyway, his voice tight and his face lined with pain, as if he honestly thought I would give Jimmy’s needs short shrift.  As if he thought I would consider Jimmy less worthy of help simply because he had Down’s.  All his emotion came out of the past; he was seeing in his mind’s eye what had happened to Trudy long ago.  I knew how much he had loved his sister long before he finished speaking.

“She looks like she was a sweet little girl,” I said.

He nodded.  “She had enough love in her for ten people.”  He put the picture back in its place, but left his hand on it for a moment.  “I miss her.”
“I know you do.”
Then he let go of the picture and shook his head.  “You want butter on the popcorn?  And a beer?”
“Yes to both.”
Billy Hillman was indeed the newest action‑adventure hero.  His attitude owed a lot to Bruce Willis; his looks to both Mel Gibson and Kevin Costner.  I could see both why Ann Marie (whichever one of the four she was) had rented the film and why Al was willing to watch it.  Al had gotten the title right.  “Concealed Intentions” was filled with car and speedboat chases, a couple of gun and fistfights, and an exploding warehouse.  In between all the mayhem were several torrid love scenes between Billy and his leading lady.  In his bed.  In her bed.  On a variety of floors.  In the speedboat.  And in the trunk of Billy’s car.  Al rewound that one so that we could take another look.  After the second run‑through he muttered something under his breath.

“What’d you say?” I asked.

“Ann Marie and her boyfriend watched this together,” he said with a broad scowl.  “It better not have given him any ideas.”
“About having sex in the trunk of a car?”
“About having it anywhere.”
He was radiating such fierce overprotectiveness that he almost made me laugh — until I remembered who I had squinted at over my first cup of coffee that morning.  I hadn’t heard any mention of a boyfriend, but Steffy had laughed pretty loudly at a few of Belushi’s raunchier routines during the TV special last night.  The daughter Al was worried about (assuming Ann Marie was the one I’d met out by the pool) was 18.  Steffy was only 15.

“I’m sure she knows how to use her...common...sense,” I said sickly.

“She shouldn’t have to,” Al announced.

I took a long gulp of my beer, thinking that it would take about a dozen more bottles to erase the sense of creeping horror that thinking about Steffy’s virtue had created in me.  And Al had four daughters?  No wonder he’d lost his good humor so quickly this morning.  Now that I’d changed his life and given him five women to protect, he probably spent half his time being upset with the male half of the human race.  In a way, that seemed like poetic revenge upon someone who’d regaled me with eight thousand stories  about women with “great casabas.”  Not that it made me feel any better.

“I don’t want to think about it,” I told him.  “Let’s just watch the rest of the movie.”
The movie went on for another forty minutes or so after that, but I only half watched it.  My mind kept trying to fill itself with thoughts of my family: of Nancy, of the son who’d become a doctor even younger than I had, of Steffy, with her red hair and blue eyes.  And of Jack, the son I hadn’t even met.  Then of my other family.  My mom, and Tom, and Katie.  I’d stood in the kitchen staring at the phone for a long while before coming over to Al’s house.  I wanted badly to call my mother, to hear her voice, to tell her that I was well and would be coming to visit her soon.  I wanted to talk to Katie, too, to hear her sweet and gentle laugh.  But I didn’t even pick up the receiver.  I didn’t know what to say to either of them...where to begin.

“Al?” I said as he was rewinding the videotape.  “How much does my family know about the Project?”
This time he didn’t seem to believe I was leading up to anything.  “I don’t know,” he replied.  “Whatever you told them.  Nancy’s been married to you for twenty‑three years.  I’m sure she figured out pretty early on what the Project was for.  You don’t sleep with somebody for that long without being able to tell what’s going on with them.  But the kids...I don’t think they know much.”
“What about my sister?”
“Why are you asking, Sam?”
“Because I don’t remember.”  I met his gaze as long as I could stand to; then I sat watching the condensation drip down the sides of my beer glass.  “When I woke up in the hospital,” I went on slowly, “I couldn’t remember my family.  Nancy.  And the kids.  I had no memory of them at all.  Last night I remembered meeting Nancy.  The summer we spent together at her grandmother’s house in Cambridge.  But I still can’t remember marrying her.  I can’t remember being married to her.  I don’t remember one single day that I’ve spent with her or my children.  I don’t remember my house.  I haven’t got the foggiest idea where Jack is right now.”
“He’s in Maryland,” Al said with a frown.  “At Annapolis.  He’ll be home on leave in a couple of weeks.”
“Annapolis.  The Navy?  Did you sponsor him?”
“Of course I did.”
“I don’t remember.  I don’t know what his voice sounds like.  I don’t know how tall he is.  I don’t know his birthday.  I don’t know him, Al.  Or the others.  They’re strangers to me.”
“Sam...”
“I don’t remember.”
Al leaned forward and very carefully laid the remote control for the VCR on the coffee table.  The video had finished rewinding, but he hadn’t turned the VCR off; somehow, the tiny “ON” indicator seemed as bright as a searchlight.  After a minute Al picked the remote up again and used it to eject the tape, then got up from the sofa, took the tape out of the machine and turned the VCR off.  He turned the tape over in his hands several times before he put it back into its plastic case.

“Did you tell Nancy any of this?” he asked softly.

“No.  How the hell could I?”
“Did you tell the doctor?”
“I didn’t tell anybody.  Just you.”  He’d started to give me a vaguely panicked look, so I gestured to cut him off before he could respond.  “Don’t start,” I warned him.  “There’s nothing wrong with the inside of my head.  No tumors, no blown out blood vessels, nothing.  I’m Swiss cheesed.  I’ve been Swiss cheesed for five years.  I kind of hoped that would end when I got home, but it didn’t.  I can’t talk to the doctors at a public hospital about that.  They wouldn’t know what the hell I was talking about. Nobody outside the Project would understand.”
Al thought that over, then asked, “Is it just them you don’t remember?”
“No.  There’s more.  But mainly them.”
“Like what, more?”  He gestured at me with the video box.  “Do you know who the President is?”
“Yes.  Because I saw it on TV.”
“When did you and I first meet?”
“February of 1986,” I replied.  “I remember that.  I remember you.”
“But not your wife and your kids.”
“No.”
“It’s...that’s not right, Sam.”
“Of course it’s not right!  My being away from them for five years wasn’t ‘right.’  But there wasn’t anything I could do about it.”  His expression still hadn’t changed much; in fact, it looked a lot like what I’d seen on his face just before he left me at the tavern, promising to “get you out of this.”  He was scared by what I was telling him.  Why, exactly, I wasn’t sure.  He’d known about the Swiss cheesing all along, right from the first day I’d Leaped.  “I don’t think there’s much I can do about it now,” I told him.

“What do you want me to do?”
“I don’t know, Al.  I just...I don’t know.  Just understand, I guess.”
“Then are you going to tell them?”
“I guess I have to, sooner or later.  I can fake it for a while, but they’ll figure it out.  My acting abilities only go so far.”
He sat back down on the sofa with the video box clasped between his hands.  The house was very quiet until he spoke again; all I could hear was the whirring of the ceiling fan’s motor.  It was a lot less obtrusive than the noise of the lawnmower that had filled our silence yesterday.  In fact, it was almost soothing.

“Are you sure there’s nothing wrong, Sam?” Al asked after a while.  “When you passed out at the Project...I couldn’t wake you up.  Nobody could wake you up.  I thought you were gonna die.  You didn’t wake up for almost four hours.  That’s not normal.  What did he tell you?  Howard?”
“That I’m over‑stressed and exhausted.”
“That’s all?”
“That’s all he found.”
“It seems like there ought to be something else.”
“But there doesn’t have to be.  After five years, maybe my body had just been through a little too much.  Hell, I don’t know what happened to me physically.  I didn’t sleep enough, and I didn’t eat on any kind of a regular schedule.  I couldn’t.  Maybe my body was just saying `that’s enough.’“  Al didn’t reply, so I went on, “I don’t think it’s surprising that I passed out.  It probably would have been if I hadn’t.”  He still didn’t say anything.  “Look, Al...I really don’t have any intention of going back to work for a while.  I want to spend time with Nancy and Steffy and Tom.  And with Jack, when he comes home.  I’d like to go to Hawaii, too, and see my mother and Katie.  And Tom.  I’ll take it easy.  I promise.  I’ve had enough of ‘work’ to last me for a long time.  I’m curious about what’s going on at the Project, but it’ll wait for me.”  I paused.  “Unless somebody there needs to see me.  Has the Committee said anything?  Do they know I’m home?”
“I guess so,” Al replied.  “I haven’t talked to any of them.”
That seemed strange.  The Senate subcommittee that oversaw the running of Project Quantum Leap had been all over me like a bad rash right up until I Leaped out and they couldn’t get at me any longer.  Several of them, most notably their chairman, Sol Weitzman, had been an almost constant, and constantly irritating, presence at the Project after I’d Leaped, either insisting on seeing me (even after they’d been told that was impossible) or threatening to cut the Project’s funding — possibly thinking that that would prod me into returning from wherever I was hiding.  Al had told me all about their nagging, carefully downplaying the notion that the Committee could squash the Project any time they felt like it, leaving me irretrievably stranded in the past.  Al worried about that, obviously; but I never did.  My faith in his ability (and desire) to protect me was absolutely unshakable.

So why had the Committee suddenly lost all interest in me?  None of them had been at the hospital.  None of them were here.  Unless Al was wrong, and they hadn’t been informed that I was home, there was no explanation for the fact that I wasn’t sitting inside a conference room, being compelled to rattle off the details of where I’d been for the past five years.

No.  There was one explanation.

Al hadn’t told the Committee that I was back.  And the rest of the Project staff, the hundred‑odd people that I’d hand‑picked to work with me, were covering for him, and me.  Since the Project was top secret, nobody at the hospital would have known that I was supposed to be missing.  There, I was just another patient.  It wouldn’t have occurred to anyone that they should be notifying Washington that I was lying in a bed in Room 306.  Now I was home, under orders from my partner the admiral to rest and forget about my work.

Yeah, it made sense.

I smiled at him.  “Thanks, Al.”
“For what?”
“For taking care of me.  I should be a little better at doing it myself, but...it means a lot to me that you want to look after me.”
He shook his head.  “It’s not a big deal.”
“Yes it is.”
I expected him to try to argue the point some more — to tell me that he must not have done a good enough job, because I’d had that attack, whatever it was, at the Project and had ended up in the hospital.  Instead, he shrugged and said, “Well...you do the same thing.”
“I do?”
“Look after me.”
That might have been true back in the beginning, when he was drinking too much, smoking too much, and not sleeping or eating enough, all because he’d lost interest in his life, thanks to all those people who’d told him he was no longer any good to anyone.  At least, I’d tried to look after him back then, for all the good it did either one of us.  My haranguing never caused him to put down a glass before it was empty, or a cigar before he’d tired of it.  All it accomplished was to bring a lot of abuse down on my head.

The turnaround came later, when Al was happy enough with Quantum Leap to want to keep his life going on a relatively even keel.  I suppose he’s no different from anyone else — when he’s got something (or someone) to focus on, he’s happy.  And he was certainly happy once we started building the complex.  He knows a lot more, about a lot more things, than he likes to let on.  His knowledge and his skills were invaluable.  So was his company.  He got me through a lot of frustrating days and nights by sticking a CD in the player, turning the volume up all the way, and singing along.  Broadway scores.  Collections of rock ’n’ roll hits from the ’50’s.  He was the one who got me through.  Always.

There was only one occasion when I honestly did take care of him.

We were in Atlantic City in the middle of the winter — February, I think, not a good time to be almost anywhere, least of all New Jersey.  Least of all Atlantic City.  Atlantic City is certainly popular with millions of people, but I’m not one of them.  Al had dragged me there so that we could attend yet another gathering of people with fat wallets, looking to woo them into writing us a collection of fat checks so that we could take Quantum Leap one more step toward reality.  None of the monied people were my type; they struck me as being pretentious and condescending, and seemed to be willing to speak to me only because I had won a Nobel Prize a couple of months before.  Al, however, cruised among the crowd with words flowing off his lips like honey.  Or at least, through the feminine half of the crowd.  How he managed to ingratiate himself with so many women without infuriating a single one of their husbands was always a mystery to me.  But there he was, at the center of a knot of blondes, brunettes and redheads of widely varying ages, shapes and sizes, spinning tales of his exploits to their open‑mouthed fascination.  That was his routine: impress the women, and they would go in search of the husbands  and the checkbooks.

The evening had worn itself on to the point where my head felt like an over‑ripe pumpkin when my silver‑tongued partner ambled up to me with one of his worshippers draped over his arm.  She was taller than Al, had thick, golden‑blonde hair and was wearing a black cocktail dress that covered not a lot of the “great casabas” he likes to fuss about.

“Sam,” he said with a very contented grin, “this is Bunny Charlene.”
She slid a hand out toward me and actually purred when I took it.  That made Al’s grin widen to a point I would have thought was impossible.  “Hello, Dr. Beckett,” she said in a voice that made me understand the reason for Al’s expression.  “The admiral has been telling me all about you.”
“About me,” I echoed.

“Oh, yes.”
Since Al has never had the slightest interest in threesomes (at least not of the two‑male, one‑female variety), I couldn’t imagine why he’d wasted even enough time to tell his latest conquest my name.  I supposed it was a tribute to our friendship, his wanting to talk about me.  Or maybe he’d simply told her a few words so that when he brought her over to me to show her off, she’d understand that she was being introduced to Someone Important.  Either way, they spent no more than a minute in my company.  I didn’t see either one of them again until several hours later.

I was sound asleep in the room across the hall from Al’s when someone began pounding hysterically on my door and jolted me back to consciousness.  Startled, but still fuzzy, I shambled across the room and peered through the peephole.  All I could see on the other side was the contorted and ash‑white face of Bunny Charlene.  When I pulled the door open, she stumbled; she’d been about to continue her pounding, and I had to catch her to keep her from falling.

“What’s the matter?” I asked her.  She did her level best to answer me, but couldn’t manage anything more than a squeal.  “Calm down,” I said.  “Take a deep breath.  Calm down, now, and tell me what’s wrong.”
“The admiral,” she gasped.

“What?”
She clung to me, her fingers digging into the flesh of my upper arm until I winced.  “You’re a doctor,” she gasped.  “He said you’re a real doctor.  You have to come.  I think he’s having a heart attack.”
I was across the hall almost before the words finished coming out of her mouth.  She scurried along after me, trailing the sheet she had wrapped around herself to cover her nakedness.  The door to Al’s room was locked, as I immediately realized my door now was.  Both of them had dutifully swung shut and latched when they were let go of.  “Key,” I hissed at Bunny Charlene.  “Where’s the key?”  For a second I thought she had left the room without it, then she thrust her hand into my face.  Protruding from her fist was the green plastic tag attached to the room key.  I grabbed it from her, fumbled with it for several precious moments, then finally managed to shove it into the lock and get the door open.

My partner, the charming and gregarious Admiral Calavicci, was sprawled in the most ridiculous position in which I had ever seen him or any other human being.  He had apparently fallen over the side of the bed.  His lower legs were still on the bed, his head and shoulders on the floor, and the rest of him roughly vertical in between.  Most of his weight was being supported by his neck.  Needless to say, he was no longer wearing the uniform he’d had on downstairs in the ballroom.

“Can you help him?” Bunny asked me shrilly.  “You’ve got to help him!”
I had already knelt down beside Al and had to turn around to look at her.  She’d pretty much forgotten about the need to hold up the sheet in favor of pressing both hands to her mouth.  The sheet had begun a steady, slow‑motion slide southward.  I glanced back; sure enough, Al was watching.  Even upside‑down, naked, and stricken, he wasn’t going to pass up a chance to eyeball a beautiful woman.  “Call the front desk,” I told her.  “Tell them we need an ambulance.”  Then I returned my attention to Al.  He wasn’t a lot less white than Bunny, and was clearly in distress.

“Ohhhhhhmigodddd,” Bunny moaned.

She hadn’t made a move toward following my instructions.  With a groan I got up off my knees, grabbed her by the hand, and pulled her down alongside my fallen partner.  “I want to get him down on the floor,” I told her in a tone I hoped was strong enough to tell her I meant business.  “Take hold of his legs.  Ease them down off the bed.  Slowly.  While I move his head and his shoulders.  Can you do that?”
She blinked at me uncertainly, then nodded.  The sheet was lying in a heap on the floor where she’d originally been standing, but she hadn’t noticed that.  Of course Al had.  I had too, but figured she was keeping Al distracted, so I didn’t mention it. “I think so,” she whispered.

“All right, then.  Remember: do it slowly.”
After a minute or so we had Al lying flat on the carpet.  He took his eyes off Bunny once he was down there and closed them for a second, then grabbed my hand and said in a small voice,  “Sam?  I don’t want to die.”
“You’re not gonna die.”
“But I’m numb, Sam.  I can’t feel anything.”
That made Bunny squeal again.  “Call the front desk!” I barked at her.  “Do it now!  Tell them to send for an ambulance.”  I watched her only long enough to make sure she’d gotten up off the floor, then returned my attention to Al.  “Where does it hurt?” I asked him.

“Doesn’t hurt.”
“Are you sure?”  When he murmured a confirmation I maneuvered his hand around so that I could take his pulse.  I’d half‑abandoned Bunny’s diagnosis of a heart attack the moment I saw him dangling off the bed; the other half went when I saw that he was breathing steadily and didn’t display any of the other signs of cardiac problems.  Now I was afraid that he’d broken his neck.  “You said you’re numb.  Where are you numb?  Can you tell me?”
“Left side.”
“Your whole left side?”
“Yeah.”
I was holding his right hand.  I moved around to his left side and picked up his left hand.  His arm was limp; when I asked him to try to move it, he couldn’t comply, though he could manage to curl his fingers very slightly around my hand.  “What about your leg?” I asked.  “Can you move your foot?”  He grimaced and gave it a try, with no success.  “Try again,” I told him.  This time he managed to roll it a little from side to side.  I leaned over and tickled the sole of his foot.  To his relief and mine, he jerked it away from my fingers.  Some poking up the side of his leg all the way to his hip revealed almost normal sensation there too.  The numbness he was talking about seemed to be confined to his upper body.  “This didn’t start until you fell out of bed, right?”
“No.  Before.”
“Before?”  I frowned at him.  “How long before?”
“Don’t remember.  Not long.”
“You were lying in bed, and your side went numb?  Just like that?”
“Well...no.  We were playing...”
“Never mind.  I don’t want to know.  I don’t need details.”  The “we” reminded me of Bunny, and I turned to see whether she’d made the phone call to the desk.  Her sheet was gone from the floor, and so was Bunny.  That was just great, I thought.  Apparently she’d suddenly become so embarrassed about being here, and being caught all but in flagrante, that she’d run off.  In a sheet, yet.  “Dammit,” I muttered.  I was headed for the phone to make the call myself when the door opened and Bunny trotted back in, followed by a tall, bearded black man whose suit jacket bore the logo of the hotel.

He stopped just inside the door and closed it carefully so that it wouldn’t bang.  Then he came a little further into the room.  “Dr. Beckett?” he said quietly.  “I’m Frank Coleson.  I’m the night manager.”
He’d only looked surprised for a second, but I caught it.  Al was lying on his back on the rug, stark naked and clinging to my hand.  All I had on was my shorts.  The bed was thoroughly destroyed, the pillows in balls up near the headboard, the bedspread tossed onto a chair and the top sheet wrapped around Bunny.  There was no sign of the blanket.

“We...ummm...I think Admiral Calavicci needs to go to the hospital,” I said.

“The ambulance is on its way.”
“I suppose this looks a little strange.”
He cracked a bemused smile.  “Dr. Beckett, this is Atlantic City.  I’ve been night manager at this hotel for almost four years.  I’ve seen things that would make your hair stand on end.”  While he was talking, he walked around to the far side of the bed and produced the blanket, which he handed to me and indicated that I should use it to cover Al.  “Now...what’s wrong?  Do you know?  Not a heart attack.”
“No,” I said.  “I think he’s pinched a nerve.  His left arm and his side are numb.”
“Then he’s not in danger.”
“No.”
“Maybe you and Miss Ellsworth should get dressed, then.  Before the ambulance gets here.  They do get a lot of ‘come as you ares’ down at the emergency room, but I don’t suppose you want to be one of them if you can avoid it.”
He was absolutely right.  Aside from the embarrassment factor, it simply wouldn’t have been intelligent to venture outside the hotel in February wearing nothing but boxer shorts.  (Or a sheet, in Bunny’s case.)  When Al indicated his agreement, I got up off the floor.  Coleson accompanied me across the hall to unlock my door with his pass key.  As he waved me inside, I told him with some chagrin, “Ummm...that wasn’t exactly what it looked like.  Over there.”
“It doesn’t matter to me, Dr. Beckett.”
“I...”
“But it does to you,” he finished for me.  “Don’t worry.  I’m not going to spread any stories about you and the admiral  and Miss Ellsworth.”  He smiled again, with a lot of genuine kindness, then pointed to my left hand, which was holding the door open.  “I’m sure it matters to Mrs. Beckett, too.”
Sitting in Al’s living room years later, I could see Coleson’s face so clearly in my mind that I could have painted a portrait of him — if I’d had any artistic skills at all.  And I could see his hand, pointing at mine.  At my wedding ring.  I replayed the  picture over and over in my mind, the way Al had with the videotape.  Yes, he’d pointed at my wedding ring.  And referred to my wife.  She’d been...where?  Home, most likely.  With my children.  Jack, Tom and Steffy would all have been in grade school then.  Would have needed their mother nearby while their father went off to Atlantic City with Uncle Al in search of large amounts of money.

The ambulance arrived a few minutes after Coleson let me back into my hotel room, and I rode in it with Al to the hospital a  couple of miles away.  Bunny followed in a cab Coleson summoned for her.  The doctor on call in the E.R. confirmed my diagnosis: somehow, in the midst of his gymnastics, Al had compressed a nerve between two vertebrae and had exacerbated the problem when he slid out of bed and landed on his neck.  He was lying in a hospital bed, very much subdued and with his neck immobilized in a cervical collar, when I came in to see him the next morning.

“Sorry,” he told me.

“You don’t need to apologize to me,” I replied.  “You just ought to be a little more careful when you’re...”
“Aw, Sam,” he said.  “That’d take all the fun out of it.”
“You scared the hell out of Bunny, you know.”
“I scared the hell out of me.”
I shook my head at him.  “Then maybe it was good for something.  It’ll teach you to roll when you fall, or land on your butt.  You’re not supposed to land on your head.”  He didn’t look the least bit repentant.  Maybe he was recalling what he’d been doing right before he landed.  “I sent Bunny home to get some rest,” I told him to break his train of thought.  “She said she’ll come see you later on.”
“Why do you keep calling her `Bunny’?” he frowned.

“That’s her name, isn’t it?  That’s what you told me.”
“No...”
“Yes you did.  You said her name was Bunny Charlene.  And her last name is Ellsworth.”
“Nah.  Her name is Charlene, Sam.  ‘Bunny’ is her title.”
“Her title?” I echoed.

“Yeah.  She’s a...”
“Playboy Bunny,” I said.

Bunny Charlene returned to the hospital during the afternoon, dressed in jeans and a heavy sweater and bearing a bouquet of flowers for Al.  Away from the cocktail party atmosphere where Al and I had met her, and now that she was no longer worried about having Al expire in a hotel room because of something they had been doing together, she was soft‑spoken, cheerful, and obviously very bright.  In fact, she’d taken the Playboy Club job to help put herself through a Master’s program at NYU.  I wouldn’t have been at all distressed if Al had decided to pursue their friendship.  But he didn’t.

And now that I’d changed history for him, providing him with a marriage that had lasted almost forty years, he and Charlene Ellsworth had never even met.  If we’d still gone to Atlantic City that February, he had almost certainly slept alone.  His night with Bunny Charlene didn’t exist in anyone’s memory any more, except for mine.

I sat looking down at my hand for a moment, remembering the way Frank Coleson had pointed to my wedding ring.  It was a very small bit of my past.  At this rate, years could go by before I regained the rest of my memory.

“How do I tell her, Al?” I asked.  “How do I tell her it’s all a blank?”
“Straight out, I guess.”
The sound of the front door being unlocked distracted both of us.  Even though I knew she lived here — lived here because of me — I wasn’t at all prepared to see the woman who walked in a moment later.  She was thirty years older than the last time I’d seen her, her face and her figure a little rounder and her dark hair streaked with white, but she was still lovely.  She’d  apparently stopped at the supermarket; her arms were filled with bags.  Al met her halfway, took the bags from her and gave her a fleeting kiss on the cheek.

“You look beat,” he said.

“It was a long night.  I suppose I should let the kids pull the all‑nighters.  But I was worried about the little Willett boy.  You know, the one who was...”
Al cut her off.  “I know.”
“I’m going to get something to drink.  Then I need to get some sleep.”  Beth began moving toward the kitchen with Al and the groceries in her wake, spotted me and altered her course so that she could give me a hug and a kiss when I stood up from the sofa.  “Hello, Sam,” she said softly.

“Hello, Beth.”
“How do you feel?”
“I’m okay.”
Her gaze drifted around, taking in the empty beer bottles and the popcorn bowl.  She smiled and patted my arm before she let go of me.  “It’s nice to see both of you relaxing for a change.  Now if I could only learn to do the same thing.”  Turning to Al, she asked, “Did Ann Marie go out?  Her car’s gone.”
“She’s having lunch with Jim,” he replied as he set the bags down on the kitchen counter.  “She’ll call if she’s not going to be back for dinner.”
“She won’t be.”
“She sees too much of him,” Al observed crossly.

“Albert,” Beth warned.

“Well, she does,” he persisted.  “She’s eighteen years old.  She’ll be starting college in a couple of months.  She ought to think about more than just this one guy.  She ought to be with her friends.”  When he didn’t get any sympathy from Beth, he swung around and said, “Right, Sam?”
“I don’t know,” I replied.

“She’s too young!”
Beth had started to unpack her groceries.  When he sputtered that last remark, she confronted him with a can of beans in her hand.  “Too young for what?”
“To marry this guy!”
“Who said she was going to marry him?”
Al’s mouth dropped open and he stood gaping at his wife.  “Well, if she’s not gonna marry him, what’s she spending so much time with him for?”
“She likes him, Al.”
“Geeeez, Louise,” Al moaned.

Beth shook her head in exasperation and went back to her groceries.  They seemed to have had this discussion before — since they had four daughters, they’d probably had it a number of times.  I marveled at it for a minute, and began to have mental pictures of my partner standing at the door to his home, welcoming his daughters’ dates with a pair of snarling Dobermans flanking him.  At least, I thought, I’d cured him of needing to tell those interminable stories about his own sexual exploits.  By spending those ten minutes in Beth’s living room, I’d changed Al’s life... and his personality.  No more stories.  No more gaudy clothing, either, as near as I could tell.  And I hadn’t once seen him pull out a cigar.

“Sam,” Beth said as she pulled open the refrigerator, “do you and Nancy have plans for dinner?  I bought steaks.  Would you like to have dinner with us?”
“I can ask her,” I replied.

“Would you?”
“Ummm...sure.”  There was a phone on the countertop, but I had no idea what the number for my house might be, so I turned to head for the door.  Beth tapped me on the shoulder, raised an eyebrow at me when I turned toward her, and pointed to a small, rectangular gadget on the wall that had a tiny screen mounted in the middle of it.  When all she got from me was puzzlement, Beth punched a key on the bottom of the gadget.  A second later the screen lit up and resolved into a tiny, not‑quite‑three‑dimensional image of the kitchen of my house.  “What...” I murmured.

“Naaaanceeee,” Beth said in a singsong voice.

“Hold on,” Nancy’s voice replied.  The image on the screen shifted and turned into my wife’s face.  “Hi, Beth.”
“Dinner?”
“What time?”
“Seven?  Sam’s here.”
Nancy nodded.  “I see.  Your hair looks great.  Cyd did a nice job.”
“Thanks.  Are you writing?”
“Trying.”
“Sorry we interrupted.”
“No problem.  I’ll have Sam make a salad, all right?  Send him home in a little while, would you?  I need him to help me flip the mattress before I can change the bed.”
“I will,” Beth said.

“Seven, then.”
Nancy cut the connection and the screen went blank again.  When Beth moved away, I took over her place so that I could get a closer look at the intercom.  There was no visible speaker on it, just the screen and a row of five keys, none of which were labeled.  Obviously, it had at least one mate in my house, but I couldn’t recall seeing one.  Nancy’s having summoned me gave me a good excuse to go looking.

I found the mate in my kitchen, alongside the door to the garage.  Nancy came up behind me while I was poking at it and kissed the back of my neck.

“Something wrong with it?” she asked.

“No...”
“I can still see the look on the face of that guy from AT&T when you and Al refused to sell them the plans,” she chuckled, leaning her head against my shoulder.  “The image is about ten times sharper than anything they’ve come up with since then.  And the remotes...they still don’t have anything with a remote.  Or anything that doesn’t need to be plugged in.  You and Al make great toys.”
“We do?” I said, then amended that to, “Yeah.  We do.”
“Come help me flip the mattress?”
I puzzled over the existence of the intercom all the way up the stairs.  For every bit of my memory that was coming back, I was uncovering new pieces that were missing.  Al and I built “toys”?  I didn’t remember our having built anything that wasn’t inside the Project complex.  The intercom probably employed a little of the same technology as Ziggy’s handlinks, but didn’t look anything like the links.  I was thankful to be behind Nancy as we climbed the stairs, so that she couldn’t see the confused look on my face.  By the time we reached the bedroom I managed to replace it with a smile.

She’d already stripped the bed, and gestured for me to grab the side of the mattress and upend it while she steered it in the right direction.  Once it was back in place, she reached for the clean sheets she’d laid on the seat of the chair alongside her dresser.

“Nancy?” I said.

“Hmmm?”
“I need to talk to you about something, honey.”
She sat down on the end of the bare mattress with the sheets in her arms, held up against her chest.  I knew what she was thinking: that I wanted to tell her I needed to go back to work.  I shook my head, took the sheets away from her, put them back on the chair, and sat down beside her.

“Nancy,” I said quietly, “when did we get married?”  I pointed to the wedding photo on her dresser.  “When was that?”
“What do you mean?”
“When did we get married?” I repeated.

“June,” she frowned.

“What year?”
“What do you mean, what year?  You know perfectly well what year.  What’s going on, Sam?”
She was about half a step from being angry, or scared, or both.  I took her hands in mine, and she tried to pull away, but I held on.  “That’s the problem,” I told her.  “I don’t ‘know perfectly well.’  I don’t know at all.  I don’t remember when that picture was taken.  Please...tell me what year.”
“Nineteen seventy‑seven.”
“And when was Tom born?”
“April of ’78.  Sam...”
“Was I there?”
Her voice shook when she answered me.  “Of course you were there.”
“In the delivery room?”
“Yes…”
“Jack.  When was Jack born?”
She jerked her hands away and retreated to a corner of the bedroom, peering at me like I’d suddenly become dangerous.  “Stop this, Sam,” she hissed.  “I don’t know what this is all about, but stop it.”
“I wish I could.”
“Why are you asking me these questions?” she demanded.

“Because I don’t know the answers.”
“Of course you know the answers.”  Tears started to roll down her face and she hugged herself fiercely, with her back pressed hard against the wall.  “How could you not know when our children were born?  You were there.  They let you cut the cord when Tommy was born, and you gave him his first bath.  You held me.  You were right there with me when he came out.”  The tears were flowing faster, but she scrubbed at them with the heel of her hand and stared at me, searching my face and becoming more and more upset.  “You don’t know, do you?  How could you not know?  What did you do to yourself, Sam?  What did you do?”
“I’m sorry,” I said.  It was all I could think of to say.

“Sorry?  You’re sorry?”
“Nancy, please.”  I got up off the bed and went to her, but she batted me away with her fists, so I moved away a couple of steps.  “Honey...I need you to understand.  I need you to help me.”
“What did you do??!!” she screamed.

“Nancy...”
Her legs folded underneath her and she went down into a heap in the corner, sobbing into her hands.  I stood watching her for a minute, afraid of hurting her further, feeling useless and stupid and impotent.  “Damn you, Sam Beckett,” she howled.  “God damn you.”
I got down on my knees in front of her, then sat down on the floor and took hold of her hands again.  She tried to bat me away again, but this time I didn’t let the blows stop me.  She began to howl louder when I pulled her toward me.  I had to make two or three tries before she ran out of steam and collapsed against my chest, still weeping.  I held her head against me with one hand and stroked her hair with the other.  By the time she stopped crying neither one of us had any energy left.

“I didn’t choose this,” I whispered.  “I didn’t choose to forget.  Please believe me.”
She let out one more gulping sob.  “Why is it so important, Sam?  Why does it have to be so important?  I don’t understand.  I just don’t understand.”
“I need you to help me.”
“I can’t.”
“Please help me.  Please, Nancy.”
“Why did you have to hurt yourself?”
The anguish in her voice cut as deep as Al’s anger had a couple of hours ago.  Somehow, five years ago, I’d turned going into the Accelerator into a simple choice.  Yes or no.  Go or don’t go.  If I hadn’t gone, we would have lost our funding.  Quantum Leap would have been finished.  I’d been sure of that.  But now, looking back on that night...maybe I’d been completely wrong.  Maybe we wouldn’t have been cut off.  Maybe Al would have been able to woo the Committee one more time.  They’d played along with me for three years, letting me fill what had once been an enormous, empty cavern in the New Mexico desert with metal and plastic, wiring and circuit boards and templates, desks and chairs and consoles, miles of linoleum and more miles of soundproof wallboard.  They’d given me so much money that the numbers ceased to have any real meaning.  Me, Sam Beckett, the farm kid from Indiana.

Maybe I’d been wrong.  Maybe I’d gone into the Accelerator for no real reason other than to satisfy my own ego.  I could very well have died that night.  I wasn’t at all sure, except in the depths of my ego, that my creation would work.  I might not have Leaped.  I might have fried myself.  But that had never entered my mind.

I might have died.

And for what??

“I helped people,” I whispered to Nancy.  “I helped a lot of people.”
“What about us?”
“I have to make it up to you.”
“How could you not know?” she said hopelessly.

I took her face between my hands.  “I made the wrong choice.  Or I made a choice for the wrong reasons.  But it’s over now.  You have to let me start again, from the beginning.”
“Why?  Why do I have to?”
“Because I need you.”
“You need me.”
“Yes.”
I could feel her shudder as she slipped out of my grasp.  She stood up and straightened her clothes, then picked the sheets up off the chair and began unfolding them so that she could fit them onto the bed.  “I don’t know what to say to you, Sam,” she said without looking at me.  She worked rapidly, almost hysterically, flipping the bottom sheet into place and skirting around the bed to tuck its corners underneath the mattress.  “I know I took a vow in front of God and all those people to stick with you.  But I don’t think you’re the same man I married.  You used to tell me your dreams.  When I was carrying Tommy you held me so that he was in between us and you said we were all that mattered in the world to you.  I don’t know where that went.  I don’t know how I lost you.  I wish I could figure it out.”
“You didn’t lose me,” I told her.

“Yes I did.  You don’t tell me your dreams any more.  I don’t know you any more.”  She stopped moving then, holding the top sheet in both her hands as if she’d forgotten what she intended to do with it.

“Honey...”
“Go away, Sam.  Go downstairs.  I don’t want to look at you right now.”
Nodding, I left her to finish making the bed and wandered down to the living room.  The gallery of pictures along the stairs seemed to watch me as I descended, but I didn’t look at any of them.  This had all begun to seem like some very black joke.  It had been all I wanted, deep in my soul: to come home.  To be with the people I loved again.  The idea that they wouldn’t want to be with me had never entered my head.

I was sitting on the sofa, staring off into empty space, when I heard the sound of a car pulling into the driveway and Steffy’s voice calling out gaily, “See you tomorrow!”  She bounced into the house a minute later with her schoolbooks tucked under her arm and a wilted flower stuck into her hair over her ear.  When she saw me watching her, she danced over to me, hugged me with her free arm and ruffled my hair.  “Hi, Daddy.”
“Hi,” I replied.  “How was school?”
“Ah, it was okay.  Mr. Durkin’s on a rampage again.  But I got an ‘A’ on my Trig test.”
“That’s good.”
“Hey, if I didn’t, Doogie would never let me hear the end of it.”
“`Doogie’?” I echoed.

“Tom,” she said absently.  “Have we got any more cookies?” Without waiting for an answer, she scooted her books onto the coffee table and trotted into the kitchen.  I could hear her rooting around out there, and she returned with a handful of chocolate chip cookies.  “I saw Aunt Beth outside.  Are we having dinner with her and Uncle Al?”
I nodded.  “I guess so.”
“That’s cool.  Want to go swimming?  You never did come out yesterday.”
“I’m...not sure where my trunks are.”
“Laundry room.  Where you left ’em.”
Where I’d left them?  That seemed odd.  I’d glanced into the laundry room during my search for the intercom; like the rest of the house, it looked too orderly for Nancy to have left anything out there for five years.  Steffy was mistaken, I decided.  Nancy had probably brought the trunks downstairs sometime during the last couple of days to wash them.  She seemed to have done that with all my clothes.  Nothing in my closet smelled at all musty, the way it would have if she’d left everything untouched while I’d been gone.

“Sure,” I told Steffy.  “I’ll go swimming with you.”
My bathing suit was indeed in the laundry room, neatly folded with another, slightly smaller set of trunks I supposed belonged to Tom.  I closed the laundry room door and changed in there so that I didn’t have to go back upstairs.  By the time I finished, Steffy had already run up, put on her bathing suit and tied back her hair.  She was waiting for me out by the pool.

She was a strong swimmer, and found a lot of delight in circling me as I paddled my way from one end of the pool to the other.  When she became bored with that, she backstroked down to the deep end and did a couple of easy flips in the water.  Her movements were so fluid and strong, I wondered whether she belonged to the swim team at school — and whether the school had a swim team.

“You like the water,” I observed.

She grinned at me.  “Yeah.”
“Maybe we should move you someplace where there’s more of it.  Like where your great‑grandmother lived, in Cambridge.  You’d love being near the ocean.”
“Yeah, well.  It’s not a big deal.”
“Or where Jack is.  It’s beautiful in Annapolis.”
“I guess.”
There was a wistfulness in her eyes, as if she’d thought about those places more than once — had dreamed of being there.  I’d always been fond of the ocean myself.  Not of swimming in it, especially, but of sitting in a quiet, secluded spot, letting thoughts tumble over each other inside my head as I watched the waves crash in to shore.  Nancy and I had gone out to Cape Cod a few times during the summer we lived at Neeny’s and had sat among the dunes holding hands, watching the sun go down.  Now we were settled in one of the driest places in the country, and Steffy had to make do with a not‑terribly‑large swimming pool in lieu of an ocean.

“We can move,” I told her.

She frowned at me.  “Move where?”
“I’m not sure.  But we can think about it.  All of us.”
Think about it a lot, I added silently.  There was still the question of what the Committee would need me to do once they found out I was home; I doubted they’d let me go running off to the East Coast without submitting to months of pointless questioning about where I’d been since 1995.  Then there was Tom’s job, and Steffy’s school.  Nancy’s job, if she had one.  And Al.  I couldn’t go anywhere without Al, even if he wasn’t exactly thrilled with having me home.  Which brought Beth and Ann Marie into the picture, along with the other three daughters, if they lived nearby.  I sighed, thinking that I’d spoken way too soon.  Moving out of New Mexico suddenly seemed to be along the same magnitude as moving New Mexico.

“Maybe we can take a vacation,” I told Steffy.  “Go see Aunt Katie and Uncle Jim in Hawaii.”
“Soon?”
“Very soon.  I promise.”
“After school gets out?  Next month.  Jack’ll be home then.  He loves Hawaii.  He and Uncle Jim can talk Navy stuff.  Can we, Dad, really?  I want to go.”
“I promised, didn’t I?”
She flipped around in the water and gave me a bear hug that almost pulled me under the surface.  “This is great!” she bubbled.  “It’s gonna be so great.  But Doogie...will they let him go?  They’ve got to let him go.  We can’t go if it’s not all of us.  Can you talk to somebody over there, and tell them they have to let him go?”
Doogie? I thought.  “I’ll see what I can do.”
“I love you.”
Al’s voice drifted into my head as I looked at my daughter’s beaming face.  You’re just making their present miserable...making their present miserable...  “I love you too,” I told her.

Dinner at Al and Beth’s was something less than a wild success.  Steffy spent much of the evening chattering about Hawaii, asking for reminiscences from the Calaviccis, who had both been to the  Islands several times.  Steffy herself had apparently been there more than once, but it seemed to have been while she was very small because her memories of the trips were mostly of playing with her cousins — Katie and Jim’s kids — and of being sung to sleep by my mother.

For the most part, Steffy was the only one who did any talking. Al and Beth both dutifully responded to her questions, somewhat  briefly but with enough good cheer to make her ignore the fact that the temperature in the Calaviccis’ dining room was about three degrees above freezing.  Nancy had not said a word to me since I’d left the bedroom.  Shortly after she arrived at Al and Beth’s, she and Beth retreated outside for a private conversation.  When they returned, Beth tossed me a dismayed look that was the last eye contact I had with her.

Not that Beth made much eye contact with her own husband.  She and Al sat opposite each other at the table, but they might as well have been sitting at opposite ends of the state.  All those Leaps had made me sensitive to people’s body language and the way, as the poet put it, “the eyes are the windows to the soul.”  Sometimes, body language and the look in my companion’s eyes were the only clues I had to the personality of someone I was supposed to know intimately.  So, while I ate my dinner more or less in exile at the end of the table, I watched Al and his wife.  The woman he’d called his one true love.

My parents had been married for twenty‑seven years when my father died.  There’d been passion between them in the beginning, before they were married and for the first couple of years afterward.  By the time my brother Tom was born, the passion had pretty much worn itself out, leaving behind something that was a lot less intense, but warm and affectionate and enduring.  My parents were each other’s best friend.  I saw that in the way they touched; in the way they spoke to each other at night, when they thought Tom and Katie and I were asleep; in the way he would bring her a handful of flowers after they’d quarreled.  After my father died, there was no question of my mother marrying anyone else.  She had loved him dearly all those years and would love him for the rest of her life.

I saw none of that in Al and Beth.  Not a glimmer.  Not a suggestion of what Al had mourned over.  It seemed to me that they were...roommates.

She held out the bowl of potatoes and said, “Al?”
“No,” he replied.

My father would have shaken his head and groaned to indicate his full stomach.  “No, thanks, Mother, there’s no room left.”  Then he would have laughed.

Al didn’t laugh.

Hell, nobody laughed.

And nobody paid any particular attention when I excused myself to use the bathroom.  If there was one on the ground floor of the house, I hadn’t noticed it, and nobody pointed it out to me.  So, listening to Steffy chatter on about taking a bicycle tour of Maui, I climbed the stairs to the second floor of Al’s house and set about looking for the bathroom.  I found it, and used it, but then was not at all enthused about returning to the dining room for the coffee and dessert Beth had mentioned.  Instead, I wandered around the upstairs, peering into the various bedrooms.  It was nosy of me, certainly, but being nosy had practically been my life’s work for the last five years.

Since the house was roughly the same size as my own, I expected to find four bedrooms, and that was what I counted.  From the feminine decor and the disarray I found in the first one, I identified it as Ann Marie’s.  She had probably shared it with  one of her sisters, since there were two matching beds, both covered with flowered comforters.  The second bedroom had similar furnishings, but had the unused look Tom and Jack’s room had.  The third room I looked into was the master bedroom.  The white uniform Beth had been wearing when she arrived home was laid carefully on the bed, along with a copy of Vanity Fair magazine and a small, flat paper bag.

The fourth room took me completely by surprise.

It was in the front corner of the house, looking out onto Cielo Circle.  There were wide windows on two sides, allowing the amber light from the streetlamps to illuminate it, along with the hall light, well enough for me to see every detail of what was inside.  One side was half‑filled with a big computer desk that held a PC, a laser printer, and a shelf of manuals and boxes of discs.  On the opposite wall were an elaborate stereo system and an expensive‑looking TV.  A worn, comfortable‑looking chair was placed in the best spot for watching the TV set.  Butting against the fourth wall was an unmade bed.

Nobody had to paint me a sign.  This was Al’s room.

I was still standing in the doorway, staring into the room, when he came up behind me.

“Thought you got lost,” he said mildly.

“No.  I...I didn’t.”
“Guess I should’ve made the bed.”  He moved past me into the room, looked around at it for a minute, then looked at me.  “She keeps weird hours,” he told me.  “So do I.  Get ideas in the middle of the night.”  I waited for the story that should have followed that remark, but there wasn’t one.  He simply smiled at me a little wistfully as he switched on the lamp beside his computer.  “Come on in.  Sit down.”  He waved me into the easy chair as he perched on the bed.  “I talked to Verbena a while ago,” he began.

“You did?”
“Yeah.  She...”  He paused and rested his elbows on his knees.  “She was kinda upset about the memory loss thing.  I told her the doctors at Parkside didn’t find anything physical to explain it.  She said...”  Another pause.  “You know what hysterical amnesia is?”
“Yes.  I do.  I’m a doctor, Al.”
“She thought that might be...”
I shook my head.  “Hysterical amnesia is something that happens after a trauma.  When you’ve been in an accident, or you’ve seen someone die.  Something your mind needs to block out.  Nothing negative like that has happened to me, Al.  I’m home!  Why should I want to block that out?”
“Maybe you should talk to Verbena,” he suggested.

His eyes were shifting — he was avoiding my gaze.  “Come on, Al,” I said.

“What about if something died?”
“You mean like an animal?”
“No,” he sighed.  “A thing.  Like...a dream.”  I didn’t answer him.  I knew I didn’t need to prod him.  He’d brought this whole thing up.  He was going to tell me.  And he did, though his voice was so soft I could barely hear him.  “They said two weeks.  The paperwork is supposed to come down day after tomorrow.  They’re terminating you from the Project.”
“But it’s my Project, Al.”
He laughed, a wry sound that, like his words, was only barely audible.  “No, Sam.  No.  Like everything else in this world.  It belongs to the people who paid for it.  You wouldn’t play the game the way they wanted it played.  You wouldn’t even talk to them.  So at midnight day after tomorrow, you’re officially out.  They’re bringing in somebody else to run the show.”
“What about you?” I demanded.

“What about me?”
“You’re my partner.  The Committee’s never been in love with you, either.  Hell, they’ve threatened to throw you out a dozen times!”
“Do you want me to quit?”
“No, I don’t want you to quit!  This doesn’t make any sense, Al!  I didn’t talk to the Committee because I couldn’t talk to them!  Do they still not believe that?  Why hasn’t any of them tried to come here, to see me?  If they want me to talk to them now, I’ll talk to them.  I’d rather be staked to an anthill, but I’ll talk to them.”  I jabbed a finger at the phone on Al’s desk.  “Call them!  This is ridiculous.”  He didn’t move.  I went on pointing at the phone for a minute, then gradually let my hand drop.  “I do not have hysterical amnesia,” I told him hotly.  “For  crying out loud.”
“You’ve got something,” he replied.

“I’m Swiss cheesed.”
He opened his mouth to respond, but the sound of the front doorbell interrupted him.  A moment later we could hear Beth’s voice, then Tom’s, cheerfully apologizing for being late.

“Tom’s here,” Al said.

“Yeah.”
“Go down and see your kid.  Eat some cheesecake.”
“Are you gonna let them throw me out, Al?”
“I don’t have any choice,” he said.

I went downstairs when Al turned out the light, but instead of returning to the dining room for another round of silence, I steered myself in the other direction and left the house.  A couple of minutes’ walk took me out of Cielo Circle and onto a wider, north‑south street lined with houses that didn’t look much different from those in the cul‑de‑sac.  There wasn’t a soul in sight, though most of the houses did have lights on inside.  I kept walking, a few blocks down that street, then turned onto another that was still more of the same.  I’d gone maybe half a mile when I heard rapid footsteps moving up behind me.  I didn’t turn, just went on walking with my hands stuck in my pockets.

“Dad?”  Tom fell into step beside me.  He was in good shape, I thought idly; he’d certainly had to trot to catch up to me, but he wasn’t even breathing hard.  “Can I walk with you?”
“If you want to.”
“Yeah, I do.”  We moved along without speaking for another block or two, then Tom said lightly, “Steffy’s all worked up about this trip to Hawaii.  That was a surprise.  We haven’t been there in years.  When was the last time?  I don’t think I was even in high school.”
“I thought we should get away,” I muttered.

“Good idea.  I’ve got some vacation time accrued.  I can probably go for at least a few days.  How long were you figuring on?”
“Till we want to come back.”
Tom hiked a brow at me, then grinned and burst out laughing.  “I hope Aunt Katie’s up for that.  She’s only got the one extra bedroom.  She might have us out in — what was that place?  The motel where Stef dropped your CD player in the pool?”
“I don’t remember.”
“Bobo’s Surf View Motel, or something like that.”
“I don’t remember,” I said again.

“Yeah, well, I wouldn’t mind erasing that place from my memory banks either.  Sharing a bed with Jack, the only living human who plays soccer in his sleep.  I thought the bruises on my shins would never heal.  But look, Dad, I think it’s a great idea.  Taking a vacation and seeing everybody.  I wonder if that cute girl who had all the cats still lives next door to Aunt Katie?  I could use a break.  Some serious beach time.”  He winked.  “Some serious babe hunting time.  I’m all for it.”
He was so enthused about the trip that I had to let go of some of my black mood and return his smile.  “Yeah,” I nodded.  “I think we need it.  It’s been a long time since I talked to Katie.  And my mother.  And Tom.  My brother Tom.  I need to talk to him, too.”
“Be kind of a one‑sided conversation, wouldn’t it?” my son asked softly.

“I...what?”
“It’s okay.  He might be listening.  Who knows?”
His tone was very matter‑of‑fact, not at all condescending.  When I stopped walking so that I could search his face, he stopped too and stood smiling at me.  He wasn’t humoring me.  Didn’t think there was something wrong with me that he ought to try to soothe.  But the world seemed to stop moving around us, and I understood what he was telling me.  My brother Tom was dead.  No matter that I’d sacrificed Maggie Dawson’s life for his that day in Vietnam.  No matter that I’d bypassed the chance to save Al from the tiger cage.  Somehow, between 1970 and now, fate had caught up with Tom once more.  And I knew where I’d find him: in the little cemetery next to the Methodist church in Elk Ridge, in the grave next to my father’s.  Where we’d laid him to rest the first time around, before I went to Vietnam and saved him.

“We can go,” my son suggested.  “You and me.  I’ll scratch up the time somehow.  We’ll drop Mom and Steffy back here, after Hawaii, and you and I can go to Elk Ridge and see Grandpa and Uncle Tom.”
I nodded at him, then turned my head away.

“It’s okay, Dad.”
“I don’t remember,” I whispered.

“I know.  They told me.”  He shuffled his feet once, then again, and folded his arms across his chest.  Under the yellow light of the streetlamps, he looked exactly like my brother.  There was no difference between them.  Same features, same short haircut, same build, same quirky smile.  I wondered how much it hurt my mother to see him.  “The mind does weird stuff sometimes, Dad,” he went on idly.  “I’ve been reading a lot of journal articles.  At night, when I can’t get to sleep.  I mean, you’ve gone a hell of a long way with physics.  But if somebody could figure out all the little details of what goes on in here” — he rapped his temple with his fingertips, then whistled — “now, that would be an achievement.”
“Can you accept what you see...” I began.

The eyebrow went up again.  “Hmmm?”
“Somebody asked me that.  `Can you accept what you see as reality?’“
“You kind of have to, I guess.”
“I didn’t know what I was getting myself into, Tom.”
“Well,” he shrugged, “that’s only human.”
“Do you hate me?”
His expression shifted, just for a moment, then he shook his head.  “Why would I hate you?  We’re kinda the same.  I never figured you were the nine‑to‑five type.  The other kids, my friends, used to tell me their dads came home every night for supper and played ball with them out in the yard.  That’s fine.  But it’s perspective, Dad.  My daddy won a Nobel Prize.  I was so proud of you.  I still am.”
“Thank you,” I said.

“I’m not saying it because you’re my father,” he went on.  “I mean...that’s partly the reason.  But like I said, we’re kinda the same.  I know you’ve been where I am, and with some luck, maybe I’ll follow in your footsteps.  You’ve gone so far, Dad.  You’ve accomplished so much.”
I replied wryly, “Your mother doesn’t seem to think so.”
Tom blew out a sigh.  He looked up and down the street for a moment, then sat down on the curb.  He waited for me to sit beside him before he spoke again.  “Mom’s a bright lady.  And she knows how to tell a good story.  I think her book’s up to number eight on the Times list.  If I was still in grade school, I could impress the other kids with that one.  Hey, my mom had dinner with Stephen King!  But she...”  He stopped and touched his temple again.  “I don’t think she really understands this.  There’s a lot churning around in her head, too, but all she’s gotta do to get it out of there is sit down at the computer and type.  Bang!  The story’s told.  But you and me...God, Dad, it scares me sometimes.  I feel like I’m still five years old, and somebody stuck an adult’s head on me.  It feels like a race.  A race that I got dropped into, and I don’t know where the finish line is.”
“I know what you mean.”  I smiled at him again, then leaned forward and rested my arms on my knees.  Tom was sitting close to a fire hydrant; he shifted around until he could rest his back against it.  The nozzle in the side of the hydrant jabbed him at first.  He squirmed around until he was comfortable.  “My parents never could figure me out,” I told him.  “I don’t think they knew where they got me from.”
“Do you get scared, Dad?”
“All the time.”
“People don’t trust me.  I can see it in their eyes.  I know the answers, but I guess they figure I haven’t paid enough dues yet.”
“They can’t keep up with you,” I put in.

“You’re the only one who can.”
“And I wasn’t here for you.”
Tom sighed and held onto my gaze.  “No.  I never felt that.  I always understood that you were nearby.  When I was little, you were always close.  I remember you holding me in the rocking chair, reading to me until I fell asleep.  Mom told me — I thought it was storybooks, but you were reading me medical textbooks.  Like that bit in ‘Three Men and a Baby,’ where Tom Selleck reads to the baby out of Sports Illustrated.  You needed to study, and I needed to be read to, so that’s what you read me.  I guess it stuck, huh?”
“I honestly don’t remember, Tom.”
“Well...that’s okay.  I remember.”
“Are you sure that’s enough?”
“Yes.  It is.  Because you’re here, and I love you, and if there’s a problem, it’s not because you want there to be.  If you need help, I’ll help you, or I’ll find somebody who can.”
We sat out on the curb, half a mile from home, until almost midnight.  We had the kind of conversation I had once had with Al, which created an ache in my gut.  Al, too, had said he would help me.  Maybe he thought he was doing that.  For the Al who existed here, because of my meddling, maybe that was the truth.  He was so utterly different now, because of what I’d done.  The pain he’d been through after Beth left him had created someone who was tough, and stubborn, and boisterous, and funny.  For all my groaning and complaining, I had loved being in his company.  He had shown me what it was like to be outrageous.  With him, I sang Elvis Presley songs and laughed at his horrifically off‑key accompaniment.  At his insistence, I climbed behind the wheel of his Corvette and soared it down a stretch of deserted highway so fast that I was certain we would both die in a tremendous ball of fire and oily smoke.

“See, Sam?” he told me, blowing smoke rings past my head.  “We’re having fun now.”
With him, I counted cards in Las Vegas until we had fifteen thousand dollars in chips in front of us.  Then I watched him sit quietly beside a sobbing and heartsick young woman whose husband had abandoned her in the lobby of Circus Circus.  When he came back to the bar to join me, he no longer had the fifteen thousand dollars.

With him, I built a supercomputer that he promptly named Ziggy.  I listened to him address the computer as “Baby,” and laughed at his dismay when he was immediately rebuked...by the computer.

“Women,” he grunted.  “They’re all alike.”
“Ziggy’s not a woman,” I told him.  “It’s not a ‘she.’  It’s an ‘it.’“
“I beg your pardon?” the “it” announced.

Al laughed.  Laughed until there were tears streaming out of his eyes and snot streaming out of his nose.  Laughed until he was lying on his side on the floor of the Control Room, clutching his belly and struggling for air.  He quieted down after ten or fifteen minutes, got up off the floor, took one look at me and dissolved into hysterics again.

With him, I went through five years of Leaps.  I watched him walk through the Imaging Chamber door in outfits that would have made Liberace cringe.  Watched him ogle women without number, even  my first crush, Lisa Parsons, sighing in disappointment because he couldn’t get his hands on anything but the handlink and his mouth on anything but his cigar.  Watched him joyously playing air guitar on a stage with King Thunder.  Listened to him nag me, and cajole me, and cheer me.  Listened to him ask in a voice full  of fear and concern, “Are you okay, Sam?”
On a spring afternoon in San Diego, I watched his shoulders round and his face become lined with thirty years of regret.  We were standing only a few yards from the house in which his darling had spent the previous night sobbing over the loss of him.  For a minute, I thought he was completely broken.  I insisted that he cross the street, go into that house, be with her again.  He’d said to me that he would have given anything for the chance to spend a little time with his father and Trudy, to tell them he loved them.  I assumed that held true for Beth too.  So I sent him across the street.

I knew he was crying.

“I didn’t think it would come out like this,” I said.

“What?” Tom asked.

I looked over at him, debating whether or not to answer the question.  Maybe Tom didn’t know about the Leaps.  But he was the only one who seemed to be keeping up with me.  “Al and Beth,” I replied.  “There isn’t much there any more, is there?”
“They get along okay, I guess.”
“They don’t sleep together.”
He didn’t even look surprised.  “Well,” he said, “I guess they don’t need...”
“Not Al.”
“Not Al what?”
“He’s not the same.  I don’t know what happened.  I changed everything.  There’s almost nothing about him that’s the same.  He doesn’t like the same things.  He doesn’t laugh.  I feel like I can’t talk to him any more.  Like I don’t know him, and he doesn’t know me.”
“People grow apart, Dad.”
I wasn’t sure if Tom meant me and Al, or Al and Beth.  Or both.  I stuck with my original thought.  “But he loved her so much.”
“He still does.  I’m sure he does.  They’ve been together a long time.”
“It’s all changed,” I insisted.

A gentle smile crossed his lips as he studied me.  I half expected him to reach out and pat my arm — the kind of “there, there, now” gesture my mother had always made to calm me down when I’d become flustered about something.  But he didn’t.  After a second the smile turned teasing.  “Look, Dad,” he said.  “I bet you and Mom don’t do it as often as you did when you were first married, either.”
I couldn’t very well argue the point, since that time period was still all a blank in my mind.  And I couldn’t use last night in my defense; that was a reunion and didn’t count.  Unfortunately, I had to concede that Tom knew more about my relationship with Nancy than I did.  So he was probably right — we probably didn’t make love anywhere near as often as we did during that summer in Cambridge.  I didn’t have a real problem with that.  But I wasn’t Al.  My partner, Al, the guy who lived for sex.  The more I thought about Al spending his nights in that corner bedroom with his computer, the more it worried me.

“He doesn’t even smoke any more,” I moaned.

That surprised Tom.  His eyes widened and he gaped at me, astonished, before he laughed.  “Oh, get real, Dad.  Uncle Al give up smoking?  Not in your wildest dreams.  He just doesn’t smoke in the house, because of Ann Marie’s asthma.”  He paused.  “Maybe it seems like he’s quit...kind of.  He has cut down some, ever since his friend Admiral Furgeson died.”
“Admiral Furgeson?” I echoed.

“Chip?” Tom prodded.

Chip?  Chip.  Al’s friend?  Yes...his last name had been Furgeson.  I remembered a face, grinning at me from the doorway of Al’s room, and calling out, “Hey, Bingo!”  Al’s best buddy.  “Chip died in Vietnam,” I said.

“Chip died of cancer last summer,” Tom corrected me.

We must have been wearing very similar, utterly perplexed expressions then.  I needed to avoid knowing that, so I got up off the curb and paced off a couple of steps in the street with Tom watching me closely, as if the movement would help sharpen the memory of that Leap in my mind.  Chip Furgeson had been Al’s best friend.  The first time around, he had accidentally killed a woman during the time he and Al were stationed together at North Island, but because he kept silent about it, Al was accused of murder.  By the time the Leap was over, Al and I had prevented the accident and eliminated both Chip’s actual and Al’s theoretical guilt.  According to Al, their friendship continued for several more years, until Chip was killed when his plane was shot down over Vietnam.  That would have been sometime in the late ’60’s.

“Chip died in Vietnam,” I insisted.  “Al told me that himself.  It was...I don’t know, a few months before Al was captured.”
“Captured?” Tom said weakly.

“By the Viet Cong.”
His face went blank, as if he were one of the old audio‑animatrons at Disneyland and someone had disconnected his power source.  He stared off into the distance for a minute, then, slowly, he stood up, brushed off the seat of his pants, and gestured in the direction from which we’d come.  “Why don’t we head back to the house, huh, Dad?” he suggested in a voice that sounded like he was about two steps from throwing up on the sidewalk.  Forcing a very artificial smile, he went on, “It’s getting kind of late, and I have to be back at the hospital at eight o’clock.”
“What did I say?” I demanded.

“Nothing, Dad.  Come on, let’s go home and get some sleep.  It’s been a long day.”
He took me by the arm, but I shrugged out of his grasp.  “Tom, what did I say?  Just now?  I said something wrong.  I’m tired of getting this look from people.  What did I say?”
“Dad, please...”
“What did I say??!”
Shuddering, he retreated from me.  Not far, just out of my reach.  “Uncle Al...I don’t know what you meant.  He was never captured by the Viet Cong.  He got shot down, but a squad of Marines found him a couple hours later.”
“He wasn’t MIA?” I hissed.

“No, Dad.”
I sat back down on the curb, hard, landing on my tailbone and sending an arrow of pain up my back that made me gasp.  “He wasn’t captured,” I said, not entirely to Tom.  “He didn’t spend six years in the cage.”  I dropped my head into my hands.  “Oh, God,” I whispered.

Tom knelt down beside me.  “Let’s go home, Dad.  Please?  Let’s just go home now.”
“Are you sure?”  I jerked my head up so that I could look at him.  Understandably, Al never had talked much about being a prisoner of the Viet Cong.  I could see the raw reflection of those years in his eyes even when he mentioned them only in passing.  It certainly wasn’t the kind of story you’d want to tell a kid.  So maybe Tom simply didn’t know.  “It was six years,” I said.  “From ’67 to ’73.”
“Trudy turned thirty last year,” Tom replied.  “She was born in ’69.  And Tessa in ’71.  Uncle Al was never MIA, Dad.”
“Then why do I...”
“Why do you think he was?”
Because he told me.  And I’d been there.  At one point we’d been only a few hundred yards apart, but I hadn’t seen him.  I was focused on my brother.  But I saw Maggie Dawson’s photograph.  Looked into the eyes of an Al who was not quite 36.  Only a few years separated that photograph from the one in Beth’s living room, but he had aged a thousand.  The eyes that stared out of Maggie’s picture were desperate and afraid.  When he saw Maggie, he must have thought help would come.  He must have clung to that thought for days.  It took everything I had in me to lift my gaze from that picture and look at my Al.

“You could have been free,” I said.

“I was free,” he told me, and rested his fingers on his temple.  His voice was hoarse.  “Up here, I was always free.”
But what had I changed to make that a reality?

“Dad?” Tom said.

“I can’t go home right now.”  I picked myself up off the sidewalk, wincing when my tailbone reminded me how hard I’d cracked it on the pavement.  Tom began looking me over, as if he were sizing up the possibility of carrying me bodily back to the house.  “I need to...I need to think for a while.  Someplace quiet.  You’ve  got a car, haven’t you?  I need a car.”
“I can’t let you go off by yourself,” he said firmly.

“Then come with me.”  I pointed down the street.  “Go get the car.”
“Dad...”
“Go.  I’ll wait.”
Whether he honestly wanted to go with me, or thought the longer he left me alone, the more likely I’d be to wander off and do damage to myself, I don’t know; probably the latter.  Either way, he took only the first few steps slowly, then hauled butt down the street and disappeared around the corner.  He was back only a few minutes later, at the wheel of an old, light‑colored Honda whose back bumper was held in place with about ten yards of silver duct tape.

“Move over,” I told him.

He scowled at me.  “Dad.”
“When you reach a hundred ‘Dads,’ will you stop?” I asked him pointedly, ignoring the distressed look I got in return.  “Change the record.  And don’t argue with me.  Move over so I can drive.”
Muttering just enough to tell me he wasn’t happy with the situation, he crawled over the gearshift and relinquished the driver’s seat to me.  As he settled into the passenger seat he tossed into the back a pair of warm jackets and a folded blanket.  I smiled at that; the desert was cold at night, and he was enough in synch with me to know that was where I wanted to go.

The ride home from the hospital had shown me the way into, and back out of, the development my house was in.  That trip had also taken me past a green destination sign indicating the location of the nearest highway on‑ramp.  After only one wrong turn, I found the ramp and headed west.

Half an hour later we were at Stallions Gate.

I parked the Honda on a rise that gave us both a glorious view of the stars and a much more humble — and humbling — view of the wide bowl of land that held the Project complex.  Since ninety‑five percent of the complex was underground, and what was above ground was very sparsely lit, no one who was unfamiliar with that bowl of land would have been able to identify what they were looking at.  With Tom trailing along behind me, I slid out of the car and walked a few yards, then stood staring at the Project for the first time in five years.

“Do you know what that is?” I asked Tom.

“The Project.”
“It’s my dream.”  I shivered, not entirely from the chill of the night, and didn’t go on talking until Tom had brought the jackets from the car and I had tugged one of them on.  It was thick and soft and I huddled into it, burrowing my hands into the pockets.  Tom did the same thing with the other coat.  “When I was in grade school,” I said, “my  brother used to take me to the movies.  There was a theater in Elk Ridge that ran science fiction movies on Saturday afternoons because the owner loved ’em.  Mr. Greeley, his name was.  Harry Greeley.  We saw all the old classics at his theater on Saturdays after our chores were done.  Or at least I did.  Tom was usually a couple of rows back, sharing popcorn with a girl.”
“I knew I was named after him for a reason,” my son said mildly.

I shook my head at him.  “‘The Day The Earth Stood Still.’  Have you seen that?”
He nodded.  “Sure.”
“And ‘The Incredible Shrinking Man’?”
“Uh‑huh.”
“Some of it was crap — those old movies.  But there were some great ones.  They made me dream.  Not so much about whether there are people on Mars, or whether you can shrink people with ray guns, but about what you can do if you listen to your imagination.  My mother told me never to let go of my dreams.  So did my father, though not in so many words.  And Tom...Tommy made sure I didn’t.  I tried following what I thought was a ‘normal’ path.  I said I wanted to go to State and play basketball, because that was where people accepted me.  On the basketball court.  I wasn’t different there.  But Tom wouldn’t let me do that.  He told me I was different, and that I couldn’t ignore that.  He said I had to do something special.”
I was silent for a minute, looking down at the dim lights of the Project.  Two of the lights moved: the headlights of a car leaving the complex.

“Everything I am, I owe to other people,” I said quietly.  “My parents.  My brother.  Professor Lo Nigro.  And Al.  Especially Al.”
“What about Mom?”
“Yes.  I think.”
“But you don’t remember.”
“I don’t,” I admitted.  “Most of it.  But not because I don’t want to.”
“You said ‘most of it.’  What do you remember?”
There was still just that summer.  But it had become very clear.  Nancy with her spiral notebooks, scribbling madly away in between gulps of lemonade and mouthfuls of cookies.  After we’d started sleeping together, she showed me some of the notebooks.  Her writing was wonderful.  Vivid and thrilling and filled with imagery.  “She and I used to lie awake late at night, and talk,” I told Tom.  “We told each other stories.  Her imagination was every bit as good as mine.  She took a lot of what I told her and wrote.  I’d pick a star” — I pointed to the sky — “and a couple of days later she’d have a story.  Then she’d ask me if some theoretical gadget she’d dreamed up was really possible.”  I paused, letting another fragment of my memory settle into place.  “That’s why I started working on holograms, because of your mother.  She asked me a question, and I made it work.”
“And you won the Nobel Prize.”
“Yeah.”
“She wrote, and you built.”
I groaned.  “Well, no.  More like, she wrote, and I wrote, and I let other people build.”
“Like an architect doesn’t actually swing a hammer.”
“That’s about it.”
Nodding, he offered me a small smile.  Then he returned to the car.  As I watched him, he pulled the blanket out of the back seat, spread it out on the hood, hopped up and stretched out with his back against the windshield.  “Have a seat, Dad,” he offered, and patted the blanket.

“You act like you’ve done this before,” I said as I hopped up beside him.

“Not with you,” he grinned.

“What’s her name?”
“It’s not a ‘her,’ singular, Dad.  But that’s not why we came up here.  You wanted to think.”
So I thought.  When I didn’t say anything for a while, Tom tucked his hands behind his head and lay looking up at the stars.  I glanced over at him a few times, marveling at how relaxed he was — how easily he could let go of anything that had been troubling him.  It didn’t seem possible that I’d ever been able to do that, easily or not.  Not since I’d left the farm to go to M.I.T.

Not until I came to know Al, who believed so strongly in the concept of carpe diem that he might as well have had the phrase tattooed on his forehead.

“Whatcha smiling at?” Tom asked me softly.

“Al,” I replied.  “We had a lot of good times together.”
“Like what?”
Most of the stories I remembered, I couldn’t tell him.  They belonged to the other time, the other Al — the Al who could make women cluster around him like gnats.  Actually, I couldn’t come up with a single anecdote involving Al that didn’t have a woman in it somewhere.

“He took me to Vegas once,” I told Tom.

“Yeah...”
I figured there was a good chance that this event had never happened, either, since I’d changed history.  But hell, I thought, let Al deny it.

“I think we were headed back here,” I went on, “and we stopped at this little roadside place that caught his eye for some reason.  We sat in a booth in the corner and had a couple of beers.  The waitress kept coming over to us and wiping the table, giving us clean napkins and bowls of pretzels.  She was flirting with Al and he was flirting right back at her.  They started talking about Vegas, and she told him how much she loved country music.  ‘Ah go wahld over country music,’ she said.  So he told her I was a country singer and I was on my way back home to Tennessee after my big gig in Vegas.”
Tom snickered at me.  “Did she fall for it?”
“Like a ton of bricks.  He told her my name was Sammy Bob Travis and I was going to be the biggest name in country music in six months.”
“What’d she do?”
Her jaw had dropped open so hard and so fast I’d thought it was going to fall off.  “Mah God,” she said.  “She told the band that they needed to let me sing,” I told Tom.  “That there was just no way they were going to let me out of that bar if I didn’t sing.”
“So did you?”
I’d leaned across the oilcloth‑covered table and stuck my face in Al’s, breathing fury and mortification along with the beer fumes.  “What did you do that for?” I hissed.  “Why do you do these things to me?  I can’t sing!  I am not gonna go up there and sing in front of all these people!”
“Sam,” he told me with infinite patience, “there’s nine people in here.”
“That’s nine too many.”
“You can sing just fine,” he said sweetly.

I leaned over a little further.  My nose was about half an inch from his.  “I am not debating whether or not I am physically capable of carrying a tune.  My name is not Sammy Bob Travis, and I am not gonna get up there on that stage and sing in front of these people.  You can just forget it.  And Betty Sue, or whatever her name is, can forget it too.  Why is it that we can never go somewhere and just have a beer?  Why does everything have to turn into a theatrical production?  Huh?  Tell me that.  Just tell me that one thing.”
“Because,” he said, “we’re having fun.”
“‘We’ are not having fun.  You might be, because you find an incredible amount of perverse pleasure in making a fool out of me.  But I, in case you haven’t noticed, am not.  This is not fun, Albert.  N‑O‑T.”
“Yeah,” I told Tom.  “I did.”
The waitress seized my elbow in both her hands and hauled me up from my chair.  It was like being clutched in the jaws of a pit bull.  I did my best to struggle free while she moved relentlessly toward the stage at the back of the bar.  If she heard one word of what I was sputtering at Al, she made no sign of it.  When I protested that I didn’t have my guitar, one of the house band members thrust his into my hands.  “AllllBERRRT!” I wailed across the bar, but all that got me was a round of applause from the “crowd” as I was hauled up onto the stage.  “I’ll get you for this,” I said into the microphone.

Tom was laughing so hard there were tears rolling down his cheeks.  “What’d you sing, Dad?” he gasped, sitting up so that he could clutch his sides.  “‘Achy Breaky Heart’?”
“‘Kentucky Rain.’”
“Elvis.”
“Yeah.”
The song actually went over very well.  The nine people clapped and hooted and stamped their feet, and one of them whistled.  I grinned at them and took a bow, enjoying the little bit of adulation.  But when I returned to the booth in the corner, I had to become indignant again so that Al wouldn’t think he could get away with this.  On his scale of “funs,” this one had been pretty mild.  There was no way I was going to let him know that.  I figured if I did, the next thing I knew he’d have me onstage at the Flamingo.

“I don’t believe you,” I growled at him.  “How can you claim to be my friend, and get so much pleasure out of making a complete fool out of me?”
“You need to lighten up,” he announced.

“I do not need to lighten up.  I can enjoy myself.  I’m perfectly capable of enjoying myself.”
“And you did, just now,” he said smugly.

“No I didn’t.”
“You lie like a rug, Beckett.”
Tom chuckled again quietly.  “You know, I bet you were pretty good up there.  If you found your nerve at all.  You’re the only one in the family who can sing well.  The rest of us can barely manage ‘Happy Birthday’ on key.”  Sitting up had pointed him in the direction of the Project.  He stared down into the bowl for a moment, then asked me somberly, “Do you want to go down there, Dad?”
“Not right now.”
“I guess maybe it sounds patronizing, but...I know how much it must hurt.  Having them tell you it’s over.  That they don’t want you there any more, just because you won’t do things their way.”
“I’ll do something else.”
What the something else might be, I couldn’t imagine.  I’d spent most of my life pursuing the dream that had become Quantum Leap.  First as a vague idea, fueled by the wonder of a small boy sitting inside a darkened theater.  What would it be like to travel in time?  To watch history unfold in front of me, instead of seeing it as words on a printed page or grainy images on film?  I began searching for books, both fiction and non‑fiction, anything to do with time travel.  Most of the adults I questioned told me the same thing: that time travel was a fantasy.  Then I found Sebastian Lo Nigro.

“I’m listening,” he said.  “Convince me.”
He listened.  Hour after hour, he listened.  Corrected my course by a degree or two here and there, and listened some more.  I remember his eyes peering at me, studying me, shining with fascination.  He was my mentor for almost three years.  More than that, he was the only person in my life back then who never seemed to be either buffaloed or exasperated by what came out of my mouth.  I remember him sliding plates of food in front of me and grinning at me when I ate what was on them without breaking stride in what I was saying.

On a warm summer day at his cabin in the Berkshires, he worked loose the knot in a piece of string that had come wrapped around a package he’d received in the mail.  It was July of 1973, and I was not quite twenty years old.

“Tell me,” he said.

I caught the string in my fingers, holding one end in each hand.  “Think of your life as being like this piece of string,” I recited.  “One end represents your birth; the other end, your death.  If you tie the ends together” — which I did  — “your life becomes a loop.  Ball the loop, and the days of your life touch each other out of sequence.”
“Now prove it,” he smiled.

That piece of string was the first of many; that recitation, the first of many.  I voiced my String Theory to everyone from my mother to a reporter from Scientific American to the Vice President of the United States.  They all listened, as Sebastian Lo Nigro had listened, but with varying degrees of enthusiasm.  My mother applauded me, but then she would have done the same if I had told her I intended to detonate a nuclear device in Mount St. Helen’s and use it as an engine to propel the Earth across the galaxy.  The reporter was more interested in dissecting his French fries.  The Vice President simply waited until I was finished, then clapped his hands together and said, “Well, that was...interesting.”
It was to some, and not to others.  More often not.  But it was my dream.  Born of the imagination of a small boy and kept alive by the imagination of a man.  I collected pieces of string, and books about time travel, and boxes full of marble‑covered notebooks filled with my equations and theories and long lists of questions.  At the same time, I collected six doctoral degrees.  I filled my head with information on medicine, ancient languages,  artificial intelligence, mathematics, music, and quantum physics.  I collected knowledge like most people do stamps, or coins, or videotapes, simply out of a need to know everything that might help make my dream a reality.  When I found myself with people who were interested in science, or fantasy, or were just willing to be entertained, I talked.  Let out some of what was churning inside my head, and asked the questions that were written in my notebooks.

I rented a movie called “Somewhere in Time” and watched it  seventeen times in one weekend, wondering if it was indeed possible to move back and forth within your own lifetime by the sheer power of will.

Hell, I even tried it.

It didn’t work.

Nothing worked, until I walked into a laboratory at the Starbright Project in 1986 and found a small, hysterical and very drunken man with dark, curly hair whaling the shit out of a vending machine with a ballpeen hammer.  That man had a doctorate in engineering, a knack for separating people with overstuffed bank accounts from checks with a lot of zeroes written on them, and enough power of will to do anything he set his mind on.

Anything.

I wrote, and dreamed, and he built.

What he built was spread out across that wide bowl in the desert.

“Something else?” Tom echoed.

“Yes,” I said.  I sat up on the hood of Tom’s car, cross‑ legged, my forearms resting on my thighs.  Across a couple of miles of desert that rolled gently until it reached the bowl, I could see the dark rectangles that were the above‑ground five percent of the complex.  Underneath the ground was my dream.  With Al’s help, I had brought it alive.  I had traveled in time.  And I had come back.

Now the dream was over and it was time for me to wake up.

Even if waking up meant I needed to face the fact that I had lost my best friend.

Tom took me home around three o’clock in the morning.  The house was dark then, except for one small lamp burning in the living room.  Tom nodded in response to my question of whether or not he would spend the rest of the night here, then trailed out into the kitchen to get himself something to drink.  I followed and stood in the doorway watching him, not willing to be away from him yet.

“I’ll talk to Mom,” he told me.

“About what?”
“About what’s happening.  We’ll get you through this.  Don’t worry, okay?”  He smiled and tapped his temple.  “Maybe you just reached your maximum data capacity, Dad.  You’ve got so much stuff up there, you’re having trouble accessing some of it.  Happens with computers all the time.”
“Then you don’t want to think there’s something wrong with me.”
“No,” he said.  “I don’t want to.”
He hugged me good night when we reached the top of the stairs, then went into his old room and gently closed the door behind him.  I waited for a minute, standing in the dark looking at his door, then at Steffy’s, which was also closed.  When I figured Tom had had enough time to get into bed, I walked down to the end of the hall and went into the master bedroom.

Nancy was asleep, lying on her side with her back to the door and her arm tucked up under the pillow.  I thought fleetingly that she might have been faking, but people who are pretending to be asleep usually lie very still.  Real sleepers jiggle and twitch and change position, and she did, after a minute.  I was tired at that point, and wanted to give in to what seemed to be “normal” by pulling my clothes off and sliding into bed beside her.  Instead, I retreated a couple of steps, carefully closed the door, and padded down the hall to the guest room.

I didn’t bother turning on a lamp; there was enough outside light in the room for me to maneuver around it without running into the furniture.  I turned down the bed, then undressed slowly, laying my clothes on the loveseat that sat under the pair of windows.  I thought of Al, my Al, the one who’d followed me through all those Leaps, and wanted the hologram of him to show up with his cigar and his handlink, poking fun at me because I’d made the choice to sleep in here by myself.  But of course the hologram didn’t show up.  There wouldn’t be any more holograms.

I think I fell asleep very quickly.

Then the dreams came.

I was standing at the Control console with Al and Gushie, absently watching Al tap ash from his cigar, ready to scold him for dirtying the brand‑new floor until I realized the ash was falling into a paper cup.  Gushie put his hands on the console, then looked at me eagerly, needing me to see something there.

“It’s perfect, Dr. Beckett,” he beamed.

His fingers moved: brushing the console, then lifting, pointing to the blue orb that contained Ziggy’s “consciousness.”
“Ziggy?” I said.

“Yes, Dr. Beckett.”
I grinned at Al, and he toasted me with the cup of coffee he held in his other hand.

“We did it.”
I turned then, to see my brother Tom standing in the doorway that led to the elevator.  Impossible, because Tom had never been inside the complex.  But I looked at him, and smiled, and he smiled back, then moved to join me and Al and Gushie.

“We did it, Tom,” I told him.

He pulled me into a hug that left me gasping and thumped me hard on the back.  “All right, little brother!”
“Ask it a question.”
“What question?”
“Anything.”
Gushie stepped aside to allow Tom to stand behind the console, but then Tom was gone and Al was standing beside me instead.  I looked around for Tom, but was somehow unsurprised that he’d disappeared.  Al’s cigar and coffee were gone, too, and he was changing his clothes, handing his lab coat to Gushie and replacing it with a gold jacket.

“It works, Al,” I told him.

“I know it does, kid,” he replied.  “I’ll believe that as long as you do.”  Once his jacket was buttoned, he hugged me, holding my head against his shoulder for a moment, then strode into the passageway that led to the Accelerator Chamber.  I called after him and ran up the ramp behind him, but the Chamber door was already closing behind him.  Gushie, with a broad smile painted across his face that made him look like Jack Nicholson’s version of the Joker, took hold of my arms and pulled me back down the ramp, ignoring my protests and my attempts to break away from him.  Ziggy’s orb was flashing blue light and in the voice Al had given her she was counting down from ten.

“Nine.  Eight.  Seven.”
“Al!” I screamed.  “Al, no!”
“He’s Leaping,” Gushie told me pleasantly, as if this were something that happened about a dozen times a day.

“NooooOOOOO!”
I snapped out of his grasp, finally, spun around, and ran in the other direction, through the doorway Tom had been standing in and down the corridor toward the elevator, looking for some help, someone who could break into the Accelerator Chamber and bring Al out before it was too late.  Halfway to the elevator I found a room I hadn’t thought was there, a room filled with rows of chairs with a big, square table at the center.  Tom was sitting at the table, playing cards with John Belushi and Dan Aykroyd.

“Hey, little brother,” he told me cheerfully, pointing at the stack of poker chips in front of him.  “Look at this!  I’m winning.”
“You have to help Al!” I insisted.

He shook his head.  “I can’t, Sam.  I’m busy.  Besides, that’s your job.”
“But I tried.  I couldn’t.  I ruined everything.”
“That’s too bad, Sam.”
“Tom!” I screamed.  “Tom, please help me!  Please!”
“Do you love me, Sam?” he asked.

“Sam,” another voice said.

I whirled around in the doorway, frantically looking down the corridor first in the direction of the Control Room, then toward the elevator.  The elevator doors were closing, giving me a fleeting glimpse of the only passenger: a woman in a knee‑length white lab coat.  A woman with long dark hair.

“Donna?” I gasped.

By the time I reached the elevator, the car had already begun ascending.  I watched the numbers flick from 10 to 9 to 8 as I pounded on the doors.  I went on crying her name — Donna — without being sure who she was, or how I knew her name.  From behind me I could hear the sound of laughter.  As first I thought it was coming from the room in which I’d found Tom, but the voice sounded like Gushie’s.  It grew louder and louder, and I spun around again, thinking he’d come up behind me, but there was no one there.  I was alone in the corridor.  I fell back against the elevator doors and began to slide down.  When I hit the floor I could hear nothing but the chime of the elevator signaling that the car had climbed to another, higher level.

I woke up drenched in sweat, with the bedcovers tangled around me and my heart pounding painfully inside my chest.  I pushed myself upright, sitting with my palms pressed against the bed, wondering if I’d cried out in my sleep, and if I had, whether anyone had heard me.  It didn’t seem possible that I hadn’t made any noise, but several minutes went by and no one came into the room.  When my heart had calmed down somewhat, I grabbed a corner of the sheet and used it to wipe my face.  The dream had already faded to a point where I could recall only bits and pieces of it.  But regardless of whether or not I could recite any details, like most nightmares, it kept a strong enough hold on me that I hesitated to lie back down to try to go back to sleep.

My eyes grew gradually accustomed to the dim light, and I looked around the room, studying details I’d paid no attention to before.

There was a wide, recessed area in the wall opposite the bed, a place I was sure had once been a closet.  Now it contained a work station: a desk, several shelves, two tall wooden filing cabinets and a number of drawers all built in as one unit.  At one end of the desk was something I’d taken at first glance to be a TV set, but realized was a computer monitor.  On the shelves above and beside it were a long row of paperback and hardcover books and several framed pictures.

Letting my curiosity wash away the results of the nightmare, I switched on the lamp on the nightstand and slid out of bed to take a closer look.  I hadn’t really spent much time thinking about whether or not Nancy had continued her writing after our first summer together — even when Beth had asked her “Are you writing?” over the intercom.  But the answer to the question was here.  I counted nineteen books in the row above the computer, and each one of them said “Nancy Holloway” on the spine.  She’d moved on from spiral‑bound notebooks to a PC, and from bashfully showing her stories to her grandmother and to me to sharing them with thousands of readers.  I smiled at that and reached up to trail a finger along the row of books.  They were all science fiction, judging from the titles.  PAST ORION.  CHILDREN OF THE NOVA.  GENESIS.  RELUCTANT ASTRONAUT.  A THOUSAND STARS.  At the left‑hand end of the row was a framed newspaper clipping: the New York Times bestseller list for January 8, 1982.  The Number One selection for that week was a novel called CRYSTAL.  I found it in among the hardcovers.

The pictures Nancy had arranged around her books took me a little by surprise, until I remembered Tom mentioning that she had had dinner with Stephen King.  Someone had taken a snapshot of the two of them, making foolish, leering faces for the camera along with a dark‑haired woman I decided was Mrs. King.  Next to that picture was a larger one in black and white of Nancy and two obviously thrilled, blond little boys — Tom and Jack — posing with Mark Hamill and the two robots from the “Star Wars” trilogy, C‑3PO and R2D2.  The last picture was of Nancy shaking hands with Johnny Carson.

It took me a minute to realize that I wasn’t in any of the pictures.  They’d all been taken well before I first Leaped, but either I’d taken them (which I sincerely doubted), or I hadn’t been around to share Nancy’s big moments.

“You really blew it, didn’t you, Beckett?” I murmured.

I crawled back into bed and turned off the light.  The fact that I was by myself settled around me a lot more heavily than the blankets did.  My family and Al were all nearby, but like that afternoon on the farmhouse porch when I had made Katie cry by singing “Imagine” to her, I felt unbearably alone.  They must have felt much the same way during all the years I’d focused only on the Project, first as its creator, then as its prisoner.  I’d all but abandoned them.  It was no wonder Nancy’s attitude toward me was so unsettled.  A long time ago, she’d told me she loved me.  Maybe that had been entirely the wrong thing for her to do.  Maybe it was the wrong thing for anybody to do.

I went downstairs in the morning feeling that I should drop to my knees in front of her and beg her to forgive me.  All the Sunday sermons I’d listened to as a kid had told me I could be reasonably sure God would forgive me for everything I screwed up during my life.  But I had no such assurances about Nancy.

She was sitting in the breakfast nook, eating a bowl of cottage cheese and fruit and reading the newspaper.  She glanced at me when I walked into the kitchen, then returned to the paper.

“Hi,” I ventured.

She looked at me again, longer this time, but didn’t say anything.

“I’m sorry I walked out on dinner last night,” I told her, aiming to sound matter‑of‑fact.  “But I didn’t think it would matter.  Nobody was talking to me anyway.”
“Al did.”
“Did you know?” I asked.  “That they’re terminating me from the Project?”
“Of course I did.  You told me.”
“Does that make sense to you?”
“I don’t know, Sam,” she sighed.  “I don’t know that it does.  I should be glad they don’t want to have you working there any more.  But if it means that you’re going to be here day after day, straining to get out like we’ve got you locked in a cage...I don’t know that I can deal with that.”  She paused, trailing her spoon around in what was left of the cottage cheese.  “I never could quite keep up with you.  Maybe it was good for my ego, being married to someone who could do so much.  But you’re like a runaway train, Sam.  I think you’re determined to keep going until something bad happens, and I don’t want to be here for that.”
I replied, “It already happened.”
“Partly.”
“Do you love me, Nancy?”
“I honestly don’t know any more, Sam.”
“I hurt you that badly.”
Her head drooped a little, and she sat with the spoon dangling from her hand, staring at the folded‑back newspaper.  Liquid from the cottage cheese began to drip off the spoon onto the paper, making a wet circle in the middle of the article she’d been reading.  “I used to think it didn’t matter that I couldn’t quite keep up with you,” she said finally.  “I had the kids, and I had my writing.  I had my own career.  Something I could do, and know I was good at it.  I knew by the time we had Jack that you weren’t going to be close to me very much.  But I thought that was all right.  I knew you’d still hold me at night and tell me what you were doing.  You haven’t done that for a long time, Sam.  This Project has just obsessed you so much...”
“It’s over,” I said.  “I’m out, as of tomorrow.”
“So what are you going to do?” she asked with an edge in her voice.  “Learn to play golf?  Or go back to school and get some more doctorates?  You could be in the Guinness Book of World Records.”  She laughed wryly.  “Hell, you could be the Guinness Book of World Records.”
“We could find something to do together.”
“Like what?”
Exasperated, I crossed the kitchen, took the spoon away from her and tossed it into the sink, where it landed with a clatter.  Then I took her by the arms and pulled her up out of her chair.  “Don’t keep challenging me, Nancy,” I told her hotly.  “I went through five years of not knowing who I was, or where I was, or if I was ever going to be able to break away and come home.  I didn’t do it by choice!  I accomplished a lot of things for a lot of people, but all I ever really wanted to do was come home.  That’s all I ever wanted.  I know I hurt you.  I know that!  You don’t have to keep throwing it up in my face.  I want to make amends now.  No, I don’t want to spend the rest of my life vegetating.  I want to work on something.  For now, I’m asking you to help me.  I’m asking you to stop trying to punish me for something that’s over and done with.  I need your help.  I don’t understand a lot of what’s happened to me, and I need your help.”
“Sam...”
I shook my head.  “I want to go to Hawaii and see my mother and my sister.  I want all of us to go there.  We’ll stay until we get tired of it.  Then we’ll come back, and figure out what to do next.”  She didn’t answer me, so I prodded, “Well?  Will you go?”
“I have a deadline.  I have eight chapters to finish.”
“I’ll buy you a laptop.”
“I already have one.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
She turned away from me as far as she could with my hands still gripping her upper arms.  When she turned back, her face wasn’t as set as it had been a minute ago.  “I’m afraid something’s going to happen to you, Sam,” she whispered.

“‘Something’ might happen to any one of us.  You can’t live in fear of that.”
“I can’t help it.”
“Then you do still love me.”
“You don’t make it easy.”
“I can try.”  I held her tightly against me for a moment, then let her go.  “Will you go to Hawaii with me?”
“Yes.  I will.  But after...”
“Don’t worry about after until after,” I smiled.  “Listen...I need to talk to Al.”  Holding up a finger to silence her before she could protest, I went on, “It seems very strange to me that the Committee doesn’t want to talk to me after all this time.  I need to find out what’s going on.  If they’re honestly going to let me walk away, then I will.  But I need to know what the situation is.  I need to know why they’re not interested in me any more.”  Nancy’s shoulders stiffened and I shook my head at her.  “Just Al.  I’m just going to talk to Al.  I want him to stop tapdancing around telling me the truth.  All of it.  Once I’ve got that, I’ll let it go.  We’ll get the plane tickets, and once Jack is home and Steffy’s out of school, we’ll go to Hawaii.  All right?  Is that all right?”
“I suppose it has to be,” she said reluctantly.

“No, it doesn’t ‘have to be.’  If you’d rather, we’ll sit here in the house until Christmas.  But I want to see my mom and my sister.  I have a lot to make up to them, too.”  I pointed over her shoulder at the phone.  “I want to call them.  Talk to them.  Tell them we’re coming.”
“Katie and Jim’s number is on the speed dial,” she said after a moment.  “But if you’re going to talk to Al, you’d better do that first.  I saw him outside when Tommy was leaving for the hospital.  He said he’s got a meeting at eleven, and it’s almost ten now.”
“All right,” I nodded.

I let go of her and turned, but before I could take a step, she said, “Sam?”
“What?”
“Nothing.  Go.  I’ll fix you some breakfast when you come back.”
“You don’t have to...”
She rolled her eyes and laughed softly, though there didn’t seem to be much real amusement behind the sound.  “Neeny would never forgive me if I didn’t feed you.”
“Thank you.”
“Go on.  Before Al leaves.”
The Al I’d left behind in 1995 owned a red sports car.  It was an experimental model, designed and built by a guy named Hickell, who’d been a buddy of Al’s during his days at North Island.  There were only five of them in existence — Hickell had insisted that Al have number four, as a thank you for some favor Al had done for him when they were both kids, and of course Al hadn’t tried to dissuade him.  Al loved that car.  It intimidated the hell out of me: it hummed and buzzed and vibrated like an animal in heat, and was capable of a top speed of two hundred and twenty miles an hour.

“Give it a try,” Al told me one afternoon, holding the keys out to me in his palm.

“No,” I said.

He seemed almost wounded.  “Why not?”
“The Corvette was enough,” I told him.  “I thought I was going to go up in a fireball in that.  This thing...God, Al, it’s not a car, it’s a rocket.”
“Yeah,” he grinned.

Hickell had given his baby a name, something I honestly don’t remember even now.  But I do remember Al telling me, in response to my look of puzzlement, that the name meant “orgasm” in Italian.  He said it with such a complete poker face that I believed him for almost a minute.  Then he made the mistake of grinning.

“It does not,” I said indignantly.

“Sure it does.”
“You’re lying to me.”
“How do you know?” he countered.  “You don’t speak any Italian.”
“Which is why you think you can get away with lying.”
“I’m not lying.”
“If you were Pinocchio, your nose would reach the guard shack, Calavicci,” I said, pointing to the little white booth about a hundred feet away, at the perimeter of the Project grounds.  “Your friend Hickell probably made that word up altogether.  Either that, or it means something completely mundane, like `fast.’“
He dangled the keys in front of my face and said tauntingly, “If you drove it, you’d believe me.”  To his obvious dismay, I kept my hands firmly at my sides.  “Come on, Sam,” he wheedled.  “I wouldn’t let anybody else drive my car.  I wouldn’t even let anybody else sit in my car.”
“Unless they were female,” I said.

He didn’t take the bait.  “You afraid of having that much power under your butt?”
“No.  I’m not.”
“What, then?”
To his delight, I took the keys out of his outstretched hand, tossed them around for a minute, then, as his face fell, dropped them into his jacket pocket.  “This might be completely beyond the realm of your imagination, but I don’t have any desire in this world to travel in an automobile at two hundred miles an hour.”
“Two twenty,” he corrected.

“Don’t quibble with me.”
“I should have known,” he announced with a groan loud enough for the kid in the guard shack to hear.  “I should have known better than to try to talk about the cutting edge of automotive engineering with somebody who drives a truck.”
“Don’t start,” I warned him.

He groaned theatrically and put his hands on Hickell’s baby, as if he were trying to embrace the thing.  I heard footsteps in the gravel behind us and turned around to look; Verbena Beeks and one of the staff nurses had come out of the entry building and were smirking at Al, who was so utterly lost in his woe that he still thought he and I were alone.  “You’re hopeless,” he moaned.  “I can’t get you interested in a good cigar.  Your ears turn red every time I try to tell you a joke.  And you wouldn’t know a good car if it bit you on the ass.”
“Albert,” I said.

“This is a car, Sam,” he went on, beginning to sound like a tent revival preacher.  “It’s not just a way to get from Point A to Point B.  There’s power under that beautiful, gleaming hood.  There’s....”
“Virility?” I suggested.

“Yes!” he exulted.

The nurse giggled then.  Al whirled around on one heel and his jaw dropped.  Verbena was leaning against her own car and giving him a bemused, knowing smile.  Flustered, he turned to me, then back to Verbena, then back to me again.  When he hadn’t come up with anything to say after a minute or so, Verbena slid into the driver’s seat of her car and soared past Al out of the parking lot.  I honestly think she would have laid some rubber on the way if there had been any solid asphalt available to lay it on.  The nurse took a little longer to leave, and did so at a much more sedate speed than Verbena, grinning the whole way.

“Why didn’t you say something?” Al demanded when the two women were gone.

“I did.”
“About them,” he sputtered.

“I don’t know, Al,” I replied innocently.  “I thought they were kinda interested in hearing all about you and your car and your virility.”
What he said then was in Italian.

The Al I came home to in 2000 still had a sports car.  A black Corvette convertible, the same model “Bingo” had owned in 1957.  It might even have been the same car; since Beth had waited for him to come home from Vietnam, she’d probably kept his car in good shape for his return.  Especially since her wait, according to what Tom had told me last night, had only been two years.

He saw me coming as he backed the car out of his garage, and shifted it into park halfway down the driveway.  He was in uniform, the everyday one, with the cap lying on the passenger seat, and his eyes were hidden behind a pair of mirrored sunglasses.

“You’ve got a meeting?” I asked him.

“Yeah.”
“With who?”
“Weitzman and Montana.”
The chairman and vice‑chair of the Committee.  Al’s tone was more than a little cross, but whether that was because he had to spend time with the two notoriously humorless senators, or because I was asking him about it, I wasn’t sure.  I rested a hand on the car and looked at him steadily.  “About me?” I asked.

“Mostly.”
“It’d be nice if I could be there.”
“Not from their point of view.”
“So...what, Al?  Do they not care where I am any more?  Can I just wander off into the sunset as far as they’re concerned?  They haven’t even shown up to tell me to keep my mouth shut about the Project!  What if I decide to do talk shows now?  Huh?”
Al sighed.  “You told Time magazine everything but your shoe size eight years ago, Sam.  What could you tell Oprah Winfrey that the country doesn’t already know?”
“Where I’ve been,” I replied.

“Where you’ve been,” he echoed.

“Yes.”
“And where’s that?”
It was my turn to echo him.  “‘Where’s that?’  Come on, Al!  Are you telling me you’ve gone blank on the last five years?  It’s my memory that’s Swiss cheesed, not yours.  You’ve been with me every step of the way!  That’s the way you wanted it, right from the beginning.”  He didn’t react; if there was anything going on in his eyes, it was completely hidden behind the dark glasses.  “Al,” I prodded.  “You were there just as much as I was.  Maybe you couldn’t touch anything, but you were there.  You saw it all.”
I almost thought he was going to put me off — tell me to go home to my wife and drive away leaving me in the middle of his front lawn.  Instead, he took hold of his sunglasses and eased them down off his nose, then turned off the engine of his car.

“Listen,” he said quietly.  “I’ll talk to them.  Weitzman’s a putz, but Montana’s reasonable about one day a week.  I’ll see if I can convince them to talk to you.”
“You shouldn’t have to convince them.  That’s what I don’t understand.”
“They’re fed up, Sam.”
“They’re bureaucrats, Al.  They only see things one way.”
“I’ll talk to them,” he said again.

“I know what you’re worried about,” I said in answer to the look of doubt in his eyes.  “What can I do to convince you?  I just want to find out where I stand!  I’m confused, Al.  There are too many questions in my head for me to relax.  I just want some answers.  That’s all.  But nobody seems to want to give them to me.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is true!  You’ve been stonewalling me as much as anybody.”
“Then ask me a question, and I’ll answer it now.”
He was turned toward me, but his hands still lay on the steering wheel and his right foot was tapping impatiently near the gas pedal.  Because the sun was behind me, he had to squint hard to keep looking at my face; after a minute he gave up and put his sunglasses back on.  As he moved his hand, his Navy ring caught the sunlight.  The ring was the only reminder of his active duty status I’d had during most of the Leaps.  Now he was every inch the Admiral.  And I was wasting the Admiral’s time.  He’d requested that I do something, and I was stalling.

The question I finally asked him undoubtedly was nowhere on his list of possibilities.

“Are you happy, Al?” I said.

His forehead furrowed above the glasses.  “Am I happy?  What kind of a question is that?”
“Just answer it.  You said you would.  Are you happy?  Is this the life you wanted for yourself?”
I think he closed his eyes.  He slumped down in the car seat a little, his left hand still gripping the steering wheel.  Then he turned toward the house.  Right before he spoke, he blew air out past his upper lip.  “I’ve got a beautiful wife,” he replied.  “And four beautiful kids.  Nice house.  I’m settled.  Haven’t had to relocate for a few years.  That’s something — being in the same place for seven years.  Never happened to me before.”
“But?”
He swung back toward me.  “Everybody else keeps moving.  Tessa lives in Florida with her husband.  Elizabeth’s on her fifth college, trying to find one with a program that ‘touches her inner self,’ whatever the hell that means.  Trudy’s in West Hollywood trying to be a stand‑up comedian.”  He laughed wryly.  “My oldest kid wants to be a comedian.”
“Is she funny?” I asked.

“I don’t know, Sam,” he sighed.

I pointed to the house.  “Ann Marie is still here.  And Beth.  Beth is here.”
“I’m lucky if I see either one of ’em for an hour a day.”  He paused.  “So I need to answer your question.  Am I happy.”  Behind the glasses, he was staring at me, but all I could see was my own reflection in the lenses.  “My best friend got his walking papers two weeks ago.  Started to yell at me like it was my fault and passed out cold in front of me.”  His voice caught, and he had to cough hard to clear it.  “Cold,” he said.  “I picked up your hand, and it was like holding hands with a corpse.  I thought you’d died.”  Before I could respond to that, his hand jerked toward the ignition key and he started the car.  “I have to go,” he told me sharply.  “I’m gonna be late.”
When the car began to roll down toward the end of the driveway, I had to let go or be dragged along.  I stood watching Al as he backed the Corvette into the street.  He’d already given me the answer to my question, but as he shifted gears he answered it again.

“No, Sam,” he said.  “I ain’t happy.”
* * *

There was music playing inside my house when I went back in after almost twenty minutes of standing alone in Al’s driveway.  I found the source of the music, and Nancy, upstairs in the guest room.  She’d made the bed that I’d slept in and was sitting at the computer, watching lines of text scroll by on the monitor screen and humming along with the music that was issuing from the portable CD player she’d set up on the nightstand.  I stopped in the doorway and watched her in silence, listening to the music, until she turned and beckoned for me to come in.

“Can you write with that playing?” I asked her.  “You always used to like quiet when you wrote.”
“I still do,” she said.  “I’m running the spell checker.”
“The spell checker?”  I feigned horror.  “You’ve never misspelled a word in your life.”
She blinked at me and heaved a loud sigh.  “You remember that, but you don’t remember Tommy being born.  Oh, Sam.”  The look on her face wasn’t anywhere near distressed enough to make me think she was going to become angry with me again; now she just seemed resigned.  Shaking her head, she got up from her chair and brushed a hand along my arm.

“Tom says I’ve reached maximum data capacity,” I offered.

“Maybe.”
She was still close enough for me to touch her, so I cupped her chin in my palm.  Neither one of us said anything, which made me more aware of the music coming out of the CD player behind me.  The light, rousing song that had been in progress when I came upstairs was over; the one that was playing now was slower, melancholy in tone, and as I listened to it, almost seemed to be addressed to me.

“Nothing’s gone the way I planned

 My life has taken turns

 I don’t begin to understand

 I hear the drum

 My time has come

 The play’s about to start

 But I can’t recall my part

 Is the mask I’m wearing comical or tragic...”
Nancy had laid the case for the CD on the bed.  I reached down and picked it up, turning it over so that I could look at both the front and the back.  The back was a color photograph of a man and a woman posing for the camera as if they’d been caught in the middle of a dance.  “This was — is — a Broadway show?” I asked her.

“Was.”
“Did we see it?”
“I did,” she replied.  “You and Al were in Washington.  Beth and I went on to New York to shop and see some shows.  That was one of them.  You and I have never been to New York together.”
Her voice was very even.  “Did you talk to Tom?” I asked.

“Yes.”
“And?”
“He thinks we should all go to Hawaii with you.  He thinks the vacation would do us all good.”
“What do you think?”
“I said I’d go.”
“It’s a different coast,” I said, “but I want to do what we used to do on Cape Cod.  Sit in the sand and have a picnic and watch the sun go down.  And talk.”  I watched her expression for a moment before I went on.  “Talk until we can figure this thing out.  Until we know where our lives are going.  Will you do that with me?”
She nodded.  “Yes.  I will.”
“You’ll help me.”
“You’re my husband.”
“I’ll try to be.”
She eased into my arms and hugged me around the waist, then held onto me lightly, a grip that would allow either one of us to escape without much effort.  Having her agree to the trip to Hawaii almost made me feel bad — apparently, she had the same incredible sense of loyalty Al did, and felt compelled to stick with me, no matter where that took her or how little I appreciated the gesture.  She kept trying so hard to maintain her anger.  She had every right to be angry, even if the emotional part of me wanted her to stay solidly in my corner and not object to anything I said or did.  But it didn’t seem like she could make the anger stick.  Her heart wouldn’t let her, in spite of all the curves I’d thrown her over the last few days.  So, I knew, I owed her a hell of a lot more than simply trying to be a good husband.  I figured I owed her just as much as I owed Al.

When she looked up at me, she saw the way my face had fallen suddenly and thought she understood why.  She was right, at least partly, even though talking to her had made me forget why I’d taken so long to haul myself up the stairs.  “Al didn’t tell you what you wanted to hear,” she said.

“No.  He didn’t.”
“What did he say?”
“That he’s going to talk to the Committee, and see if they’ll sit down with me.  I really need them to do that, Nancy, before I can leave the Project.  I can walk away.  I can.  But not without...”
She filled in for me, “Closure?”
“Closure.  Yeah.  Yes.  Closure.  I can’t just be dumped out of there.”
“I understand.”
“Do you?”
“Of course I do.  I’m a writer.”  She nodded at the row of books and grinned crookedly at me.  “None of those would work if I didn’t know what closure was.”  Then the grin faded.  “There’s more, though.  Something about Al?  What did he say to you, Sam?”
“It’s not so much what he said.  It’s...more what he didn’t say.  Hasn’t said.  He’s not the same, Nancy.  He’s not the Al I used to know.  That...it hurts.  It makes me feel lost.  Like my friend isn’t there any more.  I feel like it’s just somebody who looks like him.”
“He’s got a lot of weight on his shoulders.”
“He always did,” I protested.

“And he’s not young any more,” Nancy added with a shrug.  “He’ll be sixty‑six in a few weeks.”
“It’s more than that.  It’s...he’s...ordinary.”
That took her aback.  She moved away from me a step so that she could see my face more clearly, and stared up at me as if I’d said I wanted to go out after lunch and run over stray cats with the car.  “That’s pretty lousy of you, Sam,” she rebuked me.  “Al’s an intelligent man.  And he’s done very well for himself.  Not everybody is born to be on the cover of Time magazine.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“What, then?”
“I meant...I used to know an Al who was loud, and funny, and flashy.  Somebody who took life by the...”  I hesitated.  “By the balls.  I don’t know that guy who lives next door.”  I pointed to the window without bothering to figure out whether or not I was pointing in the right direction.  “I don’t mean anything about his intelligence.  I mean he’s...complaisant.”
She asked me curiously, “And you’d prefer flashy?”
“Yes!”
“You.  Sam Beckett.  The man who has a hundred and ten excuses for not wearing the red shirt Stephanie bought you for Christmas.”
“I don’t want to be flashy.  I want Al to be flashy.  I want Al to be...Al.”
“And he’s not.”
“No.  He’s...”
“I heard you.  Complaisant and un‑flashy.”
“Don’t mock me.”
She shook her head.  “I’m not.  At least I’m not trying to.  But it seems like everything you say takes me by surprise, Sam.  I don’t know about ‘maximum data capacity,’ but there’s something that mixed up inside your head, and I can’t keep up with it.  Maybe you’re right.  Maybe the best thing to do is go to Hawaii for a couple of weeks.  Get away from here.  You can eat some of your mother’s cooking and play with the little ones, and we’ll go sit on the beach.  We can both have a good long rest.  Being away from here might help both of us.”
“I think it will,” I replied.

She stood looking at the middle of my chest for a minute, then tipped her head back again so she could meet my eyes.  “I don’t really know what it’s like.  I’ve never been ‘terminated’ from something.  I’ve never even been in a position where somebody could terminate me.  But...I know it’s a shock for you.  What I said the other day...it’ll still be there for you, Sam.  The work.  You don’t need to stop using your mind.  You’ve done so many different things!  You’ve got degrees in six different fields.  Don’t let this get to you so badly, will you?  Turn the Project over to someone else.  Find something new.  But just don’t...make it the be‑all and end‑all of your life.  Will you?  Can you do that?”
“I’ll try,” I told her.

That seemed to be enough of an assurance for her, for the time being at least.  With a glance at the computer monitor, where the spell checker had stopped on a word it didn’t recognize, she told me, “If we’re all going to descend on your sister in a couple of weeks, I suppose you should tell her.  Why don’t you go call her?  The older kids will all be off to school by now.”
“I will.”  I took a step toward the doorway, then paused.  “When I’m done...I think I want to read for a while.  It’ll keep me busy until Al gets home.  I want to read your books.”
“All right...”
“Have I read them before?”
“Most of them.”
“This time I’ll read them all.  From the beginning.  Which one is the first one?”
In keeping with Nancy’s orderly spirit, the first book she’d written was the first one in line on the shelf.  She pulled it loose and handed it to me, not bothering to comment on (or react to) my lack of memory of what she’d written.  The book wasn’t much more than 200 pages long, I figured without looking inside.  I could read it in less than two hours and move on to the next one.  Nodding, I pointed to the loveseat under the windows.  “Can I sit in here?  Or would that bother you?”
“It won’t bother me.”
“Then I’ll be back in a few minutes.”  I smiled at her.  “Well...maybe more than a few.  I haven’t had anything to eat yet.  I’m going to run down to the kitchen after I talk to Kate.”
“Oh...I’m sorry.  I’ll get you something.”
“No, I’ll do it.  You have spelling to check.”
I started off down the hallway feeling considerably better than I had since I’d first awakened in the hospital.  While nothing was actually going right for me yet — and, like the Al I didn’t recognize, I couldn’t say I was happy — at least I’d set some of the right wheels in motion.  Al was talking to the Committee.  I was going to repair the situation with my family.  With any luck, by the time Fourth of July rolled around, maybe I could stop feeling like a stranger here.  And after that, maybe I could figure out how to regain the friend I’d lost.

I was only a couple of steps from the master bedroom when a wave of vertigo hit me.  There was no warning; my head was perfectly clear and I was humming along with the music from Nancy’s CD.  The next instant, the hallway was spinning around me as if I were standing on a lazy Susan.  I was as disoriented as if I were Leaping, but I knew it couldn’t be that; the Leaping was over with, and instead of the familiar tugging sensation, I felt as if my body were being flipped inside out.

I reached out and grabbed the frame of the bedroom door and clung to it fiercely.  After a few seconds the dizziness passed, but it left me shaken and sweating and gasping for air.  Slowly, I released my grip on the door and stumbled over to the bed.  The vertigo gave me one more push as I sat down.  I was frightened by the wallop the spell had packed, but managed to convince myself that it had only happened because I hadn’t had anything to eat in more than fourteen hours.  It let go of me completely as I sat considering whether or not to call Nancy.  I came close to crying out for her, but the gasping had made my mouth dry and raw, and my attempt to produce words didn’t result in anything but a hoarse rasp.

No, don’t, I thought.  It’s nothing.  You just need to eat something.  That’s all.  It’s nothing.
I sat there bracing myself with my hands flat against the bed until I was breathing normally and had convinced myself not to say anything to Nancy.  The dizziness had gone away.  There wasn’t any need to alarm her.  So, even when I was sure my voice was working again, I didn’t call her.

Instead, I called my sister.  Or tried to.  The speed dial list on the phone cradle had BONNIC ‑ HOME written fourth, below SAM OFFICE, AL OFFICE and AL/BETH HOME.  With a wobble in my hand that had nothing to do with the dizzy spell, I punched the proper button on the phone and listened to it warble the eleven digits of Katie’s number.  When the phone at the other end began ringing, I hauled in a deep breath.

Katie.  My little sister.  I couldn’t remember when I’d seen her last as an adult, but I’d held her in my arms as a child during one of my Leaps.  She still had her hair in pigtails.  Still hadn’t met Chuck, the bastard who’d made a hobby out of smacking her around.

“Helloooo...” her voice trilled.

I’d connected with her answering machine.  “You’ve reached the home of Jim and Kate Bonnic,” the tape went on.  “We’re either not here, unconscious or being held prisoner by our four completely uncontrollable children.  So tell us who you are, and we’ll call you back.”
Beep.

“Katie,” I said.  “It’s Sam.  I miss you.  I love you.  I want to come see you.  And Mom.  And Jim.  And the kids.  Please call me.  I think...I guess you know the number.  I’m home.  Please...”
Beep.

“That was fast,” Nancy said when I returned to the guest room with her book still in my hand.

“Answering machine.”
“Must be her car pool day.”
When she noticed the perturbed look on my face, she left the computer and went downstairs to make me my overdue breakfast, obviously thinking (as her grandmother had, years ago) that the best way to soothe wounded spirits was with heaping platefuls of food.  I didn’t bother protesting this time; while I didn’t want to say anything to her about the dizzy spell, I also didn’t want to try walking down a flight of stairs right away.  While she was gone I slipped into the bathroom, stripped off my shirt and quickly toweled the sweat off my back and neck.  Luckily, none of it had soaked into the shirt.  A small voice in the back of my mind tried convincing me that there was something wrong with me, and that I wasn’t doing anyone (least of all myself) any good by eliminating the evidence...but I felt fine now.  Of course I did.  My arms and legs had a little of that peculiar rubbery feeling that comes after an adrenalin rush, but beyond that, I was fine.

There was nothing wrong with me.

Not a damn thing.

After I’d eaten the mountain of waffles, fruit and yogurt Nancy brought me, I settled on the loveseat with PAST ORION for my two hours of reading.  She returned to the computer and seemed to write as fast as I was reading, which made me grin at her a couple of times, but she was too intent on the writing to notice.  I got through the second book (with a break for lunch) and was well into the third by the time Steffy came home from school.  By then Nancy had finished her allotted writing time for the day, and I had moved from the loveseat to the bed to the sofa downstairs, from which I could hear, and occasionally see, Nancy making the first preparations for dinner.

All three of us were reading after dinner when the phone rang.  Steffy was on her feet before I could even think about moving, bolted into the kitchen and grabbed up the receiver.  She began talking a mile a minute, and assuming that the call was for her, I returned to my book.  A moment later she thrust the phone in between my nose and my paperback.

“Uncle Jim,” she announced.

I pushed myself upright, propped the book open on my knee, and took the receiver from her.  “Hello?”
“Hi, Sam.  It’s Jim.  You called?”
“Ummm...yeah.  I did.”
“Sorry it took so long to call you back.  I just got home a few minutes ago.  Katie’s not here — she and your mom went over to Kahului for a couple of days to visit Kate’s friend Lani.  Lani had twins two weeks ago and your mother couldn’t wait to get her hands on them.”
“Oh,” I said.

“Everything okay, Sam?”
My brother‑in‑law’s voice was warm and friendly and completely unfamiliar.  I could vaguely recall what he looked like: not much taller than Kate, with a solid, stocky build, almost‑black hair and bright blue eyes.  He wasn’t at all handsome, but on their wedding day Katie had looked at him over their clasped hands as if he were a Greek god.  Jim Bonnic was everything Chuck Tyler hadn’t been, and Kate knew it.  So did I.  When I stood alongside Jim’s brother near the altar, watching my sister exchange vows with a man for the second time, I felt a leaden ache in my heart because Chuck had found her first.

“Sam?” Jim said.  “You there?”
“Yeah.  I’m...I’m here,” I stammered, trying not to be distracted by Steffy eagerly mouthing “ask him, ask him” about six inches from my face.  “Ummm...Jim...we’d like to come over for a visit in a couple of weeks, if that’s all right with you.  All of us.  We could stay in a motel if you can’t...”
“Not on your life,” Jim told me sharply.

“What?”
“Like so much hell you’ll stay in a motel.  We’ll just move kids around.  We’ve got a bunch of beds and the pull‑out couch.  Everybody who’s still young enough can sleep on the floor or out in the yard.  I know you all stayed in that rat‑trap down the street once, but half the kids were sick that time.  Come on over.  We’ll find you a place to sleep.”
“Are you sure it’s all right?”
“You’re family, Sam,” Jim said firmly.  “You’re all coming?  The boys, too?”
“Yes.”
“Great.  When, now?  You said two weeks?”
After we’d made the arrangements — with dates supplied by Nancy and Steffy — Jim promised to have my mother and sister call me as soon as they returned to Oahu on Sunday afternoon.  He was in the middle of offering to get a message to them at Lani’s when he was interrupted by a chorus of children’s voices shrieking about spilled ice cream.

“Gotta go, Sam,” he sighed.  “Got another food emergency here.”
“Daaaad,” Steffy crooned when I hit the disconnect button.  “Can I buy some new clothes?  I can’t go to Hawaii wearing old stuff.”
“That’s up to your mother,” I replied.

“I need a new bathing suit.”
Nancy looked up from her magazine.  “You have two already.”
“That green one’s a rag, Mom.”  She tugged at my arm and gave me a soulful expression so heartfelt it was almost funny.  “Tell her, Dad.  All the girls over there are so gorgeous.  I have to have new stuff.  I can’t go out on the beach wearing that old rag of a bathing suit.  Tell her.”
I repeated dutifully, “She can’t go out on the beach wearing rags.”
“That’s an eighty‑dollar rag she’s talking about, Sam,” Nancy replied.  “I hardly think anybody’s going to point her out as being wretched and destitute.”
“Mooooommmm,” Steffy moaned.

“We’ll go to the mall tomorrow,” Nancy told her.

They left on their shopping expedition late the next morning.  I’d spent the night with Nancy, but neither of us made a move toward making love; we simply lay in each other’s arms until we fell asleep.  I awoke from a nightmare three different times, each time sweating and trembling and feeling as if I’d had not only a bad dream, but another wild rush of vertigo.  Nancy stirred awake after the third one, peering at me puzzledly through heavy, sleepy eyes and asking if I was all right.  When I told her I’d had a bad dream she nodded and rolled over to go back to sleep.

I looked at the back of her head for a long while: at the soft blonde hair that fell just past the nape of her neck.

The other woman, the one with dark hair, had come into my dreams all three times.  In one of them she was crying.  I could see her body shaking, and could hear her sobbing until it tore at my heart.  But I couldn’t see her face.  Her head was bent forward, her hair covering her features.  The circumstances of the three dreams varied widely, but they all took place in the Project complex, they all included her, and they all seemed to have one theme: that I needed to find her, and that I needed to save Al.

But they were just dreams.  When I awoke again in the morning, they evaporated.  Nothing remained of them except fleeting images of what I had seen.  Al, and the complex, and the woman who kept eluding me.

I was standing in the shower with hot water trailing down over my shoulders and back when the image of her, huddled over and crying, came back to me.  Her face was still hidden, but the image itself was a clear as a snapshot.  She seemed utterly real for a moment, as if somehow the white wall of the shower was only a hologram and she was standing just beyond it.  Along with that, there were two words in my mind.  Her name, Donna.

And the word “wife.”
Nancy and Steffy had both gone downstairs several minutes ago, and I knew the sound of the running shower would cover my voice even if one of them had happened to come back up.  So I said her name, just once, to test the sound, to hear it coming out of my mouth.

“Donna.”
Maybe I’d been married before, I thought.  Nancy had told me our wedding was in ’77, when I was 24, but that still allowed something like six years when I could have married someone else.  Given my very limited involvement with women up until Nancy came along, that seemed unlikely...but possible.  It had to be possible.  The longer I stood in the shower, thinking about my dreams, the more unshakably I was sure that the dark‑haired woman named Donna was my wife.  But who was I going to get to confirm that I’d been married before?  Not Nancy.  I would have tried asking Al, but when I’d called his house over the intercom late the evening before, Beth had told me he was spending the night at the complex.

My mother, I thought.  I could ask my mother.  She might even have kept a picture.  I settled on that idea as I dried myself off and got dressed.  If I could just wait for a couple of weeks, I’d ask my mother.

After Nancy and Steffy had left for the mall, I cleaned up the remains of our breakfast, rinsed the dishes and put them into the dishwasher.  I’d told Nancy I was feeling hopelessly domestic, which seemed to amuse her and Steffy no end, so when the dishes were taken care of I made all the beds and threw a load of laundry into the washer.  I would have cleaned some part of the house, but couldn’t find anything that looked at all in need of cleaning.  Left with nothing else to do, I made myself a sandwich, grabbed a bottle of beer and settled into a chair out by the pool in the shadow of the house.

I’d plowed my way through all of Nancy’s paperbacks.  This morning was my first look at the hardcovers.  The dust jacket of the first one was illustrated with a line drawing of a man with his arms stretched out parallel to the ground, overlaid on a line drawing of a water molecule.  The word GENESIS was at the top of the illustration in embossed block type; at the bottom was Nancy’s name.  With my beer in hand, I laid the book in my lap and flipped open the cover.  The title page also bore the words GENESIS and NANCY HOLLOWAY.

The page after that read, in smaller type:

For my grandparents, Arthur and Isabelle

Who taught me to love words

And for Sam

Who taught me to love dreams

I took a swallow of beer, set the bottle on the small round table beside my chair, picked up my sandwich and bit into it.  When I put the sandwich back down I turned another page, past one that was blank except for the word PROLOGUE, and began to read Nancy’s story.

When my eyes had passed over the first few lines, I was glad I didn’t have anything in my mouth.  If I had, I was sure I would have either choked to death or spit the mouthful out all over the book.

The prologue began:

“Think of your life as being like a piece of string.  One end represents your birth, and the other end, your death.  Tie the ends together and your life becomes a loop.”
I had to concentrate on making my hand stop shaking enough to turn the page.  Then another.  And another.  I scanned them, one after the other, barely breathing, with my photographic memory dutifully logging the contents of the pages so that I could have recited them afterwards if I had wanted to.  I didn’t think I would ever want to.  I’d hit about page nine when I found the words that almost made me stop breathing altogether.

QUANTUM LEAP.

“What the hell...?” I wheezed.

Because I could no longer stand to be still with the book in my lap, I pushed myself up out of the chair and paced alongside the pool with the book in one hand, manically flipping pages with the other.  I wanted badly to chalk this up as another nightmare, and actually stopped for a minute to stare at my surroundings.  No dream; the heat of the sun and the smell of chlorine from the pool were far too real.  But how...?  I went on studying the pages, absorbing the words.  GENESIS was about the Project.  And about me, apparently, even though Nancy had used another name.  It was about my first Leap, into the life of Tom Stratton, alternating between Edwards Air Force Base in 1956 and the Project complex in 1995.

But HOW? my mind demanded.

She couldn’t know any of this.  She didn’t work on the Project and therefore would have clearance to go only as far as the parking lot, maybe the entry building.  That much only because she was my wife.  The details of my Leaps were Top Secret.  I knew them, Al knew them; so did Gushie and Verbena and maybe half a dozen other top‑level staff members.  Less than ten people out of the hundred‑odd who worked at the Project.  Nobody on the outside.  Nobody.  Not even Weitzman.

“So how could she write this?” I whispered.  “How...”
I turned more pages, and the words kept staring back at me from the ivory surface of the paper.

QUANTUM LEAP.

I was halfway to the patio doors before I realized that there could be nothing inside the house that would answer the question my mind insisted on having answered.  I wouldn’t have been allowed to carry anything off‑site that would identify me as being part of a top secret project.  If I had an I.D. badge (and I hadn’t seen any sign of one), it would say something innocuous, like DESERT FLATS INFORMATION SYSTEMS.  It sure as hell wouldn’t say QUANTUM LEAP.

But the book did.

With the book clutched firmly in one hand, I ran through the house, out the front door and across the lawn to Al’s.  No one answered my nearly hysterical knocking at his front door.  When I leaned against the garage door and peered through the narrow windows, I found it empty.  He was gone.  Still at the Project.  Had to be still at the Project.

I stood in the middle of Al’s front lawn for several minutes with Nancy’s book clamped against my chest, staring across the heat‑shimmered pavement of the cul‑de‑sac.  So much of my memory was simply there inside my head — Katie’s wedding, Al’s red sports car, conversations I had had, places I had visited.  Reading about the deaths of John Belushi and Gilda Radner.  That embarrassing night at the roadside bar where Al had made me sing.  The trip to Atlantic City.  And my truck, the one Al had badmouthed.  It was a Ford, like the one my dad had owned, a ’93, black, with a dark gray interior and a top‑of‑the‑line CD player set into the dash.  Tom had...yes, Tom had helped me choose the truck and had installed the CD player himself.  I remembered my brother!  Remembered him as an adult, long after the day when he’d supposedly died in Vietnam.

I remembered standing in the Control Room on the night I Leaped out.  Taking off my clothes and pulling on the Fermi suit, and walking barefoot into the Accelerator.

Remembered the pull of Acceleration.

It made riding in Al’s Corvette seem like...nothing.

It took the sudden sight of an airliner — of something in motion — crossing the sky to break me away from standing frozen on Al’s lawn.  I groped in my pocket for my keys, then spread them in my palm so that I could identify them.  Yes...car keys.  I had car keys.  Still clinging to the book, I ran across the lawn to the door that led into my garage and fumbled with the keys until I found the one that would open it.  Nancy had taken her Mercedes to the mall, but another car sat waiting for me.  A Ford, but not my truck; a black Taurus in not much better shape than Tom’s decrepit Honda.

I reached Stallions Gate in twenty‑one minutes.

I brought the car back down to a reasonable speed before I came into sight of the Project.  Still, when I eased up alongside the guard booth, the Marine on duty there looked at me worriedly and sputtered a hello that seemed to be the only thing he could think of to say.

“Are you going to open the gate?” I asked him.

“Ummm...well, no, I don’t think I can do that, Dr. Beckett, sir,” he stammered.

“Why not?”
“Your clearance has been revoked.  Sir.”
“By whom?”
He turned to look inside the booth.  “Orders.”
“Whose orders?”
“Admiral Calavicci, sir.”
I shoved the gearshift into park and got out of the car, closing the door behind me.  That didn’t help much; even though he was as thin as a reed, the kid was a good three inches taller than I was.  And he had a gun strapped to his hip.  I didn’t doubt for a second that he’d use it if he thought he had to.  Forcing myself to remain at least outwardly calm, I said quietly, “Look, Corporal...you know who I am.  I’m not some stranger who just drove up here out of noplace.  You can let me in, can’t you?”
“They’d have my ass in a basket, sir,” he replied.

“Then call the Admiral.  He’s on‑site, isn’t he?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Call him for me, please.”
The kid heaved a sigh to let me know I was being reluctantly indulged.  He didn’t need to make the call; but there was something in his eyes that said he’d liked me at one point.  Maybe he still did.  I didn’t remember ever having seen him before.  At any rate, he picked up the phone inside the guard booth, dialed a number, and spoke softly into the receiver.  Five minutes later Al, in the same uniform he’d had on the day before, was striding across the gravel.

The Marine snapped to attention the moment Al was close enough to warrant it.  Al nodded, then waved it off, indicated a spot in the parking lot about fifty feet from the booth and told me to park my car there.  I followed his instructions hurriedly, then scrambled back out of the car and confronted him as meekly as I could manage.

“I was gonna call you later,” he told me.  “I’m sorry.  It’s been bedlam here.”
“Why?”
“We had a call from Palomar last night.  Gibson thinks he’s found something.”
None of that meant anything to me.  Al was watching my eyes closely, probably looking for clues that what he’d just said was about to send me into overdrive, as he clearly expected it to.  When he didn’t find them, he relaxed a little — but only a little.  He glanced past me toward the guard booth a couple of times, which made me turn in that direction too.  The Marine was watching us like a hawk.

“Can I come inside, Al?” I asked quietly.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Obviously, if you revoked my clearance.”
Al sighed and rubbed at the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.  “That came down from Weitzman.  He doesn’t want you on the property.  But I had to sign the orders that went out to Security.  It wasn’t my idea.”
“But you’re not arguing it.”
“What do you want to come in for, Sam?”
Nancy’s book was lying on the front seat of the car.  It would have taken me only a second to grab it up so that I could show it to Al.  I would have...except I knew he’d seen the book before.  He’d seen it a moment ago, when he looked past me into the car.  It didn’t even make him blink.  So I couldn’t tell him why I needed to go into the entry building.  I couldn’t tell him why, until after I was inside.

“I want to...get my things.  Out of my office.”
“Your personal stuff is in a box in the trunk of my car,” he replied.  “I was gonna bring it home to you tonight.  The Committee doesn’t want to release your notes and your files.  They claim that belongs to the Project, and not to you.”
“Then let me just say goodbye to everyone.”
“Sam...”
I hated doing it, but I deliberately turned on the expression he’d always called “the puppy‑dog face.”  I’d used it on both my parents throughout my childhood, with almost total success.  Unconsciously, during the Leaps I began turning it on Al so that I could get my own way with a minimum of shouting.  The Al I’d known during the Leaps had no experience of being manipulated with that look by a child, and I wasn’t a child any longer, but it still worked.

To my dismay, it didn’t work now.

“I’ll be home in a few hours, Sam,” he told me firmly.  “Why don’t you go back to the house, and when I get home, we’ll...”
“You’ve got to let me in, Al.”
“No I don’t, Sam.”
His voice was getting sharper, and cut cleanly across the still, hot desert air.  Over Al’s shoulder I could see the Marine talking on the phone inside his booth.  After he’d hung up, he left the booth and began walking slowly across the gravel toward me and Al.

“Please, Al,” I said urgently.  “Please.”
“Sam...”
My eyes bored into his.  He wasn’t wearing the sunglasses now; there was no way he could hide from me.  “I’m asking you as my friend,” I murmured.  “If it’s the last thing you ever do for me, show me the Project.”
“Ah, Jesus, Sam,” he moaned.

“Please.”
The kid had almost reached us.  “Admiral?”
Al straightened his shoulders, which made the Marine do the same thing.  “Dr. Beckett is going downstairs,” he told the kid.  “He’ll be back out in an hour.  He’s gonna...clean out his desk and say goodbye to some people.”
The kid made a face.  “Sir...”
“Yeah?”
“The clearance, Admiral...”
“He doesn’t turn into a pumpkin until midnight, Corporal,” Al replied.

“You’ll be escorting him, Admiral?  He needs an escort.”
“Son?” Al said.

“Admiral?”
Al half‑turned and gestured for me to walk on ahead of him toward the entry building.  Before he moved to follow me, he tossed the kid a not‑quite‑tolerant look and said, “Untie that knot in your shorts.  I’ll take care of this.”
I’d only taken a couple of steps, so he caught up with me right away and matched strides with me as we crossed the parking lot to the entry building.

“You okay?” he asked me.

“Not really.”
“I didn’t think so.”
“I just...I need to see something.”
“You can see.  But I’m not kidding, Sam — you need to leave before somebody can tell Weitzman you’re here.  He’s at the Sheraton in town.  If somebody calls him, he’ll be over here faster than the goddamn Roadrunner.  I don’t want him over here.  He scares people.  It took me all afternoon to get rid of him yesterday.”
I nodded.  “I’ll leave.  After I see.”
“See what?”
“Ziggy,” I told him.

He hiked a brow.  “Ziggy?”
After that, placing my feet one in front of the other was all I could manage to do.  I shut my mind down, carefully thinking of nothing at all until we reached the entry building and Al had ushered me inside.  The expression on Al’s face had told me what I was going to find downstairs.  Or, more accurately, what I wasn’t going to find.

The entry building I remembered was a fake, furnished with a couple of gray‑painted steel desks, half a dozen filing cabinets, some chrome and plastic chairs and a work table.  Anyone who looked in through a window, or was either lucky or sneaky enough to get inside, was supposed to think they were in a functional but ugly office.  The room Al followed me into looked exactly the same as the picture in my memory, right down to the placement of each piece of furniture.  I wanted badly for that to reassure me, but it didn’t.  It couldn’t, because of the way Al had repeated the word “Ziggy.”
Trying to smile, I stepped aside to let Al lead the way into the storage closet at the far end of the room.  At least, intruders were supposed to think it was a closet.  The front half of it was an elevator car.  I stepped into it and closed the door behind me, thinking that I should have listened to Al and gone back to the house.  Maybe, if I tried hard enough, back at the house I could pretend everything was all right.

The closet/elevator, set into motion by a key card and a palm scan, both of which Al provided, took us down about sixty feet.  When it opened again, the door exposed a long, featureless, white‑walled corridor: Level One of the Project.  About ten yards beyond the elevator was another guard station, this one manned by a pair of Marines barely older than the kid outside.

“Admiral?” one of them said.

“Give Dr. Beckett a badge,” Al said in a “don’t mess with me” tone.

Neither kid messed with him, but they did exchange what they probably thought were furtive glances before one of them came up with the plastic clip‑on badge Al had requested.  Al took it out of his hand and fastened it to my belt, then beckoned me onward with two fingers flipped over his shoulder as he strode off down the corridor.  I followed him, frowning.  He certainly wasn’t in a hurry to get me downstairs.  More likely, I thought, he was avoiding a lot of pointless fussing by the two Marines.

At the far end of the corridor was another elevator.  In my memory, this one was entirely controlled by Ziggy, who had in her data banks body mass scans, voice prints and retinal patterns for every one of the people cleared to enter the complex.  To gain access to the elevator, all somebody with clearance had to do was say hello to Ziggy.  Politely, of course.  She was a stickler for politeness.  It wasn’t an accident that rudeness toward my supercomputer kept out of the complex most of the people I didn’t care to have as visitors.

All Al needed to do was say, “Hello, Ziggy.”
But he didn’t.  He popped the key card out of his pocket again, stuck it in a slot that had never been alongside the elevator doors, and waited the few seconds it took for the doors to open.  Once we were inside the car he palmed the touchplate underneath the floor‑selector buttons and had me do the same thing.

“Where’d you want to go?” he asked.

“Ten,” I told him.

Level Ten was Control.  It housed the Accelerator, the Imaging Chamber, the Waiting Room and the Control Room itself, along with a two‑stall rest room and a small lounge containing an old cot and some beat‑up easy chairs that Al and I had dragged down there.  Level Nine, one floor up, held everything that made up my hybrid computer except for the orb that contained her “consciousness.”  Levels Eight through Two were a hodgepodge: offices, data input and retrieval centers, staff quarters, Medical, the cafeteria, storage rooms, bathrooms, and the gym.  I didn’t need to see any of that.  The only thing I needed to see was Ten.

I was down there for maybe half an hour, trailing through room after room that I didn’t recognize.  No Control Room.  No Imaging Chamber.

No Ziggy.

Level Ten here was filled with what was supposed to be on Nine: computer banks and what looked like about two dozen access terminals.  Most of the terminals were manned by men and women of a variety of ages, all of them wearing lab coats over their street clothes.  A few of them turned around when they heard me walk by with Al.  Some of them smiled.  More of them looked puzzled.  Nobody said anything.

“Where’s my office?” I asked Al when we returned to the corridor.

“Eight,” he replied.

That was right.  I nodded at him, and we got back into the elevator and rode up to Eight.  His office and mine were opposite each other in the same branch of corridor that I remembered.  Al opened my door for me with the key card, reached in to flip on the lights, and stood in the doorway watching me as I wandered inside.

The room had been stripped.  My desk and leather couch were still there, and the guest chairs, the file cabinet and the computer terminal.  But everything that would have indicated this room was used by someone — me or anyone else — had been removed.  I remembered my desk as being littered with books and papers and memorabilia.  Not any more.  I stood in front of the desk for a minute, running my hand over the scarred wood and staring at the chair.

“Al,” I said without turning, “where’s Ziggy?”
“Sam...” he replied softly.

I put both my hands on the desk, leaned on them, and closed my eyes.  Al was only a few feet behind me.  If I tried, I could feel his presence.  I didn’t want to look at him.  I didn’t need to.  I knew how his face would reflect what I was going to say to him.

“Ziggy,” I repeated.  “My computer.  Our computer.”
He didn’t answer me.  I’d known he wouldn’t.

“I created a hybrid computer,” I went on.  “I gave it an ego.  I gave it ‘consciousness.’  She’s the most powerful computer on the planet.  You named her Ziggy.”  Images flashed in my mind: the blue‑white flicker of the orb when Ziggy was speaking, casting a blue glow over the Control Room.  Her first words were “I’ve been waiting.”  Al and I had grinned at each other like a couple of idiots.  “She was down on Level Ten.  She was Level Nine.”  I opened my eyes and turned slowly.  “Al...what did you do with Ziggy?”
“Let’s go home, Sam,” he said softly.  “Huh?”
“Why don’t you answer my question?  That’d be easy enough.  Just answer it with what you think is the truth.  ‘There isn’t any Ziggy, Sam.’  Why don’t you say that?”
“Is that what you want?”
“What’s the name of this Project, Al?”
“Pathway,” he said.

“And what’s its purpose?”
His face had turned into a mask, the way I imagined it must have during the war, when he was being tortured by the Viet Cong.  Not a glimmer of what he was feeling, or thinking, made its way to the surface.  Not a single, solitary spark.  “Two‑fold,” he replied.  “To attempt to establish communication with other intelligent life.”  He nodded, more or less toward the ceiling.  “Out there.  And to make possible travel to a destination outside our solar system within a single lifetime.”
“Warp drive?” I said shrilly.  “We’re trying to create warp drive?”
“Something like that.”
“Al, that’s `Star Trek’!”
“That’s where you got the idea from.”
I paced rapidly back and forth in front of the desk, my hands knotted into fists.  Al hadn’t moved a muscle.  He was standing in the doorway as if he’d turned into a pillar of salt.  “Al,” I said, no less shrilly than before.  “That’s all wrong.  It’s all wrong.  You and I came out here seven years ago.  We got government funding, and we built this complex.  We had a lot of help, but mostly it was you and me.  I had a theory.  I worked it out at M.I.T., with Professor Lo Nigro.  The String Theory.  Remember?  I met you at Starbright, and we started working together.  You said you didn’t understand all the physics, but if anybody could make ‘that cockamamie idea’ work, I could.  You got us the funding.  Al!  You remember, don’t you?”  I crossed the room in three steps and seized him by the upper arms.  “Don’t you?  This is all wrong, Al!  This is Quantum Leap.  This Project.  It was Quantum Leap!”
He didn’t even flinch.  “It’s Pathway, Sam.”
“No!” I insisted.  “Five years ago, they wanted to cut our funding because we weren’t making any ‘tangible progress.’  So I went into the Accelerator and I Leaped.  I went into the past!  To Edwards A.F.B., in ’56.  I Leaped into the life of a pilot named Tom Stratton.  I flew the X‑2, Al!  You showed me how to fly the X‑2, and I broke Mach Three.  Then I stopped Tom’s wife from giving birth prematurely.  I changed their lives for the better.  And you were there.”
“No,” Al said.  “I wasn’t.”
“You were.  Every minute.  Well, not every minute, but when I needed you.  You brought me information.  And you...you...you stayed with me.”
“As a hologram?” he muttered.

“Yes!”
He took hold of me and steered me carefully backwards until my butt was resting against the edge of the desk.  “Listen to me, Sam,” he told me gently.  “You’re talking about a book.  You’re talking about a book that Nancy wrote.  It’s just a story, Sam.  There is no Quantum Leap.  There is no Ziggy.  And I’m not a hologram.”
“Not any more.”
“Listen to what you’re saying, Sam.”
“I am listening.  I’ve been Leaping for five years, Al.  You’ve got to remember.  There’s too much for you not to remember.  Jimmy!  Do you remember Jimmy?  And Gloria?  The secretary I Leaped into?  You got the hots for me because I looked like a beautiful woman.  So you changed the programming, and after that you always saw me as me and not the person I Leaped into.  Remember?  Your mouth kind of hung open, like this” — I demonstrated — “and you said ‘I’m in love.’  And Theresa.  Remember little Theresa?  You showed her holographic dinosaurs and sang ‘Inchworm’ to her to help her go to sleep.”
The mask had been slipping away all through my tirade.  By the time I stopped to gulp some air, it had disappeared altogether.  Left in its place was the expression Al had worn outside the tavern.  He was afraid.  He was watching me slide past the end of my rope and he was afraid.

“We’re gonna go home now, Sam,” he said.  “Okay?  You and me.  We’re gonna go home now.”
“I can’t,” I told him.

“Why not?”
“Because it’s not there.  I’m not there.  I thought I was home, but this isn’t it.  Everything’s changed!  You’re not the same.  The Project isn’t the same.  Nothing I remember is the same.  My brother’s dead.  Did you know that?”
Al ventured slowly, “Yes...”
“But he’s not!  We saved him!  You and me.  In Vietnam.  I Leaped into a guy in his squad.  Magic.  His name was Magic.  You showed me how to get to Tom.  And you...and you...you passed up your chance to be free.  I could have saved you from the V.C., but you let me go the other way.  For Tom.  You did that.  You gave me my brother back.”
I searched his face for some kind of confirmation, praying I would find it but knowing I wouldn’t.  There was a deep, unbearable pain reflected in his eyes, and for a moment I wanted to stop, stop the way he’d made me back on the porch in Indiana, because I was hurting someone I loved.  This time, though, I couldn’t do that.  Words tumbled out of my mouth before I had any hope of holding them back.

“Jesse...I Leaped into a black man, Al!  And a chimpanzee.  You loved that.  I was an astrochimp, training for the space program.  And Don Quixote.  I Leaped into an actor named Ray Hutton, and I had to do ‘Man of La Mancha’ in a little theater in Syracuse.  That one was hard, because I found Nicole again.  It was so hard, Al.”
“Yeah...” he murmured.

“And you Leaped!  You remember.  We simo‑Leaped because a bolt of lightning hit at the same time that they were giving me electroshock.  At Havenwell.  You Leaped, and I was the hologram.  You were in ’45, and I was...”  My voice dropped.  “I was home.”
“Sam...”
“I was home.”
I remembered.  The noise of the Imaging Chamber door opening behind me, and turning away from Al so that I could half‑stumble, half‑run out of the Chamber into the Control Room.  I remembered standing at the foot of the ramp, staring, completely overwhelmed.  There’d been someone waiting for me.  Someone Al had neglected to remind me about.  The woman who had wept in my dreams.  My wife.  The woman with dark hair.  Donna.

I ran past Al out the door and down the corridor, stopping at each door I passed, looking for a nameplate bearing a name that I recognized.  I got all the way to the far end before I ran out of steam.  When I slumped against the wall Al walked slowly down the corridor toward me.

“What’s happening??!!” I shouted at him.

Moving seemed to allow him to draw on a core of strength he didn’t need much of in the life I’d built for him.  When he got to the end of the hall he stood arm’s length from me, not touching me, but ready to block me if I attempted to cut past him again.  “Stop this, Sam,” he barked.  “That’s enough, now.  You’ve been down here long enough.  We’re going to go back up, now, and I’m going to take you home.”
“You’re not taking me anywhere!”
“We’re going home,” he repeated.  “I want you to calm down, and then we’re going to get in the car and go home.”
“No,” I said.

“Stop it, Sam.  Stop it now.  Can you hear yourself?  You’re not making any sense.”
“Where is Ziggy??” I demanded.

“Sam,” Al said through his teeth.  “I want you to stop this.  There is no Ziggy.  Ziggy’s in a book.  You know what’s here at the Project.  You’ve worked here for five years.  There is no computer with an ego.  Look around you!  You can see.  Look at what’s here.”
You can see...
My mouth lolled open.  I felt like he’d sucker‑punched me.  All of a sudden the voice of the bartender was in my head, and I could see His benign but painfully enigmatic smile as He asked me, “Can you accept what you see as reality?”
I’d peered into the mirror, then over my shoulder, then back into the mirror.  “Which reality do I accept?” I countered.  “That one, or this one?”
Can you accept...
“Donna,” I whispered.

The elevator door opened at the other end of the corridor.  I let out a long noise that was partly surprise and partly enormous relief; distracted, Al turned around to see who was there, and I slip‑shuffled past him and bolted down the hall to throw my arms around Verbena Beeks.  I was still hugging her frantically when Al reached us.

“What’s going on?” she asked him quietly.  “Security called me a few minutes ago — I had a hard time finding you.”
“He’s...upset,” Al replied.

“Verbena,” I gasped, only marginally aware of how hysterical my voice sounded.  “Tell him.  You must remember.  You know about the Leaps.”  She didn’t answer me, but I knew she was looking over my shoulder at Al.  I let go of her abruptly and stepped back so that I could look from one to the other without turning anything more than my head.  “I don’t understand what I did,” I rambled on.  “Everything’s different.  I knew I changed things for Al and Beth, but I didn’t expect it all to be different!  I don’t know what I did.  How did I change it?  What happened to the Project?  Where’s Gushie?  Where’s Ziggy?”
Verbena exchanged one more look with Al.  “It’s okay, Sam,” she told me with a warm smile.  “Would you like to go down to my office and sit down for a while?  I’ve got some tea.  Let’s have a cup of tea and we’ll talk.”
“No...I can’t...”
The vertigo hit me as solidly as if I had run full‑tilt into a wall.  I stumbled, groping with both hands for something to grab onto, but I was in the middle of the corridor and there was nothing available.  I went down hard, slamming both knees into the floor and crumpling forward onto my hands.  The world began to spin around me, the way it had the day before in the house, and I closed my eyes, then jerked them open, trying to slow down the spinning.  I was moaning at the floor when both Al and Verbena took hold of me, trying to tip me backward so that I could land on my butt.

“Easy, Sam,” Verbena said close to my ear.  “Sit down.  We’ll help you.  Sit down, now, and put your head down between your knees.  You’ll be all right.”
I let myself go limp.  One of them took hold of my shoulders and eased them forward until my head was dangling somewhere close to my legs.  If they’d let go of me, I would have smacked my forehead on the floor.

“It’s all right,” Verbena said again.

But it wasn’t.  Crunching over compressed my stomach.  Added to the way the world continued to spin...

“I’m gonna be sick,” I hissed.

Neither one of them had enough time to get out of the way.  My stomach churned and did a half‑gainer, and I upchucked what was left of my breakfast, along with the beer and the half a baloney sandwich, all over my lap, Verbena’s sleeve and Al’s pants legs and his brightly polished black shoes.  I was distantly, dimly impressed with the fact that neither one of them let go of me even then.  Apparently, both of them had been vomited on before.  After a minute of murmuring consoling noises, Verbena finally did let go and walked away.  She returned with a towel that she used to wipe the worst of the mess off all three of us.

Then they brought me back up to the parking lot, where they bundled me carefully into Verbena’s station wagon and took me to the hospital.

Verbena left after a couple of hours, but Al remained with me, sitting alongside my bed and cajoling me into taking small sips of water every once in a while.  He went out into the corridor a few times, and I could hear him talking softly with other people who didn’t bother coming into my room.  The sun had started to go down when Tom came in, approached my bed cautiously and took hold of my hand.

“Everything’s gonna be okay, Dad,” he said.

I could tell by the catch in his voice that he had been crying.  He brought me some juice, which I drank a little of because it was easier to do that than to argue with him.  I was past wanting to argue with anyone.  I wanted just to go to sleep, but sleep eluded me, so I lay huddled in my bed, listening to people go past my room and talk to Al and wondering what in the world I had done to accomplish all this.

It had gone completely dark outside when Al sat down on his chair again, sipping tiredly from a paper cup I assumed contained vending machine coffee.

“He asked me,” I said.

“Who asked you what, Sam?” he sighed.

“The bartender.  He asked me where I wanted to go.  I told Him I wanted to go home.  I told Him I didn’t want to Leap any more.  I didn’t want to set things right any more.  I just wanted to go home.”  I shifted my head on the pillow so that I could see Al’s face.  “It’s like a bad joke.  Is this supposed to be home?  It’s not any different from the Leaps.  Except that I can see my own face in the mirror.”
He took another sip of his coffee.  “You had...”
“A nervous breakdown.  I heard you.  You told them I had a nervous breakdown because I lost my position at the Project.  Do you believe that?”
“Yes, I do.  I think you need to believe it, too.”
“I can’t see it,” I taunted him.

I’d wondered, back at the tavern, whether the tavern and all the people who wandered in and out of it — and the whole town that the bartender called Cokeburg — were real or imaginary.  And if they were imaginary, whose imagination did they come out of?  Not mine, certainly.  I didn’t have the ability to make a mirror reflect someone who wasn’t there.  I couldn’t move a living human being from one area of town to another within the space of a heartbeat.  And I couldn’t make one disappear in a flash of blue light.  Not outside of a dream.  Not unless I was insane.

The voices continued, out in the hall, and Al continued to get up from his chair to go and talk to them.  There was a long parade of voices.  The sun came up, and went back down again.  For a little while Tom came and took Al’s place in the chair.  Then he was gone and Al was there.

I took the water Al gave me, and some juice, but I refused the food they wanted me to eat.

For short stretches, I slept.

I opened my eyes once to find a young man with a military haircut and a military uniform standing beside my bed.  At first I thought he was one of the Marine guards from the Project, and I frowned at him, but when he smiled sadly at me I realized his uniform was Navy, not Marine, and that I knew his face from a photograph.

“Hello, Jack,” I muttered.

He bent down and kissed me on the forehead the way Tom had.  “Uncle Al called me,” he said in a bewildered voice.  “I came as soon as I could.”
“For what?”
“To see you.”
“Well, that counts for a lot, doesn’t it?” I told him blithely.  “Seeing.  You have to be careful sometimes, though, Jack.  What you think you’re seeing can fool you.”  I reached out and grabbed his hand.  “You’re really there, I guess.  But Stawpah was there too.  I talked to him.  Then he Leaped out, and everybody else claimed he’d never been there.  Except the bartender.”  Jack started to look around nervously.  “No, no, no,” I said.  “Don’t run away.  I can’t hurt you.  If I tried, they’d tie me down again.  They might do that anyway.  Your Uncle Al thinks I’ve lost it.  So I guess we’d all be better off if they tied me down, huh?”
I’m not sure when he left.

Nancy was out in the hallway off and on.  I caught glimpses of her when I turned that way to see who Al was talking to.  She didn’t come into my room at all, just stayed out in the hallway, looking as if someone had thrown her down a flight of stairs.  I saw Verbena out there too, once, wearing a pink jacket with a gold pin on the lapel.  I looked for Steffy, but she was never there.  That disappointed me a little, but I wasn’t surprised.  They didn’t want her to hear anything I had to say.

After I repeatedly, and loudly, insisted that he do so, Al brought me Nancy’s book.  I had him put it on the bedside table with my pitcher of water and my box of Kleenex.

“I’ll be quiet now,” I told him.

“Will you talk to the doctor?” he asked.  That was our bargain: he’d bring the book if I’d talk to the shrink.

“It won’t help.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Yes I do,” I replied.  “He can’t help me.  None of these people can.  The only person who knows what’s going on is the other Al.”
“What other Al?”
“The bartender.  In Cokeburg.”
Also at my insistence, he brought me a road atlas and let me look at it.  There actually is a town called Cokeburg in Pennsylvania, a few miles south of Pittsburgh, but when I told him both that I’d been there and that I hadn’t, and that both circumstances had been about a week ago, he took the atlas away in exasperation and never brought it back.  When I asked him to call Directory Assistance to find out whether there was a tavern called Al’s Place in Cokeburg, he ignored me and turned on the television.  We looked at a rerun of “Laverne and Shirley,” and then he turned the TV off and went out into the hallway.

“Whose imagination is this?” I asked him when he came back.

“I don’t know, Sam,” he replied.

“Do you know somebody named Tina?” I persisted.  “She’s got blonde hair and talks in a little‑girl voice.  She works at the Project.”
“No.  I don’t know her.”
“You used to sleep with her.”
“I haven’t slept with anybody but Beth in forty years, Sam.”
“Are you sure?” I asked.  When he didn’t answer me, I said, “Maybe that’s the problem.  You used to be a lot more cheerful.  You smoked a lot more, and you chased women.  You caught most of ’em.  I think that’s the problem.  At least, you used to tell me it was.  You said that to me once.  That I’d have more of a sense of humor if I got laid more.”  He didn’t answer me, but I could see that I’d rattled him.  I’d stopped feeling bad about rattling any of the people around me about two days ago.  That seemed right: two days.  The sun had come and gone twice.  Yes, two days.  Now I was deliberately trying to rattle anybody who came into my room, for a reason I couldn’t decide on.  “You used to tell me jokes,” I announced.  “Lots and lots of jokes.  Most of them had to do with fucking.”
He had to turn away from me for a minute.  “Sam,” he said without looking at me, “listen to what you’re saying.”
“I am.  It’s hard not to hear me.”
On the fourth day Katie’s husband Jim appeared out in the hallway.  I didn’t think Katie was with him; I sat up in bed twice and looked for her, but there was no one in the hall but Al and my brother‑in‑law.  They carried on a sotto voce conversation for a while, then Jim patted Al on the arm and came into my room.  He was holding a fat thermos bottle that he held out to me with a broad, if noticeably strained, smile.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Soup.  Your mother made it.”
“You brought that here from Hawaii?”  He nodded, and I told him cheerfully, “That’s stupid.  You could have bought me soup in the deli down the street.  You didn’t have to drag it all the way here from Hawaii.”  I peered at him and grinned.  Uh‑huh.  I’d rattled him.  And in less than a minute.  I was getting good at it.  “I’ll eat it,” I rambled on.  “If you pour it for me.  I like Mom’s soup.  Is she here?”
Jim shook his head.  “No, Sam.  It’s too far for her to come.”
“That’s not it, is it?  They probably told her not to come.  I’m not sane any more, you know.  That’s why I’m here.  I have to stay in the hospital until they decide what kind of drugs they ought to give me to calm me down.  Al says I had a nervous breakdown.”
His hands were wobbling as he poured some of the soup into the cup from the thermos.  When he gave it to me, I gulped it down immediately.  I was hungry, even though I’d tried determinedly not to be.  When I’d finished the cupful, Jim gave me some more.  I sipped at the second helping more slowly.  He relaxed a little then, and sat down on Al’s chair.  When he was settled, I pointed to the book on my table.

“Have you read that?” I asked.  “Nancy wrote it.”
“A few years ago,” he nodded.  “When it was first published.  We’ve read all of Nancy’s books.”
I nodded back at him and swigged down some more soup.  “See, Jim, that’s the thing.  She made it up.”  I pointed to my head.  “But it’s all in here.  I lived it.  She wrote about me.  I’m the one who Quantum Leaped.  Something like a hundred and fifty times.  I’ve been a whole bunch of people.  Black people.  Women.  Kids.  I was even a chimpanzee.  But nobody believes me.  Just like nobody believed Stawpah was there.  He was there.  I saw him.  I talked to him.  Then he Leaped out, and nobody remembered him being in the bar.  They said he died thirty years ago.”
Jim took the cup from me, toyed with it for a minute, then poured the rest of the soup into it and returned it to me.

“Where’s Katie?” I asked.

“She didn’t come.”
“D’you tell her not to?  That’s probably a good thing.  She cries too easily.  I’d make her cry.”
“You’ve made a lot of people cry, Sam,” Jim replied.

“Including me.”
That was the truth.  During the night, when Al was curled up sleeping on the cot they had set up for him in my room, I would lie on my side watching him.  I slept in fits and starts the night after Jim’s visit, spending the time in between trying to figure out if the people around me actually made sense and if there was any way I could have hallucinated everything they thought existed only in the pages of Nancy’s books.  There was more than one book: the back flap of the dust jacket had told me that.  Out of the nineteen books on the shelf above her computer, five were about Project Quantum Leap.  And she’d said I’d read them all.

With Al sleeping soundly in the corner, I eased myself out of bed and padded into the bathroom.  After the third day, once my doctor and the changing roster of nurses had decided that I wasn’t likely to commit suicide in the john, they’d let me go to the bathroom on my own.  I suppose they figured it was a positive sign that I wanted to relieve myself somewhere other than in a bedpan.  Once I had the door firmly shut behind me, I switched on the light.

My reflection looked like sixteen kinds of hell.  I sighed at it, pressed my belly against the edge of the sink and rested my forehead on the mirror.

“It’s not funny,” I said.

Nobody answered me, but the mirror fogged up where my breath touched it.

“I told You what I wanted.  I told You.  I thought I made it pretty damn plain.  I don’t go for that ‘home is where you hang your hat’ stuff.  I’ve got a home, and a wife, and a best friend.  And my brother.  You let me save my brother.  So I want him back, dammit!  And my wife, and my best friend.  I want it all back.  I did everything You wanted me to do.  I touched a lot of lives, You said.  For all I know, I touched everybody on the whole damn planet.  I did the job.  I probably messed up a lot of it, but if You wanted it all done perfectly, You should’ve done it Yourself.  I’m not You.  I’m just a man.  Just one man.  And I want to go home now.  Stop playing games with me.  I won’t change anything more.  I thought I was doing right by making Beth wait for Al, but he’s not happy.  He didn’t go through any pain, but he’s not happy.  So I guess I did it wrong.  I guess I should have asked him first.  I guess...”
I turned away from the mirror and slapped at the light switch, plunging the little bathroom back into darkness.  There were tears dripping off my upper lip.

“I just want to go home,” I whispered.

When Al woke up in the morning I sent him off in search of some orange juice.  He came back with a plastic cupful that he pressed into my hands, waiting to make sure I wouldn’t spill it before he sat down.

“Was I here all along?” I asked him.

“Yes, Sam,” he said patiently.

“I didn’t go anywhere?  Anytime in the last five years.  I was always here.”
“You were always here.”
“I don’t think I’m crazy, Al.”
“Nobody said you were.”
“I’m just confused.  That’s what you said.  I’m exhausted, and my mind is playing tricks on me.”
“Uh‑huh.”
“Would you do anything for me, Al?”
“What?” he frowned.

“I said, would you do anything for me?  Is there anything in this world, anything at all, that you’d refuse to do for me?”
“I don’t know, Sam.”
If anyone in that room was exhausted, he was.  His eyes looked like two burned holes in an old blanket.  Some part of my Al was here, in the man who sat beside my bed, but the rest of him was somewhere else.  This man cared about me, but his love for me had its limits.  That, and the fact that he admitted those limits to me, answered my question.  Whatever anyone else thought, I wasn’t home.

After breakfast he took me out to the “Sun Deck,” a patio set up with small tables and chairs at the eastern end of the hospital’s second floor.  The trip had been my idea — I’d found out a couple of days ago that I could have almost anything I wanted, as long as I demanded it stridently enough.  And I wanted out.  At least as far out as they’d let me go.  Al got me a robe to put on over my hospital pajamas, and some slippers, walked with me out onto the deck, and steered me toward a couple of chairs that were in the ribbon of shade cast by the upper floors of the hospital.

“It’s nice out here,” I told him.

He grimaced.  “It’s hotter than blue suffering hell out here, Sam.  It’s gotta be a hundred.”
“That’s okay.”  I gestured around us: while the patio had enough chairs for about twenty people, we were alone except for an elderly woman reading a book and a teenage boy listening to a softly playing radio.  Both of them, like me, were wearing hospital‑issue bathrobes.  “It keeps the crowd away.”
Al sank into one of the chairs and tucked his head in like a turtle.  “Whatever you say.”
“Did I find it?”
“Find what?”
“The way to travel faster than light.  Warp drive.”
He watched me without speaking until I perched on the chair next to his with my hands folded in my lap.  “No,” he said then.  “You got most of the equations worked out.  But there’s something missing.  You’ve been working on the missing piece for almost two years.”
“That’s bad.”
“Yeah.  It’s bad.”
“What about the other thing?  Establishing communication?  Have we found anybody to talk to?”
“Not yet.”
“Maybe it’s not the right time.”
“To talk?”
“Hmmm.”  I nodded.  “Maybe whoever’s out there is just watching us.  And waiting.  Till we get things straightened out.”  That idea nagged at my memory; after a little searching, I knew where it had come from.  “Gene Roddenberry said that in a speech he gave.  Back in the late Eighties, I think.  Remember?  You and I went to hear him talk.  He said he thought we — mankind — were being kept in our own back yard until we grew up enough to go and play with the big kids.”  Al shrugged and shook his head.  Like most of the events I’d asked him about over the past few days, he didn’t remember Roddenberry’s talk.  But I did.  And I remembered our shaking hands afterwards with the big, friendly man who had created “Star Trek.”  When I told him my String Theory, his eyes brightened and he shook my hand again as he wished me luck.

“It’s not time, Al.”  I sat back in my chair and turned my face to the sun.  The heat felt good on my skin, like it had all those years ago when I’d worked outdoors with my father until we were stiff and sore and tired.

“Maybe not,” Al said after a minute.

“I Leaped into you once, Al,” I told him.  “When you were at North Island, with Chip and Lisa.  We saved Lisa from being killed.  When you were ‘Bingo.’  I was you.  You said I looked good in your uniform.  You said it was a kick in the butt.”
“I guess it would be,” he replied.

I closed my eyes and began listening to the music coming out of the kid’s radio.  He’d tuned in to some sort of mellow oldies station, which seemed to be an odd choice for somebody his age.  On the other hand, he didn’t look at all well.  Maybe he wasn’t up to listening to the loud, driving stuff Steffy had played out by the swimming pool.  I kept my eyes shut through a Streisand song and Neil Sedaka singing “Breaking Up Is Hard To Do.”  But when I heard the first strains of “Let It Be Me” I opened my eyes again and poked Al.

“Hey,” I said.

“What?”
“We know this one.”  I sang a couple of bars, trying to nudge him into singing along, but he wouldn’t bite.  “You know the words,” I insisted.  “We sang it together.  At the train station.  After I sent what’s‑her‑name off to the Peace Corps.”
“Sure,” he replied.

Slowly, I got up off my chair and took a long look around the patio.  Al kept his eyes on me, as if he thought I was going to get myself a running start and throw myself over the wall.  But all I did was tighten the belt on my robe.

“That’s it,” I told him.

“Sit down, Sam.  Come on, sit down.”
I shook my head.  “In a minute.  Got to tell somebody something first.”  Knowing he was still watching, and had moved to the edge of his chair so that he could run after me if he needed to, I strolled over to the edge of the patio and rested my hands on the railing that ran along the top of the low perimeter wall.  I tipped my head back and looked up at the sky, its blue bleached almost to white by the sun.  “You asked me a question,” I said softly.  “Well...the answer is no.  I do not accept this.  I don’t know who’s really in charge here — whether it’s You or whether it’s me.  But either way...I quit.”
Then I went back to my chair and sat down.

The days passed slowly after that.  I spent all of them in my hospital room, speaking a word or two only when it was necessary to make the people who questioned me go away.  I ate a few bites of whatever they brought me, because I knew that if I didn’t, they’d force‑feed me.  I had dizzy spells several times, one of them so bad that I screamed into my pillow until it went away.  All of them turned my stomach upside down, making me vomit the little bit of food I’d eaten.

Al stopped spending the night on the cot in the corner; he did spend a couple of hours each afternoon with me, sitting patiently beside my bed, but I said nothing to him.  Nancy came to see me once, bringing with her a pair of pajamas in a paper bag that said J.C. PENNEY on the side.  I didn’t speak to her either.  If Verbena and Jim and Jack returned, or if Steffy came, I didn’t see them.

There were still people out in the hall.  And lots of things with wheels: wheelchairs, gurneys, I.V. racks, the cart carrying the trays of cafeteria food.  The P.A. system droned all day long and all night long.

I let all of it go by.

I’d entirely lost track of what day it was by the time Tom came back.  He was carrying something that he set down on the chair Al normally sat in.  There were dark circles under his eyes and his expression was very distracted.  He obviously wanted me to say something to him; when I didn’t, he swiped at his eyes with the back of his hand and blew his nose on a Kleenex from the box on my nightstand.

“I brought you something,” he said softly.  “I thought you might like to have it here.”
He reached over to the chair and picked up what he’d laid there.  It was one of the pictures from the stairway wall: an old photo of my parents, my brother Tom, Katie and me, sitting on the front steps of the farmhouse.  It had been taken the summer I turned twelve.  Tom was eighteen and Katie was eight.  With a fleeting smile this Tom, my son, moved my water pitcher out of the way and set the frame up on the nightstand.

“Dad,” he said.  “I...we...”
That was all he could get out.  He grabbed a handful of Kleenex from the box and went over to the window, where he stood staring out at the parking lot with his shoulders hunched, gulping in air and blowing his nose, for what seemed like about three hours.

“Uncle Al and I drove out to Phoenix yesterday,” he said finally, but he was talking to the window.  “There’s a place there.  It’s...it’s nice.  It’s quiet, and the staff seems very good.  They...they can...”  He started to sob into his hands.

“I don’t care, Tom,” I said.

Then I turned away from him, and tried not to hear him crying.  I think he was still in the room when I fell asleep.  I’d told him the truth: I didn’t care where they took me.  They could have left me lying on a blanket in the middle of the desert for all it mattered to me now.

Because this wasn’t home.

I slipped into dreams again.  Not nightmares this time.  At least, not the same ones I’d been having.  These dreams brought me back to the tavern in Cokeburg, or someplace like it.  I could see the bar, and the mirror behind it.  And Him.  I could hear Him asking me, over and over again, “Where would you like to go, Sam?”  When I awoke, my pillow was wet and my fist was clenched around a clump of my blanket so tightly that my wrist ached.

Where would you like to go, Sam?
“I don’t understand what You want of me,” I whispered.  “How much more do You want me to give?  Don’t You see?  You’re asking me to give up everything.  Everything that mattered to me.  I don’t understand.  Why did You let me save Tom, and then take him away again?  I don’t know any of these people!  I remember a different Al.  And a different wife.  Wasn’t any of that real?  None of it?  If it wasn’t...what was the point?  Won’t You tell me?  What was the point?”
Of course, no one answered me.

Maybe Al was right, I thought.  Maybe I’d become so obsessed with finding the answer to a question that was completely beyond me that my mind had jumped its tracks.  I’d had a nervous breakdown.  Had created for myself a portrait of the past five years that involved not only finding the right answer, but also making myself a hero to a long line of people.  And bringing back to life the brother who had been my hero so many years ago.  Maybe Al was right.  Maybe I’d crossed the line.  Maybe I was “a nut case.”
I sat up then.  It took a long while for my head to clear, because I hadn’t eaten anything substantial in so long and I was incredibly weak.  I pushed my hand along the surface of the blanket, very much aware of the texture of the cloth, and poked at a ball of lint with my index finger.  I considered getting up out of bed, but knew I wasn’t strong enough to accomplish that.  It didn’t matter, though; I could see everything I needed to see from where I was sitting.

The photograph was where Tom had left it.  The faces of my family — and my own face — peered out at me from the sunshine and shadows of that afternoon long ago.  My dad and my brother, who were lost to me.  My mom and Katie, who might as well have been.  Slowly, I reached over, took the little frame into my hand and brought it over to lay in my lap.  The frame was an inexpensive one, with edges that didn’t quite meet.  The lower right corner of the glass had a smudge on it.

It was real.

Maybe Al was right.  Maybe I’d lost my mind.

There was one alternative to that conclusion, but I couldn’t allow myself to consider it, because it was worse than believing I was insane.  So, rather than consider either one of my options, I simply slept.  I stopped thinking about being huddled in a narrow, unfamiliar bed with my eyes and my heart closed against a life I could not make myself understand.  About drifting through days that meant nothing to me.  About turning away from people I didn’t know, the ones who claimed they loved me, understanding that by turning away I was causing them more pain than I could ever inflict on myself.  In some small corner of my mind I knew Al wasn’t far away, that he was still coming in every afternoon to sit beside me, refusing to surrender me to the emptiness I was falling into.

I knew I was hurting him.  And Tom.  And Nancy.

But this was not my home.  Not where I wanted to be.

The dreams came and went, until finally every minute that passed, whether I was asleep or awake, had the same surreal quality to it.  At one point I was certain I could feel my mother’s arms around me, comforting me, her voice murmuring to me that everything would be all right.  Maybe she was really there.  Maybe she’d come from Hawaii to be with me.  I don’t know.  I’d begun to drift into a peaceful lull, still aware of the warmth of her touch, when suddenly her arms let go of me and in place of them I could feel the dizzying whirl of the vertigo.  Vertigo...and more, this time.  I was being pulled in a dozen directions at once, to a destination I couldn’t name but knew I did not want to arrive at.  My mind screamed out a protest and I awoke far enough to feel the bed underneath me.

It was the other option that was true.

I wasn’t insane.

The word “sabbatical” began ricocheting around in my head, over and over and over.  Sabbatical.  Sabbatical.  Sabbatical.  I should have expected this, a small voice in my mind told me.  He’d warned me, after all.  Told me the Leaps would become more difficult.  Suggested that I would be given a sabbatical first.  Time to rest.  Time...in a place something like home.  Where I could be myself, be with people who cared for me and not someone I was pretending to be.  Where Al and Beth were together, and where I had the wife and children I could recall wishing for.

A sabbatical.

“NoooOOOO!!!” I wailed.

There were people around me then, turning on all the lights in my room, talking urgently to each other, trying to understand the words that I was screaming and taking hold of my arms so that I could be fastened into the restraints.

“I won’t do it!” I screamed.  “You said it was up to me!  You said I was the one!  I won’t do it any more!  I can’t.  Don’t You see?  I can’t do it any more!  I don’t want a sabbatical!  I want to go home!”
A flood of light, a different light, made me close my eyes.  I went on fighting, thrashing against the people who were trying to hold me, until I couldn’t feel those people, or the bed, or my body, any more.  Once the physical sensations were gone, I began to fall into a bitter, and grieving, resignation.

He’d told me what was coming.

My sabbatical was over.

I was Leaping.

When I could feel my body again, I was lying on something hard and flat.  A table?  No...a floor.  My right side was pressed against it, my right arm curved up underneath my head.  The small voice in my mind urged me to open my eyes, but I couldn’t do that.  I had no desire to see what was around me.

Look, the voice said again.

“No,” I murmured.  “I don’t care where I am.”
Where would you like to go, Sam?
I sat up then, trying to convince myself that I was doing so only because lying on the floor was uncomfortable.  When I gave in to the voice and opened my eyes, I could see nothing.  Wherever I was, there was no light.  Not a flicker.  With a soft sigh I brought my knees up to my chest and rested my arms on them.

“I want to go home,” I said.

As if in answer to that, the space around me was suddenly flooded with brilliant, blue‑white light.  I let out a squeal of protest, jammed my eyes shut and thrust my hands up to protect them.  It occurred to me, fleetingly, that I was completely vulnerable at that moment: blinded, with no idea where I was, and sitting in a position from which I could not easily defend myself.  So, as I heard the clattering footsteps of someone approaching me, I attempted to scramble to my feet.

I didn’t move fast enough.  I was only halfway to my knees when the someone grabbed hold of me, seizing my upper arms with fingers that bit deep into my flesh.  I tried pulling, then pushing, to break myself free, but the grip that held me was like rigor mortis.  “Leggo,” I hissed.  “You’re hurting me!  Leggo!”
“Saaammm.”
My subconscious knew the voice immediately, and my heart did a flip inside my chest that hurt worse than what those fingers were doing.  I could feel myself begin to shake as I leaned forward.  I couldn’t see a thing, but I could smell.  I was almost sorry that that was true; mixed in with the scent of cigars was an aroma that gave me a crystal‑clear memory of my high school gym locker.  And something else.  A burned smell.  Not from the cigars.  Burnt cloth.  “Al?” I whispered.

His grip loosened a little, and he began plucking at me.  I suppose he intended to get me up off the floor, but didn’t come anywhere near succeeding.  His hands clung, fumbled, found a new place to grip, fumbled again.  After a minute he gave up and thrust his arms around me.  “Saaaammmm,” he said.  He made it sound like about eight syllables.  I still couldn’t see him, but I could tell by the way he shuddered against me that he had started to cry.  He went on muttering my name, and each time it was more like a sob.  “Sam... oh, God, Sammmmm...”  Only a few seconds had gone by when I managed to get my arms around him, but that was enough for him to lose whatever starch he’d entered the room with.  This  trembling, weeping man wasn’t the Al who had spent all those afternoons sitting by my bed at Parkside.  But neither was it the Al who’d left me outside the tavern in Cokeburg, promising to do whatever it took to “get you out of this.”  I began blinking hard, trying to convince my eyes to work again, to let me see what was around me.

“So where am I now?” I whispered.  “How did You rewrite it all this time?”
Very slowly, things came into focus.  The shoulder of Al’s crumpled jacket: a bilious, electric green spattered with black patches.  And my arm, resting on his shoulder, covered with a white, clinging fabric.  Al was attached to me as tightly as if we were Siamese twins, but I managed to shift my head enough to catch a glimpse of my left leg.  White fabric there too.

Barely breathing, I moved my head again, tilted it down.  The floor Al and I were sitting on was white.  So were the walls, except for a band of blue light panels about midway up, a few of which seemed to be burned out.  White...I knew this place.  I knew where I was.  “Oh, God,” I murmured.  “Ohhhhh God.”  I took Al’s head between my hands so that I could look him in the eye.  “I’m in the Accelerator!” I told him, only partly aware that I had begun grinning like an idiot and had tears streaming down my face.  “We’re in the Accelerator!  Aren’t we?  Al?  It’s the Accelerator!”
“Yeah,” he muttered.

“Al!”  I grinned at him again and thumped him on the back.  “I’m home!  I’m in the Accelerator!  Al?  What day is it?”
“I dunno.”
“What?  Why don’t you know?”
He grimaced but didn’t reply.  That made me take a closer look at him.  The look filled me with horror.  He’d lost weight, a lot of it.  His features were drawn and thin, there were deep, purple‑black rings under his eyes, and he hadn’t shaved in days.  Worse than that, the dark places on his jacket weren’t a pattern in the fabric.  They were burns.  Slowly, terrified of what I might find, I took his hands carefully in my own.  Both his hands and forearms were burned, as if he’d been holding onto something that had either burst into flames or exploded.

“April something,” he whispered to me.  “It’s...April.  I think.  I don’t know.”
“Al,” I said softly.  “What happened to you?”
He looked down at his hands as if he hadn’t realized anything was wrong with them.  He frowned at them, then at me.  I was astounded by the fact that he’d been holding onto me — the burns had to be horrendously painful, but he didn’t seem to feel any pain.  At the same time, it came to me that the scorched smell I’d noticed wasn’t just on him, it was in the air around us.

“I guess we blew,” he murmured.

“Blew what?”
“Everything.”
I shifted around onto my knees, intending to help Al to his feet so that we could get out of the Accelerator.  Before I could do that, though, Verbena Beeks came barreling in, let out a shriek at the sight of me, grabbed me and Al at the same time and gave me a resounding kiss on the mouth.

“Oh my,” she gasped.  “Oh Sam...we didn’t think...we’ve been trying for so long...but you’re here, you’re really here!  Oh Lord.  Is he all right?  Al?  Are you all right?”
“His hands are burned,” I told her.

“I know.  I saw it on the monitor.  Oh Sam.”
“We need to get him out of here and take him up to Medical.  Can you help me?”
Together, we got Al to his feet.  How he’d gotten into the Accelerator became a mystery; there seemed to be no strength at all in his legs, and we had to all but drag him out of the Chamber and down the ramp, both of us trying not to touch his hands.  Al did his best to contribute, but his feet just pattered uselessly against the floor.  When we reached the Control Room, I knew where he’d gotten burned.

The main console was destroyed.  Most of the function blocks were either blackened or blown out, and the whole console was covered with a layer of fire‑retardant foam.  The fire had roared up the wall behind the console and onto the ceiling, both of which were also now filmed with foam.

Gushie was standing between the console and the doorway leading out to the corridor.  At first his back was to me; then he turned and his face broke into a fractured grin.

“Sam,” he sighed.

I jerked to a stop and stood gaping at him with Al dangling from my left arm and Verbena’s right.  The front of Gushie’s lab coat was almost entirely black, as were his face and most of his hair.  When he grinned at me, his teeth and the whites of his eyes stood out in relief against the rest of his face.  He looked like Al Jolson.  It would have been funny if I hadn’t been so utterly horrified.  When he realized that I was staring he shook his head and reached up to rub at his cheek, which left a streak of his normal skin tone.

“Gushie?” I squeaked.  “Are you all right?”
“Ohhhh...I suppose so.  The retrieval worked.  That’s certainly a blessing.  But I’m afraid we’ve done a lot of damage here, Doctor.”
Al began to droop heavily.  It was clear that Verbena and I weren’t going to be able to get him down the corridor and up to Medical by dragging him between us.  I looked around hurriedly for something to set him down on, snagged a chair with my foot and maneuvered him gently around so that he could sit down.  Gushie made a couple of fluttering motions indicating that he wanted to help, but I waved him off.

“You’re not hurt?” I asked Gushie when we had Al settled on the chair.

“I don’t believe so, no.”  He rubbed at his face again, then, as if he hadn’t yet figured out what I was staring at, looked down at himself.  “Oh!  This isn’t...no, I’m not hurt.  This is...I’m not sure what this is.”
Verbena waved at the ceiling.  “It came from there.”  She showed me trails on her own clothing.

“All right,” I said.  Since neither she nor Gushie was hurt, I didn’t need to think about them.  I crouched in front of Al, feeling for the pulse under his jawline and looking for signs of shock.  He smiled at me wistfully and looked down at his hands as if they belonged to someone else.  “We’ve got to get him upstairs,” I told Verbena.  “Call up there — have them send down a wheelchair or a gurney or a stretcher.  Something.”  She hesitated, and I said impatiently, “What?”
“There’s no one up there, Sam,” she told me somberly.

“What?  Where’s the Med staff?”
“Gone.”
“There’s Admiral Simon,” Gushie suggested.  “I’ll go and find her.”
He didn’t need to.  He’d barely taken a step toward the door when footsteps clattered down the corridor and a dark‑haired woman burst into the Control Room.  She wasn’t wearing a thing that would identify her as being an admiral, but I knew instantly that this was who Gushie was talking about.

It was Beth.

“Al?!” she squealed.  “The guard told me...oh, God.”
She’d swept her eyes around the ruined room, taking in the console and Gushie and Al almost at the same moment.  She didn’t seem to have noticed me at all, except as an impediment to getting at Al.  Urging me out of the way, she knelt in front of him and moved her fingers close to his injured hands.

“What happened?” she demanded.

“Retrieval,” Al murmured.  “It worked.”
Then she looked at me.  At first she didn’t react.  Then her eyes widened.  “You’re...oh Lord.  It did work.  You’re Sam.  Aren’t you?  You are!  You’re Sam.”  Her focus on me lasted all of about four seconds, until Al let out a long, soft breath.  “Oh, Al,” she moaned.  “Look what you did.  We’ve got to take care of this.”
“I’ll get Douglas,” Verbena said.

She returned a minute later with a uniformed Marine.  He was no taller than Al, but he was built like Schwarzenegger.  There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he could fling Al over his shoulder and carry him down the corridor like a rag doll if we told him to do so.

“We need to get the admiral up to Medical, Sergeant,” Verbena told him.  “Can you...”
“No problem.”
“Be careful of his hands,” Beth said worriedly.

Sergeant Douglas thought the matter over for a moment, then nodded to himself.  With no effort whatsoever he scooped Al up from the chair, one arm bracing Al’s back and the other under his knees.  “Just hold your hands up out of the way, Admiral,” he said breezily.  That done, he was on his way.

Verbena, Beth and I set off after him, trotting to keep up, with Gushie bringing up the rear.  It occurred to me later how odd a picture we must have made: Gushie covered with chemical and plastic soot from the ceiling, me in the Fermi suit and barefoot, Verbena in a wrinkled and soot‑grimed beige jogging suit and Beth in a flannel bathrobe over a long nightgown.  At the time, though, I’m sure none of us gave a thought to how we looked.  Our only concern was getting Al upstairs — to Medical, where Verbena claimed no one was on duty.

She was right.  There wasn’t a soul up on Level Five when we got there.  I had Douglas carry Al into the Project’s version of an E.R. and deposit him on the examining table.

“There you go, sir,” the big Marine said.

Both Verbena and I thanked him.  He acknowledged the thanks and took it (correctly) as a dismissal, informing us as he back‑ stepped out the door that he’d be at his post if we needed him.  That left the two women and me alone with Al.  He was sitting quietly where Douglas had placed him, holding his hands out in mid‑air over his knees and gazing at me as if he were in the seventh grade and I was his first crush.

I took the scissors Verbena handed me and cut the sleeves of Al’s jacket and shirt up to his shoulders, then severed them off.

“Ah, Sam,” he sighed.  “That jacket cost four hundred bucks.”
“I’ll buy you another one.”
The burns weren’t as bad as I’d thought.  His right palm and the inside of that wrist were second‑degree, with some more spots of second on the inside of his forearm and on his left hand.  The rest was all first‑degree.  He watched me in a kind of fuzzed silence as I bathed and dressed the burns, with an occasional misty glance at Beth.

When I’d finished, with Beth’s help I stripped off what was left of his jacket and shirt.  Neither of them would have been salvageable even if I’d hadn’t cut them.  He had to have worn them for at least a week.  They were both hopelessly crumpled, and had a series of dried perspiration stains under the arms that looked like the rings of a tree.  The jacket had another stain down the front that had, I guessed, once been coffee.  There wasn’t a dry cleaner alive who could have restored it.

Not to mention that both items, and their wearer, reeked to high heaven.

“Geez, Al,” I said lightly.  “You could’ve taken a shower while I was gone.”
His face fell.  “Aw, Sam.”
“What’s the matter?”
“They wanted to shut it down,” he told me miserably.  “They wanted to forget about you.”
That was all I could get out of him.  Dismayed, I turned to Verbena and asked, “What in the world happened here?”
She didn’t reply immediately.  She turned and looked at Beth, then at Al, but neither one of them gave her any prompting.  “Your last Leap,” she said finally.  “The odd one...that was almost three months ago, Sam.  Al said he spoke to you outside some sort of tavern for a couple of minutes, and came out of the Imaging Chamber to...he was going to run the retrieval program again.  But Ziggy lost the lock on you.  We couldn’t locate you after that.  When the Committee found out, they started making noise about shutdown.  Al’s been fighting them ever since.”
“Nozzles,” Al murmured.

“Every minute of every day for three months,” Verbena went on, watching him out of the corner of her eye.  “Fighting.  He called in every marker he had.  And some he didn’t have.  So the Project would keep running.”  She paused and rested a gentle hand on his shoulder.  “He hasn’t slept for more than a few minutes at a stretch in almost two weeks.  He’s been living on coffee and cigars.  The only person he listens to is...”  She nodded at Beth.

“You’re an admiral now,” I said to Beth.

She smiled.  “For quite a while.”
Al was still gazing at me intently, his expression waffling between panic and that bizarre puppy‑love mooniness.  I was almost tempted to ask one of the women to find me a camera so that I could document the look for sometime later on.  It would have made a wonderful bargaining chip for blackmail.  Would have, if he’d been simply tired, or drunk.  But when I let myself look at more than his expression...there was no way I could ever use this moment to tease him.

“Admiral?” Verbena murmured, resting a hand on Beth’s arm.  “Let’s go get a cup of tea.  I think I need one.  Al’s in good hands.”  Beth hesitated, then nodded.  When she didn’t move, Verbena slid an arm around her shoulders and ushered her out the door.

Being left on my own with Al allowed me to see very well what he’d turned himself into during the last three months, and it took all the wind out of me.  He looked four years old and ninety at the same time.

I didn’t doubt at all Verbena’s statement that he’d been subsisting on coffee and his cigars.  Maybe a sandwich or two, or some soup, if Verbena or Beth had threatened or cajoled or wheedled enough.  It was just as possible, I thought, that other people’s noises hadn’t accomplished a thing.  Maybe he’d eaten a few bites now and then for the same reason he’d choked down soggy handfuls of weevil‑infested rice in Vietnam.

The only glimpse I’d ever had of him as a POW was the photograph Maggie Dawson had taken.  He must have been reasonably well treated up to that point, because while the man in that picture looked tired and scared, he was clean‑shaven and not underweight.  The tiger cage must have come later.  Maybe that was where he was being moved to, the day Maggie took her last picture.  I never saw the cage.  Never saw what the Viet Cong did to my friend back then.  But the results of their torture must not have looked much different from what sat in front of me now.  If there was any strength left in him, it was tucked away somewhere deep inside.

“They wanted to shut it down,” he told me again.

“I know.”
“I wouldn’t let them.”
“I know you wouldn’t, buddy.”
“Sam?” he said.  “I’m so tired, Sam.”
I found myself a stethoscope in one of the equipment drawers and used it to listen to Al’s heart and lungs after I warmed it in the palm of my hand.  Aside from the vague wheeze I knew had come from more than fifty years of smoking, he sounded all right.  But there was still the weight loss to contend with, and the fact that he was obviously badly dehydrated.

“Somebody’s got to run a physical on you,” I said.  “Where’d the medical staff go?”
“They’re not here.”
“I see that.  Where are they?”
“There’s only a few left...eighteen?” he murmured.  “I think.  Or seventeen.  The Committee reassigned everybody.  Except for the guards.”  He stopped; talking took energy out of him that he didn’t have to spare.  I would have hushed him, but I badly wanted to hear the rest.  “No pay...nobody’s getting paid any more.  No money.  Just emergency power on most of the levels.  Gotta use battery lanterns in the staff quarters.  Or candles.”
“And the fire?”
“Retrieval,” he repeated.  “We ran the retrieval program.  Gave it all the juice we had.”  He grinned.  “It worked.”
I matched the grin, then helped him down off the examining table.  He wobbled alarmingly at first, but steadied himself by grabbing my arm and leaning back against the edge of the table.  “Come on,” I told him.  “I’m gonna put you to bed.  Can you make it across the hall?  It’s just a few steps.”
“Of course I can make it,” he said crossly.

He leaned heavily on me the whole way.  He tried to pretend he was moving under his own power, but I’m sure he knew that if I let go of him, he would have fallen flat on his face.  Across the hall was what would have passed for a semi‑private room at a regular hospital.  I steered him to the bed closest to the door, propped him firmly against it and left him just long enough to grab a hospital gown from the little stack in the closet.  He made a face when I unfolded the gown but didn’t try to argue putting it on.  But when I made a move toward his pants, he muttered fiercely, “I can do it.”
He could — barely.  The dressings on his hands made it impossible for him to do more than nudge things in the right direction and watch distractedly as his pants drifted toward the floor.  The pants weren’t in any better shape than his jacket, so when he stepped out of them I grabbed them, balled them up and tossed them into the wastebasket.

“You’ve waited for years to do that, haven’t you?” he scowled.  “Throw my clothes in the trash.”
“You got it, buddy.”
He went on scowling as I got him up onto the bed and settled him in underneath the blanket.  “There’s stuff that needs to be done around here, Sam.  That mess downstairs.  And Ziggy... somebody’s gotta talk to Ziggy.  I can’t go to bed now.  There’s too much to do.”
“It’ll wait.”
“Ziggy...if somebody’s not...”
“Al,” I said sharply.  “Stop worrying about Ziggy.  You’re gonna get some sleep now.”
“You’ve been waiting for this, too,” he muttered.  “For me to not be able to fight back.  Stand there and tell me what to do.  Well, wait till the morning.  I just need a couple hours... sleep for a couple hours...”
“You need about three days’ worth.”
“Not a chance.  Just a couple hours.  Then I’ll be back on my feet.  Got too much to do to waste time...”  When I walked away from his bed, his expression shifted and he fussed, “Where you going?  Hey.  Sam.  Don’t go.”
“I’m not.”  I brought back the pillow and blanket from the other bed.  The pillow went under his left arm and the blanket, folded up, under his right.  “You need to keep your hands elevated to keep the swelling down.  And these’ll keep you from rolling over onto your arms in your sleep.”
“Sam...”
“I’m going to set up a glucose drip, too,” I told him.

“A who?”
“A glucose drip.  An I.V.  You need the fluid, and it’ll bring your blood sugar back up.”
He squinted at me and began scowling again, but there wasn’t much conviction in it this time.  He was starting to fade fast.  I don’t think he could have lifted his head six inches off the pillow.  “Don’t like I.V.s, Sam,” he mumbled.  “Don’t like needles stuck in me.”
“Nobody does.”
“Can I talk you out of it?”
“Nope,” I said.

It took me a few minutes to get the equipment together, and another few to actually get the drip going.  Al’s eyes stayed on me the whole time.  He winced once when I inserted the needle; other than that, in spite of his protests, he seemed more than willing to lie in bed and let me take care of him.  Which was a good thing.  With the regular medical staff gone, I was all he had.

“Do you want something for the pain?” I asked him.

“No...no pain...”
That seemed odd, but maybe he was tired and shocky enough for the signals from his nerve endings to have gotten lost somewhere en route to his brain.  I’d seen him in pain before.  I would have known if he was lying.  He wasn’t.

“She’s still beautiful, isn’t she, Sam?” he murmured.

“Beth?”
“Yeah,” he smiled.

I couldn’t even think of disagreeing with him.  She was stunning, even in her nightgown and flannel robe.  Much more so than the Beth in...wherever I’d been.  She was a few years younger than Al, I knew, which made her somewhere in her early sixties, but the last thirty years had been kind to the Beth who’d become “Admiral Simon.”  Her hair was the same dark brown it had been in 1969, unlike the other Beth’s, which had been heavily streaked with white.  That was probably due to a little help from a bottle of Loreal, but whatever the reason, the dark hair made her look vibrant and nowhere near her sixties.  So did her figure, which was still slim, and the smoothness of her skin.

“Yes,” I said.  “She’s beautiful.  And she’s an admiral?  She kept up with you, huh?”
“No thanks to him.”
The dark clouds in his expression said that either he didn’t know whether that statement was true or not, or Beth did owe some thanks for her success to her second husband but Al wasn’t going to give Dirk Simon that many points.  If he gave him any points at all.  Rather than irritate Al back out of his drowsiness by talking about his rival, I let the subject drift away, and asked him instead, “When did she come here?  To the Project.  You never told me she was here.”
“While ago.  They sent her to try and get me out.  The nozzles in Washington.  Thought it was cute.  I guess.  Didn’t know... thought she could convince me to give up.  She stayed.  You know that, Sam?  She stayed.  She...isn’t she beautiful, Sam?  Still?”
“Yes, Al.”
“The shyster...he died, Sam.”
“Did he?”
“Yeah.”  He blinked a couple of times and waved his hand around.  I didn’t dare take hold of it, so I steered it back down onto the pillow and rested my hand on his elbow.  “She said...she never forgot me.  She saw that picture Maggie took.  And she saw me on TV.  When I went to the moon.  But she had kids then.  Another life.  But she didn’t forget.  And now she’s here.”  He grinned at me.  His eyes had gone completely out of focus, but he didn’t seem to notice that.  “That’s great, isn’t it, Sam?  Beth is here.  And she didn’t forget.  And...and...you’re here.”  He stopped.  “Are you home, Sam?” he asked sharply.

I smiled back at him, even though I knew he couldn’t see it.  “I’m home.”
“I’m sorry, Sam.”
“You’re sorry I’m home?”
“No...didn’t tell you...she told me not to.  Do you remember now?  D’your memory come back?”
“I think so.  What...?”
“She told me nottatellyou.  Sorrysam.”
His last words slurred together.  Then his head rolled sideways on the pillow.  He was out.  I figured he’d sleep the next twelve or fourteen hours without stirring; his body was drained enough to let him do that.  Once he woke up, he could have some water, and maybe eat a little.  Then sleep some more.  I hoped I didn’t have too much of a battle ahead of me, getting him to give in to the amount of rest he needed.

“Oh, Al,” I said quietly.  “What’d you do to yourself?”
His face was more relaxed now that he was asleep, but that did nothing to erase its gaunt thinness and the purple circles under his eyes.  Three months?? I thought.  I hadn’t been in the other place anywhere near three months, although time had slid past me very easily while I was in the hospital.  Here, though, Verbena said three months had gone by.  And for all of that Al had fought fiercely to bring me home.  The toll that would have eventually taken sobered me painfully.  His time in the cage had been thirty years ago, when he was still a young man.  His body couldn’t take this kind of abuse now.  He wouldn’t have been able to endure a fourth month.

He would have died.

I was — and still am — absolutely convinced of that.  If I hadn’t come home when I did, Al would not have survived another month.

“There’s nothing you wouldn’t do, is there?” I asked softly.

I tightened my grip on his elbow, just to feel the warmth of his body.  It had taken me so long, back in the beginning, just to get him to hug me.  He’d sidestepped it, scoffed at it, acted insulted.  Almost as if he couldn’t stand being shown any affection.  Maybe it would have helped, during all those Leaps, if I’d been able to hug him, or shake his hand, or slap him on the back.  Something, just to show him I cared.  It might have steered me away from taking him so much for granted.

Well, I thought, I could make up for all that now.  I could show him how much I cared.  How much what he’d done really meant to me.

And while he slept, I could try to figure out what in the world he’d been talking about.  The adrenalin that had kept me running since I’d noticed Al was hurt was finally beginning to bleed away, leaving me a little light‑headed but calm enough to think.  Someone had told him not to tell me something?

Someone had told him...

Donna.

Her name played over and over in my head, like an old record with a skip in it.  Donna.  Donna.  Part of me wanted to bolt out of this room, to go running through the complex until I found her.  If she was there to find.  The possibility that she might not be terrified me.  So many things had been changed in that other place.  Al’s entire life had been different.  So had mine.  I’d gotten married as a young man.  Never pursued my String Theory.  Created a Project that was nowhere near accomplishing anything.

And things were different here, too.  Even though I knew I’d talked to Beth during my last Leap, told her Al wasn’t dead, she hadn’t waited for him to come back from Vietnam.  She’d married Dirk.  She was Admiral Simon.

What if there was more?  What if Donna wasn’t here??

I could feel my heart speeding up.  I had to step back from Al’s bed and lean against the wall, trying not to slide down it onto the floor.  What if she wasn’t here?  I remembered, in a dark corner of my mind, that she hadn’t been here originally.  In what Al and I always referred to as “the original history,” I had never married.  Donna hadn’t shown up at the chapel on our wedding day, and I had been so crushed that I spent the next eight years focusing on my work with Al as my only companion.  I spent eight years without her — and brought her back into my life during my third Leap.

But there had been so many Leaps after that.  So many times that history could have changed not only for the strangers I’d helped, but for me.

My eyes swept the room, looking for some small bit of reassurance.  Is this home?? I thought frantically.  Is it??  Or is everything different here too?
There were Al’s electric green pants, lying crumpled in the plastic wastebasket.  Okay...the other Al would never have worn those.  And Ziggy was here.  Al had told me she was.  Gushie was here.  I’d opened my eyes in the Accelerator, had walked through the Control Room.  Everything was where I remembered it being.  And everyone remembered me.  They knew I’d been Leaping.  They didn’t pretend I’d never been gone.

“Please,” I whispered.  “Don’t let this be wrong.”
“Dr. Beckett?”
I jerked my head around, toward the open doorway.  It was a woman’s voice, but not Donna’s.  Beth, still in her nightgown and robe, was standing with one hand on the doorframe, looking at me worriedly.

“Is everything all right?” she asked.  When I didn’t answer her she crossed the room and looked anxiously into my eyes.  “Are you all right, Dr. Beckett?  You’re shaking.  Maybe you should sit down.  Here...let me get you a chair.”
“No.”  I shook my head.  “I have to go...”
“Go where?”
“Find my wife.  I need to find my wife.”
“Oh.”  She smiled warmly at me, her concern eased.  “Of course.  The guard called from outside when I was down in Verbena’s office.  Your wife was at the gate then.  She should be on her way down by now.”
“Thank you,” I blurted.  “I...Al...can you...”
“Go.  I’ll watch over Al.”
I hesitated, looking down at the unmoving figure of my friend.  There was no doubt he was going to sleep half a day away, but the  longer I looked at him, the harder it was to stop looking at him.  After a minute of my staring, Beth gave me a firm nudge toward the door.

“Go,” she insisted.  “I’ve been a nurse for forty years.  I can manage.”
The only destination I had in mind was the elevator.  I couldn’t think beyond that.  If Donna was coming down from the outside, she’d be on the elevator.  But I didn’t even get as far as the end of the branch of corridor I was in.  A moment after I passed the doorway of Al’s room, my wife came running around the corner.  She must have been asleep somewhere not more than a few minutes ago — her hair was in wild disarray, she’d thrown on a wrinkled pair of jeans and one of my old M.I.T. sweatshirts, and she was barefoot.  She stopped dead in her tracks when she saw me, let out a noise that was midway between a squeal and a moan, then ran the rest of the way, flinging her arms around me as she collided with me with enough momentum to have knocked me flat on my butt if I hadn’t braced myself.  I grabbed her at the same time and swung her up off her feet.

“Ohhhh,” was all she could get out.

I set her back down, took her face between my hands, and kissed her hard, over and over again.  “I’m sorry,” I said when I broke away.  “I’m so sorry.  I didn’t see you...where were you?  I would have come to find you...but Al...Al was hurt, and we had to bring him up here...”
She pressed a finger to my lips.  “Sshh.  It’s all right.  I just got here.  It’s all right.”
“There was a fire.”
“I know.  Ziggy told me.  No one else was hurt?”
“No.  I don’t think so.  Just Al.  He burned his hands.”
“Badly?”
“No.  I don’t...no.  He’ll be all right.  After a while.  He...hasn’t taken care of himself...”
My legs began to tremble then, and I felt not a hell of a lot stronger than Al had been before he passed out.  Whether Donna was in the same shape or not, I don’t know, but we both started to fold together, and ended up sitting on the floor with her in between my legs and our arms wrapped tightly around each other, rocking slowly back and forth.  I remember both of us murmuring things over and over, none of which made any particular sense.  In between the murmurings we kissed, and clung, and kissed some more.

“I’m so sorry,” I told her.  “I never meant to leave you.”
“I know you didn’t.”
“I wanted to come home.  That’s all I ever wanted.”
“I know, sweetheart.  I know.”  She leaned back a little and gazed at me with an expression that seemed to have a lot of awe in it.  Then she reached up and began touching my face, very gently, brushing her fingertips over my cheeks and my mouth.  “You came home to me once.  I knew you’d come back again.”
Her voice was so sweetly familiar to me that I wanted to ask her to go on talking so I could sit and listen to it.  But more urgently than that I wanted there not to be any words, just the sight and the smell and the feel of her close to me.  I wrapped her hand in mine and took it away from my face, then crushed her against me, her face buried in my shoulder.

“Don’t ever let go,” she said.  “I want you to hold me forever.”
“I will, baby, I will.”
We must have been sitting there for ten or fifteen minutes when a glimpse of something moving near the dogleg in the corridor caught my attention: a black and white wraith that startled me badly until I realized it was Gushie.  He’d disappeared somewhere on our way up here from Control.  I’d been so focused on Al, I couldn’t even say whether Gushie had gotten onto the elevator with us.  But he was here now, peering at me and Donna with a delighted look on his face, then vanishing around the corner again.

Donna had felt my sudden start and turned to look down the hall.  “What is it?”
“Nothing.  It’s just Gushie.”
“Oh...they must need me...”
She was on her feet before she’d finished saying that, and taking a step toward the corner.  I scrambled up and caught her by the hand to hold her back.  “What?” I said, aiming for a lightness that I honestly didn’t feel.  “You’re leaving me for Gushie?”
“No...”
This was my wife, the one I remembered.  In the life I’d shaped for myself, the one that had become real after that third Leap, we’d been married for eight years when I went into the Accelerator.  All the small moments I had shared with Donna, the memories that had evaded me while I thought I was married to Nancy, cascaded into my mind now.  I’d worked with this woman, slept with her, shared innumerable meals with her, talked with her for hours on end.  I knew her nearly as well as I knew myself.  And because I knew her that well, the look on her face scared the hell out of me.

“What is it?” I whispered.

She hugged herself for a moment as if she didn’t dare touch me.  “Sam...I...there’s something I need to tell you.”
“What?”
“Do you remember the night you came home?”
“Yes.  What is it?  Donna?”
I must have turned as white as the walls.  She went on hedging for a moment, then took a long look at me and made an apologetic noise as she took hold of my hands.  “I’m sorry.  I scared you.  I’m sorry.  But I’m not sure how to say this.  Do you remember that night?  Really?”
“Every minute of it.”
“You remember what we did.”
“Of course I do.”
After I said that, I wondered frantically if there was some small detail about that night that was still eluding me.  We’d left the Project a few minutes after I walked out of the Imaging Chamber and spent several hours in our house.  In our bed.  Thanks to the scrambling of my neurons and mesons with Al’s, my head was filled with ideas that Ziggy had bemusedly noted would provide Donna with some “pleasant surprises.”  Other than a very short conversation out on the patio behind our bedroom, we spent our entire time together exercising Al’s considerable knowledge of the art of making love.  That had to be what she was talking about.  But why did she look so worried??

“Donna,” I said insistently.  “What’s going on?”
She let go of my left hand but kept a firm hold on my right and set off down the hall with me trailing along behind her.  The softness of her tone of voice had quieted my panic a little, but I still wasn’t sure I was going to like whatever it was she was trying to break to me.  We were about thirty feet from the elevator when she stopped walking and turned to face me again.

“Can’t you just tell me?” I asked her.  “My heart is up between my ears.”
“I wasn’t alone,” she said softly.

“What?”
“After you left again.  I wasn’t alone.”
Before I had time to become puzzled — or offended — by that statement, she’d tugged me toward a room only a few steps from the elevator.  The Project medical staff used it as a lounge: they’d set it up with comfortable couches, a small TV, a couple of vending machines that dispensed candy and potato chips and coffee that tasted like machine oil.  Verbena was sitting on one of the couches, cradling a bundle Donna had apparently dropped on her before she ran on to find me.

“What...” I murmured.

“You were only here a few hours,” Donna said.  “I don’t think it ever crossed my mind that we didn’t do anything to prevent...”  She paused, glanced at Verbena, shook her head and went on talking.  “You’d been gone three years.  My prescription ran out.  I didn’t renew it.  There wasn’t a reason to renew it.  Then you came home, and we...”
“Oh, boy,” I mumbled.

My legs gave out on me again.  I was every bit as stunned as I’d been in the tavern in Cokeburg, looking at my reflection for the first time in five years.  In a sense, I was looking at my reflection again.  Luckily, there was a vacant chair very close to me.  I dropped into it and sat staring at what Verbena was holding.  After a moment, Donna retrieved her bundle and very gently placed it in my lap.

He had thick, ash‑blond hair, a round face, and what was unmistakably the Beckett nose.  Donna had dressed him in a blanket sleeper that was a little too warm for indoors; he was flushed and his hairline was damp with sweat.  He was sound asleep, and when Donna laid him in my lap, he nestled against me without stirring, as if he was accustomed to being moved around.  His mouth twitched, pursed and unpursed a couple of times.  Donna smiled at that, crouched beside my chair, took one of my hands in hers and used her free hand to stroke the baby’s hair away from his forehead.

“He’ll be a year old next month,” she said.

I gaped at her, then at him, then at Verbena.  “This is mine?” I squeaked.

“Well, he’s not Gushie’s.”
“He’s mine.”
“Yes, darling.  He’s yours.  He’s the reason I haven’t been alone.  You left part of you here with me when you went back into the Accelerator to help Al.”
“Did you...does he have a name?”
“Johnny.  For your father.  John Christopher Alessi‑Beckett.”
“I have a baby.”
“We have a baby,” Donna corrected me firmly.

“And you did this all by yourself?”
Verbena chuckled at that.  When I scowled at her, she grabbed up an old People magazine from the table in front of her knees and made a great show of paging through it.  That made Donna chuckle too.  “Not really,” she said.  “This one” — she gestured at Verbena with her chin — “watched me like a hawk the whole nine months.  And Al was always there, looking after me.  Most of your family came over to be here when he was born.  Katie had the video camera.  There’s about four hours’ worth of tape, if you want to...”
“I...I don’t know what to say.”
John Christopher shifted in his sleep, then rustled up out of it, and squinted at me with the bluest eyes I had ever seen.  He sucked at his upper lip for a moment, then scrunched up his nose and muttered, “Daddy?”
“He can talk?” I asked Donna.

Verbena chuckled again.  “He’s your son.  He talks a blue streak.  And walks.  Builds a mean tower with Lego blocks.  He sings, too.”
“And he...he knows who I am?”
Donna nodded.  “I’ve been showing him videotapes of you ever since he was born.  Before he was born, I played tapes of you singing, so that he’d be familiar with your voice.  And he sleeps with one of your sweaters.  He knows you.”  She stroked his cheek with the backs of her fingers.  “Don’t you, love?  Who’s this?  Hmmm?”
“Daddy.”
She pointed to Verbena.  “And who’s that?”
“‘Bena.”
“That’s right.  And tell Daddy who you like to come and see so you can give hugs and kisses.  Who gave you your Fozzie Bear for Christmas?”
“Unnle Al,” my son said, and giggled.

I know she didn’t intend for the simple mention of Al to pull the rug out from under me, but it did.  My mind filled itself with bits and pieces of the time I’d spent with Al during the Leaps — of his wild stories and his ramblings‑on.  He’d never said a word about my wife or my child.  I was badly tempted, for a moment, to be furious with him for not telling me something that mattered so much.  But the anger disappeared as quickly as it had erupted, and left in its place an explanation.  He hadn’t told me about my wife and my son because there would have been no point to that.  We had both believed that I would be allowed to come home whenever He was finished with me, and not before.  It hadn’t occurred to either one of us that all I needed to do to come home was quit — and mean it.

So Al — my Al — had done the only thing he thought he could do: keep his silence, and in doing so, protect me from months of regret, and anger, and frustration.  He’d said nothing because that was part of what had been his job for five long years.  Helping me the best way he knew how.  In the little room down the hall, I’d seen how much that had cost him.

“He had time to go shopping?” I muttered.

“Not a chance,” Verbena replied.  “He ordered it out of a catalog, over the phone.”
“Did he...he kept talking about trips to Vegas.”
“He hasn’t been anywhere.”
Donna put in, “He came to the hospital when Johnny was born.  And he came out to the house once or twice a week, until you... until we lost you.  That was as far as he’d go.  He said he didn’t want to be more than a few minutes away, in case you needed him.”
“He gave up his life,” I said.

“Al?” Verbena smiled.  “No...you couldn’t say that.  Ask him how many books he’s read.  And how many games of chess he’s played with anybody who was willing.  He wrote letters to your family.  Sent presents to all of them on your behalf.  Birthdays, Christmas, anniversaries.  Groundhog Day.  Shopping?  Don’t ask me about shopping, honey.  The man’s in love with QVC.”  She shook her head.  “Then of course, he had” — she groaned — “Tina.”
I looked at her, unsure to how to interpret her expression, then at Donna.  “Where is Tina?”
“Probably taking a shower with her husband,” Verbena replied.  “That’s where he said he was going.”
“Husband?”
“Gushie.”
“Gushie??” I echoed.

“Five months ago.”
My mind wanted to protest that, to mark it down as one surprise too many, but then I remembered the Leap that had produced Johnny, less than two years ago.  I was stalking through the Imaging Chamber, jabbing at the handlink and trying to deal with Ziggy’s all‑too‑normal recalcitrance, and demanded, “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Tina’s having an affair with Gushie,” Ziggy had replied sweetly.

“Was Al angry?” I asked Verbena.

“Was.  He got over it.”
Still trying to absorb all this — let alone accept it — I slumped back in my chair.  Johnny dutifully rearranged himself and snuggled against me with his head tucked up against my neck.  Donna perched herself on the arm of the chair and leaned against my shoulder.  “This is...” I said after a minute.  “I didn’t expect this.”
“Neither did I,” Donna replied.

“Not just the baby.  I...I didn’t expect to come home.”
Verbena said with a sigh, “We had our doubts, too, Sam.  I suppose it sounds terrible...but it was three months.  There wasn’t a trace of you anywhere.  We had Ziggy devoting eighty percent of her capacity to searching for you.  Without Al...it does sound terrible.  I think we would have given up.  He made us hold on.  He’s the reason we’re all still here.”
“I believe that,” I told her.

“Not that we all didn’t care about you...”
“I know what you mean,” I said, then turned to Donna.  “Do you understand?  Why I went back into the Accelerator for him?  I had to.”
She nodded.  “I know, darling.”
“And I...I think I need to stay with him for a while.”  I looked down at Johnny for a moment.  Even though he’d been looking over my shoulder, apparently fascinated with the blank wall behind my chair, he seemed to know immediately that my attention had shifted back to him.  His little head cranked around and he grinned at me, displaying a row of four tiny teeth.  “He’s in bad shape,” I said to Donna, wondering if Johnny would think I was talking to him.  “There’s nobody here to monitor him.  And I...I just... I owe him.”
“We all do,” Donna replied.

“Then it’s all right with you?  I do want to go home — back to the house.  I just don’t think I can, right now.  I don’t think he’s going to wake up for a while, but I want to be nearby.  For tonight.”  I assumed it was night, given Beth’s appearance, and Donna’s.  But since the Project had been in turmoil for months, maybe that was wrong.  Maybe they’d turned the clock around.  “It is night, isn’t it?” I asked.

Verbena held up her wrist so that I could see the face of her watch.  The digital display said 3:19A.  “It’s definitely night,” she said.

“Then we all need some sleep.”
“That gets my vote.”
“If everything’s all right downstairs.  The fire’s out?  It’s all...”
“It’s all,” Verbena confirmed.  “I checked before I came up.  Security and the techs ran a sweep through Ten and Nine.  They had to shut down a lot of systems, but there’s nothing to worry about for the time being.”
“Then we can all get some sleep.”
Verbena put down her magazine.  “We can at least try.”
Intending to rearrange him so that I could stand up, I looked down at Johnny again.  He beamed up at me, then squirmed himself upright and delivered a heartfelt and very wet kiss on my mouth.  “Hi,” he announced.

“Hi,” I replied.

Donna got up from her perch on the arm of the chair.  When I stood up, she held out her arms to take Johnny away from me, but I shook my head.  She smiled at that and patted him lightly on the back.  Shifting my hold on him so that I had one arm braced under his diapered behind and the other across his back, I nodded toward the door, intending to follow Donna out.  She crossed the threshold into the hallway, but before I could get that far, Verbena cleared her throat, and I turned back to face her.  Her attention seemed to be focused on my Fermi suit.  Specifically, at the back of my Fermi suit.  Frowning, I craned my head around so that I could peer down over my shoulder.  That didn’t provide any explanations; the suit wasn’t torn or dirty, as far as I could tell.

“What’s the matter?” I asked her.

“You know, Sam,” she said, with a note of amusement in her voice so solid she could have plowed a field with it, “it doesn’t really matter what you sleep in.  But when you get up in the morning?”
I frowned again.  “Yes...?”
“Speaking as a member of the human race, and not as a member of your staff.  You have the cutest set of buns in New Mexico, Dr. Beckett.  And that outfit makes them much too accessible.”  She whistled softly and grinned at Donna.  “You’ve still got women working here that you don’t happen to be married to.  Granted, we’ve got an ample supply of cold water.  But show us a little mercy.  When you get up in the morning, find yourself some regular clothes.”
“I...ahhh...” I sputtered.

Donna was no help at all.  “Don’t look at me,” she said when I turned to her.  “I started grabbing your exceptionally cute buns a long time ago, Dr. Beckett.”
She was about two steps from bursting into laughter.  Both of them were, for that matter.

“I’ve come home, after five years,” I said indignantly.  “Al burned up Control, and himself, and looks like he spent the winter on Devil’s Island.  I have a child I didn’t know about.  It’s three o’clock in the morning.  And you’re worried about my butt?”
“That’s right,” Verbena replied.

“You...”
Chuckling again, she skirted past me out into the hallway.  “Don’t look so amazed,” she chided.  “Now, take that sweet butt of yours on back to the admiral.  I’m going to take myself a cold shower and go to sleep.  I’ll see you in the morning.  We need to meet with what’s left of the staff here, so we can figure out what comes next.”  She leaned in to smack a kiss against Johnny’s forehead, crooned, “Good night, angel baby,” then strolled off to the elevator.

“When she was gone, I turned to gape at Donna.  “Do you... what was all that?”
“I thought she made herself very plain,” Donna smiled.  “And she has a point, darling.  That suit is good for a lot of things, but camouflage isn’t one of them.  Let’s find you something else to sleep in.  And...I think you’d better change by yourself.  Since you intend to sleep with Al.”
* * *

When I returned to Al’s room, Beth was sitting quietly in a guest chair alongside his bed, one hand resting on his shoulder.  He was frowning in his sleep, but didn’t seem to have moved since I’d left him.  I approached the bed slowly, though Beth had noticed me in the doorway and wasn’t startled by my coming closer.  She’d run out of adrenalin as much as I had — she was slouched a little in her chair, and her eyelids had begun to droop.

“How is he?” I asked.

“No change,” she said, and sighed.  “I’m so glad he’s asleep.  He’s been...”  Then she shook her head.  “Did you find your wife?”
“Yes.  I did.”
She glanced past me at the empty doorway.  “Is she...?”
“She’s going to sleep in the Chief of Medicine’s room,” I told her, and added wryly, “Since he isn’t here to use it himself.  I told her I wanted to stay with Al for the night.  Just to keep an eye on him.”
“You’re planning to stay awake?”
“No.”  I pointed to the vacant bed.  “I plan to sleep.  I’m not a very deep sleeper.  What I’ve been doing for the last five years hasn’t been very conducive to getting eight full hours of nice, deep sleep.  What I get is more like...eight hours of dozing.  I wake up very easily.”
“And that’s enough?”  Her expression said she didn’t think that was possible.

“Usually.”
With Beth’s eyes on me, I sat down on the empty bed and propped my feet on the side rails.  Before coming down here, both for comfort and to shield my backside from any further scrutiny, I’d exchanged the Fermi suit for a set of surgical scrubs Donna pulled out of one of the Medical supply closets — despite her admonitions to the contrary, she’d given me a hand (or two) in accomplishing the exchange.  I was still barefoot, but the floors in the complex had proven to be warm enough that I didn’t mind.

“How long have you been here?” I asked Beth.

“A little over a month.”
“Al said something about — someone in Washington sent you here to get him out?”
She nodded.  “Admiral Bell.  Do you know him?”
“I’ve met him.  He’s one of the people Al likes to call `nozzles.’“
That made Beth blow out a soft chuff of air that might have been a laugh under other circumstances.  It could have been that she’d heard him invoke that particular epithet during the short time she’d been at the Project; but more likely, he’d been using it for a lot of years, going back to when “Bingo” Calavicci had been married to a young Navy nurse.

“He found out that Al and I were married a long time ago,” Beth went on.  “A few days later I was sent orders to report here.”
“To get Al out.”
“Yes.”
“I’m not sure I understand.  Out...?”
Rather than reply, she spent a minute gazing down at Al.  There was something infinitely sad in her expression.  As if she’d forgotten I was there, she hitched her chair a little closer to his bed and gently brushed his cheek with the back of her hand.  “He barricaded himself in here,” she said finally.  “The Committee cut the Project’s funding when they found out you were lost.  Even the ones who believed you were really Leaping, and not just hiding somewhere...they told Al he had two weeks to find you, either here at the Project or wherever you were in the past.  When he couldn’t do that, they cut off the funding.  They terminated everyone on staff and reassigned all the military personnel.  But Al wouldn’t leave.  He said he wasn’t going to abandon you, no matter who told him to.  Some of the staff decided to stay with him.  He’s been working twenty‑four hours a day trying to find you.”
“With no funding?  How did he run the equipment?  Ziggy uses up enough electricity to run a small town.”
“He talked them into giving him very limited power to keep some of the lights and the air conditioning on and the computer going.  Heaven knows how.  Even that’s supposed to expire in a couple of days.”
“And you couldn’t get him to take care of himself.”
“We tried.  All of us tried.”
Al squirmed around a little, grunted something that almost managed to be words.  I watched him closely, but he didn’t try to change position.  When he slid into REM sleep I let myself begin to relax.  Physically, at least.  I left him, I thought.  I left him here to run all this.  And look what he did.
“It was you, wasn’t it?” Beth asked me abruptly.

“What?”
“All those years ago.”  She shuddered.  “The weekend that that boy died...God, I don’t even remember his name now.  The weekend I met Dirk.  I was sitting alone in the living room and listening to music.  I got up and danced.  As if Al were there.  I turned around...and there was a man looking at me.  He told me Al was alive and was going to come home.  But...”  Her voice trembled, and tears filled her eyes, the way they had when I’d stood in her living room.  For me, that had only been a couple of weeks ago.  For her, it had been three decades.  “He was gone so quickly,” she whispered.  “I fell asleep on the sofa.  When I woke up, it seemed like a dream.  That’s what I thought it was.  Just a dream.”
I wanted to avoid answering the question, but there was no way I could do that.  Not given the way she was looking at me.  “Yes,” I said quietly.  “It was me.”
“You told me to wait for him.”
“But...you didn’t.”
“No.  I thought it was a dream.  After I got up in the morning, Dirk came to see me.  He...he was so sweet to me.  So was Jake, that one weekend.  But after that night...Jake never came back.  I didn’t really know why.  I called him once, at the station.  He...said he didn’t know me.”
“I’m sorry, Beth.  I should have...”
“You were Jake, too, weren’t you?  That weekend.  You Leaped into Jake.”
“Yes,” I said reluctantly.

That swayed her for a second.  Then she recovered herself and forced herself to smile.  “It’s not easy to understand,” she told me softly.  “Back then...I really thought it was a dream.  But I saw your picture.  A few years ago.  When you won the Nobel Prize.  I was in the supermarket, and they had the Time magazines in a rack by the checkout.  Those people...I bumped into the woman behind me and made her drop something.  A jar of something.  There was broken glass...and I knew it was you.  You came, and tried to tell me.  But I thought it was a dream.”
She was so utterly miserable that I circled the bed to go to her, lifted her up out of her chair, put my arms around her and held her close.  She buried her face in my shoulder, the way she had years ago, during the night she’d thought I was Jake and I had comforted her after her young patient’s death.  She shuddered hard a couple of times, but she didn’t cry.  After a minute she drew back, pulled in a deep breath, and said steadily, “I’m sorry.”
“It’s all right, Beth.”
“I should have listened to you.  I should have waited for him to come back.  I was lonely...but it was so little compared to what he went through.  Our...”  She hesitated, then went on.  “Our marriage wasn’t very good, when he left for Vietnam the second time.  But I should have waited for him.  I should have been fair to him, and waited till he came home.  I shouldn’t have just... walked out, and let him come home to nothing.”
“You had a right to go on with your life.”
“I didn’t know.  I didn’t know when he’d come home.  If he’d come home.”
“No.  You didn’t.”
“I had to...do something.  I had to go on.”
“I know,” I told her quietly.  “And I think he’s always known it too.”
“He was so restless then,” she sighed.  “When we were married.  He’d lived in so many places, with so many different people.  I wasn’t sure he could be content with just one.  And he kept looking.  When we were out together, he pretended to have eyes only for me.  But it was never in him to narrow his focus like that.  I don’t think he was ever unfaithful to me.  But he never missed a chance to smile.  To flirt.”
“He still doesn’t.”
If that statement bothered her, she didn’t show it.  “I was jealous at first,” she continued.  “He was my boyfriend.  My husband.  But he had women fussing over him everywhere he went.  Beautiful women.  Waitresses.  Sales clerks.  The ticket girl at the movie theater.  His buddies’ girlfriends.  He always had a smile for them, and a line.  Always.  The only thing that made that all right was knowing that he loved me.”
“And you loved him.”
“Yes.”
“He never stopped loving you, Beth.”
Her head dipped a little.  She had to dab at her eyes with the ends of her fingers a couple of times before she answered me.  “Verbena told me.  I was cruel to him sometimes.  No,” she corrected herself, “not cruel.  Childish, I think.  When the flirting got to be too much.  Or when he didn’t seem to understand that I wanted him to be home instead of going off for a week here, a month there.  He was almost never home.  So I did things...I’m not very proud of that.  Stupid things.  I broke his favorite mug.  Gave away a book he liked.  Arranged to be at a friend’s house at the time he told me he’d be getting home in the afternoon.  I guess I thought it was like playing his game right along with him.  If he could be inconsiderate, so could I.  But I knew it wouldn’t make him leave me.  I knew he’d keep coming back.  I knew he’d always come back.  I took that for granted.  Then when he didn’t come back...I made the Navy give me a paper saying he was dead.”
“Did you really believe...?”
Beth’s face stiffened.  “No.  Not honestly.  I had the paper, so it was all right to tell other people that was what I believed.  But I...he always came back.  I knew he’d come back again.  I just couldn’t play that game any longer.  I wanted somebody who was always there.  So I got my paper, and I married Dirk.”  She paused.  “Dirk only left me once.  Last spring.  He’s not coming back.”
“So you’ve come back to Al.”
“Not for the reason you think.  Not because I was alone again, after all these years.  The Navy sent me here.  I was under orders.  I tried arguing with the Admiral, but it didn’t work.  But once I got here...he’s the same Al.  There’s so much that’s good in him.  I still love him.”
“I believe you.”
“I don’t know if I can compete, though.”
I ventured, “With the other women?”
“No.  With you.”
She was so earnest that I thought she’d misinterpreted my relationship with her ex‑husband.  It wouldn’t have been the first time someone had done that.  We’d shared a lot of hotel rooms.  Had a lot of meals in public places.  Gone for a lot of walks where people could see us, talking quietly so we couldn’t be overheard.  What we were talking about was the Project, but no stranger would have guessed that.  An ex‑squadron mate of Al’s even grinned at us once, during one of those interminable Washington fundraisers, and used the word “friend” in a tone that had a sly wink in it.  I’d laughed about that afterwards.  Al had been absolutely livid.  “Al and I aren’t...” I began.

“Oh, Lord, no.  I know that.  I mean...”
“What?”
“I’ve watched him, this last month.  Listened to him.  I overheard him talking to himself one night when he thought no one was around.  I think he was pretending you were there and could hear him.  I hope you can understand how much you mean to him, Dr. Beckett.  He never had a brother.  Or a son.  He only barely knew his father.  You’re all those things to him.  And more.  You’re the most important thing in his life.  He’s never had a friend he was this close to.  Even Chip was just his flying buddy, really.  That’s what I can’t compete with.  His relationship with you.  I think the best I could do is come in second.”
“He needs that, too, Beth.  He needs more than just me.”
“I know.  But...”
“He’s always loved you, Beth.”
She nodded slowly.  “I won’t leave him.  Certainly not now, while he’s like this.”
Smiling again, I took a step back from her and wiped a tear away from her cheek with the flat of my thumb.  I’d done the same thing that night in San Diego.  “I think you should, for now,” I said.  “You should get some sleep.  It’s the middle of the night and you’re exhausted.  Go on, get some rest.  He’ll still be here in the morning.”
She nodded and began to move toward the door.  She’d almost reached it when she stopped and turned to look at him once more.  “He makes it so hard.”
“I know.”
“Good night, Dr. Beckett.”
“Call me Sam,” I said.

I turned out the lights after she’d left, except for one dim one that was meant to allow the nurses who normally worked here to monitor their patients periodically during the night.  It would allow me to do the same thing.  As I crawled in under the covers of the vacant bed, I began to listen to the quiet rasp of Al’s breathing.  I would have felt a lot better if I’d been able to take him to a regular hospital, but knew he’d never allow that.  Not without a draining round of kicking and screaming, anyway.  The only time he’d allowed me to deposit him in a real hospital was the night he’d fallen out of bed in Atlantic City, and that was without a doubt only because he was partially paralyzed.

So it’d be up to me sometime tomorrow to give him as much of a physical as he’d sit still for, to determine the extent of the damage he’d inflicted on himself.  I could enlist Beth’s help, of course, but I wasn’t sure whether that would make the situation better or worse.

She was an admiral!  Admiral Simon.

And she thought the time I’d spent in her living room had been a dream.

“I tried, Al,” I said softly into the darkness.  “I thought it would change your life for the better.  I thought it would give you what you wanted.  But wherever I was...that other place...it just wasn’t you, Al.  You had Beth, and four daughters, but you — the other you — said you weren’t happy.  That’s what I wanted.  I wanted you to be happy.  Even if it was without me.  But see... you and I still found each other.  We were still friends.  Sort of.  I didn’t know him.  The other Al.  He just wasn’t you.”
Nothing answered me but his soft snore.

“But this is you,” I went on.  “I’m sure it is.  You’re the same.  And I’m at the Project.  Gushie is here, and Verbena, and Donna.  Donna is here.  Things are a mess, but I think I’m home this time.  I remember!  I remember everything, Al.  It’s all coming back.  I have a baby I didn’t know about, but that’s okay.  I always wanted children.  There was just never any time to have them.  But now I’ve got one, and...and...”
I’d started talking with a lump in my throat.  By this point it felt as big as my fist.

“I told you I couldn’t do it on my own,” I said in a small voice.  “And I couldn’t.  When I tried to do it on my own, I did it wrong.  I really do need your help.  Help me make it right here.  For Donna, and my baby.  And you and Beth.  This is where I want to be.  I need you to help me make it right.”
* * *

The voices woke me up.

Even at the fringe of consciousness, I could identify one of them as Al’s.  Sounding the same as it had for days: hushed, but terse.  Worried.  The other voice was a lot harder to put a name to.  I let myself float for a while, moving closer to the surface but not quite reaching it.  Then I heard the other voice say “nurse.”
That seemed reasonable.  A nurse.  There’d been a whole parade of them coming in and out of my room.

My room...?

I shifted a little, testing the feel of the bed underneath me.  Yes: same uncomfortable mattress, pillow that didn’t give under my head, sheets with an unpleasant institutional smell.  Hospital bed.  I was in my room at the hospital.

A moment later I was lying on the floor with all the breath knocked out of me and a singing pain in my left elbow from whacking it against the bedframe on the way down.  My eyes were squeezed shut.  I heard a scramble of footsteps, the rustle of bedcovers, the nurse’s voice saying “Al, no.”
Then Al’s voice.  “Sam?  What’s the matter?  Sam?”
He crouched down beside me — I could tell by the rustle and the warmth of him close to me.  And the smell.  The smell made me open my eyes.  Instead of the summer‑weight pants and polo shirt I expected to see, he was wearing a hospital gown.  He smelled like the squirrel that had died under our front porch in Indiana the summer I was nine.

“Al?” I said.

Beth crouched beside me, too, took hold of my arms and carefully levered me up so that I was sitting with my back resting against the bedframe.  Both she and Al were clearly startled by the cry I’d let out and my sudden flop out of bed.  I thought Al was startled to the point of being frantic until I realized that the too‑bright look in his eyes came from pain.

“You okay?” he asked me.  “What happened?”
I muttered, “I had a nightmare.”
“Here,” Beth said.  “Let me help you up.”
“No, I can do it.”  She backed off reluctantly as I crawled to my feet, then settled for helping Al to his.  Neither one of them took their eyes off me.  I smiled at them, but that did almost nothing to reassure them.  “I’m sorry.  I woke up, and I wasn’t sure where I was.  I...didn’t mean to overreact like that.  I’m all right now.”
Beth asked, “Do you want me to find your wife?”
“No.  Just give me a minute.”
I sat on the edge of the bed I’d spent the last few hours in and watched Beth try to minister to Al.  His fussing and her quiet but firm attempts to get him to obey her were what I’d heard while I was drifting out of sleep.  She was wide awake, and seemed to have been for some time.  Her nightclothes were gone now, replaced by a clean, neatly pressed pair of pants and a blouse, and she’d pulled her hair back into a gold clasp.  Al, on the other hand, looked worse than he had when I’d put him to bed.  The pain from his hands had pulled a lot of sharp lines into his face.

“Al,” I said loudly enough to get his attention.  “Get back in bed.”
“I’ve got too much...”
I’m not sure if I expected him to back down physically when I stalked over to him, but he didn’t; though he did at least peer at me cautiously as if he thought I was going to hit him.  Certainly he had no real reason to think so.  I’d never laid a hand on him in anger.  But somebody had.  Somebody that his subconscious remembered all too well.  When his hand slid up between us I realized that he was no longer connected to the glucose drip.  Annoyed, I picked up the end of the tube from where it was trailing against the floor and showed it to him.

“I hooked this up for a reason,” I told him.

“He pulled it out before I came in,” Beth put in.  “He’s the world’s worst patient.”
“Tell me about it,” I groaned.

The wary look had faded off his face and he was doing his best to appear royally insulted.  That didn’t quite work, though, because of the shine in his eyes.  He was in so much pain that even a gentle touch to his hands would have sent him flying through the ceiling.

“Get back in bed,” I ordered.  “I’m gonna get you something for the pain.”
“No drugs, Sam.”
“Don’t argue with me.”
“I don’t want any drugs, Sam.”
“You going to tell me pain helps you focus?”
“No.  I just don’t want...”
Beth had stood off to one side during this exchange, deferring to me, I supposed, both as a doctor and as Al’s friend.  Maybe she figured that I stood half a chance of having Al listen to me because of those criteria.  Really, the only thing I had going for me in the battle against the legendary Calavicci stubbornness was the fact that I was bigger than he was, and that the pain had made hamburger out of his reflexes.

“Watch him for a minute, would you?” I asked her.  “If he tries to get up again, tackle him.”
When I returned from the drug cabinet I had her check the bottle the medication was in and the dosage I pulled into the syringe.  She nodded her agreement with both.  Then I handed the syringe to her, figuring the chance to stick a needle in Al’s butt would allow her some revenge for all the lip he’d been giving her when I woke up.  He complained some more while she was swabbing the injection site with alcohol; when she inserted the needle he groaned as vehemently as if she’d stabbed him with a harpoon.

The medication had already started to take effect when he squinted up at me and grunted, “I told you I didn’t want any drugs.”
“Yeah,” I replied.  “I heard you.”
“There’s too damned much to do, Sam.”
“Then I’ll find somebody to do it.”
“Supervise,” he said abruptly.  Whether that meant he wanted to supervise, or was telling me to do it, or some third choice, I had no idea.  Beth and I stood and watched him as the medication kicked in in earnest.  Al began to grin crookedly and muttered, “Ohhhh boy.”
“Feel better?” I asked.

“No,” he replied.

Judging by the way his gaze began to drift, he was floating about three feet above the bed.  That was what I’d planned on: making him just dopey enough to stop arguing.  “I’m gonna put the I.V. back in,” I told him.  “If you pull it out again, I’m gonna knock you out till Christmas.”
“Hmmmppfff,” he said.

“Sam?”
I turned; Donna was standing in the doorway, looking pensively at Al.  I joined her there, slid my arms around her and kissed her.  She returned my murmured “good morning,” then offered a greeting to Beth.

“Where’s Johnny?” I asked her.

“Playing with Verbena.  His second favorite babysitter.  I didn’t think I should bring him over here just yet.”
She looked, and smelled, wonderful: her hair was freshly washed and gathered into a ponytail, and she was dressed in shorts that showed off most of her legs.  I spent a long time looking down there, admiring the view.  “Those aren’t Bob’s, are they?” I asked, pointing at the shorts.

She shook her head, which made the ponytail bounce against her neck.  “No.  I got up early this morning and went home.  I looked in on you, but you were still sound asleep.  I had to get some things for Johnny, and give him his breakfast.  There’s nothing here in the complex he can eat.”
“No pureed green stuff in little jars, you mean?”
Laughing softly, she replied, “No.  None of that.  Oh...I brought you back some clothes.  They’re in Bob’s room.”
“Thanks.”
She looked past me then, in the direction of Al’s bed, and her expression turned somber.  “How’s Al doing?”
“He’s pretty stoned, right now.”
Beth nodded in confirmation of that and inclined her head toward Al.  His hands were resting lightly on his chest and he had begun to quietly hum something that sounded like “White Christmas.”  When he noticed the two women watching him, he grinned broadly and started to sing aloud.  “White Christmas” faded out almost immediately and he switched to “Why Do Fools Fall in Love?”
“Painkillers?” Donna guessed.

“Not very strong,” I replied.

Donna snickered knowingly.  “They gave me something in the hospital after Johnny was born, because the episiotomy hurt so much.  I remember lying there watching an old rerun of ‘Magnum P.I.,’ and I started talking to Tom Selleck.  After about the third commercial break, he started to answer me.”
Apparently, Al had decided to perform a medley of songs with no particular theme.  He’d only gotten halfway through his last number when he faded that one out and picked up “Cherry, Cherry.”  Though I tried very hard not to, I started to laugh.  This was my Al — the Al who had never let his complete lack of musical ability stop him from singing in public whenever the mood struck him.  The mood had struck him this time at about three hundred miles an hour.

After a minute Donna started to laugh too.  “He’s going to draw every coyote between here and Montana,” she gasped.

“Whassofunny?” Al demanded.

“You are,” Beth told him.

“Ha,” he snorted.  “Youpeoplejuss...have no ’preciation for music.”  Then he sucked in a deep breath and began singing “The Lion Sleeps Tonight.”  When I walked over to his bed, he squinted at me as if he were considering interrupting the song to say something, but instead he just continued to sing.

“Al,” I said.  “I’m gonna go change my clothes.”
“Don’t ’spect me to help you,” he announced, then went on singing.

Leaving him in Beth’s very bemused care, I walked with Donna down the hall to Bob Calder’s room so that I could shower and get rid of my by now very wrinkled surgical scrubs.  She’d brought me a pair of jeans, a soft cotton shirt that was frayed at the collar and cuffs, clean underwear and socks, and my sneakers.  I was about to button the shirt when she stopped my hand and leaned in to kiss me the same way she had when I’d put the scrubs on during the night.  Last night Johnny had been watching us, so we’d made do just with kisses that made our audience giggle and clap his hands.  This time we were alone.

“You know,” she murmured in my ear, “I let you sleep with Al last night.  But tonight you’re all mine.”
“I can be all yours right now if you want.”
She glanced over at Bob’s bed, which was still rumpled from her and Johnny’s having slept in it.  “No,” she said.  “We need to make it right, Sam.  Wait till tonight.  I want you in our house, in our bed.  So I know I really have you home.”  When I gave her a mock frown, she went on, “And we do have a lot to do.  The Committee wants to kill the Project.  We need to sit down with what’s left of the staff, and decide where to go from here.”
“I could make a suggestion.”
“I’m sure you could.”  She kissed the end of my nose.  “Still have some of Al’s mesons and neurons floating around in there, Dr. Beckett?”
“Maybe.”
“I love you, Sam.”
“I love you too, baby.”
She clung to me for a minute, her hands clasped tightly together at the small of my back underneath my shirt.  “When I woke up this morning...it was so quiet here.  I knew it had all been real.  If it wasn’t, I’d still be in the house, in our bed.  But I was here.  So you had to be, too.”  She peered up at me.  “But I had to see.  I got out of bed and ran down the hall.  I looked in at you...”
“It’s all right.”
“I was so afraid you wouldn’t be there.”
“I’m here.”
“Promise you’ll stay with me all night, tonight?  I want you close to me.  I want to wake up with you.  Promise me?”
“I promise,” I told her.

We made a rapid tour of Control — which was still too full of chemical‑laden dust to be an acceptable environment for a baby — before we retrieved Johnny from Verbena’s office, where he was happily constructing abstract shapes from Lego blocks.  When I scooped him up into my arms, he greeted me with another of his dripping‑wet kisses and a squealed “hi!”, then snuggled in against my chest with two of his blocks clutched in his fist.

“What did you make?” I asked him.

“Key,” he chirped.

In answer to my frown, Donna explained after she kissed his cheek, “‘Key’ is his all‑purpose word.  It means ‘kitty,’ ‘Katie,’ ‘kitchen,’ ‘okay,’ ‘keep,’ and about sixteen other things.  And ‘key,’ of course.  I think it’s his version of ‘aloha.’“
I pointed to his construction.  “So which one is that?”
“No clue.”
Verbena got up from her cross‑legged position on the carpet and slid into the shoes she’d left nearby.  “I’ve been getting calls all morning,” she said.  “And visitors.  Everyone’s anxious to see you.  I suggested a staff meeting at two o’clock in the conference room.  I figured you’d be up by then.”
“Then” was about twenty minutes away.  That gave me just enough time to grab something to eat from the boxes of non‑perishable food Verbena showed me, stacked floor to ceiling in the office across the hall from hers.  When she, Donna and I — and Johnny — reached the conference room just before two, we found it already full.  The members of Quantum Leap’s staff who had remained at Al’s side occupied almost every chair around the long, narrow table in the center of the room.  The moment I appeared in the doorway, every one of them stood up and cheered, whistled and applauded.  Johnny joined in readily.  So did Verbena and my wife.  Then I had to turn Johnny over to Donna so that I could accept a round of hugs and thumps on the back.  It was more than a little embarrassing, and a lot like being in the reception line after my wedding.

Tina was the last one in line.  When I embraced her, she smiled at me sheepishly and murmured in her little‑girl voice, “Welcome back, Dr. Beckett.”
“Thanks, Tina.  Oh, and congratulations.”
“You aren’t angry with me?”
“Why would I be angry with you?”
“Because of Al.”
“That’s between you and Al.  If you and he have made your peace, then I don’t have any reason to be upset.  Especially if you and Gushie are happy.”
She beamed at me.  “We are.”  A glance across the room at Gushie told me that he concurred with that statement.  In clean clothes, with the chemical soot washed off his face and out of his hair, he was practically glowing.  “You know something?” Tina said softly.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“We’re going to have a baby.”
The idea of a child whose gene structure came from Gushie and Tina was startling enough to make me stop breathing for a moment.  I must have started to turn blue, because Donna grasped my elbow tightly and delivered a sharp pinch to the flesh just above it.  “That’s...ah...that’s wonderful, Tina,” I said.

“If it’s a boy,” she rambled on, “we’re going to name it after Gushie’s uncle Hoolie.”
“‘Hoolie’?” I echoed.

“That was just his nickname,” she corrected me.  “His real name was Reinhold.”
Without giving me a chance to respond to that — which was exceptional timing on her part — she tottered down the length of the room on her high heels to join her husband.  At the very least, I thought, pregnancy was going to force her to change her style of dress.  There was no room for a baby underneath the skintight, hot pink miniskirt she had on now.

“Reinhold Gushman?” I hissed at Donna.

“Now, Sam,” she chided me gently.

Counting the absent Al, and Beth, who had more or less been assigned here by Admiral David “The Nozzle” Bell, the staff of Quantum Leap had been reduced to eighteen people.  Other than Beth, I had hired every one of them and remembered them well.  They’d all been here for the ground‑breaking seven years ago.  They all shared my dreams.  As they sat around the long table watching me, they all looked quite a bit the worse for wear.  But they were still here.  Tired, and frustrated, and unpaid.  They were still here.

I settled into my chair with Johnny in my lap and Donna alongside me and listened to another sustained round of applause.  When it finally died down, I stroked Johnny’s hair for a minute to cover the fact that I didn’t know where to begin.

One of the technicians began for me.  “You did it,” he said.

“Yeah,” I replied.  “I guess I did.”
“And you came back.”
“Thanks to all of you.  Thanks to Admiral Calavicci.”  That drew some more applause.  “I want you to know,” I went on, “that I appreciate all the times you tried to execute the retrieval program.  So do all the people I threw up on every time you tried it.”  By the time their laughter had ended, I’d found a direction to go in.  “I want to apologize to all of you,” I told them.  “Five years ago, Admiral Calavicci and I had a meeting with some of the members of the Appropriations Committee.  They’d gotten tired of pumping money into the Project and having us tell them that we still weren’t ready to go on line.  They said we either had to show them some results or lose our funding.  Instead of...instead of coming to all of you to ask for help, to let us all decide together what we should do, I went down to Control in the middle of the night.  I set Ziggy up to run the firing sequence, and told her to reject any attempt by anyone at all to interrupt what I was doing.  Up until then, we’d all been a team.  That night I acted alone, without giving any thought to what that might mean to all of you.  I know it’s a little late, and that words don’t really mean much stacked up against deeds.  But I want to tell all of you that I’m sorry.  I owe you a great deal more than what you got.”
“You did what you thought you had to do,” Verbena offered.

“That’s the trouble,” I replied.  “I didn’t bother asking anyone if they agreed with me.  Because I knew no one would.  I did something stupid, all on my own.  And I turned my back on everyone who had...”
The technician who’d spoken up before made a noise to catch my attention.  His name was Peter — he had carrot‑red hair and looked about fourteen years old, though he was somewhere in his mid‑thirties.  That was partly why I’d hired him; the embarrassment of being looked on as a kid even when I knew what I was doing was still very fresh with me even after I’d passed forty.

“You had to prove to those guys that it worked,” he said firmly.  “You had prove somebody could Leap.  And you did!  We don’t blame you for that, sir.”
“Would you if it hadn’t worked?” I asked him.

“Sir?”
“If I’d been killed.”
He was silent for a few seconds, then shrugged.  “Well, yeah, in that case I guess we’d’ve been kind of P.O.ed.”  A few nervous chuckles erupted around the table.  Peter added hesitantly, “Besides, Doctor, if you’re looking for somebody to ‘kick your butt from here to Kalamazoo,’ I think the admiral’s got that gig locked up already.”
“He was angry?”
“Ummm...yeah.”  Peter took a long look around the table.  “I guess everybody here sorta knows.  We’ve all been here a long time.  He...uh...broke some stuff.   He...threw one of the heavy duty staplers through a computer monitor.  And he broke the big window up in the entry building.  He” — Peter grimaced — “threw a chair through it.”
That was my Al, too.  The Al who’d been destroying a vending machine with a hammer the night I first met him.  His temper hadn’t surfaced much after that night, other than through words, but it hadn’t left him.

“He’s got every right to kick my butt,” I said.

“Is he okay?” one of the other techs asked.  “He’s not here.  Is he all right?”
“He will be.”
“So what do we do now?”  That question came from Liz Ruehl, a researcher Al had had his eye on when we’d begun building the complex.  The two of them had disappeared in search of an empty room a few times — back then, the complex had a lot of empty rooms.  “The Committee wants to shut us down.  We’re all but shut down now.  You’re back — but does that mean we should quit?”
Part of me wanted very badly to say “yes” — to turn my back on the Project, take my family, and get as far away from Stallions Gate, New Mexico as possible.  In one sense or another, Quantum Leap had obsessed me for most of my life.  Then it had taken control of my life.  Sitting so close to the “experiment” that had kept me away from the people I loved terrified me.  But another part of me — probably the same part that had driven me into the Accelerator five years ago — insisted on remembering what I had intended Quantum Leap to do in the first place.

“I don’t know,” was all I could think of to say.

There was one source I hadn’t yet turned to for information: the one who knew as much about the Project and about my Leaps as anyone in this room.  The one who knew as much about any subject at all as anyone in this room.  The one who’d undoubtedly heard everything I’d said since I arrived back at the Project twelve hours ago.  With one arm tucked around Johnny’s waist, I extended my free hand and touched the multi‑colored panel set into the conference table.

“Hello, Ziggy,” I said.

After a pointed moment of silence, my computer purred back, “Good afternoon, Dr. Beckett.  Welcome back.”
Johnny, who had been contentedly — and intently — examining the two Lego blocks he’d brought with him from Verbena’s office,  jerked his head up suddenly and shrieked, “Ziggy!!”
“Hello, John,” Ziggy replied.

“Ziggy,” he told his mother.

“That’s right, sweetheart,” Donna said to the accompaniment of the giggles that went around the table.  To me, she explained quietly, “He likes to talk to Ziggy.  He’s been down in the Control Room a few times, and he hears her when she talks to me at the house.  She was the one who called me last night to tell me you were here.  I think he thinks she’s...”  She mouthed the rest: “A real person.”
Mouthing it didn’t accomplish much.  Another second of silence went by, then Ziggy pointed out in a vaguely insulted tone, “I’m as ‘real’ as anyone in this complex, Dr. Alessi.”
“Yes, Ziggy,” Donna replied with a sigh.  “I meant...”
“That I am not human.”
“Yes.”
“For which I am profoundly grateful.”
Tipping his head back, and giving my chin a solid and painful smack in the process, Johnny grinned up at me and told me pointedly, “Ziggy.  Daddy.”
“Yes, I know,” I told him, rubbing gingerly at my chin.

“Pooter,” he said.

Then he returned his attention to his blocks and began crooning softly to them.  At first his version of lyrics was nothing more than a series of la‑la‑las.  Then he switched to something that sounded like “eeeem‑epp,” which he repeated several times, and I realized with some alarm that he was attempting to sing “The Lion Sleeps Tonight.”  I didn’t need to ask Donna, or anyone else, who my son’s first favorite babysitter was.

“Ziggy,” I said, trying to ignore the fact that half the people around the table were still grinning widely, “what’s the current status of the A.I.T.M.?”
“In shutdown,” she replied.  “Eighty‑nine point four percent of the primary and secondary circuits were overloaded by the retrieval program initiated by Admiral Calavicci at oh‑two‑eighteen this morning.  Thirty‑one point six percent were irreparably damaged.  The remaining fifty‑seven point eight percent can be repaired.”
“How much of the irreparably damaged part is in Control One?”
“Seventy‑seven point zero percent.”
I glanced around the table.  All the grins had faded.  “Ziggy, you know everyone who’s still on staff here.  Given the personnel we’ve still got, how long will it take to get everything back on line?”
“I believe that is a moot question, Dr. Beckett.”
“Why?”
“Because according to the latest information I have been given, Project Quantum Leap’s power supply is to be completely terminated at eight p.m. local time tomorrow.”
Donna nodded a confirmation.  Frowning, I asked Ziggy, “What if it’s not?”
“Why do you ask, Doctor?”
“Just humor me.”
“Very well,” Ziggy sighed.  “Given the ‘human‑power’ currently available, the Accelerated Intertemporal Transport Mechanism could be fully back on line within sixty days.”
“‘Could be’?”
“I am allowing for human error.”
No one laughed at that.  On the other hand, no one seemed to be insulted; we were all more than accustomed to Ziggy’s barely tolerant attitude toward human beings.  The only response Ziggy got to her barb was a long minute of absolute silence.

Finally, Gushie put in, “I’m afraid Ziggy’s right, Dr. Beckett.  According to the last communication we got from the Committee, which was, I believe, the day before yesterday, our power is going to be completely cut off tomorrow night.  That was what prompted the admiral into running this last retrieval attempt.  After eight o’clock tomorrow night, nobody’s going to be running anything here.  Anybody who stays here is going to be sitting in the dark with no air conditioning.”
“Is that what we want?” I asked him.

“Well...no, sir.  I don’t believe so.”  Gushie glanced around the table.  When his eyes landed on Tina, he got a beaming smile from his wife.  “Strictly speaking,” he went on, “most of us stayed here after the official shutdown of the Project to help Admiral Calavicci get you back.  That was our — I suppose you’d say ‘primary function’ these last few months.  You’re home now, safe and sound.  We could all walk away with no misgivings.  But speaking for myself personally, Dr. Beckett...I’ve devoted almost eight years of my life to this Project.  I don’t think I’m ready to walk away.”
Peter agreed, “Neither am I.”
A voice we hadn’t heard from yet spoke up from the end of the table.  “Neither am I.”
We all turned in that direction.  The young man who’d finally put his two cents in was David Allen.  I’d met him at M.I.T. a few months after I won the Nobel Prize.  He’d seen the article about me in Time magazine, and until I managed to talk him out of it, regarded my very existence as some sort of latter‑day miracle.  Time travel had been his lifelong dream, too, he explained to me, and although he was unquestionably a powerhouse at M.I.T., and certainly not for lack of trying, he’d come up with nothing to compare to my String Theory.  The fact that I not only had a plausible theory, but intended to put it into effect, made me the wagon he intended to hitch himself to.

Since David was not only brilliant and eager, but had an indefatigability that fell short of no one’s but Al’s, I readily accepted him as one of the first members of the Quantum Leap team.  It was our plan from the beginning that once the A.I.T.M. was on line, I would Leap first, with Al as my Observer, and if all went well, David would go second with me as the Observer.

Of course, I had shot that plan all to hell.

“I haven’t had my turn yet,” he pointed out.

“I know, David,” I said heavily.  “But I’m not sure I can let you risk...”
“There was always a risk, Sam.”
He locked eyes with me from the end of the table.  He was a good twenty feet from me, but he might as well have been sitting right next to me for all I noticed anything that was in between us.  David had a lot of the clown in him; he could take a drive to the Taco Bell in town and turn it into a twenty‑minute comedy routine with no more effort than it took him to tie his shoes.  But at other moments he had an intensity to him that was as intimidating as hell.

“We need to perfect the retrieval program before I can let you try anything,” I said.  With a small, wry smile, I added, “We need to come up with a retrieval program that won’t burn the place down.”
“Then let’s do it.”
“But we’ve still got the same problem,” Donna said.  “We’re being completely shut down tomorrow.”
“Shut down, not torn down,” David replied.

“Yeah,” Peter concurred.  “All they’re gonna do is lock the doors and turn off the lights.  It’ll take those bozos years to push through the paperwork to actually scrap the Project.  If they did it at all.  It’d cost ’em as much to tear down the complex as it did to build it.”
I shook my head.  “They wouldn’t tear it down.  They’d base another project here.”
“Which might also take years,” Gushie chipped in.

“Yes!” David said.  “And that gives us plenty of time to make them change their minds.  We can do it.”  He chuckled.  “The admiral can do it.  You should’ve seen him with those guys from the Committee, Sam.  The man is slick.  He is seriously slick.  They’d go out of here without a clue in the world what he said to them.”
“I believe it,” I responded.

“So, what’s the deal?  Do you want to keep going?  Or are you gonna dump us all out in the cold and go hole up somewhere and write a book?”
That one word killed the smile I’d intended to give David.  He flashed one at me and was puzzled when I didn’t return it.  Instead, I hugged Johnny closer to my chest and rested my cheek against his hair.  “No,” I said hoarsely.  “I don’t want to write a book.  I don’t ever intend to write a book.”
Donna, every bit as puzzled as David was, judging by the crease in her forehead, reached over and rested a hand on my arm.  “Sam?” she whispered.  “Are you all right?”
“Yeah.  I’m okay.”
“Maybe we should...adjourn for now.”
“No.  I’m all right.”
“Dr. Beckett?” Ziggy said through the omnidirectional speaker set into the table.

I muttered, “What is it?”
“If I might point out: the retrieval program as adapted and enhanced by Admiral Calavicci and Doctors Gushman, Allen and Michna has a ninety‑one point three percent probability of success when employed under the proper conditions.”  Without any prompting, she went on, “If the Leaper is not interfered with by any outside force.”
“And what if he or she is interfered with?”
“Then the possibility of success would decrease significantly.  However, Dr. Beckett, we must examine the specifics that we believe led to your being interfered with.”
“Ziggy...”
“I have heard a number of individuals employ the phrase ‘you were the right man for the job.’  It would appear that Admiral Calavicci was not ‘the right man for the job,’ since he was allowed to return here within a matter of hours after the energy surge caused him to Leap into the life of Tom Jarrett.  But if the next person to enter the Accelerator were chosen for his or her...”
I cut her off.  “We can discuss this later, Ziggy.  Nobody’s Leaping right now.”
“The A.I.T.M. is off line,” she reminded me.

“Not forever,” David said with a broad note of hope in his voice.

His enthusiasm, and his commitment, were seconded by everyone around the table.  That seemed remarkable to me, given what had gone on here during the last three months.  But maybe they honestly didn’t understand what I’d gone through.  Maybe their vantage point on the outside and their love of the science that had made Quantum Leap possible made the last five years seem like a grand adventure.  It had been a wild ride, to be sure.  I’d seen and done more in the last five years than in the forty‑two prior to them.  But it had also been an endless maze of places and people and situations that tore at my soul as much as they enlightened me.

“Do you know what you’re signing yourself up for?” I asked David.

“Yeah,” he said.  “I do.  And I’m still in.  Besides,” he added with a twinkle in his eye, “I can’t let you white guys do all the exciting stuff.”
When we left the conference room, David fell into step with Donna and me and playfully chucked Johnny under the chin a couple of times.  Johnny either knew David well, or was used to being the object of attention; when he knew he had David’s eye, he began earnestly displaying his blocks and chattered on about them in a language that didn’t even approach being English.

“He’s a great kid, Sam,” David told me.

I nodded and thanked him.  “Do you...have I missed anything in your life?” I asked.  “Is there someone...?”
“Not yet.  Got too much else to think about.”
Donna hiked a brow at him.  “What about Lily?” she chided.  “She seems to think she qualifies as `someone.’“
“Well...”
“Who’s Lily?” I asked.

“Someone,” Donna and David said together.

We had to wait a couple of minutes for the elevator; Gushie and Tina had already boarded the car to go back down to Level Ten with a couple of the technicians.  Since we hadn’t pushed the call button when it began its run back up, it bypassed us and went all the way to One.  By the time it finally came back to Eight, we were poised and ready to dash into the car so that we wouldn’t lose it again.  But our way into the car was completely blocked by the imposing form of Sergeant Douglas, the Marine guard who had carried Al up to Medical.  He was wearing a cold and disgusted expression that made him look even more like the Terminator.

“Dr. Beckett,” he barked.

My arms tightened around Johnny.  He was certainly in no danger from the big Marine, but I figured Douglas’s expression would startle him enough to make him cry.  He didn’t, but his small fingers held tightly onto my arm.  “What is it?” I asked.

“Phone, sir.”
“Who...”
“Senator Weitzman.”
People spit words out all the time.  Those two, however, not only had saliva flying along with them, but a lot of bile.

“He’s demanding to talk to the admiral, sir,” Douglas went on.  “Dr. Beeks told me to tell anyone who called that the admiral isn’t available.  But the senator says if the admiral’s not on the other end of the line in five minutes, he’s turning the power off now.”
“I’ll talk to him,” I groaned.

I went into my office by myself to take the call.  It took me a while to steel myself enough to actually pick up the receiver of the phone on my desk — my desk, with my paraphernalia still strewn all over it — and speak into it.

“Senator?  This is Sam Beckett.”
A long silence greeted me, then, finally, Weitzman’s nasal voice said, “Will wonders never cease.”
“Did you need something, Senator?”
“Yes.  I need to know what the hell is going on.  And where’s Calavicci?”
“He’s not available.”
“He’s drunk.”
“No.  He’s not.”
“Then put him on the phone.”
I could feel my blood pressure going up, turning my neck and the lower part of my face bright red.  My head felt like it was expanding under the pressure, like something out of an old Warner Brothers cartoon.  I forced myself to count to ten by tapping my fingertips one at a time against the closest solid surfaces: the phone receiver and the cover of a report that lay on my desk.  “Up until right now, Senator, you’ve always demanded that Admiral Calavicci let you talk to me.  Well, you’re talking to me.  Say whatever it is you need to say.”
“Where the hell have you been?” he snapped.

“It’s a long story.  I’ll be happy to tell it to you.  But not over the telephone.”
“I want you in Washington in the morning.”
“No.  I can’t do that.”
“Why not?” he demanded.

“Because I have things to take care of here.  If we’re being shut down tomorrow night, I have to make sure everything’s in order.  I can be in Washington in...”  I began tossing schedules around in my head.  “Two weeks,” I concluded.

“You’ll be here a lot sooner than two goddamn weeks, Beckett.”
“No, Senator,” I said.  “I won’t.”
Then I hung up on him.

“What did he say?” Donna asked when I rejoined her at the elevator.  David was standing beside her, playing pattycake with Johnny.  The look of concern in his eyes spoke volumes.

I didn’t reply immediately; my jaw was clenched so tight that the muscles in it had begun to ache.  “He wants me in Washington tomorrow morning to explain myself,” I told her after a minute.  “I told him I couldn’t do that.  There’s too much for me to do here.”
“Is the power going down?” David wanted to know.

“Probably.”
“And the admiral...?  How long till he can start dazzling them with his charm again?”
“I don’t know,” I said.

The object of David’s concern had almost concluded his musical interlude by the time Donna and I returned to Medical with Johnny.  Leaving Donna to settle Johnny down for a nap in Bob Calder’s room, I strolled down the hall to the faint strains of “I’m Leavin’ It All Up To You,” which seemed to be giving my partner unlimited opportunity to warble.  The sound sent cold chills down my spine, but not for the reason most music does.

I stopped in the doorway of Al’s room with my arms folded across my chest.  He was lying quietly in bed with his arms again propped on the pillow and blanket and the I.V. again securely connected; when I’d hooked it up before I left him, I’d threatened to attach it to his arm with duct tape, which earned me a sour look and a muttered, “Don’t need that thing, Sam.”
“You’re back,” he said crossly when he saw me standing in the doorway.

“I’m back.  And you’re in a bad mood again.”
“He never stopped,” Beth told me from her chair at his bedside.  “He’s been griping ever since you left.  In between songs,” she added.

“You had a staff meeting without me,” he grumbled.  “I could’ve come.  Nothing wrong with me.  I’ve never missed a staff meeting in seven years.  Hell, I called most of ’em.  What’d you do, talk about me the whole time?”
“As a matter of fact, we did,” I replied.

“Figures.”
“Among other things.”  I crossed the room and leaned over him to check the I.V. and the swelling in his hands.  Neither one had changed condition from a couple of hours ago.  “This is probably going to bring more abuse down on my head,” I told him, “but I want to examine you.  I need to know what kind of shape you’re in so I can figure out what to do with you.”
He ignored that idea and asked me instead, “What’d you do to your chin?”
“My chin?”
“It’s bruised,” Beth said.  “Did you have a collision with Johnny?”
Frowning, I fingered the sore spot on my chin.  “Yes.  How did you know?”
“I have three children,” she smiled.  “I was covered with bruises for the best part of ten years.  On my face, on my arms and legs.  They don’t realize how fast they’re moving.  I think my neighbors thought...”  She didn’t realize how fast she was moving, either, or in what direction, until Al scowled at her.  He knew exactly what her next words were going to be, and so did I: that the neighbors had thought Dirk had struck her.  Trying to cover her mistake, she smiled at me a little too enthusiastically and asked, “Did you want me to help you, Sam?  With the...um... examination?”
“No, that’s all right,” I told her.  “Why don’t you stretch your legs for a few minutes?  Or get something to eat.  I think Verbena and a couple of the techs are starting to put together what passes for dinner here.”
Al went right on scowling after Beth had disappeared.  Once she was gone, he turned the scowl on me.  “Goddammit, Sam,” he muttered.

“Let it go, Al.”
“How’m I supposed to do that?”
I set the handful of instruments I’d brought in with me down on his bedside table.  “I think this is gonna be easier if you sit up for a couple of minutes.  Can you sit up?”  He didn’t protest that; he was too busy being angry at the specter of Dirk Simon, so I moved the folded blanket out of the way and helped him sit up with his legs dangling over the side of the bed.  Then I retrieved one of my instruments, held his head still with one hand and peered into his left eye.  “Look past me, over at the wall,” I told him.  “Can you see clearly?”
“Sometimes.”
“Sometimes?”
“You shot me full of drugs,” he groused.  “I’m lucky I know my name.”
“I didn’t give you that much.  Does your head hurt?”
“Yeah.”
“Sharp pain?”
“No.  What difference does it make?”
When I’d finished with his eyes, I checked his ears and then his throat.  He took as much pleasure as a kindergartener in sticking his tongue out at me in response to my instructions.  “You know,” I said quietly as I checked the lymph nodes under his ears and in his armpits, “Beth really didn’t deserve that look you gave her.  You can’t expect her just to erase that part of her life.”
“She doesn’t have to talk to me about it,” he snapped.

“She wasn’t talking to you, she was talking to me.  The woman has children, Al.  I think you need to be realistic about that.  They’re important to her.  Besides...they’re probably nice kids.  Adults.  People.”
“And how would you know?”
“Because their mother is nice.”
I stopped there, but he shook his head fiercely.  “Go ahead.  Say it.  You think their father was a nice guy, too.  Thanks a lot, Sam.”
Actually, he’d pointed out the truth.  Well, almost.  During the whole time I was in San Diego, Al had referred to Dirk Simon as “the shyster” or “the ambulance chaser.”  Nothing more generous than that.  I understood the hurt behind his name‑calling, but there was no logic to it.  He never even set eyes on Dirk, never heard the guy talk.  Not that I was with Dirk all that much, but he didn’t strike me as being all that bad.  If he and I got along like oil and water, it was because I was reflecting Al’s feelings and not my own.  And certainly not Beth’s.  She and Dirk genuinely seemed to like each other, even after only a few hours.  And I saw nothing at all to indicate that he would ever hurt her.  At least not deliberately.

“He’s dead, Al,” I said.  “Let go of it.  If you want to rebuild your relationship with Beth, I don’t think you’re going to accomplish anything by carrying around this enormous grudge against Dirk.”
“Who said I want to rebuild anything?”
“Nobody, I don’t think.  But you implied it last night.”
“Did not.”
“Did too.”
“I don’t wanna talk about it.”
“Maybe not.  But you should think about it.  Beth still cares about you.”
“She’s wearing his ring.”
“Al...”
“I said I don’t want to talk about it!”
“Fine,” I sighed.  “Then we’ll talk about something else.”  I picked up my stethoscope, warmed it again in my palm — a habit I’d developed as an intern after I had my face slapped by an elderly woman with an aversion to cold pieces of metal — and leaned in to listen to Al’s heart.  “How come you didn’t tell me about Tina?  She said she’s pregnant.”
“Hmmppffff,” Al said.

“I think it’s nice,” I went on.  “`Barbie Has a Baby.’“
“Stop picking on Tina.”
“I’m not picking on her.  I don’t have a problem with Tina.  I hired her.”  He made another noise in his throat and I shifted my eyes to meet his.  I’d known him more than long enough to be sure that he wasn’t the least bit concerned with Tina.  He hadn’t been this outwardly angry in my company for something like ten years.  That made me begin to wonder if Beth’s presence here was honestly any good for either one of them.

“Yeah,” he said.  “You did.”
“She still cares about you.”
“Tina?  Tina doesn’t care about me,” he replied hotly.  “She’s in love with Gushie.  For however long that lasts.  She’s got an attention span about as long as the life of a mosquito.”
“Now who’s picking on Tina?” I asked.

“You brought it up.”
I leaned against the bed so that I could place the stethoscope against Al’s back.  “Yeah, I guess I did.  Take a deep breath and hold it.”
“Why don’t you leave me alone and go play with your kid?”
“My kid is taking a nap.  Take a deep breath, would you?”  After my third request, he gave in grudgingly, but the rage on his face didn’t even flicker.  “You know,” I said, “that’s...quite a shirt you bought him.”
The sight of Johnny sitting on Verbena’s carpet with his fat little fists full of blocks had almost blinded me.  Donna had dressed him in Oshkosh overalls and a neon purple shirt decorated with silver lame lightning bolts.  Unless the children’s fashion market had changed radically over the last five years so that neon was all that was available, I couldn’t fathom Donna choosing this particular shirt.  But I knew who would choose it.  Donna confirmed my guess with a smile and told me ruefully that it was Johnny’s favorite.

“You’re dressing my baby like a member of King Thunder,” I told Al.

“Babies like bright colors.”
It was bright, all right.  And, from the feel of it, not machine washable.  Rayon, maybe.  At least, I thought ruefully, it wasn’t silk.  “My dry cleaning bill is going to be eight thousand dollars.”
“I’ll pay it,” he barked.

“You’re absolutely right, you’ll pay it.  Deep breath, again, would you?”
“I’ve been taking care of your kid!”
“I know you have.  And I appreciate that.  I really do.  Now would you please cooperate with me, so we can finish this sometime this week?  Come on, Al.  Take a deep breath.”
In response to the narrow‑eyed, threatening look I gave him, he fell silent for a moment and followed my instructions.  His heart and lungs still sounded all right.  His heart rate was higher than it should have been, given that he was simply sitting on the side of his bed — but that wasn’t surprising, thanks to this verbal stress test he was putting himself (and me) through.

“Some kind of gratitude,” he mumbled.

“Yeah, well, nobody even bothered to tell me I had a baby to take care of.  I didn’t know he existed until last night.”
“You shoulda been here.”
“I know that, Al.”
“You shoulda been here!”
I let the stethoscope dangle from my hand and stared at him.  It might have been the pain talking, but he had hold of me like a terrier with a rag.  That rattled me badly.  The last time he’d been like this, he was drunk.  And, though I tried hard to resist it, his hammering had the same effect on me that it had all those years ago.  I had to fight back.  “You’re right.  I should have.  And if you hadn’t been so preoccupied with taking advantage of someone who thought you were her boyfriend and indulging yourself in her car, you wouldn’t have gotten yourself clobbered over the head by Clifford what’s‑his‑name, and I would have been here.”
He squinted at me.  “And you would’ve let me do the Leaping if I hadn’t gotten hit?  Whose fantasy is that?  You never would’ve let me do it.  The minute I got in there, you were jealous.”
“Jealous?” I shot back.  “Jealous?  Who was jealous?  You would never have been happy doing the Leaping.  You couldn’t have walked into any more ladies’ dressing rooms to stare at people’s `bazongas’!”
“And you wouldn’t have gotten to be a chimpanzee.”
“I never wanted to be a chimpanzee!”
“And all I ever did was look,” he snapped.  “There’s no harm in looking.”
“You leered.”
“That’s just an interpretation.”
“It’s the interpretation of anybody with any sense of other people’s dignity and privacy!” I countered.  I was beginning to wave the stethoscope at him, but I don’t think either one of us paid any attention to it.  “Nobody was safe from you.  You even drooled over Lisa!”
“Lisa who?”
“My Lisa!  You...”
“‘Your’ Lisa?  Hey, pal, you never made a move toward that girl.  All you two ever did was stare at your own shoes.  And what about my Lisa?  Talk about somebody thinking that somebody was their boyfriend!  She was supposed to be giving you a blood test!  What the hell kind of blood test was that?  Unless you wanna tell me she was a vampire, and she was trying to get the blood out of your tongue with her teeth??!”
“She thought I was Bingo!” I shouted.

“Not on the best day of your life!” he shouted back.

We both ran out of steam at the same moment.  We looked at each other at first, then he began to stare at the I.V. hookup just below the crease of his elbow while I studied my stethoscope.  Out of the corner of my eye I saw his left hand move.  I thought his intention was to pull the I.V. out again, but I was wrong.  His hand drifted toward my arm.  He stopped it a few inches away, not touching, the way he had so many times when he was with me only as a hologram.  He looked at his hand somberly, as if he didn’t dare push it the rest of the way, then shook his head hard and laid his hand on my forearm.

“Where were you?” he asked.

I shook my head.  “I’m not sure.  They told me it was home, but...it was a long way from home.”
That wasn’t much of an answer, but he accepted it.  His eyes returned to my face and he smiled, just barely, with a lot of chagrined innocence.  Then he looked down at himself and shrugged.  “Look like shit, don’t I?” he wanted to know.

“Well...yeah.”
“I...uh...”  He couldn’t get out anything more before his voice broke.  He spent a minute pointedly studying the wall alongside the door to the corridor, then said without looking at me, “I was gonna come back.  I was only gonna get Gushie...and David...and Frank...tell them they had to make the retrieval work.  I was gonna come back.  But Ziggy...”  His voice faded out again, into not much more than a whisper.  “Ziggy lost the damn lock.”
My voice wasn’t in much better shape than his was.  “It wasn’t your fault, Al.”
“They wanted to let you go.”
“It’s all right.”
“I was gonna come back,” he insisted.

“I believe you.”
That seemed to be enough for him.  Or maybe he simply found a way to convince himself not to break down.  Either way, he managed to straighten his shoulders a little and let me go back to what I’d been doing.  I was listening to his lungs again when we both became aware of an insistent howling coming from somewhere down the hall.  Since he was tethered to the I.V. rack, Al gestured toward the door, indicating that I should go investigate.

When I looked down the hall, Donna was coming out of Bob’s room with our shrieking child in her arms.  I met her halfway and took Johnny away from her, but being with me didn’t calm him a bit.

“What’s the matter?” I asked her, anxious to quiet him down not only for his own sake, but so the hair on the back of my neck could stop standing on end.  I tried to comfort him, rubbing his back and murmuring into his ear, but if anything that made him scream all the louder.

Donna grimaced.  “He heard you shouting.  He’s not used to people shouting.”
“I’m sorry.  How do I...”
“Unnnoooo OWWWWWW!” Johnny screeched into my ear.

Instinct made me jerk away from him.  Luckily, Donna’s instincts were just as strong, and she took him back into her arms a second before I thumped into the wall behind me.  With my hand cupped over my offended ear, I moaned softly.  For some reason that fascinated Johnny enough to make him cut off his screams.

“Daddy,” he murmured.

“You’ve made Daddy deaf,” I told him.

“Unnooo Owww,” he said again, snuffling and rubbing at his nose with his fist.

“What?”
Donna replied, “He wants Al.”
“Has he seen him lately?” I asked skeptically, thinking Al in his present condition would be about as appealing to a child as Ichabod Crane.

“A couple of days ago.”
“Well...I guess it’s all right then.”
I went back into Al’s room first, with Donna lingering in the hall until I gave her the go‑ahead.  Al frowned at me when I entered and asked, “Is he all right?  Sounded like somebody was dismembering him.”
“He’s okay.  He wants to see you.”
That not only made him smile, it washed away every trace of the bad temper he’d been in for the last several hours.  The change was remarkable, coming from a man who had told me repeatedly during the first few years we’d known each other that he didn’t like children, found them annoying at best, and saw no reason to have a relationship with one.  Pointing out to him that each time we visited my sister in Hawaii, he would spend entire afternoons holding court among her children out on the lanai didn’t change his expressed opinion an iota.

Of course, that had been a lot of years and a lot of Leaps ago.

When Donna brought Johnny into the room, he and Al broke into the same ridiculous grin.  “Unnle Al,” Johnny sang out, and began flailing his arms in the air in Al’s direction.  Because Al couldn’t hold him, Donna shifted him around so that his back was against her, leaving his arms free to deliver a hug.  He gave Al a big, smacking kiss that Al cheerfully returned (though with a lot less saliva), then squirmed and fussed so that Donna would turn him loose.

“No, sweetheart,” Donna told him.  “Uncle Al has boo‑boos.  See?  He can’t hold you.”
“He can sit on the bed,” Al replied.

“I don’t want him to hurt you.”
Al shook his head.  “It’s okay.  I’ll keep my hands out of the way.”
Still a little reluctant, Donna set Johnny down on the bed at Al’s side.  Johnny’s grin widened to the point where it seemed to encompass most of his face, and he leaned against Al with a cow‑eyed look of devotion that wasn’t a whole lot different from the one Al had bestowed on me the night before.  Whether he hadn’t actually inhaled deeply enough up to then, or whether the message had taken a while to reach the right spot in his brain, I’m not sure.  Either way, he slouched back away from Al, scrunched up his face, and announced fiercely, “Ucky.”
“What?” Al said.

“Baaaaad,” Johnny told him.

Al looked from Donna to me then back to Donna, who had clamped her hand over her mouth to keep from laughing out loud.  “What?” he demanded.  “What, `bad’?”
“He thinks you...made a mess,” Donna said with as much of a straight face as she could muster.

“What mess?  A mess where?”
“In...”
Understanding hit Al all of a sudden, and his eyes widened.  “Oh, for...thanks a lot, kid,” he said to Johnny.  “Geez Louise.  Everybody’s a critic.  First your old man throws my clothes in the trash, now you think I went in my drawers.  You Becketts just don’t show me any da...any mercy at all, do you?”  Again, he matched Johnny’s expression.  “You don’t come up with this ‘baaaaad’ stuff when you say hello to Gushie!” he fussed.  “Now, there’s somebody who smells ucky, kid.”
“You could use a bath, Al,” Donna said gently.

With one eyebrow hiked, he held up both hands, displaying his bandages.  “How do you figure I should wash?  By holding the washcloth in my toes?”  Donna’s eyes shifted toward me, but Al shook his head firmly.  “Don’t even think it,” he told her.  “I’d go run myself through the car wash first.  I can...”  He hitched himself forward a little, obviously intending to get up off the bed.  He only got one foot on the floor.  Then his expression changed and he said quietly, “Guess I can’t.”
Donna immediately scooped Johnny up off the bed.  “Time to go, honey.  Uncle Al needs his nap now.  Okay?”
“Key,” Johnny said.

He consented to giving Al one more kiss on the cheek — accompanied by a little nose‑wrinkling — then Donna carried him out.  I gave her a minute to get partway down the hall, then moved in closer to Al and asked, “You all right?”
“Think I need to lie down.”
Getting him back underneath the blanket took a couple of minutes because I didn’t dare move him quickly.  His face was green enough to tell me that would have been a bad idea.  As soon as he was horizontal again, he squeezed his eyes shut and rested his arms carefully on his belly.

“Al?” I said.  “You okay?”
“Yeah,” he whispered.

“Do you want some more medication?”
“No.”  He opened his eyes just long enough to figure out where I was, then closed them again.  “I think I better sleep for a while.  That’s all.  Sleep.”
He slept through the rest of the day without stirring.  I replaced the pillow and blanket at his sides so that he couldn’t roll over, but left his arms where he’d put them.  After an hour or so his face had turned more normal in color and his breathing was relaxed and even.

Verbena came up around seven o’clock to report that one of Weitzman’s aides had called; the senator had backed down from his blustered threats to Sergeant Douglas and to me and was allowing us until the originally designated cut‑off point of eight p.m. tomorrow to clear out of the complex.  The aide offered no real explanation for Weitzman’s change of heart, but murmured something about Diane McBride and her husband and a train ride to Niagara Falls, then laughed and offered the opinion that some people were sorely lacking in certain body parts, if Verbena caught his drift.  Verbena did, and so did I.  She retreated from Medical after a couple of minutes with assurances that she and what was left of the staff would have things cleaned up downstairs — both literally and figuratively — in plenty of time for us all to close the gates on Quantum Leap in 25 hours.  She seemed to have no more doubt than David did that once Al was back on his feet, we could get the gates open again.

At ten o’clock she came back, locked in step with Beth.  I was sitting in the guest chair alongside Al’s bed, flipping through one of the reports Al had put together in my absence and listening to him snore.

“Where’s Donna?” she asked pointedly.

“Bob’s room,” I replied.

“I see,” she said.

She gave me the same look I’d gotten from my mother the one and only time I had sneaked out behind the barn with my friend Sibby and a pack of my father’s cigarettes.  Since I hadn’t actually gotten as far as lighting one — though Sibby had — when she caught me, all I gave my mother was a stammered, “Huh?”  I gave Verbena the same thing.

“How long has he been asleep?” she asked, pointing at Al.

“Ummm...about six hours.”
“And how many times has he blinked?  Or twitched?  Or done anything at all?”
“None,” I said.

“Then would you please get yourself down to Bob’s room?”
Her vehemence confused me completely.  I’d already spoken to Donna about my spending another night in Al’s room.  She’d seen him deteriorate over the past three months, and had also seen how pale he’d turned when he tried getting up from bed.  If he’d swung his weight a couple of degrees further, he would have ended up face down on the floor.  That he’d gotten through the shouting match with me I was sure was simply due to stubbornness.  He might have had some stubbornness left over afterwards, but not nearly enough to get him out of bed.  So I planned to let him stay there till as close to eight p.m. tomorrow as possible, with me watching over him.  Donna had no argument with that.  She looked a little wistful when I told her I wanted to remain with Al, but nodded readily.  We had a dinner of sandwiches, lukewarm soft drinks and some quiet conversation together with Beth pulling swing shift in Al’s room.  Then we said good night and I returned to my post.  Beth hadn’t objected to being cut in on at that point, but now she was back, not saying anything but plainly intending to throw me out.

“I want to...” I began.

“Get,” Verbena said.

“...Keep an eye...”
“Out,” Verbena said.  “Before I get Douglas and have him haul you out.  Beth and I are going to take turns watching Al.  Between the two of us, we ought to be able to decide whether he’s blinked or not.”
“You’ll come get me if he...”
“Go!”
“Go on,” Beth concurred.

I looked over my shoulder half a dozen times on the way out.  Each time I was greeted by a steely look from Verbena and a shooing gesture from Beth.  Verbena was right, Al had been sleeping so soundly that we could have rolled his bed out into the parking lot without rousing him.  His vital signs were stable and close to normal.  There was no real reason for me to worry about him.  As she’d pointed out, Beth had been a nurse almost as long as I’d been alive; and Verbena, while not an M.D., had logged more than enough time in health care facilities to be able to tell in an instant whether a patient was in distress.

There was no real reason for me to worry about him.

But I kept looking over my shoulder all the way down the corridor.

Donna had already undressed and crawled into bed with Johnny.  She was still awake and had left the bedside lamp on, but he was blissfully asleep and nestled up against her with her thumb gripped in his fist.  When I slipped into the room and closed the door behind me, she looked at me first with surprise and then delight.  Though Bob Calder wasn’t married, and wasn’t (as Al had been) in the habit of bringing “company” back to his room to help see him through the night, he’d furnished the room with a double bed, claiming that he was more comfortable with extra space to spread out in while he slept.  Smiling, Donna slid her foot over under the blankets to make sure I noticed Bob’s extra space.

“You’re not staying with Al?” she asked softly.

“I was thrown out.”
“Well...remind me to thank the pitcher in the morning.”
I think she tried not to watch me too closely as I got out of my clothes and draped them over the back of a chair.  Before we’d said good night, she’d told me again that she wanted our first time together to be at home in our own bed, and she’d chosen her sleepwear accordingly.  She was wearing an oversized pink t‑shirt — not something I could remember having seen her in before, but she’d spent a lot of nights without me.  When I’d stripped down to my shorts she held up the blanket to let me slide into the vacant side of the bed.  That put Johnny in between us.

After I’d switched off the light, she eased over onto her side, reached over Johnny with her free hand and rested it on my cheek.

“I love you,” I told her.

“I love you too,” she whispered.

I took hold of her wrist and turned her hand around so I could kiss her palm.  I wanted badly to touch more than her hand.  She was entirely right about waiting, as she’d been during the first few months of our relationship.  But still — having our son acting as a human bundling board was a little...distracting.

“What about him?” she asked me abruptly.

“What?”
“Do you love him, Sam?”
I’d only known him for one day.  And I’d had no preparation at all for finding him here waiting for me.  It wouldn’t have been unreasonable of me to say no, I hadn’t had enough time to grow to love him.  I’d had a lot longer with Steffy and Tom, and had learned to like both of them a great deal.  But even though they were my children (or at least I was supposed to believe they were), by the time I left that place I still felt no more emotionally connected to them than I had to any of the other kids I’d “adopted” during my Leaps.

Johnny was entirely different.  Maybe it had something to do with the fact that I knew Donna was my wife, and remembered our life together.  And that I knew I was home.  And that, more than anything, I desperately wanted this gleeful, earnest little person to be mine.  But whatever the reason...

“Yes,” I told Donna.  “I do.”
“I’m glad.  I know it must have been a shock for you.  He was a surprise for me too.”
“My dad always told me ‘it only takes once,’” I said.  “I guess he was right.”
We lay there in silence for a while, listening to the soft rhythm of Johnny’s breathing.  He sounded like a puppy: he exhaled in little chuffs, punctuated with a lot of snuffling.  At first I wondered if he had some sort of respiratory problem, then, as I listened more closely, decided that he was actually doing a baby version of talking in his sleep.

“It was hard,” Donna murmured.  “After you were gone.  I told you I didn’t think I could bear it if you left me again.  I suppose I didn’t want to bear it.  I went home...I was angry, and hurt.  And alone.  Al came over that night to tell me you’d Leaped and everything was back to the way it had been before.  After he left I didn’t want to see anyone.  Verbena came over in the morning, but I wouldn’t let her in, so she sat out in the driveway for four hours waiting for me to change my mind.  I just...stayed there.  I didn’t want to go back to the Project.  Ever.  It was just me and the cat.”
“Ashley,” I said.

“Yes.  Ashley.  Me and Ashley and the television.  I cried.  Then I’d sit in front of the television.  Then I’d cry some more.  The...I guess the third day, or the fourth, when I woke up in the morning I felt like I’d been run over.  I thought it was because I’d been crying so much and I hadn’t eaten.  I spent half the day throwing up.”
“Nobody came to...”
“Oh, yes.  They did.  There was almost always somebody out in the driveway.  But I never let them in.”
“Why?”
“I wanted to be miserable by myself, I suppose.  I didn’t let anybody in till my period didn’t come and I thought I might be pregnant.  It was David out there that day.  He was sitting out in the driveway in a lawn chair, reading Omni.  I remember that.”  She paused.  I could hear the smile in her voice.  “I sent him back to the complex to get Verbena.  I didn’t tell him why.  I don’t know how she knew.  Maybe Ziggy gave her odds or something.  But when she showed up she was carrying a paper bag with five different kinds of those grocery store tests.  I did them all, and they all came out positive.”
“I’m sorry you had to go through it alone.”
“I was never alone.”
“What...somebody sat out in the driveway reading the whole nine months?”
“No.”  She laughed, but softly, so the sound wouldn’t wake Johnny.  “I went back to work.  I was at the complex most of the time.  They treated me like I was made out of bone china.  Wherever I went there was someone rolling a chair up behind me and telling me I should get off my feet.  Al was the worst.  My ankles never had a chance to swell with him around.”
“He took care of you.”
“Always.”  She paused again.  “And you.  You were always there.  I always felt close to you.  On Christmas...we were a little worried about the radiation, but Ziggy ran tests for an hour and said there wasn’t so much as a stray millirad floating around.  So Al took me into the Imaging Chamber.  It was Christmas Eve here.  I think it was sometime in June where you were.  You were asleep.  We opened the door outside, so you wouldn’t hear it.  Al held my hand so I could see you, and I told you about the baby.”
“I wish I’d heard you.”
“So do I.  But we couldn’t do that.  We had to let you do what needed to be done.  And I had Johnny.  He’s seen me through the last two years.  He got me through.”
I laced my fingers with hers so that we were holding hands against Johnny’s belly.  “Maybe we should have done something sooner.  We’ve been married for almost thirteen years.  We could have had a whole bunch of them.”
“There was never time,” she sighed.

“We could have made time.”
“No.  It’s...”  She stopped and made a small noise of dismay.  “This sounds like my grandmother.  I never thought I’d end up sounding like my grandmother.  But...a year ago was the right time, Sam.  God sent Johnny when I needed him the most.  As if...He was making up to me for keeping you away.”
“Then...is now the right time for me to be home?”
“Mmmmm.  He’s almost a year old.  He needs his daddy.  And I need his daddy.  The videotapes aren’t cutting it any more.”  She squeezed my hand hard.  When she spoke again, her voice was tight.  “I was so scared, Sam.  The last Leap...Al said you were there as yourself.  After that, there was no trace of you.  No one in the Waiting Room.  I thought we’d lost you.”
“I’m here now.”
“I didn’t want to lose you.”
“It’s all right.  You didn’t lose me.  I’m here.”
We slept like that, holding hands with the product of our love in between us, until Verbena roused us in the morning with a series of very tentative raps on Bob’s door.  Since her t‑shirt covered a lot more than my shorts did, Donna struggled out of bed and padded across the carpet to open the door.

“He blinked,” Verbena announced.

To my surprise, Al actually looked better than I did.  I took enough time to pull on the jeans and shirt I’d worn the day before (since that was still the only outfit I had available) but didn’t tuck in my shirttail or bother with my shoes.  My hair was uncombed, and I hadn’t showered, shaved or brushed my teeth.

Al, on the other hand, looked clean enough to squeak.  He’d been bathed and shaved, and his hair was washed and neatly combed.  His hospital gown had been replaced by a pair of black and white patterned pajamas.  Even the dressings on his burns were fresh.  The head of his bed had been raised, and he was carefully propped up on several pillows, being spoon‑fed some breakfast by the only woman I had ever seen him cry over.

“‘Bout time,” he said around a mouthful of what looked like oatmeal.

Beth rolled her eyes at him.  “Good morning, Sam.”
“Good morning.  How do you feel?” I asked Al.

“Fine,” he replied, still chewing.

“You’re clean.”
He glanced over at Beth, swallowed his mouthful, and opened his mouth for more.  “Yeah.”
“You held the washcloth in your toes?”
“Nope,” he said.

“You want to go home today?” I asked, leaning against the doorframe.  “Weitzman’s turning the lights off tonight at eight o’clock.”
“The putz,” he said.

“Al,” Beth groaned.

“What?” he countered, gulping down the spoonful of oatmeal she’d just slipped into his mouth.  “The guy’s a nozzle, Beth.  He’s had it in for me ever since he met me.  Have you ever met him?  He’s got a Lincoln fixation.  Wears stovepipe hats.  You know anybody in this century who wears stovepipe hats?”
She shrugged.  “Well, no.  But the century isn’t even five months old.”
“Then the last century.”
“No.  I suppose not.”
“Hasn’t got a sense of humor, either.  The jerk makes Honest Abe look like a laugh riot.”
“Either way...” I began.

“Yeah, I’ll go home,” Al sighed.  “For a while.  Gotta get some help cleaning the place up, though.  I haven’t been home since, geez, I don’t remember.  Valentine’s Day.  My apartment’s probably got more cobwebs in it than the Haunted Mansion.  And...ugh.  I think I left stuff in the refrigerator.  Gonna have to get myself a gas mask before I...”
I cut him off.  “I meant home to my house.”
“Your house?”
“Yes.  I talked to Donna last night.  We’ve got room.  And it’s clean.”
After another glance at Beth, he replied, “Nah.  That’s okay.  I’ll just call the woman who used to clean for me.  Anita.  She does a hell of a job.”  He caught the look Beth and I exchanged over that remark and snorted loudly.  “Cleaning,” he told us emphatically.  “She does a hell of a job cleaning.  If I call her in a little while, she’ll have the place spotless by eight o’clock.  Besides, kid, you just got home.  You got a family to be with.  You don’t want me in your house.”
“It’s a big house.”
“Come on, Sammy, don’t argue with me.”
“I’m not arguing with you.  I want you there with us, at least until you’re feeling better.  So does Donna.  And so does Johnny, now that you’ve had a bath.”
He lifted his left hand, apparently intending to run it through his hair, realized that wasn’t going to work and laid it back down on the blanket.  “See, Sam, the thing is...”
I already knew what the thing was.  It’d been very visible the moment I walked into his room.  Verbena might have taken a turn looking after Al during the night, but it had been Beth who’d done the caretaking after he’d awakened.  It’d been Beth who’d given him the bath and shaved him and combed his hair, and who was now feeding him with the kind of loving attention she must have given her children.  The fact that he was letting her dole oatmeal (one of the few foods he hated) into his mouth bore testimony to how badly he needed her beside him...in spite of who she’d been with for the last thirty years.

“There’s room,” I told him.

“I don’t wanna live with you, Beckett,” he replied.  “You’ll drive me nuts.  Bad enough I had to share hotel rooms with you on all those trips to Washington.”  He turned to Beth, licking a trail of oatmeal off his lower lip.  “You know what he does with the towels?  After he takes a shower?”
“No,” Beth grinned.  “What do you do with the towels, Sam?”
“I don’t do anything with the towels,” I sputtered.

“He puts ’em…” Al began.

“Al!”
He raised an eyebrow at me.  “I’ll come,” he said loftily.  “But I want my own bathroom.”
Once he’d finished his breakfast, he provided me with another surprise.  Deciding that preventing any affronts to his dignity ran a poor second to being able to participate in the last few hours of the Project he’d helped me build, he actually allowed himself to be seated in Medical’s one and only wheelchair so that I could bring him down to Control without worrying about his keeling over en route.  However, he did insist on being fully dressed in one of his loudest suits before I could roll the chair anywhere near him.

“The first person who says anything about me being pushed around is out on their butt,” he told me.

“We’re all going to be out on our butts anyway, Al,” I reminded him.  “At eight o’clock, when Weitzman shuts everything down.”  He scowled fiercely up at me and I gestured with both hands to placate him.  “All right, all right.  If anybody says anything about you being in the chair, I’ll have Douglas throw them out into the parking lot.”
“And this chair goes right out after them.”
Our very limited staff joined us in the Control Room, visibly anxious to find out firsthand how Al was doing after his stint in the infirmary.  He needn’t have been concerned about their reaction to his being confined to the wheelchair; other than having to look down in order to make eye contact with him, every one of them ignored the fact that he wasn’t standing.  After a few minutes of exchanged smiles and greetings and a couple of sincerely felt “glad you’re okay”s that he shrugged off, he took charge of the room.

“We’re going dark tonight,” he said somberly, with a long glance at me that I couldn’t interpret.  “I don’t know that we’ll ever get our funding restored.  Tonight might be the end of the Project.  If that’s true, none of us has any reason to regret it.  Everybody who’s worked here since we broke ground back in ’93 has done one hell of a job.  We took something that was only a theory in Sam’s head and made it real.  We conducted an experiment...”
I put in quietly, “That went a little ka‑ka...”
“That went a little ka‑ka,” he echoed.  “But it worked.  More or less.  Dr. Beckett has spent the last five years in the past.  That’s what he wanted to do.  Maybe not for that long,” he said wryly, “but he wanted to prove that a human being could travel backwards through his own lifetime.  Not only see the past, but become a part of it.  Live in it, all over again.”  He was silent for a minute, studying the faces around him, including mine.  “He achieved his dream.  Thanks to all of you who decided to stay here with me after Washington told us to quit, he’s home now.  He’s safe, and he’s back with us.  If this is the end of the Project, there’s nothing for us to regret.  I think every one of us has learned a thousand times more than we expected to.  If we have to move on now, we can.”
There were murmurs of agreement from everyone in the room, although they were issued with varying amounts of enthusiasm.  When the noise had died down, David’s voice took the place of Al’s.  “We need you to kick some butt for us in Washington, Admiral,” he said.

Al snickered softly.  “Never let it be said that if there was a butt that needed a foot planted in the middle of it, I didn’t offer to swing my leg.”
David’s only reply was a grin and a thumbs‑up.

We spent the entire afternoon making certain that everything in Ziggy’s active memory was duplicated and routed into protected storage: the logs of all my Leaps, including the audio/video footage of Al in the Imaging Chamber, Ziggy’s tracking records of my activities in the past, and the archival data on both the original and altered timelines; Al’s extensive post‑Leap reports; and the A/V tapes plus Verbena’s reports on everything that had taken place in the Waiting Room for the past five years.  As Al repeatedly pointed out, the Committee’s shutdown team would be downloading every bit of that information and shuttling it to Washington.  None of us was idealistic enough to think that the records would never be tampered with.  So we made copies, to be pulled out of our hats if that became necessary.

When all that was finished, the staff adjourned to finish packing up their personal belongings and shuttle the boxes and bags out to their cars.  Only David, Gushie, Al and I remained in the Control Room.

“I feel like I’m putting my dog to sleep,” I muttered.

“Hey, Sam,” David said gently.  “Ain’t a dog in the world that’s got this kind of ego.  I don’t figure Ziggy’s ever licked your hand, either.”
“I should hope not,” Ziggy complained.

The blue‑white orb that held Ziggy’s “consciousness” was almost completely undamaged.  All she’d suffered was a scorch mark or two.  Apparently, she’d “watched” the fire in the Control Room progress until her “brain” was endangered, then she’d triggered the extinguishers.  We could have chided her for being that neglectful, except that the fire, according to Gushie, had only lasted somewhere between five and ten seconds.  No human manning a switch could have operated any faster than Ziggy did.  In any event, Ziggy was unhurt.  And no less smug than ever.  As Al had instructed her, she’d thrown every bit of power in the storage banks into that last retrieval attempt — and then some.  She’d done what she’d been ordered to do.  Somehow, after three months of being completely unable to, she located me.  And she pulled me back home.

Now she had to follow one last order.

“Ziggy,” I said.

“Yes, Dr. Beckett?”
“At eight o’clock tonight, local time, our power supply is being cut off.”
She paused, as if she were thinking that over.  “According to the latest verified information I have been furnished, that is correct.”
“I’m going to send the staff outside between seven thirty and seven forty‑five.  The admiral and I are going to stay behind.  We’re going to take the elevator up from Control at seven fifty‑ five.  I want you to track us and shut everything down behind us.  At seven fifty‑nine I want you to execute Alpha Alpha Forty.  Understood?”
“Yes, Doctor.”
“Do I have any reason at all to believe that you won’t follow those instructions?”
“Are you asking me if I’m afraid to die?  Self‑preservation is a human instinct.”
“Every living thing has the instinct for self‑preservation, Ziggy.”
“I am not alive, Dr. Beckett.”
“You’re damn close.”
“‘Close’ only counts in horseshoes,” Ziggy replied.  “Your instructions have been noted.  I intend to follow them, unless you or Admiral Calavicci countermand them between now and seven fifty‑nine p.m. tonight.”
The four of us remained in the Control Room by ourselves for the next hour or so, Gushie, David and I sitting on castered chairs that the techs had vacuumed clean, along with the floor, sometime the day before.  All of us did some talking, not much of it having to do with the Project.  At around 7:15 the elevator chimed its arrival and the rest of my staff of eighteen returned to Control for what we all thought might be the last time.  Donna had Johnny in her arms; Verbena had brought along bottles of champagne and a sack of paper cups.  The cups were distributed quickly and champagne poured into each of them.

I expected Verbena to do the toasting, since she had brought the champagne, but she shook her head and handed that duty off to me.  It took me a minute to say anything — not because I couldn’t think of anything to say, but because the words didn’t want to come out.  Finally, I lifted my cup and watched the people around me lift theirs.

“To my friends,” I said softly.  “My family.  And my partner.  For believing in me.  For supporting me.  For waiting for me.  And for bringing me home.”
After we’d all drunk to that, I looked to Al.

He nodded once, slowly, then lifted his cup again.  “To Sam,” he said.  “For everything you put right.”  He paused, and a grin found its way across his face.  “Even if you did whine through most of it.”
Then, finally, David offered one.  “To Quantum Leap.”
At 7:58 the eighteen of us, together with Sergeant Douglas and four other Marines, were all out in the parking lot, huddled into jackets and sweaters (I was wearing one of Al’s) against the chilly night air of the desert.  Al and I had reached the lot about a minute before, with me huffing and grunting as I propelled his chair across the gravel and wondering why I hadn’t drafted Douglas into doing the propelling.  When we joined the others he hoisted himself up out of the chair and leaned against Verbena’s station wagon so that he could be eye to eye with the rest of us as we watched the lights go out.  Gushie, who had the most elaborate (and, he was quick to point out, accurate to a tenth of a second) wristwatch in the crowd, stood alongside Al and quietly counted down to 7:59.

“So long, Zig,” Al said when Gushie reached “zero.”  “It’s been real.”
Sixty seconds later the security lights blinked out.

“Well, I guess that’s it, isn’t it?” Verbena offered.  She hugged and kissed Donna, Johnny, Al and I, then slid quickly into the driver’s seat of her car and started the engine.  “I’ll see you in a few days,” she said through the open window as Al hobbled the few steps to Donna’s car.  Then, with bits of gravel flying in her wake, she was gone.  The last I saw of her was the hand she’d used to wave goodbye moving to her face to smear the tears out of her eyes.

The others didn’t linger much longer.  Gushie and Tina climbed into Gushie’s Volkswagen and soared out after Verbena, followed by eight or nine other cars and Peter’s Harley.  David was the last to go.  At ten after eight only the five Marines, Beth, Al, Donna (with Johnny sleeping on her shoulder) and I remained in the parking lot, visible to each other only because the moon was almost full.

“Well?” Al said to me.  “You goin’ home, or what?”
* * *

Even in the dark, I knew it was my house.

It wasn’t part of a cookie‑cutter suburban development at the end of a cul‑de‑sac; in fact, it wasn’t part of anything at all except the landscape.  It sat all by itself at the end of a three‑mile‑long access road, overlooking the soft roll of the desert and the arch of the sky.  Donna and I had had it built seven years ago, at the same time the Project complex was under construction, in a spot so isolated that running electrical and water lines out to it would have cost us a fortune — if they hadn’t already been there.  Our property, and the house that had once sat in the middle of it, had originally belonged to a man named Charles Evans Dodson, whose various bank accounts contained, as Al told me, “More money than he’ll ever figure out what the hell to do with.”  Dodson was an acquaintance of Al’s: once or twice a year they met, along with half a dozen other people, for a high stakes poker game in Vegas.

Al returned from a game in the spring of 1992 with a broad grin on his face and a folded sheet of paper in his hand.  With a complete lack of ceremony he stuck the paper into my hand, then wandered off to the kitchen of Donna’s and my apartment to get himself a snack.  “Happy anniversary,” he said over his shoulder.  “It’s a little early, but who’s counting.”
“What is it?” Donna asked me.

It was the deed to a piece of land.  A big piece of land, which had been signed over to Samuel John Beckett and Donna Alessi Beckett by Charles Evans Dodson on May 15, 1992.  Donna and I took turns staring at the paper, sitting side by side on our small sofa.  By the time Al came back from the kitchen, we had both turned a variety of unusual colors.  “You gotta go down and register that with the county clerk,” he announced, then stopped to frown at us.  “What’s the matter?”
“Al,” I squeaked.  “Where did this come from?”
“I won it,” he said, and plopped into a chair with his sandwich and bottle of beer.

“In a poker game?”
“Yeah.”
I held the paper out to him.  “But...why are our names on this deed?”
“What the hell am I gonna do with two hundred acres of land in the middle of the desert?”
“What are we going to do with it?” Donna asked in a small voice.

“Build your house,” Al said around a mouthful of sandwich.  “The one you’ve been yammering about since the Committee told us where the Project is gonna be.  There’s a house on it now — Dodson built it, I don’t know, twenty, twenty‑five years ago.  You can keep that one if you want to.  But I don’t think you’d want to.  I saw it.  The place is as ugly as sin.  Get yourselves an architect to design you something you like, then dynamite that mausoleum of Dodson’s.”
“But Al...”
“What?” he said impatiently.

I replied, “This is worth a lot of money.”
“Didn’t cost me a dime.  I told you, I won it.”  He munched on his sandwich for a minute, then went on, “And it sure isn’t pinching Dodson any to lose it.  The guy’s got enough dough to buy his own country.  And he hasn’t lived in that house in years.  Said it costs him a hundred grand a year to pay somebody to live out there and take care of the place for him.  He was glad to get rid of it.”
“He pays the caretaker a hundred thousand dollars a year?” Donna gasped.

“Yeah.  Has to.  It’s out in the middle of East Noplace.  Lousy for anybody else.  Perfect for you two.  You said you wanted something private, and it’s less than half an hour from the Project site.  That’s part of Dodson’s problem.  He’s surrounded by Government land.  Said that makes him `nervous.’“  He sat forward a little, peered at both of us, and knew immediately that he hadn’t convinced us to accept his gift.  “Geez Louise,” he groaned.  “You two are a tough sell.”
“This is a very...extravagant gift, Al,” Donna said quietly.

“So...what?  You feel guilty?  I told you, it didn’t cost me anything.”
“Yes, but you could sell it.”
“To who?”
I’d been thinking the deal over.  Al was right: Donna and I had been doing a lot of talking about a house.  Our first house.  We were both tired of apartments, and since the Project would likely be in the same place for at least several years, we had spent as much time as possible over the last few months investigating the homes available anywhere within an hour’s drive of the site the Government had chosen for Quantum Leap.  Nothing we’d seen so far had been very appealing.  But the paper Al had handed me was.  “To us,” I told him.

“And what’re you gonna pay for it with?” he snorted.  “It’ll take your whole budget to build the house and furnish it.”
“We can spread the payments out.”
“No deal.”
“Come on, Al.”
He shook his head and gestured at me with the beer bottle.  “Here’s the deal.  You build your house...but I’m your landlord.  You build under my specifications.”  He set his sandwich down on the plate he’d brought it in on and began ticking off items on his fingers as he spoke them.  “You build something that’s in harmony with the land.  No kidney‑shaped swimming pools.  No lawns.  No” — he shuddered — “gazebos.  And you have a room there for me.  In case I need one.”
We followed his instructions.  No pool, no lawn, no gazebo.  Just a sprawling, one‑level house under a red tile roof, with wide, airy rooms decorated in colors and fabrics that blended in with what nature had arranged outside.  Al’s room was in the southeast corner.

And after seven years, he needed one.

After Donna turned off the engine of her Suburban, she slipped her keys into my hand so that I could open the hatch in the back.  The techs had carefully packed the car with boxes marked with my name, Al’s, and Donna’s, and Beth’s two small suitcases.  I had tried arguing a case for bringing along the wheelchair, but there was simply no space left in the car for it.  When I mentioned going back for it in the morning, Al had given me a look that threatened to melt the gravel in the parking lot.

Beth quickly took her bags away from me, while Donna took charge of Johnny and the tote bag that contained two days’ worth of his paraphernalia.  That left me to take charge of Al.

“Don’t make a big deal outta this,” he told me.

He did his best to support most of his own weight as we walked to the front door, but when I stopped to unlock the door he had to lean against me.  Once we were inside the house he seemed intent on heading for the sofa in the living room, but I steered him into the hallway that led to the bedrooms.  Specifically, to the room in the southeast corner.

Al shook his head when he saw where I was aiming.  “That’s the kid’s room now, Sam.”
“It is?”
“Yeah.  What, did you think he sleeps out in the yard?”
“No.  I guess I...didn’t think about it at all.”
Donna moved ahead of us and flipped on the lights in the corner room and in the one next to it, which Al and I were now standing in front of.  When we’d moved in, back in ’93, she and I had set that room up as our library.  The nine cartons of books I’d had at Neeny Holloway’s house had grown over the years to something approaching forty, added to the twenty‑odd Donna contributed.  So I’d taken a cue from the late Arthur Holloway and had the carpenters line the middle bedroom with bookshelves that were very quickly filled.  When I’d last seen that room, the only furniture in it was a pair of comfortable chairs and a computer desk.  One of the chairs was still there, but the desk and the other chair had been replaced by the bed and nightstand that had been in Al’s room.

“Where’s the desk?” I asked.

“In the garage,” Al replied.

We were standing in the middle of the hallway like we’d taken root there.  With a small noise of dismay, Donna urged us on toward the corner bedroom.  “I need to put clean sheets on the bed,” she said.  “Why don’t you watch Johnny while Beth and I fix things up.”  I glanced at her and offered her a small, sheepish smile; what she actually meant was, “Why don’t you get out of my way?”
The shape of the corner bedroom hadn’t changed, of course, and its three wide windows were in the same place.  Everything else was different.  When I’d left, the room had been painted beige.  Now it was pale blue.  A white enameled crib stood where Al’s bed had been, with a small dresser and a changing table flanking it on either side.  On the opposite wall was a tiered series of shelves running from floor to ceiling, filled with children’s books, stuffed animals, and toy boats and airplanes of every possible description.  And in the corner, in front of two of the windows, was my mother’s big Colonial rocking chair.

I was still gaping at all that when Al planted himself in the rocking chair and held his arms out to accept Johnny from Donna.

“Are you sure?” she asked.  “Your hands...”
“They’re okay.”
“All right, then.”
Crouching down, she settled Johnny in Al’s lap.  Johnny nestled himself in, then opened one eye and murmured, “Beer.”
“Beer?” I said.

Donna shook her head.  “Bear.”  She moved back to her feet, plucked a well‑worn stuffed Fozzie Bear from Johnny’s crib and nudged it into his arms.  He grinned at it sleepily, hugged it against his chest and closed his eyes again.  “It’ll just be a few minutes,” she told Al.

“Take your time,” he replied.  “My curfew ain’t for another couple hours yet.”
As she moved toward the door, Donna stopped long enough to kiss me on the cheek.  I returned the kiss and turned to watch her leave.  Both of us saw Beth standing in the hall, just outside the door, with one hand resting on the doorframe.  Her eyes met mine first, then Donna’s, then she quickly turned away and walked toward the middle bedroom.  None of us would ever say a word about the expression that had been on her face as she watched Al gently begin to rock my small son.

“That was my mom’s chair,” I said to Al when the women had gone.

“Uh‑huh.  Used to be in Katie’s house.”
“I remember.”
“Katie and your mom shipped it over here when Donna redid the room.”  He snorted softly.  “Kate said she’s done having kids.  Said four’s enough.  And Linda’s got all that modern stuff in their house.”
I blinked at him.  “Linda...?”
“Tom’s wife.”
The breath went out of me so fast my head spun.  I had to lean against the crib for support, staring down at the floor and wavering back and forth until my vision cleared.  When I lifted my head again Al was watching me worriedly.

“Tom?” I whispered.  “Tom’s alive.”
“Sure he is.  We saved him.”
“We...”  I held onto the crib with one hand and wiped the other one across the bottom of my face.  “We saved him,” I echoed.  “He came home in ’71.  He married a girl from Oregon.  It was supposed to be outside.  The wedding.  But it rained, and we all had to squeeze into her parents’ living room.  I remember.  He…he lives in San Diego now.”
Al nodded.  “Yup.”
“What do I say to him, Al?”
“I dunno,” he shrugged.  “‘Hello’ is usually a good start.”
Asking my legs to go on supporting me began to seem a little unreasonable.  I felt like I was shaking hard enough to rattle the whole house.  Slowly, I sank down onto the floor and sat cross-legged with my back resting against the side of the crib.  “Tom’s alive,” I said.  “It really happened.  I went to Vietnam and we kept him from dying.  And I saw my dad again.”  I let my voice drop.  “I brought Donna back into my life.”
“Yeah.  You did.”
“It was all real, Al.”
“As real as it gets, kid.”  Al lowered his head a little and went on propelling the rocker by pushing off from the floor with his toes.  Dimly, I could remember my mother doing the same thing as she lulled Katie to sleep.  After a minute he began to hum softly, a tune that I identified a few bars along as “Inchworm.”
“That your all‑purpose lullaby?” I asked.

“Only one I know.  Sang it to Trudy when she’d cry because our folks were fighting.”
“And you sang it to Theresa.”
“Yeah.”  He was silent for a moment, and seemed to be looking at something that wasn’t in the room with us.  “I went to see her, you know.  Couple years ago.  She’s in Phoenix, working for one of the TV stations.  She’s one of the staff researchers.  She’s in her twenties now.  Pretty girl.  Sweet, and shy.”  He paused.  “She was doing research for a documentary on the space program.  Called me to ask if I could send her some pictures and press releases.  I took ’em to her so I could see her.”
I ventured, “Did she remember ‘Angel Al’?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Were you disappointed?”
“Some.  But I guess it was for the best.  There was no way I could tell her about the Project.  About me being able to appear in the past.  And the ‘angel’ thing...”  He smiled at me.  “Not a lot of people over the age of three would go along with that.”
I smiled back and pointed to Johnny.  “That gives you two more years with him.”
“Yeah.”  As if he knew he was being talked about, Johnny shifted around in Al’s arms.  Al turned the smile on him and very gently touched Johnny’s cheek with his bandaged fingers.  I’d seen him do a lot of things with that hand: grip a long parade of bottles and glasses.  And cigars.  Feed wire into a conduit.  Swing a ballpeen hammer against a vending machine.  Hold a woman close to him.  Key information into Ziggy’s handlink, and then thrash the link when it didn’t feed him the answers he wanted quickly enough to suit him.  Once, he’d balled up that hand and smashed it into my face.  But never, in the fourteen years I had known him, had I ever seen him touch anything or anyone with the infinite amount of love that was in the caress he delivered to Johnny’s cheek.  When Johnny’s eyes fluttered open he smiled again and said softly, “How about this, huh, kiddo?  Your daddy’s home.”
Johnny looked up at him puzzledly and disentangled a hand from his Fozzie Bear.  When the tears began to drip off Al’s chin they fell into Johnny’s palm.

“You okay?” I asked.

He swiped at his chin with his jacket sleeve, then nodded.  “Why don’t you go see if the girls need anything?  They could probably use your help with...something.”
“I don’t know if I can ever pay you back, Al.”
“You don’t owe me.”
“Yes I do.”
“No.”  He shook his head.  It took him a moment to go on speaking.  “You don’t owe me anything.  You paid me back already.  You came home.”
“But I said things to you...”
“Forgotten.”
“I told you...”
“The words don’t mean anything, Sam,” he replied.  “Not if you don’t let ’em.  You were kinda nasty a few times.  But you kinda had the weight of the world on your shoulders.  It’s not like...”  He heaved a long sigh.  Johnny was still watching him; he leaned over long enough to deliver a kiss to Johnny’s forehead.  “It’s not like we were on some five‑year vacation trip and you just decided to treat me like crap for no good reason.  You got a little short, that’s all.  You were tired and scared.  I never thought you meant any of it.”
“That’s no excuse,” I protested.

“Maybe not.  But it’s forgotten.  Okay?  You never said anything rotten to me.  Now go on.  See if the girls need you.  There’s a million boxes to bring in outta the car.”
All I brought in was what I thought we’d need during the night, which was one box of supplies I’d packed up in the infirmary.  The rest I figured would be safe in the car overnight, since no one in his right mind would drive all the way out here to rob us, even if they knew where the house was in the first place.  By the time I finished unloading my box, Donna had changed Johnny into fresh diapers and pajamas and had tucked him into his crib for the night with his Fozzie Bear.  She then pulled a hodgepodge of things out of the refrigerator for the rest of us to have for dinner, including some soup and applesauce that Al grudgingly allowed Beth to feed him.  In spite of the noise he’d made about his curfew, he crawled into bed well before ten o’clock and was asleep five minutes later.

“He’ll probably sleep through the night,” Beth told me.  “He did last night.  Does the baby?”
“Does the baby what?” I asked.

“Sleep through the night.”
“I...suppose so,” I said.  “He did last night.  Sort of.  He shifts around a lot.  Donna would know better than I do.  I’ve only spent one night with him.”  I began looking around, intending to route the question to Donna, but she’d disappeared.  “I don’t know where she...where’d she go?”
Beth caught me by the arm before I could leave the living room.  “Give her a few minutes.”
“Why?  Is something wrong?”
“No, nothing’s wrong.  Here, give me a hand with this.”  She seemed to be trying to hold back a smile.  The part of it that managed to creep through onto her face was very coy and mysterious.  As I puzzled over it, she picked up a sheet from the stack of linens at the end of the sofa, unfolded it partway and handed me an end.  I was distracted enough by Donna’s sudden absence that it took me a minute to understand that Beth intended to sleep on the sofa, and that Donna had given her the bedding so that she could make herself comfortable.  “I’m a light sleeper too,” she told me as she tucked the ends of the sheet in under the cushions.  “I’ll be able to watch over Al and Johnny.  You don’t need to worry about either one of them.”
“I’m not worried about them,” I said.  That wasn’t entirely the truth, though it was pretty much true at that moment.  I wasn’t sure at what point Donna had slipped away.  Was she upset over something?  She’d seemed all right while we were eating, offering a series of entertaining stories about Johnny so that none of us would have to focus on the fact that Al was being spoon‑fed by his ex‑wife.  But, now that I thought about it, she had looked at me strangely a couple of times.  Maybe what had gone on during the last couple of days had gotten to be too much for her.  “I have to find Donna,” I told Beth.  “I’m sorry...do you need anything?  You can...do you know where things are?  You can make yourself at home.  I’m sorry.  If Donna’s upset...”
“She’s not upset, Sam.”
“Then where did she go?”
Beth looked down at her watch.  “It’s been almost fifteen minutes.  She said to give her twenty, but I suppose you could go in now.”
“Go in where?”
Her eyes widened and she almost laughed at me.  “You have been away for a long time,” she told me as she broke into a grin.  “I’m fine, Sam.  If I need anything, I’ll poke around till I find it.”  When I didn’t move, she took me by the shoulders, turned me around and gave me a push in the direction of the master bedroom.  “Go,” she said.

The bedroom was darker than the Project parking lot had been, illuminated only by the shafts of moonlight that filtered in through the curtains.  I shut the door behind me as soon as I was past the threshold, thinking that maybe Donna had come in here to lie on the bed and cry and wouldn’t want to disturb anyone who was left outside.  But as my eyes began to adjust to the darkness I could see that our bed was unoccupied.

“Donna?” I said quietly.

She’d been standing in the bathroom.  She came out as I crossed the bedroom.

“Oh,” I said.

With any luck, I thought, Beth would never bother to mention to Al the completely baffled look that had just faded off my face.  If he’d been awake, he would have been delighted by this latest bit of proof that the imagination and intuition that had helped me create Quantum Leap had never once during my life surfaced at a moment that had anything whatsoever to do with sex.

Donna had gotten rid of her shorts, sneakers and t‑shirt and had replaced them with a long white satin and lace nightgown that floated around her legs as she walked toward me.  Her hair was brushed down loose around her shoulders.  When she reached the center of the room the moonlight put her in silhouette.  She was the most stunningly beautiful thing I had ever seen in my life.  I could think of nothing at all to say, so I simply stood and watched her.

She stopped moving arm’s length from me, reached down and took my left hand in her own.  “You left this here the night you went away.  I want you to have it back,” she whispered.  Then she slipped my wedding band back onto my finger.

I turned to look over at my dresser.  She was right: when I’d gotten back into my clothes that night after she’d fallen asleep, I’d left my ring, my wallet and the watch my father had given me for my high school graduation lying on the dresser top.  I couldn’t take them with me into the Accelerator, and didn’t want to leave them in the Control Room.  So they’d remained here with Donna.  The wallet, somehow, had turned up in my pants pocket at Al’s Place, the tavern in Cokeburg, but it was back on the dresser now, next to my watch.

“Forgive me,” I murmured.

“I do.”
“Are you sure?”
“More than sure.”  She took the step that brought her up close to me, slid her hand behind my neck and kissed me tenderly.  “Al told me once that I could make it through, no matter what happened.  He said he knew I was strong.  I suppose he was right.  I had Johnny.  I’m Johnny’s mother.  The mother of your child.  And I would always be your wife, no matter what happened.  You’d always be with me, in my heart.  But I couldn’t bear the thought that I might never be able to hold you again.  That was the worst of it.  I wanted so badly to be able to hold you.”
“You can hold me now.”
“I want to.”
As she moved into my arms I began to think of our wedding night and how much this night was like that one.  Donna and I had slept together for more than two years before we were married, but our wedding night was different from any of the nights that had come before it.  Something about the vows we had exchanged in front of our families and friends completely changed the feeling that surrounded our lovemaking.  Donna was no longer just my girlfriend, or my fiancée.  I’d stood up in front of all those people, and in front of God, and told her how much I loved her.  She was my wife, and I intended her to be that for eternity.  When I took her to bed with me that night, she was no longer just my lover.  I had accepted her as the part of my soul that had always been missing.

“I’m sorry,” I told her.  “I’m sorry I left you for so long.”
She shook her head and moved her hands to hold my head in between them.  “I left you a long time before that.  But you still...”  Her voice caught.  “You still loved me.”
“You left...?”
“Before.”
Before?  I was confused for a moment, then realized she was talking about the first time around.  The original history.  The one I’d changed.  “You weren’t supposed to know that.”
“I wasn’t supposed to know you loved me so much that you changed history for me?  So that I could be with my father again, whether or not it meant I’d end up with you?  How could you not want me to know that?”  She shook her head again.  “I remember that weekend.  I remember a man I’d always thought was a lecherous, disgusting old drunk coming into the Rathskeller and ordering a cheeseburger.  He took hold of my hand and told me to look into his eyes.  I looked, but I didn’t see the man I knew.  I saw someone who was looking at me with love, and sorrow, and hope.”
I asked her, “Did you know it wasn’t Gerry Bryant?”
“Part of me did.”
“But you never said anything to me.  About that weekend.  About the professor acting...not like the professor.  When we met, you and I, you never told me that someone had explained my String Theory to you years ago.”
“When we met, someone hadn’t.”
“But...”
She put a finger to my lips to keep me from going on.  “You were right: life is a loop.  But when you travel through the loop again, little things change.  You helped change them.  When you went into the Accelerator the first time, I wasn’t here.  Professor Bryant had never talked to me about time travel.  Your brother was dead.  So was Al’s girlfriend Lisa.  But everything is different now.  We can look back and see a different past.  We can look back now and know that time travel is possible.  Do you understand?  You know time travel is possible because you did it when you were sixteen years old.  And Al knows, because he did it when he was twenty‑three.  You both came here, to the Project, and you saw.  You...”
I filled in the rest for her.  “Traveled forward within my own lifetime.”
“But when you built Quantum Leap, that wasn’t true.”
“You’re giving me a headache, Dr. Alessi,” I told her with a small smile.

“I’m glad you came back for me.”
“So am I.”
“I don’t understand it now.  I don’t know how I could ever have left you.  You really did change things for both of us, you know.  When I remembered — when I understood what you’d done because you loved me — I had to wait for you to come back to me again.  There was no way I could do anything else.”
Then it was my turn to hush her, but I did it with my lips instead of my fingers.  “No more waiting,” I told her.

Coming home was a series of steps, it seems to me now.  Landing in the Accelerator was only the first one.

Making love to my wife was the last one.

The shirt she had given me on our first anniversary ended up in a heap on the carpet, followed by the rest of my clothes and her nightgown.  Then we were together in our bed with the cool drift of the sheet above us, our arms and legs twined together, kissing, caressing, exploring.  The feel and the taste and the smell of her were so infinitely familiar they thrilled me beyond anything I could imagine.  I remembered Tom telling me long ago that when it was right, I would know.  When I’d stood at the altar with this woman and held her hands in my own, I knew.  As I held her in my arms now and moved with her in a rhythm that was almost as old as time itself, I knew.

It was right, and I was home.

* * *

When I opened my eyes in the morning we were still nestled together, spoon fashion, my right arm tucked over hers and her hand clasped in mine.  I lay very still for a minute, not wanting to wake her, then changed my mind and pressed a kiss against her neck.  She made a small, muffled noise of pleasure, shifted around so that she was facing me, and said softly, “Good morning.”
“Good morning.”
She studied my face for a long while, reaching up with her index finger to trace a line around my mouth and my nose and my eyes.  When her finger drifted up to my forehead I knew what she was looking at.

“I have white hair,” I sighed.

“Just the one piece.  It’s not that much.  And I like it.  It’s...interesting.”
“It makes me look old.”
“Oh, Sam, no it doesn’t.”
“Yes it does.  And so do the crow’s feet.”
She laughed softly at me.  “Honey, you’ve always had lines around your eyes.”
“Lines, maybe.  Now I have gulleys.”
“Well...I don’t know if it’s worth worrying about.”  There was a lot of amusement in her eyes as she took her hand away from my face so that she could run her fingers through my chest hair.  “There’s no white hair or wrinkles here.”  Then she moved it a little further south.  “Or here.  And this still looks as good as it did when I married you.  Even better, I think.  And...hmmm... it’s awake.  But maybe you’re right.  Maybe you are getting a little old and creaky.  Maybe we should try to find out if everything still works.”
I gave her a mock frown.  “I thought I showed you that last night.”
“I think you should show me again.”
“Can we?”
“Of course we can.”
“I mean...”  I pointed past her shoulder at the clock on the bedside table.  “It’s after seven.  There are other people in the house.  They’ll be waking up, if they’re not already awake.  And doesn’t the baby need...?”
Donna turned my head toward hers so that she could kiss me.  “If I didn’t know you so well, I’d think you were trying to avoid me.  Your parents made love with ‘other people’ in the house, didn’t they?  No, wait.  I suppose you want to tell me that they made Katie while you and Tom were off at summer camp or something.  Oh, Sam.”  She laughed softly again, then rolled onto her back and fished something out of the drawer in the nightstand.  It was about the size of a TV remote control and had a tiny screen set into its upper half, above four rows of small buttons.  Frowning again, in earnest this time, I slid closer to her for a better look at the gadget as she pressed one of the buttons.  A second later the screen lit up with an aerial view of Johnny’s room.  He was lying on his back and had his left foot clamped in his right hand.  His left arm was curled around his Fozzie Bear.

“He’s awake,” I said.

“Hmmm.”  Donna touched another button and sound trilled out of the remote: Johnny, singing his version of Al’s “Classics of Rock and Roll” repertoire.  “He does this almost every morning.  Wakes up when the sun comes up and sings to his bear till I come in to get him.  Of course...if I sleep in too late, the singing gets louder.”
“So he’s all right?”
“He’s fine.”  Touching a different button shifted the view to Al’s room.  Al was apparently still sound asleep, or trying to be.  So was Beth, when we looked at the living room.  Once we’d seen that, Donna quickly turned the device off.  “I figure we’ve got half an hour,” she whispered as she stowed it back in the nightstand drawer.  “Want to play doctor, Doctor?”
“I suppose.”
“Sam,” Donna said softly.  “What’s the matter?”
It wasn’t connected to the wall, it was smaller and its shape was slightly different, but beyond that the gadget Donna had been playing with was identical to the intercom that had connected my house with Al’s in...that other place.  When I began tossing the memory of it around in my mind, I recalled Nancy mentioning a remote.  I hadn’t noticed a wall unit anywhere in this house, but I hadn’t exactly looked for one.  If I looked, I knew I would find it.

“Where did you get that thing?” I asked Donna.

“What thing?”
I pointed at the nightstand.  “That.  The remote.”
“Oh...Al designed it for me.  He said he was worried about me being out here by myself.  I can see every room in the house, six views of the outside, and the red button on the bottom connects me with the Project.”  It sounded like a sales pitch.  But the tone of the words didn’t gibe at all with the look of concern in her eyes.  “Sam, what is it?” she asked.  “Is there something about the scanner that bothers you?”
“Al builds great toys,” I muttered.

“What?  Well, yes, I guess so.  It’s not a toy, but...”
“And so do I.”
“Sam...”
She sat up in bed and looked down at me.  I’d scared her.  She glanced at the drawer pull on the nightstand several times, each time turning back to my face.  She didn’t have a clue in the world to why I was so distressed by that remote.

So I told her.

I sat up too, with my knees bent and my arms resting on them, and told her everything that had taken place from the moment I woke up in the hospital to find Nancy Holloway looking at me to the moment I brought half the nursing staff running into my room to tie me down because I was screaming at Someone they couldn’t see.  I told her about the house I’d never seen before, and the three grown children I didn’t know.  About Al and Beth.  And about my relationship with Nancy.  I told her everything.

When I had finished, she got out of bed, pulled a robe out of the closet, slipped it on, then sat down again on the bed with her legs tucked up underneath her.  “I’m not sure what to say, Sam,” she told me.

“Are you angry?”
“Why?  Because of Nancy?  You believed she was your wife.”
“Because I believed that.”
She looked at me steadily for a minute.  I honestly expected her to be upset — mostly because I was — but all I could find in her eyes was a sort of wistful, resigned disappointment.  “Did you want her to be your wife?” she asked quietly.

“It’s not something I chose.  Not even subconsciously, I don’t think.  It was just...”
“Was it a dream, Sam?”
“No,” I said.

“Are you sure?”
“Yes.  It was too vivid.  When you dream, and you wake up, you remember bits and pieces.  Sometimes nothing at all.  But I remember the whole thing.  I can draw the house for you.  And Al’s.  I can tell you what his daughters were wearing in that picture.  I remember what I ate, and what it tasted like.  I remember the heat of the sun on my face when I sat out on the Sun Deck with Al.  I remember the sound of Steffy’s voice.  I remember too much, Donna.  Too much for it not to have been...real.”
That last word caught in my throat.

“But it couldn’t have been,” Donna replied.  “It couldn’t have been.  There’s only one timeline.  You altered it, over and over again, but there’s only one.  None of your theories would have worked if that wasn’t true.”
“Then where was I?”
“I don’t know, Sam.”
“It scares the hell out of me, Donna.”  She watched me closely as I got up from the bed, circled around it, and took the remote out of the drawer.  “This thing — something like it — was in the other place.  Nancy told me Al and I built it, and that the people from AT&T went crazy because we wouldn’t sell it to them.  I can’t...I don’t know what to do with this.  I don’t want things to start unraveling.  I don’t want pieces of that place to show up here.  I don’t want them to be real.”
Donna asked me somberly, “What about the books?”
“What books?”
“Nancy’s books.  They’re all on the shelf in the spare room.  You bought them all when they came out.”
“No...”
“Alongside the window.”
I didn’t remember any books.  Did I?  I was halfway to the bedroom door before I realized that I didn’t have anything on, and stopped long enough to find my jeans.  Then I thrust the door open and half‑ran the few steps to the room Al was sleeping in.  He peered at me sleepily when I passed his bed, aiming for the shelf Donna had described.  The books were there, just as she’d told me, in a row about two feet long.  Half paperbacks and half hardcovers.  The thickest of the hardcovers said CRYSTAL on the spine.

“‘S’a’matter?” Al mumbled.

With half a dozen of the books in my hands I sat down on the end of his bed, only vaguely aware that he was still watching me and that my hands were shaking.  The book that had turned my life in the other place around, the one Nancy had titled GENESIS, wasn’t in the collection.  Nor were the other volumes that had concerned Quantum Leap.  But the rest of the ones I’d spent those two days reading were here, along with several new ones.

“Sam?” Al said.

The dedication I’d found inside GENESIS was now inside a book called JOURNEY.

“Nineteen seventy‑six,” I muttered.

“What?”
“The last time I saw her was at Christmas of ’76.  All we really had together was a few weeks during the summer.  And we wrote some letters.  I haven’t seen her in more than twenty years.”
Al levered himself up carefully, using his elbows instead of his hands.  Once he was up he rubbed at his eyes with the back of one arm.  “Sam, what the hell are you carrying on about?  What’s with the books?”
“Nancy,” I said.

“Nancy who?  Oh...you mean your old girlfriend?”
“She wrote these books.”
“Yeah,” Al said tentatively.  “I knew that.”
I flipped open the cover of CRYSTAL, looking for another dedication.  Instead, to my astonishment, I found a handwritten inscription on the flyleaf: “To Sam, who knows more than he’s aware of, and can reach as far as he can dream.  Love, Nan.  10/30/82.”  At the same place in the book was an old snapshot, of Nancy, her grandmother, and me, standing in front of a table stacked high with copies of the book I held in my hand.  Behind the table was a huge sign decorated with a black‑and‑white portrait of Nancy and the words “MEET THE AUTHOR.”
“I don’t...” I began.

But I did remember.  I was still in school back East, working on one of my doctorates, when I received an enthusiastic phone call from Neeny Holloway telling me that Nancy’s latest book had just broken onto the New York Times bestseller list.  When Nancy had her first autograph party at a Waldenbooks in Albany, New York, I was there, and so was Neeny.  For old times’ sake, Neeny asked me to drive her back home to Cambridge and spend my Thanksgiving break at her house to help her handle the flurry of holiday activities she claimed she’d gotten a little too old for.  The Saturday morning after Thanksgiving I fixed her some breakfast, arranged it on a tray, and brought it up to her room.  She didn’t answer my knock on her door.  A couple of hours later I called Nancy in Albany to tell her that her grandmother had passed away during the night.  On Monday morning I sat beside Nancy and held her hand at the funeral.  Her husband seemed to understand.

“You don’t what?” Al asked.

I closed the book and sat with it in my lap for a minute before I answered him.  “Al...did Ziggy have any idea at all where I was before you retrieved me?”
“She said no.”
“When I was...when you found me at the tavern.  Where did she say I was then?”
“She didn’t.”
“But she found me.”
“We made the lock,” Al nodded.  “But I don’t know how.  Ziggy didn’t have any spatial coordinates at all.  And there was nobody in the Waiting Room to ask where they’d come from.  All we knew was, it was your birthday.  The day you were born.”
“I wasn’t in Cokeburg, Pennsylvania?”
“No.”
I rubbed at the back of my head with one hand.  Most of the books slid off my lap, and one of them bumped down onto the floor, but I didn’t bother picking it up.  “But I was somewhere.  You found me.  You saw it, right?  The tavern?  All the miners?  And the bartender?”
“The one you said was God.”
“Yes.”
“Yeah, I saw him.”
“I don’t know what happened, Al,” I told him agitatedly.  “The Leap before that was nothing special.  Remember?  When it ended, you and I were standing outside that little house in London. Where Sully MacKenzie lived.  And you were watching that blonde in the white hot pants walking her dog.”
He nodded again, slower this time.  “Yeah...”
“Then I Leaped out.  I remember you saying, ‘Well, I’ll see ya in a couple days, kid.’  That was the last thing I heard.  When I opened my eyes after I landed, I was in the tavern.”
“You don’t remember, do you?” Al asked.  When I shook my head, unsure what he was looking for, he went on, “Those last couple months.”  He began staring at me fixedly, watching my eyes.  “Between when you Leaped into your great‑grandfather, and Sully.”
I thought the question over.  It seemed to me that there hadn’t been any time between the two events Al had just mentioned.  But there were too many shadows in his eyes for that to be true.  “There were other Leaps?” I asked him.  “In between those two?”
“Four of ’em,” he replied quietly.

“I don’t remember.”
“You scared me, Sam.  It seemed like...you were starting to lose track of who you were.  Where you came from.  Like you weren’t sure who ‘Sam Beckett’ was any more.  None of us knew what to do.  You seemed a little better in London, but after you Leaped out of there...nine days went by.  It never took that long between Leaps before.  Then Ziggy told us you’d landed, but she couldn’t figure out where, and there was nobody in the Waiting Room.  We ran scans for almost another two days.  And I had Weitzman and his toadies here the whole time, dogging my butt.  When I finally got to you...you were laughing, and crying, and you didn’t make any sense.”
I ventured, “You thought I was having a nervous breakdown.”
“Yeah.”  He produced a small, wavering smile, but whether it was meant for my benefit, or his own, I didn’t know.  “You always seemed to rest, somehow, in between the Leaps.  So when you’d land, you could kinda pick up and keep going.  But this time...it didn’t seem like you’d rested at all.  It seemed like you hit the wall.”
“I think I did.”
“I only saw somebody look like that one other time.  A kid I met in ’Nam.  Somebody should’ve figured out before they sent him over there that he couldn’t hack it.  But they didn’t.  He got this funny look in his eyes, and a couple hours later he freaked out.  He just went completely nuts.  When I saw you start to look like that, I knew it was all over.  I knew we had to get you out.”  He lowered his head.  “But Ziggy lost the lock.”
A rustling noise from the doorway made me turn to look in that direction.  Donna and Beth were both standing there, Donna holding Johnny, who was cheerfully feeding himself from a bottle of formula.  They’d all undoubtedly heard most of what Al had said.  The only one his words didn’t bother was Johnny.

“She lost the lock because I wasn’t at the tavern any more,” I said slowly.  “I went back to San Diego.  April the second, 1969.  To try to fix things for you.  I told the bartender that was what I needed to do.”
“But...”
“But I didn’t listen to him,” Beth said.

I told the story again, to all of them, but beginning further back, starting at the moment I opened my eyes at Al’s Place.  By the time I finished describing the time I’d spent at the tavern, we had moved into the living room so that we could all sit down.  Al was on the sofa with Beth’s blanket tucked around his shoulders and Beth herself sitting close by.  Donna took the easy chair that faced the television and settled Johnny on her lap.  There was an empty chair near hers, and I occupied it for a minute, then got up and went on talking as I paced back and forth across the carpet.  No one else said a word until after I had finished.

“Do you see?” I asked them.  “I don’t know where I was.  I don’t know what I’m supposed to think.”
“Maybe it was another Leap,” Beth suggested.

“No, it wasn’t.  I married Nancy.  They told me Al was rescued before the Viet Cong found him.  I never changed anything on any of the Leaps before then that would have made those things happen.”
“Maybe someone else changed them, and not you.  If there are other Leapers.  You said the miner — Stawpah? — Leaped.  Maybe there are others.”
“Then why has everything changed back?”
“Maybe you changed it.”
“No.  It wasn’t me.  All I did was curl up in a ball in the hospital.”
“Then somebody else changed it,” Al said.

“That’s what I figured,” I told him agitatedly.  “Not me, and not Stawpah, or anybody like us.”
He lifted his head so that his gaze met mine when I stopped my pacing.  For the first time since I’d come home, his eyes were clear and very placid.  He was starting to bounce back again.  He was twenty‑seven years older than the young man who’d landed in Hawaii after six years of hell in Vietnam, but his spirit hadn’t aged a day.  One more time, he was coming back.

“I think you need to let go of it,” he said, echoing the words I’d said to him in the infirmary.

“I can’t, Al.”
“Why not?”
“Because I have to know where I was.”
The side of his mouth quirked up and, after a moment of consideration, he took a sip from the mug Beth had brought in to him from the kitchen a few minutes ago.  She’d passed off its contents as coffee, but what Al was drinking was actually about eighty percent warm milk.  “I think I know what they were complaining about,” he said wryly.  “You’re gonna hang onto this until you make yourself crazy.”
“Al,” I persisted, “if I don’t know where I was, or why I was there, how do I know this won’t turn out to be some kind of a Leap, too?  How do I know I won’t get yanked out of here and sent somewhere else?”
“Because you’re home.”
“I’m not sure that means anything.”
“I’m not sure it does, either.”  He took another sip from his mug.  “I used to figure that when we got you home, you’d go running out of the Project and never look back.  I thought maybe it would’ve been enough for you, to come home.  No more Leaping.  You kept asking me.  ‘When do I get to go home?’  But you had a staff meeting, didn’t you?  You listened to David, didn’t you?  I might’ve missed the meeting, but I was wide awake down in the Control Room.  You want to keep the damn thing going.  After all of this.”  His head turned a little and he smiled at Johnny, who grinned amiably back at him.  Then he turned back to me.  He didn’t have to tell me he was keeping his voice level only because Johnny could hear him.  “What’s it like, Sam, like having a baby?  After a while you forget how much it hurt and you sign right up to do it again?”
“I didn’t...” I began.

“Yeah, you did.  I know you.”
“What if it’s not up to me?”
“You gotta have some faith, Sam.  I know I’m a great one to talk about faith.  I’ve chucked my faith out the window more times than I can count.  But it’s like...you get up in the morning, and you don’t wander around saying, ‘I gotta know if this is the day I’m gonna die.’  You don’t do that, or you’d drive yourself nuts.  Anybody who does that ends up in a rubber room.  You gotta take it as it comes, and believe that every day you go through is all yours to do the best with that you can.  You keep going.  One minute at a time.  And all of ’em go forward, Sam.  That’s the only direction you’ve got to go in now.  Forward.”
I asked him slowly, “Do you want me to abandon the Project?”
“I’m not gonna tell you what to do.  You never listen to me anyway.”
“Maybe I should start.”
“Yeah.  Maybe you should.”
He put the mug down on the coffee table, using a magazine as a coaster, then got up from the sofa.  He looked around for a minute, at Beth and Donna, at Johnny, then at me.  I thought he intended to say something, but he didn’t.  Instead, he stuck his hands carefully into the pockets of his robe, wandered over to the front door, and stood staring out the tiny windowpanes that made up most of its top third.  Before any of us realized that he intended to keep moving, he unlatched the door, opened it, and went outside.

When I caught up to him, he was about a dozen steps past the door, gazing off down the access road that led off the property he’d won for me and Donna in Las Vegas.

“So what’s it like?” he asked softly.

“I don’t want to go back, Al.”
“Don’t say it so fast.”
“I mean it.”
“Sure.  I know you mean it now.”  His slippered feet shuffled a couple of times, and he kicked at a pebble that rolled off down the driveway almost a yard before it stopped.  Then he returned his eyes to me.  “But you get caught up in the glory of things, Sam.  You keep thinking you gotta prove something.  I know maybe you didn’t mean to get enlisted into this ‘setting things right’ stuff.  But you should’ve thought it through.”
“I have thought it through.”
“Before, Sam, not after.”  He paused, but when I opened my mouth to respond, he shook his head.  “Glory’s a real trip, Sam.  I know that.  I’ve had some of it.  Been to the moon.  Even if I was the odd guy out — the one who had to stay in the C.M. while the other two got to walk around in all that gray dust.  I still got to see the moon close up.  I’ve been out there.  Pushed the envelope.  It’s a hell of a thing.  Listening to people applaud you.  But you gotta think it through, Sam.  You always gotta think it through.”
“I will.”
“I want you to make me a promise, Sam.”
“Anything.”
He lifted his bandaged hand, wound three times its normal size with gauze, and held it palm out between us.  “Don’t say it so fast.  I want you to make me a promise, Sammy.  You said you owe me.  Okay.  I’ll go along with that.  You still owe me, for all the nights I didn’t sleep because I didn’t know what was gonna happen to you.  You owe me, so I want you to make me a promise.  It’s the last thing I’m ever gonna ask of you for the rest of my life.”
“What is it?” I whispered.

“I want you to swear to me that you’ll never set foot inside that Accelerator again.  I don’t care if you think you’re just going in there to change the light bulbs.  If He decides to pull you out of here, that’s up to Him.  I’ll go along with it, because it’ll be His choice.  Not that I’d like it.  But I don’t want you ever to put one foot in front of the other and walk into that Accelerator.  You played with things, and made sure Donna stayed with you.  She’s here now, and you’ve got a baby.  I love him with all my soul, Sam, but I’m not his father.  You are.  And you owe it to him to be here.  He needs you, and Donna needs you.  So do your mom, and your sister, and your brother.  The brother you needed to save.  So I want you to promise, Sam.  And I want you to mean it.  Because, see, Sammy...if you walk in there again, I ain’t signing up for another tour.  I’m not gonna do it again.”  He paused once more, then added evenly, “So think it through this time.”
Then he walked a little way further down the driveway, his hands again in his pockets.

“Al?”
He didn’t look back, but he said just loudly enough for me to hear him, “Yeah?”
“I promise.”
He nodded.

“Al?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you know the words to `Let It Be Me’?”
“Yeah,” he said.

Something shimmered in the morning sunlight at the edge of the driveway a couple of yards from Al’s feet.  It took me a moment to figure out what it was: one of the markers for the perimeter barrier he and I had set up to keep the desert’s various varieties of wildlife from sunning themselves too near the house.  Another of our “toys.”  He’d insisted on putting it together the first time he came to visit me and Donna and found a rattlesnake napping alongside one of the wheels of my truck.

My truck!  With one eye still on Al, I wandered over to the garage door and peered in through the window, wincing as stray bits of gravel bit into my bare feet.  “Hey, Al?” I said over my shoulder.

“What?”
“Who waxed my truck?”
“Not me,” he announced.

“It looks great.  Come look.  Hey — you want to go for a ride?  It’s got four‑wheel drive, you know.  We don’t have to stick to the roads.”  He turned around then and gave me a withering grimace that was certainly intended to make me drop to my knees in penitence for having mentioned a T‑R‑U‑C‑K in his presence.  “What’s the matter?” I grinned.  “Afraid of having that much power under your butt?”
“Hah,” he said, and resumed staring down the road.

“Al?”
“What?”
“You remember that time we went to Vegas?  And you told that waitress my name was Sammy Bob Travis?  And she made me get up in front of all those people and sing?”
He snorted loudly.  “It was nine people.  And you had a hell of a good time.”
“You’re right.  I did.”
“Want to go again?”
“To Las Vegas?  I hate Las Vegas, Al.”
“So, do you want to go, or not?”
He was pretending not to, but I could tell he was watching me out of the corner of one eye.  Doing my best to avoid the gravel, I picked my way back down the driveway to join him.  “What about Donna and Johnny?”
“Bring ’em.  They allow kids in Vegas.”  He shrugged.  “And he seems to like bells.  He’d probably...”
“You’re not taking my child anywhere near a slot machine.”
“He’d love it.”
“Al.”
Now he was pretending not to notice I was standing next to him.  His eyes seemed to be fixed on a point on the horizon; when I looked in that direction, I could see nothing but the desert landscape.  “I think you’re stifling the kid, Sam.  But all right.  We’ll take him up to Lake Mead and take him for a boat ride,” he offered.  “He likes boats.”
“I noticed.  His room is full of them.”
“He loves to play boats in the tub.”
“So did I, when I was little.”
“That’s good.  You can play boats with him, then.  You gotta watch, though.  He splashes.”
“I suppose that’s hell on a silk jacket.”
“No,” he said with a sigh.  “I knew enough to take the jacket off before I got near the tub.  It was the pukies that got me.  He’s past it now, but...”  He rolled his eyes at me.  “You wanna talk dry cleaning bills?  I think that kid of yours ruined a dozen of my favorite shirts.  When they’re real little, they puke for no good reason at all.  No warning.  They’re cute, they’re sleepy, you hold ’em for a minute, and the next thing you know, you got curdled milk running down your back.”
I grinned at him.  “So to get even with him, you bought him three hundred toy boats.”
“He likes boats.”
“And planes.”
“Yeah.”
“Were you there when he was born?”
“In the waiting room.  That was close enough.  I went into the delivery room with you, when you were having Billie Jean’s baby.  That was enough to last me for the next thousand years.”
“He was okay?  Everything went all right?”
Al shrugged and began ferreting around in the pockets of his robe.  “Yeah,” he said distractedly.

“What are you looking for?”
“Cigar.  Force of habit, I guess.  I don’t usually carry ’em around in my bathrobe.  Ruthie broke me out of smoking in bed.  Somebody she knew — her uncle, I think — turned himself into an English muffin from smoking in bed.  Told her smoking keeps me awake.  I’d never fall asleep smoking.  But she didn’t believe that.  She...”  He let the thought trail off, then shook his head.  “There must be cigars in one of those boxes they packed for me.  I had a lot of ’em in my office.”
I folded my arms across my chest.  The desert sun was making both of us squint fiercely.  Al, in his print bathrobe, looked like something out of an old Japanese movie.  “You don’t honestly intend to smoke, do you?”
“Gotta do something to kill the taste of the warm milk.”
“Smoking isn’t going to help you get well.”
“You can save your air,” he told me.  “I already got that lecture from Beth.”
“I agree with her.”
“Figured you would.”
“So you won’t go looking for cigars?”
“Not till I get well.  Then all bets are off.”  His eyes drifted back to the horizon again.

“Al?” I said.

“What?”
“Are you and Beth...going to try again?”
“I don’t know, Sam,” he replied.  “It’s funny...all those years, I hung onto the memory of her.  The good times.  How much I loved her.  She got me through those years in the cage.  When I married her...she was sweet, and funny.  And a great dancer.  Good cook.  Of some things, anyway.  I never met anybody with as many different ways to ruin lasagna as Beth.  I went out with a lot of girls before I met her.  Went out with a lot after I met her, too.  But none of ’em were like her.  She was the only one who seemed...right.  You know what that feels like?”
I nodded.  “Yes.  I do.”
“God, I loved her, Sam.  But you know, the thing is...there was so much else to do.  Places to go.  I was a kid then.  My buddies were always after me to skip out after dinner and come to the ‘O’ club for a drink.  She’ll wait, they said.  Don’t let her tie you down.  `What’re you gonna do, Bingo, help her do the dishes?’  They didn’t get it.  I didn’t get it.  I figured they were right.  I figured she’d wait.  I always figured she’d wait.”  He stopped for a moment and squinted at the horizon.  “We’ve been talking.”
I offered, “She still cares for you.”
“Yeah.  I know.”
“I’m sorry...the things I said about her and Dirk.  You don’t need me rooting for the guy who stole your girl.”
“She said...”
“What?”
“That he gave her a good life.  That he loved his kids, and none of ’em ever wanted for anything.”  He gave me a small, reluctant smile that had absolutely no amusement behind it.  “How much could I hate him?  He took care of her for thirty years.  They had a nice house, and a lot of friends, and he took her out to do things she liked to do.  The only bad thing he ever did to her was die.”
“So now it’s your turn again.”
“I guess so.  But it’s been a lot of years, Sam.  Every time I’ve tried to have a relationship with a woman for more than a couple days, I screwed it up.”
“Maybe you just need the right woman.”
“Like the one you got.”
“No.  Like the one you got.”
Another smile found its way out.  This one was a lot more genuine, if a little wistful.  “It ain’t gonna be easy, Sam.”
“It never is.”
“I still love her.”
“Then show her.  That’s a start.”
He shuddered and laughed softly.  “I’ve been showing her.  The woman’s feeding me oatmeal and warm milk, Sammy.  It’s about all I can do just to swallow.”  He paused.  “But now that we’re all in the same house...maybe I can convince her to feed the oatmeal and milk to the kid.  And I can make myself a real breakfast.”
“Of what?” I asked.  “Chitlins?”
Our eyes met.  I knew we were seeing the same picture: me wrapped in an apron, standing in Jesse Tyler’s kitchen, turning slowly green as I stirred a huge kettle full of steaming hog intestines.  Al might have trouble keeping down a mouthful of oatmeal...but oatmeal doesn’t smell like chitlins.  I had to work with jars of things in med school that didn’t smell like chitlins.  Al’s reaction, back in Jesse’s kitchen, had been the complete opposite of mine, and it was again now.  The look of near ecstasy that crossed his face made me forget the memory of that smell and the way my stomach had begun to roll, and I broke into a laugh that matched his.

“You can think it’s funny,” he chided me, “but there’s food, and then there are things you can eat that are a true physical experience.”
“Oh, yeah,” I said.  “That stuff’s an experience, all right.”
“You gotta broaden your horizons, Sam.”
I shuddered, not entirely because of the chitlins.  “Al... my horizons have been broadened as far as I ever want them to be.”
“Yeah.”  He nodded.  “Yeah.”
We stood in silence for a minute, just looking at each other, our eyes squeezed almost shut because of the sun.  It occurred to me as I lifted my hand to my forehead so that I could look down the road that the sun had climbed almost overhead and that seven o’clock was a long time past.  “Al?” I said.  “Maybe we ought to go back in.  It’s starting to get hot out here.  And I’ve got...I need to make some phone calls.”
He nodded again.  “I wondered when you’d get around to that.”
“I still don’t know what to say.”
“Start with `hello.’“
I intended to do that.  It seemed simple enough.  Both Al and Donna assured me that no one — not my mother, Katie, or Tom, Kate’s husband or Tom’s wife — was upset with me for having been out of contact for so long.  Of course my family would be willing to talk to me.  I could start with “hello” and just let things flow from there.

But when I sat down in the breakfast nook of my house with the phone on the table in front of me, I had no idea why no one in my family was upset.  I couldn’t imagine what Al and Donna could possibly have said to make Mom, Tom and Katie think my long silence had come from anything at all benign on my part.  I’d neglected my family completely, and I couldn’t imagine that they were willing to overlook that neglect simply because they’d been told I was “caught up in my work.”  How could work be more important than my mother’s 75th birthday?  Than the birth of Katie’s youngest child?  Or than the birth of my own child?  Mom and Katie had both been at the hospital when Johnny arrived.  And I hadn’t.

So where in the world did they think I’d been for the last five years?  And why weren’t they all furious with me?

Or were they?

I dialed the number Donna gave me and sat with the phone in my hand, staring at the bowl of flowers in the middle of the table and listening to the long series of clicks that came through the receiver until the connection was made.

Then my brother’s voice said, “Hello.”
I couldn’t say anything.  All the words I’d had in mind to begin this conversation lodged in my throat.  I had a lot of memories of my brother as a grown man: standing in Linda’s parents’ living room with dark wet splotches from the rain on the shoulders of his new suit.  Playing one‑on‑one with me in the driveway of the little house he and Linda rented in Portland before their move to San Diego.  Walking with me through a crowded shopping mall so that we could buy last‑minute Christmas gifts for his children.  His smile.  The sound of his laughter.

But I also had other memories.  Ones I couldn’t erase.  Coming home from school on an April afternoon, whistling to myself in the spring sunshine as I picked my way between the puddles in the road that led down to our house.  Going into the house, into the kitchen, to find my mother weeping and my father holding her tightly against his chest.

“What’s wrong?” I asked them.

My mother stopped crying all at once, picked up the hem of her apron and used it to blot at her face, then jerked the kitchen door open and fled out onto the back porch.  The silence she left behind was a hundred times worse than her sobs.

“Come here, Sam,” my father said.  “Sit down a minute.”
“Why?” I said.

“Just come sit down, all right?  I need to talk to you.”
“Why is Mom crying?” I demanded.

He knew I wasn’t going to sit down, no matter how many times he told me to, or what tone of voice he used.  He looked into my eyes for a minute, then sighed heavily and leaned back against the edge of the sink.  “There were some people from the Red Cross here,” he said quietly.  “Sandy Jones?  You know Sandy.  Isn’t his daughter in school with you?  He’s a good man, Sandy.  I’ve known him a long time.”  He stopped then, and rubbed at the back of his head with the palm of his hand.  “Tommy’s not coming home to us, Sam.  We’ve lost him.”
I looked at him blankly.  “What?”
“Tommy’s been killed, Sam.  In Vietnam.  They couldn’t tell us exactly how.”
It isn’t real, any more.  That memory.  Tom came home in 1971.  He was married a few years later, has two children, and lives in San Diego, where he works as a teacher and coaches high school basketball.  In all the years since he came back from Vietnam, I’ve never heard him speak about Operation Lazarus — the mission I was a part of, the second time around.  The mission during which Maggie Dawson lost her life.  The mission that failed to rescue three American POW’s, one of whom was my partner, Al.  Operation Lazarus was real both times.  But the second time around, I traded Tom’s life for Maggie’s, and for Al’s freedom.  Tommy didn’t die.

But the look in my father’s eyes as he told me my brother had been killed is as clear in my mind as if I had seen it only a few minutes ago.

“Hello?” my brother’s voice said.

“Tom?” I whispered.

“Yeah...yes.  Who’s this?”
“It’s Sam.”
There was a long moment of silence, then he made a noise that I couldn’t interpret without seeing his face.  “Well,” he said.  “This is a surprise.  What’s the occasion?”
“I...wanted to talk to you.  I’d like to see you.”
“Been a long time, Sam.”
“I know.”
Another voice, much softer, interrupted Tom before he could reply.  Someone was apparently in the room with him, asking him a question.  He listened until the someone was finished, then said, “That’s fine.  I don’t have a lot to do.  I’ll meet you there after lunch.”  I heard the someone say “See you later,” to which Tom replied, “Have a good time.”  Then he resumed speaking to me.  “You talking about coming here?” he asked.  “Or did you want me to come there?  Wherever ‘there’ is.  Are you home?”
“Yes.   I’m...at the house.”
“How’s Donna?  And John?”
“They’re fine.  Tom...I was thinking maybe we could all be together in Hawaii.  At Katie’s.  I really want to see everyone.  Spend some time with all of you.”
He asked, “When is this supposed to happen?”
“Next week?” I suggested.

After another long silence, he replied, “I can’t get away from work that soon, Sam.  School doesn’t finish up for another month.  I could maybe get one day off.  Come for a long weekend.  That’s about it.”
“That’d be okay.”
“Why now, Sam?  What’s going on?”
“Nothing,” I said.  “I’m just...I’m home now, Tom.”
Obviously, whatever Al and Donna had told him hadn’t included anything that would make the words “I’m home” significant.  He wasn’t at all impressed by them.  True, he didn’t sound annoyed, or angry, or disgusted.  If anything, he was just...puzzled.

“All right,” he told me.  “Next Friday.  I’ll see what I can do about getting the day off.  I’ll leave Thursday night after work.  Linda can’t come, though, I don’t think.  She’s used up all her time till the fall.  And the kids — I don’t want them missing any school so close to the end.”
So close to the end.  I knew what Tom’s two children looked like, but instead of their faces, in my mind’s eye I saw Steffy’s, pouting as her mother sent her off to bed.  Steffy.  The daughter who had hugged me warmly around the waist and told me she loved me.

“Sam?  You there?” Tom asked.

“I’m here.”
“Maybe we can set something up later in the summer.  If you want.  We could drive down there.”
“There’s not much down here,” I told him.

“Well...no.”
“We can come there.  To San Diego.  I want to show Johnny the ocean.”
“What about your work?” Tom ventured.

“I’ll break away from it.”
My mother and Katie both asked the same question, and I gave both of them the same answer.  I spoke to my mother last; when I called she was out taking a walk and I had to wait for her to return.  The sound of her voice was like an embrace.  As Al and Donna had assured me, there was no reproach in her voice, no criticism, no intimation that I should feel guilty for my five years of silence.  She spoke to me as if I had erased the last five years by the simple act of picking up the telephone and that with this conversation we were starting all over again.  The ease with which she accepted my return made me ache tremendously as I spoke to her.  All my life my mother had been quick to forgive.  But only if I deserved the forgiveness.

“I’ve been away, Mom,” I told her.

“I know,” she said mildly.  “Would you like us to come pick you up at the airport?”
“Mom...”
“That’s all right.  You can let us know in a couple of days.  Let’s see: a week.  Yes, that’s plenty of time.  We can have everything ready.  I’ll do some shopping over the weekend.  I haven’t made cobbler in a long time, but I don’t suppose I’ve lost my touch.  You’ve been eating all right, haven’t you, Sam?  Have you been taking care of yourself?”
I murmured, “As much as I could.”
“Well, we’ll look after you.  Katie’s a fine cook.  Between the two of us we’ll fatten you back up.”
“Mom?”
“I’ve missed you, Sam.”
I wondered if she remembered Thanksgiving week in 1969, and an afternoon when she opened the front door to find the son she thought was 16 staring at himself in the glass.  I’d seized her, hugged her until she gasped.  She was only in her forties that weekend, her hair still a soft brown, her face still smooth and relatively unwrinkled.  The woman I was going to find in Hawaii was almost 80.

“Are you okay, Mom?” I asked her urgently.  “Do you feel good?  Is everything...are you all right?”
“I’m fine, Sam.”
“I love you, Mom.”
“I love you too, Sam.”
When I put the phone down, a small, whiskered face gazed at me peevishly from the other side of the table.  I’d bought Ashley as a Valentine’s Day gift for Donna the year before I Leaped; as a kitten, he’d been fond of exercising his teeth on my wrists and ankles.  The rest of me he had never seemed to have any particular use for, and judging by the expression on his face, my absence hadn’t made his heart grow fonder.  He’d been wandering around the house since breakfast time, having spent last night in his favorite hiding place in a cardboard carton in the garage.  Now he was sitting calmly on the chair opposite mine, apparently trying to stare me down.

“I think I know what `killing me with kindness’ means,” I told him glumly.

“Do you want them to hate you?” Al asked me from the doorway.

“I don’t know,” I said, and sank my head into my hands.

“Kinda sounds like you do,” Al went on as he wandered into the kitchen.  When he reached the table he snagged an empty chair with his foot and pulled it out from the table far enough to be able to sit down on it.  “Sounds like you want to walk on broken glass for a while.  Do a couple weeks in a hair shirt.”
“It’s not a joke, Al.”
“Didn’t say it was.”
I looked at him for a moment; there wasn’t much on his face I could read.  But I knew he was trying to draw me out, the way I’d done with him in the beginning, when he preferred to find companionship in a glass of bourbon and comfort in the arms of women whose last names he almost never knew.  When the word “kid,” used to address me, had a bitter, condescending ring to it.

He broke off the eye contact, reaching over to extend a bandaged finger to the cat, who sniffed at it curiously, then did the feline equivalent of a head‑toss and hopped down off the chair to stalk out of the kitchen.

“I thought it would be different,” I said finally.

“What would?”
“My coming home.  I thought it would be...I don’t know.”  I smiled vaguely.  “Bells and whistles.  A parade.  A lot of hugging and kissing.  I guess there’s been that...but it’s so different, Al.  It just feels very strange.  Like things have gone on without me.”  I paused.  “But that’s not really right.  I feel like I’ve gone on without everything — everyone — else.  I’m different.  And I don’t know what to do with that.  Does that make any sense?  I mean, you’ve been with me all along.  Am I different?  Am I not the same person?”
He frowned at me.  “Of course you’re not.  How could you be?”
“But...”
“You don’t see it, do you?” he asked.

“See what?”
Rather than answer me, he got up from his chair and wandered around the kitchen, his slippers scuffing softly against the linoleum.  When his path took him close to the refrigerator, he stood gazing silently at the collection of bits and pieces Donna had stuck to the door with tiny magnets: school pictures of Katie’s and Tom’s children, a couple of newspaper clippings, appointment cards.  Al broke into a smile at the photograph of Katie’s daughter Casey, his favorite, the one who was thrilled to have an “uncle” who’d been an astronaut.

“Al?” I prodded him.  “See what?”
He didn’t turn at first, then he did, slowly, with one shoulder coming to rest against the refrigerator.  His face was almost impassive again, but there was a strange brightness in his eyes and a haunted tone in his voice when he spoke.  “That you were in the same place I was.  No bars.  No one wanting to murder you if you looked at them the wrong way.  But it was the same place.  It’s why I had to get you back.  Why I knew we could get you back, if we didn’t give up.  You were M.I.A.”  I stared at him, startled, but could think of nothing to say.  After a moment he went on.  “Of course you’re different.  How could you not be?  The world went on here, without you, but in an ordinary way.  You’re the one who’s different.  You’re the one who’s seen things you never wanted to see.  You’re the one who wants to be just one step further down the road than you were when you left.  But it doesn’t work that way.  It doesn’t work that way.”
He resumed his wandering then, first to the door that led to the garage, then to the sink, where he could gaze out the window at a view that was pretty much the same as the one from the driveway.

“You were the lucky one, though, Sam,” he said.  “Your wife waited for you.”
“I’m sorry, Al.”
“I wanted a parade too.  I wanted bells and whistles.  When I got off the plane in Hawaii, there was no one there.  When I went on to San Diego, there was no one there.  That’s the thing, Sam.  All around me there were people hugging and kissing and crying.  And I had to pick up my bag and walk on into the terminal and pretend it didn’t matter that I was alone.”
The last two days had done a great deal to improve the way he looked: the dark circles under his eyes had faded away, and it no longer seemed to take all the strength he had simply to walk from one end of a room to the other.  Putting back the weight he’d lost was going to take months.  As I watched him meander around, I thought that was what bothered me the most, the fact that he’d gotten frighteningly thin.  But after a minute I changed my mind.  It was the pajamas.  I needed to get him back into his horrendous,  day‑glo colored clothes, even if they were going to be more baggy on him than usual.

“Want to go for a ride in my truck?” I offered.

“No,” he said.

“Sure you do.”  I got up from my chair.  He was standing with his back resting against the edge of the sink.  When I reached him I tugged him away from it and wrapped him in a hug.  He gave in almost immediately and hugged me back, leaning against me a little more than he would have normally.  “You’re not alone now,” I told him.

“Neither are you,” he rasped.

“So?  Do you want to go for a ride?  Just me and you.  Come on — you owe me one for that time you made me go up in that toy plane with you.”
His eyes widened.  “I owe you?  I was the one who got barfed on.”
“You shouldn’t have done all those loops.  And the flying upside down.  I told you I was afraid of heights.”
“Afraid, yeah.  You didn’t tell me you were gonna blow your cookies all over the cockpit.”
“I didn’t know.”
“Hah,” he said.

“Look at it this way,” I said lightly.  “At least that was only a rented plane.  It wasn’t yours.  I never threw up in your car.”
“I would have killed you.”
“Al?  Where is your car?”
“It’s...”  He cut himself off.  At first he looked puzzled, then completely baffled, then stricken and horrified.  “I don’t know where it is.  I thought it was at the Project.  I remember parking it there, in my space, right before Weitzman showed up.  But when we left last night — it wasn’t in the parking lot, was it?”
I shook my head.  “No.”
“Hell, Sam, where’s my car?”
“I don’t know.”
“Weitzman!  He had all those people with him.  He was around for two days, then he left...”
“You think Weitzman took your car?”
“It didn’t leave by itself!” he sputtered.

“Why would he take your car?”
“I don’t know!”
The rising tone of his voice brought Donna and Beth running in from the bedroom where they had been playing with Johnny, Beth first and Donna a couple of steps behind her.  They were both obviously alarmed.  “What’s the matter?” they asked simultaneously.

“That nozzle Weitzman stole my car!” Al bellered.

“What?” Donna said.  “Your car is at David’s house, isn’t it?”
“David stole my car?!”
Donna gestured with both hands, palms down, to placate him.  “No one stole your car, Al,” she told him.  “David took it home a few weeks ago.  You weren’t using it, and he was afraid that sitting out in the sun for so long would ruin the finish.  So he took it home.  His house has a two‑car garage, and he’s only got one car.  He told you he was taking it.  You told him it was all right.  Don’t you remember?”
“He drove my car?” Al demanded.

The words she had lined up to come out of her mouth next were as plain to me as if she’d written them on her forehead:  “It’s only a car.”  Luckily, she caught the look in my eyes an instant before she spoke, and what actually came out was, “Would you like me to call him?  I’ll have him bring it over here, and one of us can take him home.”
All he did in response was moan.

He went on moaning as he retreated to his bed, where he moaned some more, right up until he fell asleep.  When he woke up a few hours later, his car was safely parked in the garage alongside my truck and David Allen was sitting on the sofa in the living room, sipping from a bottle of beer.  The sound of David’s voice drew Al like a beacon.

“You drove my car,” he announced.

David tipped the can at him in greeting and nodded as he took another sip.  “It’s running fine, Admiral,” he said cheerfully.  “Oil was down a little so I put in a quart.  Should be okay now.  According to the log book, you’re not due for a filter change for another couple of weeks.”
“You put oil in my car?”
“Yeah.  The kind you had written down in the log.  Stuff’s eleven dollars a quart!  What’s in it, gold dust?”
Al ignored him entirely, pattered out through the kitchen and flung open the door to the garage.  His baby was on the side farthest from the door, so he had to squeeze past my truck to get to it.  I followed him out and stood close to the truck as he began feverishly examining his car for some bit of evidence that David had misused it.  I knew he wasn’t going to find any; David’s passion for cars ran second only to Al’s, and I figured he would have brought Al’s Italian orgasm into his house and kept it beside his bed if there’d been any way he could have gotten it in through the front door.  After a couple of minutes David came to stand near me with his beer still in his hand.

“Where’d you get that?” Al demanded, jabbing a finger at the bottle.

“Sam’s fridge,” David replied.

“Huh,” Al said.

He went on searching with his nose practically pressed to the paint.  When he finally surrendered to the fact that his car was in perfect condition and straightened up, David asked him, “Car okay, Admiral?”
“Yeah.”
Al had to stop being frantic then.  He knew as well as I did  that he was talking to the one person on earth to whom he could have issued the words “you have to treat it gently, like a woman” and be assured that he would not earn himself a strange look in return.  Shortly after his arrival, David had told me that he’d been unable to sleep last night.  Rather than try, he’d spent several hours out in his driveway, washing, waxing and polishing Al’s car.

“Did you...?” I said to David, pointing to my truck.

He nodded.  “A while ago, though.  It needs some attention again.”  Grinning, he pointed to the hood, where a series of small, dusty footprints trailed across the black paint.  “Looks like the cat tried to buff it for you.”
“Thanks for the help, David.”
“Oh, no problem.  Listen, I should go.  I told Lily I’d be home for dinner.  Donna’s going to give me a ride back to my house.”  He paused, looking first at me, then at Al.  “All the speechifying yesterday was nice,” he said quietly.  “I think we all needed to hear it.  We’ve got a lot invested in the Project.  But whatever you two decide to do...that’s fine with me.  You’ve been through hell and back.  If the Leap is finished, that’s a shame, but I understand.  Just...wherever you go from here, I’d really like to work with you.  Hope you’ll keep my name on your list.”  Both Al and I tried to reply, but he shook his head.  “I’ll see you later.”
Then he was gone.  A minute later we heard the sound of Donna’s car starting up out in the driveway.

“So?” Al said.  “Where are we going from here?”
“Out in my truck,” I replied.

I finally wore him down after dinner.  The minute the dishes had been cleaned up, I returned to the garage and pitched into the bed of the truck the sleeping bags and blankets I found right where I’d expected them to be, in the storage cabinets at the nose of Al’s car.  Then I strapped Johnny’s car seat in place in the cab.  With a few murmured words to Donna about “male bonding,” I collected my son, my partner, and a handful of CD’s out of the rack in the living room.

We reached the rise that overlooked the Project in time to watch the sun go down.

It was the spot I’d brought the other Tom to in his battered old Honda.  The rise looked exactly the same, and so did the Project grounds — just a collection of nondescript gray buildings backed by a long, narrow parking lot.  Without any explanation to Al, I climbed out of the cab and arranged the sleeping bags and the blankets in the truck bed to provide us with a comfortable place to sit.  Once he was settled there with his back braced against a rolled‑up blanket, I popped a CD into the player, unbuckled Johnny from his car seat, brought him to the back of the truck and let him crawl over to Al, then hopped up into the bed myself.

“You do this a lot?” Al asked me.

“I used to,” I told him as I settled into the spot I’d fixed for myself.  “Donna and I came up here a couple of times a week while the Project was under construction.”
“With the sleeping bags?”
“Uh‑huh.”
“And slept in the truck.”
“Well...no.”
Al sat up a little straighter and spent a minute examining the truck bed.  When he realized he’d lost Al’s attention, Johnny dragged himself out of Al’s lap and crawled into mine, flashing me his four‑toothed smile.

“I don’t live on a farm any more, Al,” I said.  “I didn’t buy this thing so I could haul sacks of feed.”
“Most people buy vans.”
“You can’t see the stars from inside a van.”
“You’re telling me,” he said with a broad vein of skepticism in his voice, “that you bought this truck so you could drive out to the middle of the desert and do the bingo‑bango‑bongo under the stars?”
“Do you believe that’s why I bought it?”
“Not for a minute.”
The guileless look I offered him went completely ignored — or, at least, I was supposed to think so.  As the sky grew darker, we both lay back a little more, resting against the blanket rolls and watching the change of colors above us as classic rock ’n’ roll played on my sound system and Johnny accompanied it with his cheerful babbles and bits of singing.  At one point he rested a small hand on Al’s wrist and told me somberly, “Boo‑boo.”
“Better soon,” I replied.

“Then what?” Al asked.

“I don’t know.”
“I told the Committee — way back, before you changed things and Diane McBride popped in.  Before her, the chairman was this old gray‑haired guy.  Beats me what his name was.  Murton?  Murphy?  Something.  I told ’em that you were part of ‘the greatest adventure mankind has ever undertaken.’  They didn’t believe a word I said.  How could they?  There was nothing I could show them to prove you’d changed history.  I could prove something goofy was going on at the Project, that’s about all.  They kept telling me it was you in the Waiting Room, because that’s what they saw.  Everybody but me saw you in there.  But after you changed things, she came down a couple times.  Diane.  She stood in the observation area and watched those people.  Listened to ’em talk.  Weitzman started to go on about how it was just you in there, and she turned around and gave him a look that melted his kneecaps.  She said nobody on earth was that good an actor.”
“So she believes?”
“I think she believed something was going on that she didn’t understand.  Thank God she trusted us enough not to think we were just piling on the bullcrap nine miles wide and a mile deep, like what’s‑his‑name did.”
“Then what happened to the funding?”
“She lost the election.”
“Can we get her to testify for us?  If we can convince them to hold another funding hearing?”
“Maybe.”
I scoffed at him, “Al Calavicci is telling me he’s not sure he can convince a woman to do something?”
“No.  I’m not sure I want to.”
I pulled Johnny up close to me long enough to pull the hood of his red sweatshirt up over his head and tie it in place.  When I released him he settled himself in between me and Al and began earnestly examining his sneakers.  “I made you a promise, Al,” I said.  “I’m not going to do any more Leaping.  But everything is still there.  We might be able to make the Project work the way we originally intended it to.”
“Might?” he echoed.

“It could still be used the way we planned.  Not to change history for the better.  Not to change it at all.  Just to observe it.”
“What if something goes wrong again?”
“Is that a reason not to try?”
He was silent for so long that I thought he wasn’t going to answer me.  As Johnny chirped out a few of the notes of “Heart and Soul,” Al began poking around in the pockets of his jacket and produced a cigar.  “I’m not gonna smoke it,” he sighed as he unwrapped it.  He stuck the cellophane in his pocket and the cigar in his mouth.  Johnny peered at it curiously, then frowned.  “No comments from you either, Shorty,” Al warned him.  “Remember, we’ve got a deal.  You don’t tell me about cigars, and I don’t tell you about thumb‑sucking.”
“Then you want to move on,” I said after a while.

“Don’t know if it matters much what I want,” Al replied.  “I think it’s gonna be out of our hands.”
I followed his gaze down the slope of the rise into the bowl that contained the Project complex.  Now that the desert had grown dark, we could see what hadn’t been noticeable before: that the lights of the complex were back on and the parking lot was littered with cars.  Government cars, visible as small dark rectangles in the pools of light in the lot.

“Didn’t take ’em long to move in,” Al commented.

“At least they let us move out first.”
“Makes their work easier.  There’s nobody looking over their shoulders now.  They can pull the place apart without anybody howling at them to stop.”  He looked at me steadily.  “They know where we are.  Don’t kid yourself, Sam.  They haven’t let us walk away.  As soon as they find out Ziggy won’t talk to them, they’ll be all over us.  They’re not gonna let us walk away.  Not yet.  Maybe not ever.”
“Would they reinstate the Project without us?”
“Maybe.”
“Do you want that?”
“Maybe.”
Silence drifted around us again, broken only by the music.  It made me think of sitting on the front porch of the farmhouse on summer evenings, listening to the tinny sound of Katie’s transistor radio and watching the glowing tip of my father’s cigarette as he surrounded himself with smoke.  They would usually sit side by side on the swing, my mother and father, sometimes holding hands.  I always sat on the steps, where I could see the stars.

“You want to watch a movie when we go home?” I asked Al.  “We haven’t watched a movie together in a long time.”
“Sure.”
“‘The greatest adventure mankind has ever undertaken’?”
“You wanna call it something else?”
“Maybe.”
“Got to see a lot of things.  Do a lot of things.  Hell of a ride, Sammy.”
“Hmmm.  Remember the twins?”
“Twins?  Oh.  Yeah.”
“They were identical, huh?”
He sighed.  “Yeah.”
“And when I was in Peoria in the Fifties — remember?  At the radio station?  When I was Chick Howell?  And you found Chubby Checker out in the lobby.  I thought you were gonna pass out.  Chubby Checker.  That was neat.”
“‘Neat’?” Al snorted.  “Yes.  It was `neat.’“
“Remember the Jaguars?”
“The football team?  Yeah.”
“That thing they kept doing.  ‘RoooaaaAAARRR JAGUARS!’  Slamming me on the shoulders and knocking me down on my butt.  I thought my tailbone would never be the same.”
Al laughed softly.  “You kinda worked your way through the Wide World of Sports, didn’t you, kid?  Football.  Basketball.  Baseball.  Track.  Boxing.  Wrestling.  Tennis.  Remember your little tennis groupie, out on Long Island?  That was very cute, how she stuck the flowers in your tennis racquet.  Lou Ann, right?  Little Lou Ann.  I knew a girl back in Chicago who looked a lot like her.  Same freckles.  Same...”
“Al.”
“What?”
“We’re not alone.”  I reached over to pat Johnny on the head, which earned me another happy grin and a giggle.  “I don’t think Donna would be too overjoyed if he let her know that his newest word was H‑O‑O‑T‑E‑R‑S.”
“I wasn’t gonna say that.”
“No?”
“Curly hair.  She had the same curly hair as Lou Ann.  And she always wore it in two pigtails, like Lou Ann.”
“I see.”
“Besides.”  He gestured at me with his cigar, pulling it back when Johnny made a grab for it.  “No dice, kid,” he said.  “You’re way too young for that.  Besides.  You can’t honestly tell me that you’ve never taken a good, long, serious, appreciative, awestruck, yearning look at somebody’s...”
“Never.”
“You lie like a rug, Beckett.”
“I’m a leg man,” I told him.

“Oh.  Well.  Yeah.  Legs.  Did I ever tell you about this blonde I met in Vegas?  Trixie.  Or was it Tricia?  Oh, Sammy.”  He scrunched his face up in something that looked about midway between desire and constipation.  “She had legs that went on for days.  Weeks.  I met her at the crap table at the Aladdin, back in ’88.  I bought her a drink and we spent the whole night rolling each other’s dice.”
“Uh‑huh.”
“He was boring, huh?”
“Who?”
“The other me.”
“No.  He wasn’t boring, exactly.  He was...”  A minute of thinking it over made me change my mind.  “Yeah, he was boring.  He...I guess it was because he hadn’t been through the things you have.  He was shot down over Vietnam, but he was rescued before the enemy found him.  He came back home, had four daughters.  All beautiful.  Never joined the space program.  Just built a life with his wife and children.  He had his own room in the corner of the house.  Ran the Project.  Wore khakis and polo shirts or a uniform.  He wasn’t you.”
Al ventured, “But he stuck with you when you needed him.”
“Sort of.”
“Four daughters, huh?”
“I think it was God’s revenge on you.”
“You like this me better?”
“Much better.”
“That’s good, Sam. ’Cause you bailed out on the other one.  This is the me you’re stuck with now.  I hope you didn’t figure I’d change.  I told you: when I’m better, I want my cigars.  I want real food, not porridge.  I want some beer.  I want to stay up late.”
I grimaced and nodded down at Johnny.  “Why do I get the awful feeling I’m going to get the same litany from him?”
“ ’Cause you will.”
“I don’t know if I can handle that, Al.”
“What?  Me, or him?”
“Both.”
“Of course you can.  If you have to.”
“Will you help me?”
“Always have.”
That put a lump in my throat.  “I know you have.”
Johnny was beginning to doze off, his red‑hooded head pillowed on my side and one of Al’s bandaged fingers held captive in his fist.  Carefully, so that I wouldn’t rouse him, I scooted him down a little so that I could cover him with a corner of my sleeping bag.  His mouth twitched a couple of times, then he settled deeper into sleep.

“Why’d you ask me if I knew the words to ‘Let It Be Me’?” Al asked quietly.  “Why that one?”
“Because I asked the other you, and he didn’t.”
“No?”
“He wasn’t a part of the Leaps.  He didn’t stand out in the courtyard at the train station with me, after I sent Cheryl Wilson off to the Peace Corps.  Remember?  Out by the shoeshine stand.  ‘Let It Be Me’ was playing on the shoeshine guy’s radio, and you and I sang part of it.  Then you showed me a picture of a car and a girl in a bikini.  And you said I should give what’s‑her‑name…with the eyelashes...her first kiss.”
“You kissed a lot of girls, Sam,” Al sighed.

“More than I should have.”
He shook his head.  “Don’t start beating yourself up over that, now.  You didn’t know there was somebody back here waiting for you.  If you’d known, you would’ve been all business.  You and that ironclad moral code of yours.  You wouldn’t’ve let anybody lay a lip on you on a bet.  Donna knows that.  You’re as loyal as a cocker spaniel.”
“She wasn’t hurt?”
“Well...I didn’t say that.  Exactly.”
“I should have known she was here.  Somehow.  I should have.  Subconsciously.”
“Saaaam.”
“I should have.”
“Well,” Al said firmly, “maybe your subconscious remembered the original history.  The one where you were a free agent.  Who knows.  I don’t figure you did anything reprehensible.  You just did a little kissing.  Okay, a lot of kissing.  And you let your fingers do the walking a couple times.  But it’s like I said.  You’re home now.  Donna knows you’d rather be shot dead in your tracks than cheat on her now.”
“But...”
“No buts.  If you really feel all that bad about it, when we get back you can skip the movie and do your penance between the sheets with your wife.  I told you, Sam: you gotta go forward now.  Anything else is just a waste of energy.”
“What about you?”
“Forward.”
“With Beth?”
He shrugged.  “I told her as soon as ‘my doctor’ tells me I can travel, I’ll go meet her kids.  They’re all in California.  It’s not that far.”  After a pause, he added, “You were right.  I can’t pretend they don’t exist.  I figure we can get acquainted.  See what happens from there.”
“That’s good.”
“She and Donna seem to like each other pretty well.”
“Yeah, they do.”
“We won’t stay with you too long.  You and Donna need some time to yourselves.  Just a few days, huh?  I’ll call Anita and have her attack my apartment.  The dust is probably six inches thick by now, but she’s fast.  By the time you’re ready to go to Hawaii, I’ll be ready to go home.”
“Only if that’s what you really want.”
“You gotta have some time with Donna.”
I told him firmly, “I’ll have time with Donna.  I just want you around, too.”
“I’ll be around.”
“Always?”
“Always.”
“Crying in the Chapel” was coming out of the CD player.  Al listened to it for a minute, then shook his head and grinned at me.  “I bless the daaaay I found youuuuuu,” he sang, and grinned again.  “See?  I know it.”
So did I.  So we both completely ignored what was coming out of my state‑of‑the‑art speakers and sang together.  He couldn’t sign worth a damn.  He still can’t.  But the rasp of his voice as he struggled to stay within spitting distance of the right key, the way he had in the courtyard of the train station after I had said goodbye to Cheryl Wilson, was the most wonderful sound I had heard in a long time.

“I bless the day I found you

I want to stay around you

And so I beg you

Let it be me

Don’t take this heaven from one

If you must cling to someone

Now and forever

Let it be me...”
* * *

Weitzman showed up on my doorstep the next morning.

He’d been brought in by helicopter; as he stood glowering at me, he on one side of the threshold and me on the other, the chopper’s blades wound themselves down to silence about a quarter of a mile down my access road.

“Senator,” I said wearily.

“Where have you been?” he demanded.

“Up until about five minutes ago, I was in bed.”
“You love being a smartass with me, don’t you?  You get that from Calavicci.”  He peered past me into the house, which he had to boost himself up on tiptoe to do, since I was blocking most of the doorway.  “Where is he?”  When I didn’t answer him, he shouldered me out of the way and stalked into my house.  “Where is he?” he repeated.

Al appeared in the archway between the living room and the hall as I swung the front door shut.  “I’m right here.”
“This is nice,” Weitzman said.

“What is?”
“I suppose you’re happy.”
“About what?”
“About the computer,” Weitzman replied, drawling out the last word.

“What about it?”
Without an invitation from anyone, Weitzman sat himself down on the sofa and put his feet up on my glass‑topped coffee table.  “A computer that cost the taxpayers of this nation something in the area of fifteen billion dollars.  It’s dead.  I’ve brought in a team of artificial intelligence experts, and not a one of them can figure out how to get it up and running again.  Not to mention that a good portion of your Control area has apparently been set fire to and destroyed.  Would you care to offer an explanation?”
“We had an accident,” Al replied.

“An accident.”
“That’s right.”  Reaching into the pocket of his robe for another unlit cigar, Al flashed me an almost unreadable look, then sat down in the chair that faced Weitzman and put his own feet up on the coffee table.  He stuck the cigar into his mouth before he resumed speaking to the senator, knowing that the sight of it would annoy the hell out of Weitzman.  “The computer gave me a reasonable likelihood of success with the enhanced retrieval program Dr. Allen put together.  So I ran it.  It overloaded the system, and the Control console caught fire.”
Weitzman looked down his nose at Al’s hands.  “Apparently, you did too.”
“Apparently.”
“So this…‘retrieval’ worked.”
“Yup,” Al said.

“And what did you do to the computer?”
“Nothing.”
That made Weitzman turn to me.  I shook my head and repeated Al’s “nothing,” which was the truth...technically.  Under the Alpha Alpha Forty program I’d instructed Ziggy to execute, she had shut herself down.  The unprotected copies of her files, which Peter MacKay, Liz Ruehl and a couple of other people had spent half a day downloading onto floppy disks that we’d left in plain sight, were more than available for Weitzman’s “experts” to examine.  Ziggy herself, though, was — unavailable.  Unless either Al or I sat down at one of her terminals and typed in our personal access codes and the words “Sleeping Beauty.”
She might have belonged to the people who had paid for her.  Technically.  Physically.  But her soul belonged to me and Al.

“Nothing,” Weitzman repeated.

“That’s right,” I said.

“Then you’ve got a hell of a lot of explaining to do, Beckett,” he blustered.  “McBride’s not around any more to smooth things over for you.  We’ve sunk almost sixty billion dollars into a project that hasn’t accomplished a damn thing in the last five years except a lot of game‑playing.  We want to know where you’ve been.”
I told him mildly, “In the Waiting Room, according to most of your colleagues.”
“Don’t jerk my chain, Beckett!”
“Have your people been reviewing the files?”
“About your supposed little missions of mercy?  Oh, yes.  They’re delightful.  ‘Setting things right that once went wrong.’ That’s lovely.  We’re supposed to believe that?  Where’s the proof?  Hmmm?  You’re a scientist.  You’re supposed to back up all of your conclusions with proof.”
Al replied, “There isn’t much.”
“Much?  There isn’t any.”
“There’s some.  If you’ll let us produce it for you.  We have no proof at all that Dr. Beckett changed history, unless you’re willing to believe the records that are on the computer disks.  Once the timeline was changed, the original one was erased.  Nothing remains of it except what the computer recorded.  And what’s in here.”  Al pointed to his temple.  “But if you’ll give us a little time, we can bring in some people who can testify that a man who said his name was Samuel Beckett came into their lives at some point in the past.”
Weitzman countered, “People you’ve paid to say that.”
“People who don’t know me from Adam.”
“They can be paid anonymously.”
“Senator,” Al sighed, “if you’re going to fight us — and you haven’t done anything else for the last five years, so you probably don’t want to stop now — then we’re not going to accomplish anything.  I know you don’t like me.  I know you don’t particularly like Sam.  But Project Quantum Leap was originally given the go‑ahead for a reason.  Not to indulge Sam’s whims.  We broke the sound barrier when people said that was impossible.  We put a man on the moon while people were still saying that traveling to other planets was science fiction.  We’ve established the existence of things we can’t see, both inside of us and farther away from the Earth than mankind will ever travel.  There are things you just have to accept on faith, Senator.  Sam was in the past.  If you let us, we’ll try to prove that for you.  But to a certain extent, sir, you have to believe.”  He paused.  “You have to open that narrow mind of yours and believe.”
Weitzman stared at him for a moment.  Then he said tersely, “Calavicci, I am going to fry your ass.”
“I don’t doubt you’ll try.”
Apparently, Weitzman had decided the discussion was over.  With one final glare leveled at Al, he pushed himself up off the sofa and announced, “All the members of the Committee are going to be back in Washington on June the first, after the Memorial Day holiday.  That gives you almost three weeks.  Be there with your proof.  Or without your proof.  But be there.  Or I’ll see that you’re both brought up on charges of conspiracy to defraud the people of the United States.”
“The putz,” Al said when Weitzman was gone.  “I bet he never clapped for Tinkerbell, either.”
* * *

What seemed like an eternity ago, I had sat on a wooden bench outside a neighborhood tavern in a place I was told was Cokeburg, Pennsylvania.  A man with a white apron tied around his belly sat down beside me and looked at me with eyes that were the mirrors of his soul.  He told me his name was Albert.  He told me I had been responsible for Leaping myself around in time.

In a sense, that was true.

I had walked into the Accelerator in April of 1995 totally of my own accord.  Although I felt a little like the dogs of the United States Congress were baying at my heels, no one prompted me to take that walk.  No one suggested that that action was predestined.  I had two options to choose from, and I chose the one that would allow me to prove that my dreams could become a reality.

That walk took me thirty‑nine years into the past.

That walk hurtled me out of my own life and into the middle of someone else’s.

It allowed me to save someone else’s life.

It’s a dizzying thing, being told that you can save someone else’s life.  Or turn a life around.  Change it for the better.  All it cost was a word here, a simple action there.  Sometimes, all I had to do was listen, when the person whose place I had taken had failed to do that the first time around.  I grew to know people.  More people than I can count.  Men and women.  Children.  Many of them said they cared for me.  And I grew to care for them.  Most of the time, when I told one of them “I love you,” I meant it.

Before I Leaped, I had my books.  My ideas and my dreams.

The woman I had decided to marry had left me.  I had no idea where she’d gone.  I could have found her, I suppose, but I didn’t try.

My brother had been killed at the age of twenty‑two in the jungles of Vietnam as the result of a mission called Operation Lazarus.

I had spent Christmas, not quite four months before I Leaped, with my mother, my sister and her family in Hawaii.  At my insistence, Al had come along with me.  Neither of us felt very much at home.  There was an awkwardness neither of us could escape, a sense of being only visitors.  We were made welcome, but we were in Katie’s house.  Neither one of us had a home of our own.

When I Leaped, all I had, in the truest sense, was Al.

My friend.

He came to me in a hanger at Edwards Air Force Base a few hours after I had awakened in the middle of Tom Stratton’s life.  By rights he should have been furious with me.  I’d betrayed his trust.  I’d left him behind.  But all I saw on his face was a deep weariness around his eyes that said he hadn’t slept much, if at all, the night before.  He had promised to serve as Observer during my Leap, so there he was, to serve.  The job wouldn’t last more than a few hours, certainly.

It lasted five years.

He followed me from California to Florida, from England to Egypt to Hong Kong and a thousand places in between.  He did his best to dissuade me from bringing Donna back into my life because he was convinced that she would hurt me again.  He argued against trying to save my brother’s life because that was utterly and completely against the rules I myself had established.  He listened to me rail and complain and whine and argue points of view that he thought were ridiculous.  He let me drag him along behind me like a dog on a leash.  He let me dismiss him out of hand when what he told me was not what I wanted to hear.

Through it all, he stayed with me.  When I needed him, he was always there.

So, too, were the rest of the people in my life.  My mother.  My sister.  The brother and the wife I reclaimed for myself.  My staff — the people who believed in Quantum Leap as unshakably as I did.  All of their lives continued apart from mine, but they were still here, waiting.

Everything that I am I believe comes from all the people who have touched me.  My family.  Sibby and Herky, my high school friends.  Lisa.  Professor Lo Nigro.  Isabelle Holloway, who gave me a home when I badly needed one.  And her granddaughter Nancy, who listened to my stories and told me hers.  Verbena Beeks, who held Al’s hand so that she could see into the hell of Havenwell Hospital and whispered, “We love you, Sam,” before she disappeared.  Gushie.  David.

And all the people I met during my Leaps.  The ones who said they cared for me.  The ones I learned to care for in return.

But first, last and always, there was Al.

We spent a very ordinary day together after Weitzman left.  Neither one of us said anything about the Project.  With Donna and Beth, we watched a couple of movies on videotape and ate enormous bowls of popcorn.  We spread a blanket on the living room floor and sat on it with Johnny, building a complicated tower out of Lego blocks.  We sat in Johnny’s room and Al recited to me the history of all those small wooden and plastic boats and planes.  We pulled out stacks of photo albums and went through them one by one, page by page, looking at hundreds of pictures that chronicled the days of my life.

Over and over again, I lifted my head to look at him, just to make certain he was still there.  Each time, he smiled.  I know he had no idea what was going on in my head.

In my head, I was back in Cokeburg.

With the man in the white apron.  The man who told me his name was Albert.  The man who scoffed at me when I suggested that he might be more than just a man.

I believe He was more than that.

He made me give him a nickel when I asked Him why I’d been brought (or had brought myself) to His tavern.  He wanted me to win the jackpot on His punch board before He would answer my question.  I didn’t win, and He didn’t answer.  All I had to go on was what my mind, my imagination, and my heart would allow me to understand.

He was more than just a man.

At first, I was upset by His refusal to answer me.  He was there, in front of me, speaking to me, but the things He was saying weren’t what I wanted to hear.  I didn’t want verbal volleyball, from Him or anyone else.  All I wanted was the answer to one question.  Just one question.  I wanted to know Why.

The “Why am I here?” that I voiced to Him was actually only part of the question.  I had asked it all my life, a thousand times over, from the time I became old enough to think in abstract terms.

Why?

He must hear it during every moment of every day that passes, from voices without number.  Maybe, sometimes, He answers, if He thinks that’s called for.  I suppose He didn’t think it was called for with me.  Instead, He let me try to figure things out for myself.

I suppose that was both good and bad.

When I looked into His eyes that night outside the tavern, I thought I understood what He wanted me to see.  But all I really did was jump to a conclusion.  I thought that telling Beth a story would set everything right for the friend I had left behind, and that wasn’t true at all.  I also thought that once I had told that story to my friend’s one true love, I would be free to come home.  But that wasn’t true either.

I’d touched a lot of lives, He told me.  It seemed I’d set in motion a sort of cosmic domino effect.  “Those lives touched others, and those, others,” He said.  For all I know, I’ve touched everyone in the world.  Me, Sam Beckett, the farm kid from Indiana.  That’s a grand assumption, isn’t it?  That I’ve somehow helped everyone.  Maybe I have.  I doubt it, but maybe.  But I don’t figure touching a hundred lives, or a thousand, or a million, makes me any more extraordinary than anyone else.  I’m just a man.  A man who got pulled away from my books and my theories and drafted into doing good deeds for people I didn’t know.

A man who watched a long line of strangers laugh and cry, celebrate and grieve.

A man who learned to forget that I was different from the norm, in the face of differences that were greater than my own.  Who learned that the intelligence I had been given sometimes meant very little, compared to the simple goodness of the heart.  Who learned not to turn away from people, but toward them.

When it was all finished, and I sat on the bench in front of Al’s Place, I thought there was just one person left whose life I needed to turn around.

Just Al.

But that was wrong.

I forgot about myself.

* * *

The five of us had a long and very relaxed dinner after the sun had gone down.

Both Al and I had spent a considerable amount of time on the phone during the afternoon, me arranging for plane tickets and a rental car for the trip to Hawaii and then connecting with Katie to give her the pertinent times and numbers.  Al called Anita, his housekeeper extraordinaire, and gave her detailed instructions for cleaning and stocking his very neglected townhouse.  She must not have been clear on something, I thought; when I walked past his room at one point, he was repeating over and over into the phone, “Eight o’clock.  You got it?  Not a minute after.  Eight o’clock.”
He’d gotten it into his head that he wanted Donna’s chili for dinner, and after half an hour of wheedling persuasion she consented to make it for him, though she had to resurrect a package of ground meat from the freezer and then defrost it.  There’d never really been anything wrong with Al’s stomach, but still, watching him devour a huge bowlful, then another, of chili hot enough to melt asphalt startled everyone else at the table.  The only person who wasn’t startled was Johnny, who was stuck eating pulverized beef stew out of a jar.

“Kid,” Al told him cheerfully, “wait’ll you grow a few more teeth.  And a thicker stomach lining.  Then we’ll really have something to eat.  You and me.”
“Key,” Johnny replied.

After dinner was finished and the dishes had been cleaned up, Donna scooped Johnny up into her arms, intending to take him off to his room.

“No, wait,” Al said.  “Not yet, okay?”
“It’s getting kind of late for him, Al.”
“What, late?” he scoffed.  “Seven‑thirty.  Let him stay up a little while longer.  It won’t hurt.  Come on, sit down.”
When she hesitated, he took Johnny away from her, sat down on the sofa with Johnny on his lap and waved Donna into a chair.  Looking at me, then at Beth, didn’t gain her much support, so she sighed and settled into the chair Al had indicated.  We spent the next half an hour talking about the trip to Hawaii and a number of places Al insisted we show Johnny.  He seemed to want to go along on the trip himself, but when I suggested that, he demurred, saying that he had “things to take care of” at home.  Neither Donna nor I missed the glance he tossed at Beth.  Nor had either of us missed the fact that the sofa hadn’t been slept on last night.

Al was definitely coming back.

At not quite eight o’clock he butted into Beth’s description of a shopping center she thought Donna should definitely visit and got up from the sofa with Johnny clutched to his chest.  Without explanation he handed the baby back to Donna, then beckoned to all of us and announced, “Let’s go outside for a while.”
“Why?” I asked him.

“Why not?” he countered.  He got as far as the door that led to the terrace before he realized that no one was following him.  “Would you come on?” he said impatiently.

“Al, what’s so important outside?”
“Nothing.”
“Then why do we need to go out there?”
He stopped moving with his back to the door and gave me a very long‑suffering and somewhat withering look.  “Would you just move your butt?  Please?”
“Peas,” Johnny parroted, grinning.

“Yeah,” Al said.  “Peas.”
Donna, Beth and I looked at each other curiously for a minute, then one by one we surrendered and followed Al out the door.  Once he had us all out on the terrace, he went back into the house long enough to turn off all the lights.  The moon was full now, and by the time Al returned the rest of us were able to see each other and the furniture on the terrace pretty clearly.  Not that that explained why Al had insisted we come out here.

“What are we supposed to be looking at?” Donna asked.

“Just wait,” Al replied.

Several minutes went by.  Al, who had a self‑satisfied look on his face that rivaled anything Ashley the cat could have produced, settled himself in a chair and sat gazing out across the desert.

“Sit down if you want,” he offered.

“Al,” I said.

“What?”
“It is a lovely night,” Beth said.  She smiled at me; the look in her eyes said clearly, “Give it up.  He won’t let you win this one, I can tell.”  Then she turned the smile on Al.  “Why don’t we enjoy it for a little while?  Is that what you wanted, Al?  Just to sit out here and enjoy the evening?”
“Nope,” he replied.

Donna sank into another chair and perched Johnny on her lap.  “I should put him to bed, Al.”
“Not yet.”
Another couple of minutes went by.  In response to the various murmurings of impatience or puzzlement he got from the rest of us, all he would do was shake his head and repeat, “Just wait.”  Finally, even he began squinting at his watch.  “For crying out loud,” he muttered.  “I told him eight o’clock.  He does nothing but yammer about that watch of his and how damned accurate it is.  But ask him to do something on time and he can’t...”
A muffled boom echoed across the desert.

A moment later, golden light spilled across the sky.  Another boom produced a burst of blue and red.

“Fireworks?” Beth said.

Another burst.  This one was white, followed by gold.

Johnny began to bounce up and down on his mother’s lap, his eyes wide and fascinated.  “See!” he shrieked.  His bobbing became so energetic that Donna had to wrap an arm around his middle to keep him from flinging himself off.

“You like that?  Huh?” Al asked him.  “It’s pretty, isn’t it?”
“See!” Johnny squealed again.

There were dozens of explosions.  I’d seen a lot of fireworks displays as a kid in Indiana, and a few after that, but most of them had been in or on the outskirts of very populated areas.  The sky was never dark enough.  This time the sky, except the area silvered by the moon, was completely dark, and the fireworks were breathtaking.

“Who’s doing this?” I asked Al.

“Gushie,” he said.

“Gushie?”
“Yeah.  I called him this afternoon.  He gave me a big song and dance about short notice, but he owed me one.  He stole...”  Al cut himself off and changed tacks.  “He’s not out there by himself,” he went on.  “He had to have some help.”  He paused and groaned, then amended, “A lot of help.  He knows computers, but I don’t think he could light a hibachi on his own.  He’s doing the synchronization.  There’s six or seven other guys setting off the rockets.”
“But...what’s it all for?”
“You.”
“Me?” I said in a small voice.

“You said you wanted a parade,” Al shrugged.  “This was the best I could think of for right now.  Doesn’t look too bad.  But a parade...Gushie and Tina and the techs would have made one sorry looking parade.  Still, if that’s what you want, give me a couple weeks and I’ll see what I can do.  I can call in some favors in Vegas...”
“It’s fine,” I told him.

“You sure?  Those blue ones are a little lame.  I told him to get the...”
“Al.  It’s fine.”
He gave in and nodded then, and smiled at me.  I think he was as pleased as I had been as a grade‑schooler, watching my dad christen a ceramic ashtray I had made for him in art class.  And I was as touched as I think my dad was back then, tapping his cigarette ash into my lumpy little clay creation.  Al’s eyes shifted back to the fireworks, but mine stayed on him as I pulled a chair up beside his and sat down.

“You’re missing it,” he warned.

“I can see.”  I went on watching him for a minute, then asked him quietly, “Are you happy, Al?”
“What, with this?  Well, like I said, the blue ones are kinda sorry.”
“No, not with this.”
“Dinner?  Dinner was good.”
“Not dinner.”
“Of course,” he rambled on, “it would’ve been better if I could’ve had a cigar.  Nothing like an after‑dinner cigar, Sam.  Best one of the day.”
“Al,” I said.  “Would you just answer the question?”
He looked over at me and blinked a couple of times.  His eyes were very calm.  For a moment, I had the distinct feeling I needed to pay him a nickel before he’d answer the question.  “Yeah,” he told me.

“What?”
Johnny was carrying on so noisily that, along with the boom of the fireworks, his voice drowned mine and Al’s out entirely.  With a bemused shake of his head, Al leaned toward me and said close to my ear, “Yes.”
“Yes?”
“Yes.”
There was more I wanted to say, and more I wanted to ask him, volumes more, but this wasn’t the time for all those words.  My son wasn’t allowing it to be.  Johnny had begun to thrash so frantically in response to the lights in the sky that Donna was using her free arm to keep him from belting her in the head.  In response to her gasp for my help, I stood up and grabbed him up out of her lap, thinking I was going to end up liberally splotched with bruises myself, but he quieted down once he was in my arms and settled for shrilling, “Daddy see!  See!”
“I see, John.  Daddy sees.”
“Pee,” he announced.

I flinched, certain he was telling me my shirt was now in danger, then understood that what he was saying was “pretty.”  I nodded at him, then shifted him around so that he and I could both watch the brilliant display in the sky.  Once he was settled Donna reached up and took hold of my free hand.  When I glanced down I could see Al smiling up at me and my frenetic son.  He had taken Beth’s hand and laced his fingers with hers.

“Thank you,” I told him.

He tossed the words off, the way he had a thousand times before.  “No big thing.”
But it was.

I had asked him so many times, “Why am I here?”  Sometimes he had an answer for me, sometimes not.  Once in a while I came up with my own answer.  As I stood beside his chair on the patio outside the home he had made possible for me and Donna, watching the celebration he had staged, I found my own answer again.

I have no idea whether that other place, the one that was not my home, was real.  It certainly seemed real enough while I was there, and the memories of it have stayed with me.  Steffy’s sweet, expressive face and the feel of her arms around my waist.  The pain in Tom’s eyes as he propped that small photograph on my hospital night table.  The glint of the sun on Al’s sunglasses.  The sound of Nancy’s voice.

Can I accept what I saw as reality?  I don’t know.

I can accept the here and now.  I do know that much.  It’s something I learned to do during all those years of Leaping, starting way back at the beginning, when I was living Tom Stratton’s life.  I believe the time I spent in all those different places, pretending to be a long line of different people, was real.  I remember bits and pieces of those events, enough to make me smile when a word or a song or a scent reminds me of them.  They were real.  Not something I read in a book.

But the time I spent on Cielo Drive...I don’t know.

There is no Cielo Drive here.  I’ve gone looking for it twice, once by myself and once with Al.  The cul‑de‑sac simply doesn’t exist here.  So where was the house that Nancy took me home to?  And the Project that had no Ziggy on its Control level?  Where was I?  I figure there are two possibilities.  Either I imagined the whole thing, building it around versions of people who’ve actually been a part of my life, or it was an elaborate show staged for my benefit.  Maybe a little of both.

Or maybe it was real.

If it was real, and I Leaped into the life of some other Sam Beckett, then I hope that Tom and Stephanie and Jack’s father returned to them when I left and that he’s been able to learn what I’ve learned: how to value what he has, and how easily it can be taken away.

Everything I am, I believe is a product of the people who have touched my life.

The people who have loved me, and still love me.  The ones who waited so long for me to come home and have accepted me back into their lives without any misgivings.  Unlike Nancy and the other Al, they seem not to blame me at all for the time I spent apart from them.  But I understand that Al, and Donna, my mother and my brother and sister are a lot less willing to let me have my own way than they were before I Leaped.  They allowed me to live my dreams.  Now, as He did, they want me to accept the reality of what I see when I open my eyes every morning.  When I take too many steps in the wrong direction now, one of them is nearby to jerk back on my leash.  One of them is always here to make sure that I don’t try to leave them behind again.

Even though I would never try.

When I walked into the Accelerator in the beginning, there was nothing, really, to hold me back.  At least I thought there wasn’t.  The woman I loved had left me.  My brother and my father were gone, I saw my mother and sister only sporadically.  Even Al, the way it seemed to me, had his women and his cars, and no special need for me.

Now, there is everything to hold me back.

“The greatest adventure mankind has ever undertaken” ended for me in May of 2000, sixty-one months after it began.  I can remember the faces of most of the people I helped — really, all but the last few, during the time when Al says things began to unravel.  I don’t regret what I had to give up to help them.  But what I told the Man who said His name was Albert was true: when I sat on the wooden bench in front of His tavern, I had tapped the bottom of what I had to give, and I wanted...no, I needed the journey to be over.  He certainly could have forced me to continue, but He didn’t.  And I don’t believe I’ve stopped helping other people by coming home.  I can see in my son’s eyes every morning how much it means for me to be here.

The other adventure, the one that is both far simpler and far more grand than Quantum Leap, the one that began at 12:30 in the afternoon on August 8, 1953, hasn’t ended yet.  I hope it still has thousands of days left to it.

I plan to treasure every one of them.

The fireworks went on for a long while that night in May, spilling light and color across the blackness of the desert sky.  I wanted them never to end.  Eventually I was seeing them through a haze and I had to blink hard several times to clear my vision.  When I opened my eyes again my best friend was standing beside me.  He smiled again as he rested his bandaged hand on my shoulder.

“Welcome home,” he said.

* * * * * *
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