A DOZEN POINTS IN TIME #1

SEX, LIES AND CHEMICAL DUMPS

JUNE 16, 1984
He was surrounded by silence.

When the blue light that always accompanied the Leap faded away, Sam Beckett opened his eyes and took a long, calm look around.  Not that he could see much; he’d Leaped in here in the middle of the night.  “Here” was someone’s bedroom, and he was occupying half of that someone’s large and extremely comfortable bed.  The other half was occupied by — he squinted in that direction — a slender, blonde young woman in a lace-trimmed nightgown.

The word Finally! popped into his head.  No need to hurriedly improvise opening lines this time — to dive into the deep end of the conversation pool and start swimming.  This time, he had a chance to think.  To relax.  To figure out who and when and where he was.

At least I’m not the woman this time, he thought, and punctuated the thought with a small sigh.  Thank You for small favors.

As his eyes gradually adjusted to the dim light filtering in from outdoors through the sheer curtains, he picked up a few more details about his surroundings.  Two windows, side by side on the wall to his right, one of them open a few inches to let in the cool night air.  Three doors.  One of them, leading to the master bathroom, was also open.  The other two were closed.  Hallway and closet, he guessed.  Nice furniture, all well-made, matching pieces.  Light-colored carpet.  A handful of framed photos, gleaming in the subdued light.  Flowered comforter on the bed, on top of the sheet and a thin blanket.

Suburbia, Sam thought.  So, okay, I’ve got the ‘where’ — sort of.  Now, second question: who am I?  He shifted gently, experimentally.  Be a heavy sleeper.  Please.

She was.  All she did was sniffle once.  Enormously grateful for the chance to continue his midnight surveillance of this place uninterrupted, Sam slid slowly and carefully out of the bed, shivering at the chill of the night air against his body, naked except for a pair of boxer shorts.  First, he leaned in for a brief closer look at the blonde.  Wrapped in the composure of sleep, she looked very young.  But she was definitely an adult, with a gold band circling the third finger of her left hand.

My wife, Sam thought, then corrected himself, You mean his wife.

Whichever.  She was pretty in an unelaborate, wholesome kind of way that made Sam suspect she had been a cheerleader in high school.  There was lots of the blonde hair that had been the first thing he’d noticed; when she was standing up, it probably reached past her shoulders.

Enough.  Get back to what you were doing.
He padded on into the bathroom, again grateful when the door closed behind him without squeaking.  Feeling a little like a cat burglar, he felt for the light switch beside the door and flipped it, blinking hard when the fluorescents over the sink twinkled on.  When his vision had again settled down to normal, he peered into the mirror.

Looking back at him was a reasonably good-looking, dark-haired man in his late twenties.  He was shorter and smaller framed than Sam — went about five-ten, maybe 170 pounds, Sam guessed.  Muscular, though.  Probably spent some of his leisure time working out.

Now — I need your name.

He held his breath as he eased open the door of the medicine cabinet.  Again, no squeak.  Sam smiled fleetingly and gave silent thanks to the manufacturers of quality cabinet hinges and household Three-In-One oil.  The smile turned to a frown as he studied the contents of the cabinet.  Lots of generic, everyday stuff: aspirin, extra toothbrushes, razor, hand lotion, mouthwash, two different varieties of deodorant (his and hers), vitamins, a pumice stone.  But no labeled prescription bottles that would supply him with names.  No, wait, there was one, behind the “her” bottle of deodorant.  Sam picked it up and frowned at the label.

HOLLOWAY, CYNTHIA B.

Penicillin.  Dated September 1983.  Three pills left in the bottom of the bottle.  How old the prescription was, Sam couldn’t tell, but knowing this night was sometime after September of ‘83 was at least a start.  Nodding to himself, he replaced the bottle behind the deodorant and closed the cabinet door.

His next inclination was to give up his search for now and return to bed.  He was halfway to the door when his bladder announced that it was full and would appreciate not being full.  Turning to the toilet made him notice for the first time the wicker basket of magazines resting on the floor between the toilet and the vanity.  Sam reached down and grabbed a couple.  Old issues of People, one with Princess Diana on the cover — and both bearing subscription labels.

Sam turned to the image in the mirror and smiled.  Hello, Paul M. Holloway.

A minute or two later he padded back to the bed and eased in under the covers, feeling more content than he had in — he guessed it was months.  It was a rare treat, not having to get this Leap off to a running start.  After a nice, slow tour of Paul Holloway’s bathroom, he could stretch out for a few hours’ restful sleep in the enveloping warmth of Paul Holloway’s bed.  He was in the midst of congratulating himself for completing his visit to the bathroom without wakening — what was her name? Cynthia — when she rolled over onto her side and asked quietly, “Are you all right, sweetie?  You were in there a long time.”
He shuddered and thought, Damn.  “I...had to take some aspirin.  My back is bothering me a little.”  That was true:  Sam had just spent three weeks inhabiting the life of a burly construction worker, a Leap his lower back muscles had definitely not appreciated.  As usual, the damage to his body hadn’t carried through from that Leap to this one, but a nagging memory of the pain had.  He smiled a little wanly at Cynthia and added, “I’ll be okay.  It’s nothing.  Go on back to sleep.”
“Do you want me to rub it for you?”
“Huh?” Sam said.

“Your back.”
“Ummm...sure.  I guess.”  The moment the words escaped from his mouth, he regretted saying them.  A back rub from someone cute and blonde was the kind of late-night treat Al would give his right arm for.  But you’re not Al.  Get a grip, Beckett.  “No, thanks,” he amended quickly.  “That’s all right.  It’s pretty late.”  She couldn’t argue with that, he figured; the digital clock on the bedside table read 3:24 a.m.  “Go back to sleep.  I’ll be fine.”
“Turn over.”
“Really...”
“Turn over,” she said firmly.  “You know I give the best back rubs in town.  It’ll make you feel better so you can fall back asleep.  Come on.”  She sat up and tugged at Sam’s shoulders until he surrendered and rolled over onto his belly.  He was more than a little distressed and embarrassed at being in bed, almost nude, with a woman who was a complete stranger to him — a woman who was someone else’s wife — until Cynthia actually began massaging his back.  Then he had ridiculous visions of his overworked muscles singing arias of pleasure.

God, that feels good.

“Better?” she asked, close to his ear.

“Much.”
“Told you.  People have said to me, ever since the day we got married, `Cindy, he married you because you give the best back rubs in town.’”
Sam murmured.  “Well...I think it was more than that.”
“If you say so.”
“Not much more,” Sam sighed.

He was close to drifting off to sleep when Cindy Holloway leaned down and kissed the back of his neck, the ends of all that blonde hair trailing lightly against his skin.  Her hands moved to his shoulders and drifted there for a minute.  She’d stopped massaging; her touch was now definitely more of a caress.  She kissed him again, several times, lingeringly, first his shoulders, then his right ear lobe, then back to the nape of his neck.

“I love you, Paulie,” she whispered.

“Ummmm...” he murmured.

The next thing Sam knew, she had flipped him over and he was gazing, startled, up at the ceiling.  Her nightgown went flying through his field of vision to land somewhere on the carpeted floor.  Obviously, the supremely talented Cindy was now thinking about massaging things other than his aching back.

Ohhhh, boy, Sam thought.

* * *

“I should be back by six,” Cindy said, fastening on the second of a pair of small gold earrings.  “Will you have time to go to the market?  We’re out of a lot of things, and if I stop, I won’t be home till seven.”
Sam nodded.  “Sure.  I’ll go.”
“The list is in the kitchen.  You’re sweet.”
“Well,” Sam said, “I try.”
Pulling on the jacket of her navy blue suit, Cindy grinned widely, then leaned over and planted a long kiss on him.  Sam had stopped even thinking about resisting Cindy’s amorous advances hours ago; at this point he was so familiar with her mouth that he could have written a doctoral dissertation about it.  “I’m sorry about this meeting,” she told him.  “I know it’s Saturday, but nobody says ‘no’ to Mr. Levine.  If he wants to meet with the clients on Saturday, we meet on Saturday.  And this case is really important to him.  To all of us.  Ackerman Consolidated, you know.  The toxic waste dumping.”
“I understand,” Sam nodded.

“Do I look okay?”
He took a moment to consider her outfit.  The skirt of the navy suit came to just above her knees, and the neckline of the white blouse she had on under the jacket was buttoned securely at her throat.  Simple gold jewelry, low-heeled black shoes.  The whole outfit reeked “conservative”.  “You look very businesslike,” Sam told her.

“Is everything straight?  No dangling threads?”
“Nope.”
“Then I guess it’ll do.”  Cindy stretched up and kissed him again.  “See you later.  I love you.”
“I love you too.”
She popped open the front door and took a step out, then stopped to pull the morning’s mail out of the mailbox beside the door, searching rapidly through the stack of envelopes, flyers and magazines.  Sam had no idea what she was looking for, but it seemed to be something important — her eyebrows were knotted together and she was nearly scowling.

“Nothing again today,” she said finally, and thrust the mail at Sam.

“Nothing...?” he asked.

“From the publishers.  About your novel?  It’s been almost a month.”
“Oh,” Sam said.  “Well, what can you do?”
“Nothing, I guess.  I’ll see you later, sweetie.”
Sam nodded and watched her stride off to her car, waving once as she backed the car out into the street.  Then he retreated back into the house.  The front door had barely thumped shut behind him when another Door opened: the one to the Imaging Chamber.  Sam turned toward the sound.  Al, in a pair of lime green pants and a garish yellow and lime shirt Sam couldn’t remember having seen before, handlink in one hand and his usual cigar dangling from the other, stood near the sofa with a Cheshire Cat grin decorating his face.

“You dog, you,” Al chuckled.

Sam said in a warning tone, “Al...”
“What, ‘Al’?  I’ve been waiting for the last seven hours for a chance to talk to you.  But every time I tried showing up here, you were...busy, shall we say.  With” — he indicated the front door — “Cindy.”  He stuck the cigar in his mouth and took a couple of puffs, then removed it and contemplated it almost as if he had never seen it before.  “I was beginning to think you were going for some sort of Olympic record.  Although I’m not sure whether it should be for frequency or endurance.”
“It was her idea,” Sam countered.

Al rolled his eyes.  “The first three times were her idea.  This morning in the shower?  I think that was all yours.  Or didn’t you know she was already in there?”
“What did you do, watch?”
“For a minute.”
Still frowning, Sam strode past the hologram of his friend and went on into the small, sunny, yellow-walled kitchen at the rear of the Holloways’ house.  He found the grocery list Cindy had mentioned on a long, narrow notepad near the phone and began fixedly studying it.  When Al joined him in the kitchen, he didn’t lift his eyes from the paper.

“Or two,” Al said.

“Only two?  Is that something I should congratulate you on?” Sam shot back.  “Does the word ‘privacy’ mean anything to you?”
“Of course it does.”
“Then...?”
“I’d apologize to you,” Al said, “except that I know you’re not half as angry at me for walking in on you as you are at yourself for doing what I walked in on.”  When Sam didn’t reply, he prompted, “Am I right?”
Sam tossed the notepad back on the counter.  He made a point of avoiding Al’s gaze for several seconds, then turned abruptly back to his friend.  “She’s another man’s wife, Al.”
“As far as she’s concerned, she’s your wife.”
“But she’s not!”
“Sam...”
Sam made a hard slicing gesture with his right hand to force Al back into silence.  “Look,” he said hotly.  “Don’t give me another one of your `talks’.  I know you see my Leaping around in time as the ultimate opportunity for me to have sex with every woman I come across and not get stuck with the consequences.  I’m here, I fix whatever needs fixing, I Leap out, and in the meantime, I get to sleep with a long line of women who think I’m somebody else!  Yeah, fine, she thinks I’m her husband.  But I’m not, Al.  I’m not.  It’s my body and my mind.  I’m not Paul Holloway, I’m Sam Beckett.  I have no relationship whatsoever with that woman who just left.”
“Except that you made love to her four times.”
“I deceived her.”  Rather than wait for a response, Sam began throwing open cupboard doors and peering furiously into every storage space in the kitchen.  When he had finished with each one, he thumped the door shut and went on to the next.  By the time he reached the sixth cabinet, he was banging the doors shut so hard he made the dishware inside the cabinets jingle and rattle.

Bemused, Al stood out of harm’s way in the doorway leading to the living room — not that Sam could have done anything to physically harm him in any event.  Sam’s distress was nothing new; Al had had a number of run-ins in the past with what he considered to be Sam’s grossly overdeveloped sense of sexual morality.  This discussion, he figured, would ultimately end the way most of the others had, with Sam reluctantly wearing down his own guilty conscience.  Theoretically, if Sam had his way, he would go through every single Leap without laying a hand (or a lip) on the opposite sex.  That, he informed Al on every available occasion, was the only “right” way to go about this Leaping business.  Sometimes he stuck to his guns.

And sometimes he didn’t.

It amused the very randy Admiral Albert Calavicci highly that every once in a while, when the right type of woman was involved, Dr. Samuel Beckett’s libido became just as active as his conscience.  When that happened, Sam’s conscience always lost out.

Of course, the highly moral — the grossly highly moral — Dr. Samuel Beckett would rather be doused with gasoline and set on fire than admit that.

Al grinned to himself and took another puff of his cigar.  

“What are you doing?” he asked after a while.

“What?” Sam demanded, and stopped slamming doors.  “I’m...”  For a second, he was unable to answer the question, even to himself — he had no idea what he was doing.  Startled, he stood still long enough for his temper to die down so that he could think clearly.  The resulting silence in the kitchen was like the aftermath of a minor earth-quake.  “I’m trying to figure out what brands of things she buys.  All that list says is ‘bread’.  Do you have any idea how many kinds of bread there are?”
“No,” Al said.  “I don’t think I care.”
“There’s a lot.”
“Sam,” Al said firmly.  Sam frowned at him, and Al held up the handlink.  “Can I have your attention for a minute?  Or did you think you’re here to become a comparison shopper?”
“What?  I...no.  I didn’t.”
“Thank you.”
“So why am I here?  What does Ziggy say?  I already know who I am, and where, and when.”  Sam pointed to the morning paper that still lay on the kitchen table, along with the remnants of his and Cindy’s breakfast.  “Cindy works for a law firm — Levine, Hartman and something.  I think she’s a paralegal.  But what do I — what does Paul do?  I tried to steer her into talking about my job, but it doesn’t seem like I have one.”
“You don’t,” Al said.  “Not in the traditional sense, anyway.  Paul Holloway is a writer.  Short stories.  Articles for a bunch of different magazines.  A novel that’s collecting rejection slips.  He also turns out a weekly column for that newspaper.”  Al pointed to the table.  “Humorous reflections on life, that kind of stuff.  Like Erma Bombeck or Dave Barry.  He doesn’t pull in a lot of money, but as a supplement to Cindy’s income, it’s enough for them to be comfortable.”  He paused long enough to sweep a look around the kitchen.  “Of course, they’d be a lot less comfortable if Cindy’s mother hadn’t given them this house when she moved into that apartment complex for senior citizens.”
“So why am I here?”
“To help Cindy.”  Al strolled across the kitchen and gestured with his chin at the Greenpeace calendar hanging from a magnet affixed to the refrigerator.  “She’s a crusader.  She loves causes.  Clean air, clean water.  No animal testing.  Honesty in government — there’s a good one.  Raising the quality of education, saving the baby seals.  You name it, she’s willing to fight for it.  Or about it.”
“And?”
“There’s a chemical plant outside of town.  They’ve been dumping stuff into the river for years now.”  Al made a broadly disgusted face.  “By-products.  Green slime.”
“Ackerman Consolidated?”
“That’s the one.”
“She mentioned it on her way out.  Apparently it’s a major concern for her law firm.  Toxic waste dumping — Cindy’s one of the people who wants that stopped.”
“Yes.”
“I need to help her accomplish that?”
Peering at the handlink, Al shook his head somberly.  “No.  You need to keep her away from there.  There’ve been a bunch of demonstrations out at the plant.  The first few were just a dozen or so people, complaining that the river isn’t fit to swim in any more.  They didn’t accomplish doodly.  It’s gotten a lot more frequent, and noisier, lately, with some threats of people actually breaking into the plant to commit sabotage.  There’s gonna be another demonstration in two days.  The owner of the plant brings in some ‘private security’ — big ugly goons.  One of `em has a gun.”
Sam closed his eyes.  “And Cindy dies?”
“Yes.”
“On Monday.  What time?”
“Ten-sixteen in the morning.”
“That’s during work hours.  Shouldn’t she be at work?  Not demonstrating.”
Another glance at the handlink gave Al the answer.  “She was working.  Not demonstrating.  She went down there to deliver some papers for her boss.  Apparently her law firm handles a number of cases involving Ackerman Consolidated, besides the chemical dumping.  Worker’s Compensation type stuff for employees who claim they got sick from working there, or were injured on the job.”
“Then I need to keep her away from work on Monday.”  

Al nodded.  “That would do it.  Although I’m sure you know the operative word is `keep’.  You can’t let her go anywhere near the plant, or she’s die.”
“She won’t die,” Sam promised.

* * *

By the time midafternoon rolled around, Sam had completed a long (and, he felt, distressingly nosy) tour of the rest of Paul and Cindy Holloway’s house.  A number of things he came across confirmed Al’s description of Cindy’s activist leanings: magazines and flyers from any number of environmental and animal rights groups, a manila file folder thickly stuffed with clipped newspaper articles regarding the various ills of the world, a notebook of scribbled beginnings of letters to the editor of the local paper.

Most telling of all was Paul and Cindy’s checkbook, which Sam located in the tiny desk in the kitchen.  According to the check register, since the first of the year Cindy had written checks totaling well over three thousand dollars in support of 37 different causes.

“She certainly puts her money where her mouth is,” Al commented.

Sam snapped the register shut.  “I feel like a spy.”
“Nah,” Al said.  “Don’t worry about it.”
“But...”
“But nothing.  It’s not spying.  What are you going to do with that information?  When you go on to your next Leap, you’ll forget all of it anyway.”
“I suppose,” Sam sighed.

“And you need information.  You’re supposed to be living Paul Holloway’s life.  How are you gonna do that if you don’t know the ‘little things’ about him, and about Cindy?  You can’t play the part if you don’t know the script.”  Al displayed the handlink.  “We could get the same facts from here, if you like that idea better.  It just takes longer.”
Shaking his head, Sam put the checkbook back in the desk drawer where he’d found it and slid the drawer shut.  Nosing around in another person’s life had bothered him since his very first Leap, but he’d found no way to avoid doing it without failing miserably at becoming that other person.  Al was right: he needed information, and much more of it than Ziggy could normally provide.  He needed the thousands of scraps that made up someone’s life — scraps as seemingly insignificant as what variety of bread that person preferred.

A variety called Sunnybrook Harvest Whole Wheat, in this instance.

“Was Cindy this rabid in college?” he asked Al abruptly.

Al jabbed a question into the handlink, arousing a squeal of protest from the colorful device, peered at the readout, and nodded.  “Worse.  If she’d been born ten years earlier she probably would have been one of the flag-burners protesting the Vietnam War.  As it was, she focused pretty much on the environmental stuff.  Almost got herself arrested a couple of times.  The law firm probably would never have hired her except that her politics are almost identical to the senior partner’s.  That, and her dad was a golfing buddy of the senior partner before he died.”
“What about Paul?  Does he go along with all this?”
“Hardly.”
“He’s not into protesting?”
Al made a loud scoffing noise.  “Did you read any of his columns?”
“No.”
“He’s the other end of the spectrum.”
“But Cindy loves him.”
“Utterly.”
“Are you sure?”
Al hiked a brow.  “Do you doubt it, after last night?”
Sam thought that over for a moment, pacing off a large oval on the living room carpet, hands stuffed into the pockets of his jeans.  Al stood watching him patiently, puffing intermittently on his cigar.  Finally, Sam stopped pacing at the far end of the oval, half turned, and said quietly, “Then it shouldn’t be too hard to convince her to take a drive up into the mountains with me, for some...ah...romance.”
Dutifully, Al punched that proposition into the handlink.  “Ziggy says there’s a seventy-nine percent chance she’ll say yes.”
“If she’s out of town, she can’t go the plant.”
“True.”
“Then that’s what I’ll do.”  Glowing with satisfaction, Sam walked past Al into the kitchen.  Seconds later, that room was filled with the clattering of dishes, pots and pans.

“What are you doing now?” Al asked with a frown.

“Making dinner.”
Al protested, “Paul can’t cook.”
Sam leaned out of the kitchen and grinned at his friend.  “Paul just learned.”
* * *

Cindy returned to a house filled with fragrant cooking smells.  Sam, who had heard her car pull into the driveway, met her at the front door and was greeted with a weary expression and the least enthusiastic kiss he’d gotten since Leaping into this house fourteen hours earlier.

“Long day?” he asked her quietly.

“It was okay,” she shrugged.  “I didn’t get as much done as I wanted to.”  She sniffed the air.  “What’s that?”
“Dinner,” Sam said.

“You got take-out?”
“Nope.  Found this at the checkstand at the market.”  Sam pulled a rolled-up magazine from the back pocket of his jeans, unrolled it, and showed it to Cindy.  It was a homemaking publication, with a cover bearing another of the ubiquitous photos of Princess Diana and the words 35 FOOLPROOF RECIPES.  “I decided to give it a try,” Sam went on.  “I also straightened up the house, vacuumed and did two loads of laundry.”
Cindy looked at him oddly.  “You didn’t do any writing?”
“Writing?”
“You were going to work on the ‘trip to Hong Kong’ story today,” Cindy said as she slipped out of her suit jacket and kicked off her shoes.  “When I said I had to work, you said you could get four or five pages done while I was gone.”
“I guess I have writer’s block,” Sam ventured.

“Tomorrow, then?”
“Sure.  I’ll get down to it tomorrow.”  Sam had never written fiction in his life and wasn’t anxious to try it now, as part and parcel of living Paul Holloway’s life.  Nor did he especially feel like attempting to discuss the mechanics of writing with Cindy.  To distract her from her present train of thought, he gestured toward the dining area, a small alcove between the living room and the kitchen.  He’d arranged the table with a linen cloth, the Holloways’ wedding china and silver, crystal wine glasses and a pair of candles in crystal holders.  After studying this arrangement, Cindy turned to gaze at Sam, looking for an explanation.  “No reason,” Sam said.  “I just felt like surprising you.”
“That’s sweet,” Cindy said, but the odd look on her face hadn’t entirely faded.

Except that I’m up to my neck in ulterior motives, Sam thought, dismissing her expression as puzzlement over her husband’s sudden display of culinary skill.  “Why don’t you run up and change?” he said, nodding at the shoes and jacket that dangled from Cindy’s hands.  “It’ll be ready in about fifteen minutes.”
“Okay...”
That look just wasn’t fading.  Okay, so maybe it was due to something more than the 35 FOOLPROOF RECIPES.  “Cindy — is something wrong?” Sam asked.

“No.”
“If it’s the writing, I’ll get to it tomorrow.  I promise.  I just needed a break from it today.  So I thought I’d clean up the house and do something special for you.  It’s been a while, right?”
Cindy said slowly, “A while.”
“So can’t I do this, instead of spending my day at the keyboard?  Hmmmm?”
It took another half a minute, but the aromas emanating from the kitchen, the candles in their crystal holders, and the wistfully persuasive, puppy-dog grin on Sam’s face totally caved her in.  Sam wondered fleetingly whether Paul was in the habit of laying on the charm with a trowel like this.  Either way, it worked.

“Yes,” Cindy said, and returned his slightly foolish grin.  “You can do it.”
“Then go change.”
When the retreating sound of her footsteps told him she’d reached the top of the stairs, Sam returned to the kitchen to check on his meatless lasagna.  He’d picked up a bottle of wine on his way home from the local market; he uncorked it now and set it aside.

“Smells good,” commented Al, who had popped in again.

“You can’t smell anything,” Sam replied.  “You’re a hologram.”
“I’m using my imagination.”
“Over-using it, is more like it.”
Al snorted and tapped a ring of ash from his cigar.  It vanished immediately, leading Sam to wonder whether the floor of his once-immaculate Imaging Chamber was by this time ankle-deep in ash.  “You really pulled out all the stops, Sam,” Al went on, in a tone that was midway between impressed and awestruck.  “A nice dinner — candlelight — wine.  Play your cards right for another hour or two, and you could end up with another night like last night.”
“Enough,” Sam warned.

“Oh, get over it, Sam,” Al retorted.  “You like this girl.  Admit it.”
“Yes, I like her.”
“You like her a lot.”  Sam didn’t reply, so Al prodded, “Don’t you?”  Again, Sam didn’t answer, just rolled his eyes a little.  But Al had known Sam Beckett so long, and had seen him through so much, that Sam didn’t need to speak.  “You know,” Al mused, “I think the amount you like her probably increases exponentially the more times you...”
“Al!”
Feigning innocence, Al said, “What?”
“It’s not that at all.  It’s just...she’s very...”
“Sweet?” Al filled in, a trifle mockingly.

“Yes.  Look, Al, I’m just doing what I have to do.”
“Uh-huh,” Al said.

Sam made an exasperated, jabbing gesture at his friend with the corkscrew.  “I said enough.  Why don’t you go have some dinner yourself?  With Tina...or...somebody.”
“Because it’s eleven-thirty in the morning here.”
“Well, then, go eat lunch.”
“Is it that ‘privacy’ thing again?”
“Yes,” Sam said firmly.

“Did you say something, Paul?”
The sound of Cindy’s voice made both Al and Sam swing toward the living room doorway.  She’d exchanged her somber business suit for a soft blue dress that dipped alarmingly low in both front and back.  Her thick blonde hair now fell loose around her shoulders, and she was barefoot.  The look in her eyes said she wasn’t half as concerned with dinner as with what she expected to come after dinner.

“I’m gone,” Al said, and vanished.

* * *

“This is wonderful,” Cindy said around a mouthful of cheesecake.

Sam replied around a similar mouthful, “It is good, isn’t it?  I got it from that bakery next to the market.”
“Well...I wasn’t talking about the cheesecake so much as the man who bought it.”  Grinning, Cindy devoured the last bite from her plate and stowed the plate on the bedside table, then turned her attention to Sam.  “You’re dropping crumbs all over yourself,” she mused, running her index finger through his chest hair.

“Guess I shouldn’t eat in bed.”
“Guess not.”
The cheesecake had actually been Phase Two of dessert.  Phase One had last well over an hour.  As Al had predicted, this night promised to be a rerun of the previous one, and each passing minute erased more of Sam’s guilt over taking the place of Cindy Holloway’s husband, without telling Cindy he was doing so.  Briefly he had supposed he should feel guilty about his lack of feeling guilty.  That sensation had hit rough ground the moment Cindy shucked her blue dress.

I’m only human, he thought.  You can’t dump me into situations like this and expect me never to respond to them like a normal human male.  That’s just...too much to ask.

At the same time, he tried not to think about the chance that he’d eventually be called on some cosmic carpet to repent for every time he’d demonstrated during these Leaps that he was “only human”.

Al would say it’s worth the price.

But you’re not Al.

Then he looked over at Cindy Holloway, with her cheerleader’s face and her fantastically rounded body and all that soft blonde hair and told the little voice inside his head to shut the hell up.

His conscience firmly quieted, Sam leaned over to lay his empty plate on top of Cindy’s, then gathered her into his arms.  She snuggled there contentedly with her head resting against his shoulder and diligently set to work locating the errant cheesecake crumbs.

“Careful,” Sam warned.  “That tickles.”
“Uh...hmmm,” Cindy murmured.

“You know, sweetheart, I was thinking,” Sam began slowly, praying that Ziggy’s predictions of his success would pan out.  “You’ve been putting in an awful lot of hours at the office lately.  And I’ve had this problem getting the new story going.  It’s more than `writer’s block’.  It’s — I don’t know.  I think I need a real break.  I think we both do.”
Cindy pulled away from him, back to her side of the bed.  The odd expression, the one Sam had yet to figure out, was back on her face.  “Paul...” she said tersely.

“No, hear me out, please.  I was thinking of a change of scenery.  Just for a day or two.”
“You’re stalling, Paul.”
“No, I’m not.  Not at all.  There was an article in that magazine — the one with the recipes?  About getaway weekends.  There’s an inn up in the mountains about two hours’ drive from here.  Fireplaces in all the rooms.  And a lake.  I called them this afternoon and they’re got a vacancy for tomorrow night.”
“Tomorrow is Sunday.  I have to work on Monday.”
“Call in sick.”
“I can’t.  I have too much to do.”
“When’s the last time you called in sick?” Sam pressed.  I bet you can’t even remember.”
“I...” Cindy began, and stopped.

“You can’t, can you?”
“I don’t call in sick because I’m hardly ever sick,” Cindy replied.  “And you’re stalling.  You can’t sell that story if you don’t write it, Paul.”
Sam said quietly.  “And I can’t write it if I can’t write it.”
“Why can’t you?  You’re not even trying.”
“Cindy,” Sam persisted.  “I’m not doing this to stall.  Dinner tonight wasn’t so I could stall.  It’s for you.  Look at you — you’re wiped out.  You work late in the evening, you work weekends, you work holidays.  You haven’t had a real day off in months.”  That bit of information had come via the handlink that afternoon.  According to Ziggy, Cindy’s employer had roundly praised the long hours she had devoted to his law firm — in her obituary.

When Cindy didn’t reply, Sam sat up and shifted around so he could look her in the eye.  “I know you want to run rings around everybody else at the firm.”
“According to who?” Cindy replied stiffly.

“According to anybody with eyes.  You never do anything halfway.  If something matters to you, you let the whole world know.  Whether it’s your job...or the baby seals.”  Cindy looked at him, baffled, but Sam gestured for her to let the remark go by.  “I knew that about five minutes after I met you.  And I admire that in you.  But you’re going to wear yourself out.  Believe me — Levine and Hartman and what’s-his-name know you can only do so much.  You can’t work all the time.”
“It’s important, Paul.  The Ackerman case.”
“I know it is.  But it’ll still be there the day after tomorrow.  That’s the way big cases are.  They linger on for years.”
“Every extra day that goes by gives them another day to fill the river with that...that crap.”
“And your being at work on Monday would change that.”
“It...no.  I don’t know.”
“Cindy,” Sam said, and took hold of her wrist.  She avoided his gaze, so he took her chin in his free hand and turned her head toward him.  “I love you.  I want you to be happy.  If turning the world on its ear makes you happy, then that’s fine with me — most of the time.  I don’t want you to run yourself into the ground over this thing.  Let somebody else pick up the slack for one day, and come up to the mountains with me.  Just you and me, with the fireplace and the lake.”  He gave her an encouraging smile.  “Does that sound so unbearable?”
Cindy muttered.  “No.”
“Then will you come?  We can leave early in the morning and be there in plenty of time for lunch.”
“No, Paul.  I can’t.”
“All right, then.  I’ll go alone.”
“What?”
“I’ll go by myself.  I made the reservations.  I’ll drag the typewriter up there and sit in front of a roaring fire and write a story about Hong Kong.  Although how I’m supposed to do that, I have no idea, since I’ve never been to Hong Kong, and neither has anybody I’ve ever met.  But I’ll give it a try.  I’ll bluff my way through it.”  Sam stopped talking abruptly and gave Cindy a long look.  “Well?  Will you come?  Or do I have to go alone?”
“My research...”
“The hell with your research,” Sam groaned.  “You can do your research on Tuesday.”
“I...”
“Last chance.”
“All right,” Cindy said with a long sigh.

“Thank you,” Sam said.  “I promise you, you’ll enjoy every minute of it.  It looks like a beautiful place.  And we can both get back to work on Tuesday.  That’s only two days away.  And what’s two days in the scheme of things?”
“Nothing, I guess.”
“Absolutely.”  He lay back down, scooping her into his arms again.  “I may have married you because of those back rubs, but you know you married me because I’m always right.”
“I suppose.”
“You know.  Now, listen...those crumbs?”  He guided her hand back to his chest and murmured, “I think you missed a few.”
* * *

With every last one of his physical needs attended to, Sam slept soundly and contentedly through Saturday night and into Sunday.  When he finally drifted half awake on Sunday morning, he was so utterly content with the surroundings of Paul Holloway’s bed that rather than wake up the rest of the way, he squirmed over onto his belly, burrowed his face into Paul’s pillow and settled in for some more sleep.

Somewhere off in the distance he could hear water running.  A lot of water.

The shower.

Cindy’s up, he thought vaguely.

Then, in the small part of his mind that was conscious, he recalled his plans for Sunday and realized that if Cindy was up, he probably ought to be up, too.

But, man, lying in bed felt good.

Five more minutes, he told himself.  Five minutes.  By then she should be finished with her shower, and I’ll take mine while she does her hair.

That sounded perfectly sensible.

So he fell back asleep.

He was roused again half an hour later by the warm touch of Cindy’s hand on his shoulder.  “I’ll be back in an hour, Paul,” she said close to his ear.  “No later than ten.  My bag is all packed.  We can leave as soon as I get home, and still be there by noontime.”
“Huh?” Sam muttered into the pillow.

“I have to go to the office.  There’s one more thing I have to check on, so it’ll be ready for the big meeting with the Ackerman people on Tuesday.  Just an hour.”
An hour...?

“SAM??!!” 

What the hell’s going on??

Still fuzzy from sleep, he struggled over onto his back, then forced himself to sit up.  Cindy was nowhere to be seen.  Al, however, was standing a yard from the bed, gesturing wildly with the handlink and his cigar.  “Sam, get up!!” he insisted stridently enough to make Sam’s head throb.

“What for?  What’s the matter?”
“Cindy!  She’s gone to the office.”
Sam rubbed hard at his eyes with both hands.  Some small part of him hoped the gesture would make the image of Al disappear so that he could go back to sleep.  No such luck.  When he took his hands away, the hologram was still there.  “She does that almost every day,” he sighed.

“You have to stop her.”
“She said she’ll be back in an hour.”
Al shook his head vehemently.  “Ziggy says that if you don’t sidetrack her, she’ll get completely wrapped up in finishing her research and insist on canceling the trip to the mountains.  She’ll show up at the chemical plant on schedule tomorrow morning — and she’ll die at quarter after ten.”  Sam didn’t move, just shoved a hand through his hair and peered blearily at the clock.  “Come on, Sam,” Al insisted.  “You have to catch her.”
Muttering, Sam hauled himself out of bed, grabbed up the jeans he’d left abandoned on a chair the evening before and hauled them on, then started looking for shoes and socks.

“No time, Sam,” Al told him.

“No time to put on my shoes?”
“Her office is only ten minutes from here.  If you dawdle around getting dressed, you won’t catch up with her.”
“All right, all right,” Sam said.  “I’m going.”
Ninety seconds later Sam was at the wheel of Paul’s aging convertible, swinging it out of the driveway in an arc that made the tires screech against the pavement.  He had just slipped the gearshift into Drive when Al appeared beside him, standing in the passenger seat, jamming requests for data into the handlink.

“She’s only a mile ahead of you, Sam,” Al said through the haze of smoke from his cigar.  “You can catch her if you hurry.”
Sam frowned over at him and ran Paul’s car through a stop sign, hoping that the police force in the Holloways’ quiet home town would be enjoying donuts and coffee on this Sunday morning at a cafe nowhere nearby.  When he’d gone another five blocks without hearing the sound of pursuing sirens, he relaxed a little — only a little.

“You know,” he told Al with a groan, “just once I’d like to go through an entire Leap without hearing you say the word `hurry’.”
Al ignored that.  “You’re gaining on her.”
“Which direction?”
“Straight ahead for another seven blocks.  Then turn left at the traffic light.”
“Do I have to bust it?”
“I hope not.”
“Swell,” Sam said with a glance at the speedometer.  He was already doing twelve miles an hour over the posted speed limit.  But this early on a Sunday morning — with any luck, no one would be awake to notice.  He swept a look around.  No other cars in sight.  Still, he let the convertible’s speed drop a notch.  Being spotted by a traffic cop would mean being stopped long enough for a ticket and a lecture.  Long enough for Cindy to reach her office.

“Okay, Sam, left at the light.”
The light was green.  No opposing traffic.  Rolling his eyes at this latest of small favors, Sam swept the convertible to the left just gently enough to avoid laying any rubber in the intersection.

“There, Sam!” Al pointed straight ahead.  “The blue Chevy.  Up ahead.”
They were now on a broad boulevard lined on both sides with stores and businesses and occupied by almost no traffic.  Barely visible in the distance, some twelve or fifteen blocks ahead, was Cindy’s car.  Sam pressed the accelerator again and the convertible went flying ahead, rapidly closing the distance between itself and Cindy’s Chevy, which was keeping to the speed limit.  Sam caught up with her about two minutes later, sounding the horn to catch her attention and gesturing firmly for her to pull over.  When she did so, he parked the convertible behind the Chevy.

“Take this real easy, Sam,” Al prompted.  “Don’t get her upset.  Just...woo her.”
“I can handle it,” Sam said, got out of the convertible, strolled over to Cindy’s car and leaned against the driver’s door.  Ignoring the fact that the morning chill was giving him pea-sized gooseflesh on every exposed inch of his body, he tried to act as nonchalant as the town ladies’ man greeting someone new at a party.  “Hi,” he said lightly.

Cindy studied him up and down for a moment, then shook her head confusedly and asked, “Paul, what are you doing?”
“I kind of figure that should be my question,” Sam replied.  “I thought the idea was for us to leave town together.”
“We are.  I told you — I thought you were awake.  Weren’t you?  I’ll just be an hour or so.  I have to finish something up.  I want to check another case.  Drexel versus....”  She frowned at the ridiculous picture he made, leaning against her car, wearing nothing but a rumpled pair of jeans, then shook her head again.  “You didn’t need to come chasing after me half-dressed.  I’ll be back.”
“I hope so.  I have big plans for this trip, you know.”
“I know.”
Sam ventured, “We could go now.  I only need five minutes to throw some things in a bag.”
“And another hour to take a shower and get dressed.”
“What?” Sam grinned.  “You don’t like the way I look?”
“Paul.”  Cindy pointed down the street, where a digital sign in front of the Federated Savings Bank was blinking the current time and temperature.  “It’s fifty-two degrees.  And you’re standing out here with no clothes on.  Go home.  Get cleaned up.  Let me write up the Drexel case, and I’ll be home in an hour.”
“The point was to get you away from all that stuff, honey,” San said.

“I know your point.  And I know mine.  I can’t just walk away from this.  I wish you would understand that.”
“Yes, you can,”  Sam insisted.  “Just for one day.”
“Paul, we’ve got to stop the dumping.  People are getting sick from this sort of thing, all around the country.  More of them every day, because the people doing the dumping are more worried about profits than what they’re putting into our air and our water.  It does matter.  Both sides are meeting on Tuesday morning, and every bit of the research has to be done, and assembled, and put into a form Mr. Levine can use.  That’s how it is, Paul.  It’s what matters.”
Sam replied, “I know it is.”
“Then stop trying to interfere.”
“I’m not, sweetheart.  I’m just...”
Cindy’s hands tightened on the wheel.  She glanced at Sam, then fixed her gaze on  the street in front of the car.  “Why can’t you let go of this?” she asked him sharply.  “I told you I’d be back in an hour.  You’re standing in the middle of the street with no shirt and no shoes, trying to start an argument with me.  Does that make any sense to you?  Go home, Paul.  I’ll be back by ten o’clock.”
“You promise?” Sam asked.

“Paul,” Cindy replied hotly, biting off each word as if she were lecturing a child, “I keep trying not to say this...but I have a job.  Other people depend on me to do certain things.  As long as I keep doing my job, I get a paycheck.”  She turned to face him again and continued angrily, “I get a check that allows me to pay our bills when you get `writer’s block’.”
Stung, Sam took a step back from the car.  “Cindy...”
“I’m not sure I want to go to the mountains with you.  I have work to get done.”
“All right,” Sam said quietly.

“I...what?”
“I said all right.  It’s not what I really want — it’s not what I planned.  But I do understand how important this is to you.  You probably wouldn’t enjoy yourself anyway.  You’d be thinking about the case the whole time.”  He waved off down the street.  “Go.  I’ll take a long walk, or something.  See if I can clear my head enough to do some writing.”
It took Cindy a minute to reply.  “Thank you,” she said finally.

Sam nodded and moved far enough from the car for her to ease it away from the curb.  He watched her drive away until she made a turn that took her out of sight.  When he returned to the convertible, Al was still in the passenger seat, wearing a broad look of distress.

“Sam!” Al moaned.  “Why did you let her go?  Ziggy says...”
“Spare me from what Ziggy says.  I had to let her go.”
“Why?”
“Why?” Sam echoed, sliding into the driver’s seat.  “The man who’s always spouting off at me about the amount of garbage in the environment?  The first time we had breakfast together, I thought you were going to have me strung up because I drank coffee out of a styrofoam cup.  She’s trying to do something about chemical dumping, Al.  She may not actually be able to accomplish a thing, in the long run, but I’m not going to stop her from trying.”
Al asked softly, “Even if it kills her?”
“I’ll find another way to turn things around.  There’s always another way.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know yet.”  About to turn the key in the ignition and set the car back in motion, Sam stopped suddenly and sat gazing out over the convertible’s well-worn hood.  “That crack about not bringing in a paycheck — that’s what’s been on her mind since yesterday, isn’t it?  When I said I hadn’t done any writing.  She thinks she’s the responsible one, and Paul just fools around with his writing.”
With a small half-shrug that said he thought the idea was worth considering, Al tapped the question into the handlink.  “You’re right.”
“What did Paul earn last year?”
“After taxes — just over seven thousand.”
“So without her income, they’d be sunk.  No wonder she was so angry.”
“It’s not his fault, Sam,” Al put in.  “Writing is an iffy business.  Paul has the talent.  He just hasn’t managed to hit it big.  Most writers don’t.  Most of them just barely scrape along.”
Sam turned toward his friend.  “Then maybe it’s time for Paul to stop scraping and do something.”
* * *

At 9:48 a.m. on Monday, Cindy’s blue Chevy pulled into the visitors’ parking area at Ackerman Consolidated Chemical of Eastern Massachusetts.  Cindy, again dressed in her navy blue business suit, got out of the car carrying a slim brown leather briefcase from which she took a single white sheet of paper.  With a determined look on her face, she closed the car door and set off in the direction of the plant’s main entrance.  The walk was a long one, across a quarter-mile of pitted asphalt; the plant did not cater to the few visitors it received during the course of a work day.  It certainly would not cater to the visitors it had received so far this morning.  Marching defiantly up and down in front of the building were seventeen people of varying ages and backgrounds, all carrying handmade picket signs.  They were quiet for the most part, since there was no one nearby to hear them if they made noise.  No one, that was, other than the privately hired security guards Al had described to Sam on Saturday.

Cindy had gone only about a dozen steps when Sam got out of Paul Holloway’s convertible.

“Cindy,” he said.

She groaned loudly and looked off in another direction, though she did stop walking.  She had barely said ten words to him the evening before, and none this morning.  That had surprised him only a little — she hadn’t seemed terribly angry when she’d left him standing in middle of Dutton Boulevard, but he assumed (correctly) that she had spent most of the day, in between spurts of diligent research in her firm’s law library, stewing over their disagreement.  By the time she arrived home just after nine p.m., her day’s worth of stewing had made Sam/Paul Public Enemy Number One.  Consequently, they had spent the entire night at opposite ends of the king-sized bed.

“What do you want, Paul?” she asked him after a minute.

“To help you.”
“By doing what?  Getting in my way?”  She waved the piece of white paper in his direction, then indicated a marked-off area only a few steps from the building entrance that was labeled EXECUTIVE PARKING ONLY.  “I have to find Charles Ackerman and serve this on him.  He’ll be here in a few minutes.  I don’t have time to...”
Sam tipped his head.  The word SUMMONS decorated the top of the paper in large black type.  “Give it to me,” he said.

“What?  No.”
“You look like a lawyer, Cindy.  Ackerman won’t let you within fifty feet of him.  If he sees you standing there with your suit and your briefcase, he won’t even stop his car.”  Sam gestured at his jeans and flannel shirt.  “I probably look a lot more like one of his employees.  Give me the summons and let me do it.”
“You don’t know how,” Cindy began.

“I do know how.  I get him to identify himself as Charles Ackerman.  Then I hand him the summons, or at least touch him with it, and tell him he’s been served.  Then I get out of his way before he gets a chance to belt me one.”  Cindy didn’t reply, just glared at him, so Sam prompted, “Well?  Are you going to let me do it?”
“No,” Cindy said.

“Ackerman’s on his way,” Al said from behind Sam.  “But he got a late start from home.  He won’t be here for another twenty minutes.”
Sam turned to glance at the hologram.  Twenty minutes would put the time painfully close to 10:16.  On the other hand, it gave him more of an opportunity to change history, so that 10:16 this morning would cease to be significant.  And there would be more of a chance for the way he had spent the previous afternoon to pay off.

“Cin,” he said softly.  “Give me the paper, hon.”
“No,” she told him.

So, with her eyes locked on his and not on his hands, he reached in swiftly and snatched the summons away from her, scrambled back a couple of steps and held the paper far out of her reach, like a bigger child taunting a smaller one in a schoolyard.  Sam himself had been the victim of several such bullyings; somehow he suspected Paul had been, too.  After a couple of ineffectual grabs for the paper, Cindy slammed her briefcase to the ground and stood scowling at Sam with her arms folded fiercely across her chest.

“Paul,” she said shrilly, “you’re going to get me fired.”
“Not a chance,” Sam said.  “He’ll be here in a few minutes.  I’ll slap this on him and you can go back to the office.  It doesn’t make a bit of difference who does the serving, as long as it’s done legally.  You know that.”
“I also know that you’re doing your best to get in my way, and I want you to stop it.”
“That’s not what you really want,” Sam countered.

“What?”
Sam pointed across the parking lot to the group of protestors and their handmade signs.  “What you really want is to be over there with them.  Isn’t it?”
“No.  Of course not.  I want to do my job.”
“After you left me yesterday,” Sam said quietly, “I did go for a walk.  For almost two hours.  Then I went back to the house.  Spent a lot of time looking at old photo albums.  I found a lot of pictures of Cindy Farrow.  The Cindy Farrow who blew off two days’ worth of classes to go hold a picket sign at the Governor’s mansion.  The one who made me spend her birthday planting trees with her.  The one who made life miserable for the chairman of the Biology Department until she agreed to eliminate animal dissection as a requirement for passing the one-hundred level courses.  He stopped for a moment, and gestured at Cindy’s suit and briefcase.  “This isn’t you.  You want to be doing something.”
Cindy seemed to sag a little, and spent a long moment concentrating on the asphalt around her shoes.  “I can’t picket, Paul.  I’d lose my job in a minute.”
“The job you don’t want in the first place?”
“Of course I want it.  It pays very well.  And we need that money.”
“Because I’m not pulling my own weight?”
Cindy’s mouth lagged open a little.  “I...”
“I called your mother yesterday afternoon,” Sam said, gesturing her back into silence.  “We talked for a long time.  I told her we were having a problem.”  He paused and leaned back against the nearest car, his arms folded across his chest.  “She said she was surprised it had taken this long.  Took me a while to get her to tell me why.  But she’s always liked me, so she gave in.”  Another pause.  “She said you and your father had a talk the night before we got married.  He figured I’d never amount to a ‘hill of beans’, but he knew he’d never be able to talk you out of marrying me.  So he told you you’d have to be the one to get the regular job so we’d always have enough money coming in.  In fact, he set one up for you with his golfing buddy, David Levine.  He said you had to be the responsible one, because I could never be.”
“Mom shouldn’t have told you that.  It was between Daddy and me.”
“Like arranging to give us their house after he died, because he knew we’d never be able to afford one that nice otherwise?”
“Paul...” Cindy began.

Al, who had been listening silently from a few feet away, tapped something into the handlink, nodded at what he got in return, and prompted Sam, “Paul had a job as co-manager of a bookstore when he and Cindy got married.  He was making enough to support the two of them, if they lived modestly.  But two weeks after the wedding, Cindy started working at the law firm and talked Paul into quitting his job so he could write full time.”
“I had a job,” Sam told Cindy.  “At the bookstore.  If I’d stayed there...”
“You didn’t want to stay there.  You wanted to write.”
“You married me because you thought my writing was wonderful,” Sam went on.  “You thought I was wonderful.  I’m sorry I haven’t become a raging success.  I love you, Cindy.  I’d give you the world if I could.”
She murmured, “I know that.”
“Then let me help you, so you can get out of here.”
“I can’t.  Mr. Levine sent me here to serve that summons.  I have to do it myself.”
Or admit that you failed, Sam thought.

She was eyeing the sheet of paper, held between Sam’s upper arm and his chest.  Slowly, regretfully, he held the paper out to her and let her take it away from him.  She nodded rather meager thanks, picked up her briefcase and turned to finish the walk to the Executive Parking area.

And Sam began singing to her.

“Hold me close, never let me go.

Hold me close,

Melt my heart like April snow...

I’ll love you

Till the bluebells forget to bloom

I’ll love you

Till the clover has lost its perfume

I’ll love you

Till the poets run out of rhyme

Until the Twelfth of Never

And that’s a long, long time...”
She had stopped walking after the first couple of bars.  She had heard the song in what she thought was Paul’s voice, somewhat deeper and more off-key than Sam’s clear, true tenor, but off-key or not, it had the effect Sam had hoped for.  When he crossed the distance between them and turned her around, her eyes were brimming.  Sam tipped his head and kissed her gently, and she handed the summons back to him.

“That’s her favorite song, Sam,” Al pointed out helpfully.

Sam hiked a brow at his friend.  “I know,” he murmured, and tucked the summons into the breast pocket of his shirt.

The sound of an untuned engine approaching the main gate of the plant drew Al’s attention in that direction.  “Company, Sam,” he said, and pointed.

Rolling in the main gate was a brown and gold van that had seen its best days a decade before.  Smiling broadly, Sam waved to the man in the driver’s seat, who tooted an enthusiastic response on the van’s horn and arced the vehicle into a nearby parking space.  The newcomer then erupted out of the van, danced the couple of steps that brought him to Cindy, and swept her up into his arms for a crushing bear hug.  He was easily a foot and a half taller than Cindy’s 5’3”, and outweighed her by nearly three-to-one.

“You remember Colin,” Sam grinned.

“I hope so,” Cindy gasped, unable to catch her breath in Colin’s tight embrace.  “He was your best man at our wedding.”
The enormous Colin set her gently down and, rather than give out another bear hug, settled for greeting Sam with a resounding pound on the back which would have sent Sam sprawling face down on the asphalt if he had not firmly braced himself beforehand.  During his careful examination of the Holloways’ photo albums the afternoon before, Sam had come across Colin’s picture (labeled on the back with his name) in Paul and Cindy’s wedding album.  A look through Paul’s address book provided the hulking man’s address and telephone number.  Colin’s number had been the first one Sam dialed after his heart-to-heart with Cindy’s mother.

“That’s a truly awful haircut, Paulie,” Colin commented.

“Thank you,” Sam replied, and looked past Colin toward the gate.  “Where’s everybody else?”
“Right behind me.”
Cindy asked puzzledly, “Who’s ‘everybody else’?”
“A bunch of guys from school,” Colin replied.  “You remember.  Ernie.  Bud Dorfman.  The Weasel.  Porkchop.  Zippy Brown.  Deirdre and her group.  I called Stud Henkel about five-thirty.  He’s bringing a gang, too.  I would’ve brought ’em in the van but man, those guys are slow movers in the morning.  Had to stop for their goddamned Egg McMuffins and hash browns first, so I rolled on out.  Had to have enough time to go down to the river before I came here.”
“The river?” Cindy asked.

“Yeah,” Colin replied.  “To get a couple jugs of the stuff, like Paulie wanted.”  He trotted around to the back of his van, popped the door open, and produced two half-gallon apple juice bottles filled with sickish green-brown liquid.  “Do you believe this shit?” he asked Sam.  “They catch fish downriver that’ve been swimming in this shit.”
Colin’s last few words were punctuated by a chorus of car horns.

“Paul,” Cindy frowned, “what’s...”
“I made some calls yesterday,” Sam explained.  “Those people” — he pointed to the straggling line of picketers near the front door of the plant —  “haven’t accomplished anything at all, other than to make the plant management angry.  So I called some people who can make some of the right kind of noise.”  With a grateful look aimed in Colin’s direction, he added, “And who aren’t worried about spending a night or two in jail for making it, if it comes to that.  I also called a couple of my friends at the newspaper.  Plus three TV stations.”  He pointed toward the gate.  Fourth in line among the cars bearing Colin’s friends was a TV news truck.

Al grinned at all this and sent a huge billow of smoke from his cigar floating into the morning air.  It vanished about a foot from his head.  “Good move, Sam,” he exulted.  “Those security goons won’t dare shoot anybody in front of a news crew.”
The motley collection of cars pulled into neat rows in the parking lot, and their equally motley collection of drivers spilled out, calling loud, animated greetings to Colin, Sam and Cindy.  Moments later dozens of picket signs were produced.  By then the TV truck had also found a parking place and had produced the TV station’s environmental reporter, a cameraman and the remote-broadcast technician.

Bringing up the rear was a champagne-colored Lincoln Town Car driven by a distinctly angry man with thinning salt-and-pepper hair.

“Ackerman?” Sam guessed.

“Ackerman,” Al confirmed.

“This is going to be a little harder than I thought,” Sam sighed.

The Town Car squealed past, on into the Executive Parking area where it slammed to a halt.  Sam was already trotting across the parking lot with the bearlike Colin a step behind.  As Ackerman banged his car door shut, Sam pulled up a couple of paces away and said, nearly out of breath, “Are you Charles Ackerman?”
“Who the hell are YOU?” Ackerman barked.

“HEY!” Colin boomed.  “Don’t be rude!  The man asked you a QUESTION!”
Ackerman, who was six feet tall only in thick-soled shoes, stared up at Colin and shouted back, at a decibel level that fell way short of Colin’s, “And who are YOU?”
“Colin Maxwell!  So are you the guy who runs this shithole, or not?”
“What if I am?”
“Then you and me need to TALK, pal!”
Apparently tempted to be astounded by the vision of this enormous man screaming down at him (and with no hope whatsoever of out-shouting him), Ackerman’s ire quelled enough for him to announce in a normal, if imperious, tone of voice, “I’m Charles Ackerman.  And you’re on private property.  Pal.”
“Mr. Ackerman?” Sam said quietly.

Ackerman, who had entirely forgotten Sam was standing there, wheeled toward him.  “What?”
Sam reached out and pressed the folded sheet of paper against the older man’s chest.  Still utterly nonplussed by Colin, who was blocking the brilliant, warm morning sun in the Executive Parking area as efficiently as an asteroid, Ackerman touched the paper and was left holding onto it when Sam took his hand away.

“You’ve just been served, Mr. Ackerman,” Sam said.  “Have a nice day.”
Ackerman’s mouth dropped open.

Ignoring the plant owner, Sam turned on one heel and headed back toward the row of cars belonging to his carefully chosen crowd of demonstrators.  He could hear Ackerman squawking in his wake but didn’t acknowledge the sound.  He’d gotten about halfway back to Colin’s van when Ackerman screamed, “GET THOSE PEOPLE OUT OF MY PARKING LOT!”
“Asshole,” Colin murmured.

“Remember what we agreed on,” Sam reminded the huge man.  “We don’t want anybody to get hurt.  He’s only got three security guards, but they’re big.  They’re probably armed.  We might — probably — end up getting our butts tossed in jail, but I don’t want anybody to get hurt.  Ours or theirs.”
From behind him, Ackerman growled, “YOU’RE GOT FIVE MINUTES TO GET OFF MY PROPERTY!”
“I oughta make him drink that bottle of...” Colin began.

“Colin,” Sam warned.

Colin sighed.  “I heard you, Paulie.  I haven’t been nineteen in a long time.  It’s been a while since I pounded anybody into the ground.  I’m married now, ya know?  I’ve got kids.  I got some common sense.”
“I know you do.”  Sam smiled up at the big man.

Ackerman was still screaming when Colin and Sam rejoined Cindy and the others.  Cindy, not much less nonplussed by the morning’s events than Ackerman was, stood defensively beside her car, staring at Sam with an occasional glance at Colin.

“It’s done,” Sam told her.  “He’s been duly served.  You can go back to work.”
“And what are you going to do?” she asked.

“Make some noise.”
“How much noise?”
“Don’t worry about it.”  With a broad, sidewise grin at Colin, Sam went on, “I’ve got some common sense, too.  Go on back to work.  You can see us on the news later on.”
“Paul...”
“Sam...”
Sam turned in Al’s direction.  The hologram, his face etched with worry, was pointing toward the plant building.  Two of Ackerman’s huge rented guards were advancing rapidly toward Sam and Colin.  Sam nodded in acknowledgement and almost unconsciously moved in front of Cindy.  The guards reached him a minute later.

“Mr. Ackerman wants you people out of here,” the larger of the two told Sam in a voice that made him sound only moderately more intelligent than the lasagna Sam had made for dinner on Saturday.

“I heard him,” Sam replied.

“Then get your ass out of here,” said the guard.

“We’ll go when we’re ready to go,” Colin boomed.  “Which is after we get done expressing our POINT OF VIEW.”
“LOOK,” the guard boomed back.

“I’M LOOKING,” said Colin.  “THE TROUBLE IS, I’M NOT LOOKING AT ANY-THING INTERESTING.”  His friends had begun clustering around, unsure of whether they needed to come to his defense in any active way.  Colin waved them off with, “Go do what we came here to do.  I can deal with this.”  He waited until the others had signs in hand and had begun moving toward the picket line, then turned his attention back to the guards.  But the guards’ attention was now on the others, as was that of the TV news crew.

“YOU PEOPLE!” the bigger guard shouted.  “YOU HAVE ONE MINUTE TO LEAVE THE PROPERTY!”
“Sir?” said the TV reporter.

Sam, Colin and the guard all turned in his direction.  The reporter stood in the glare of a pair of lights set up by his technician, and the cameraman had his remote camera up and ready to roll.

“What is it that you’re hoping to accomplish here?” asked the reporter.

“An end to the dumping of any and all toxic chemicals into the river by Ackerman Consolidated,” Sam replied.

“Mr. Ackerman claims his company does no such dumping.”
“Oh, yeah?” Colin barked, and grabbed up one of his apple juice bottles full of river water, which had been sitting on the asphalt beside his van.  “Take a good look at this stuff.  I stuck this bottle in the river about a half a mile downstream from this place less than an hour ago.  If Ackerman’s company doesn’t dump anything bad into the river, then how’s he explain this?”
“It’s dirty,” the reporter.  “But that doesn’t mean it’s toxic.”
“Really?  You want to try drinking some of it?”
“Ummm...no.”
“Well, then,” said Colin.

The reporter shuddered and tore his gaze away from the bottle of slimy water.  “Are you Paul Holloway?”
“No,” Sam said.  “I am.”
“You’re the one who called us.”
“Yes.  I am.”  The cameraman turned his camera in Sam’s direction.  It was running now; realizing that made Sam flinch slightly.  A look up at Colin gave him his nerve back.  “My friends and I are here to protest the continued dumping of toxic chemicals by Ackerman Consolidated.  The ‘demonstrations’ and the various lawsuits that have been filed up to this point seem to have accomplished very little, if anything.  So my friends and I have come here to announce to Mr. Ackerman, the county board of supervisors, the environmental control department and the rest of the public that we find the situation here intolerable.”
“And from here...”
“We’ll do whatever needs to be done.  We intend to speak before the county board of supervisors.  File a citizens’ petition with the state environmental department.  And so on.”
“That’s very commendable.”
“It is if it accomplishes anything,” Sam replied.

“That sounded great, Sam,” Al beamed.  “All those pleas you made to the bigwigs asking for funding for Project Quantum Leap must have really polished your public speaking.”
“Thank you,” Sam said distractedly.

“What do you do for a living, Mr. Holloway?” the reporter asked.

Al went on, “And Ziggy says...”
“I’m a writer,” Sam said.

“Sam,” said Al.  “Ziggy says — oh, boy!  Sam?  Where’d Cindy go?  Sam!”
Cindy had been unnoticed by everyone around her for the last several minutes.  Sam, for his part, had deliberately not called attention to her so that she could avoid being filmed by the TV news crew, and thus avoid being tagged as one of the protestors.  The others had lost track of her simply because she had not made a sound after the TV lights had been switched on.  Her first inclination was in line with Sam’s thoughts: to remain in the background.  But remaining in the background had never been something Cindy Farrow Holloway did well, or easily.

So, completely unobserved as the man she thought was her husband spoke to a TV news camera, she scooped up the second bottle of river water and toted it hurriedly off to the Executive Parking area.  By the time Al realized she was no longer standing safely alongside her car, she had uncapped the bottle and was in the process of pouring its contents over the carefully waxed and buffed exterior of Charles Ackerman’s Lincoln.

“CINDY!” Sam shouted across the parking lot.

If she heard him, she made no sign of it.  The bottle was nearly empty when the third of the security guards seized her by the upper arm and jerked her away from the car.  The bottle flew out of her grasp and exploded on the asphalt, spraying the guard’s neatly creased pants legs with acrid-smelling, greenish-brown sludge.

“You stupid BITCH!” the guard roared, and gave her a shove that sent her sprawling onto the pavement.

Seconds later, Colin came barreling up, with Sam, Al, the TV crew, and half a dozen of Colin’s friends in hot pursuit.  As he reached striking distance of the guard, Colin shouted, “Didn’t anybody ever teach you not to hit a lady, you shit-faced MORON?” and cold-cocked the man.  The guard went flying back several yards and collapsed into a heap near the steps to the plant’s front door.

By the time he hit the ground, the parking lot had turned into a melee of noise and rapidly moving bodies.  The other two guards, both shouting, had abandoned Colin’s demonstrators and were moving toward Colin with murderous looks on their faces.  Behind them, both groups of protestors were hollering, a few of them waving signs for the benefit of the growing number of available cameras.  The mobile unit of a second TV station had arrived, together with a pair of reporters from the news desk of Paul Holloway’s newspaper.  The original TV crew, for their part, were struck dumb by the sudden eruption of action on what had been a quiet Monday morning and simply went on filming in various directions around the parking lot.

In the midst of all this, Sam Beckett, who had only one real agenda here, knelt down to carefully gather up Cindy, who had smacked her head on the asphalt and was crying silently as blood dribbled out of her nose.

“Cindy?” he said worriedly.

“Cindy?” Colin echoed.  “Did that idiot hurt you, honey?”
She seemed completely disinclined to attempt standing, so Sam sat on the ground and cradled her in his arms, gently blotting at her dripping nose with a handful of tissues he’d located in her briefcase.

“Son of a bitch,” Colin growled.  He had grown completely tired of listening to Ackerman’s hired goons shout at him; enraged by Cindy’s torn suit and bleeding nose, he swung around, fist aimed at the guard closest to him.

“Sam,” Al said, waving the handlink.  “It’s ten-six...”
A gunshot cut him off in mid-word.

“...teen?!” Al squealed.

The parking lot instantly fell silent.  For the first few seconds after the shot was fired, no one in the lot had a clue who had fired it or from where, or who might have been hit.  Gradually, everyone’s eyes turned to the front steps of the plant, where Charles Ackerman stood with fire in his expression and a .38 in his right hand.

Ackerman’s eyes were on Colin, who was sinking slowly, massively, to the ground.

“Oh, God,” Sam murmured.

He found the sudden silence as frightening as the sight of the big, affable man folding up and going down like a human avalanche.  Barely breathing, he propped Cindy up as best he could and went to Colin, hoping fervently that his swiss-cheesed memory retained enough emergency medical information to allow him to aid his — Paul’s — friend.

“I’m sorry, Colin,” he whispered.  “I’m sorry.”
It took him several agonizing seconds to locate the wound in Colin’s left side.  A palm-sized bloodstain had already formed on Colin’s blue work shirt.  Certain he was in no less pain than Colin himself, Sam pulled the shirt open and took a closer look at the wound.  Something tugged at his arm; distractedly, he realized it was Colin’s hand.

“Shit, buddy,” Colin muttered.  “You didn’t tell me this was gonna happen.”
“It wasn’t supposed to,” Sam replied.

Sam raised his gaze to focus sharply and accusingly on Al, who was kneeling on the far side of the big man.  The handlink was nowhere in sight.  For a moment, Sam hoped Al had disposed of the infernal thing.  “I told you, Sam,” Al said mournfully.  “Sometimes the information doesn’t come as fast as we want it to.  Maybe you don’t really remember...but you’re the one who built Ziggy.  He’s not perfect.”  When Sam didn’t reply, Al asked quietly, “Is it bad?”
“Flesh wound?” Colin suggested, forcing a wan smile.  “Got a lot of flesh there, you know.  It’s a long way down to anything important.”
Sam tried matching the smile.  “Yeah, I know.”
“Is it?” Colin persisted, his voice beginning to fade.  “You think?  Flesh wound?”
“I think,” Sam nodded.

One of the TV reporters moved in closer, walking right through Al in the process.  “We called the police and the rescue squad,” he told Sam.  “Here...maybe I can help you.  I’ve had some Red Cross emergency training.”  When Sam nodded, the reporter knelt beside Colin and took hold of the big man’s wrist to check his pulse.  “Take it easy,” he told Colin.  “Help’ll be here in a couple of minutes.”
“I’m not goin’ anywhere,” Colin murmured.

Half an hour later, after an ambulance had borne Colin off to the nearest hospital followed by a motorcade of his friends, and Charles Ackerman had been borne off in a police squad car, Sam returned to Paul’s convertible.  He had left Cindy sitting on the plant steps clutching an ice bag provided by the ambulance crew, intending to bring the car to her so that she would not have to walk the quarter-mile across the parking lot.  Al had fallen into step beside him, but neither of them spoke until they had reached Paul’s car.

“Everything’s gonna be all right,” Al said then.  He was again holding the handlink.  “Colin’ll be out of the hospital day after tomorrow, and back on his feet by the end of next week.  Ackerman is convicted of assault with a deadly weapon.  No charges were filed against any of the people who were demonstrating.  The chemical dumping goes on for another fourteen months — at which time the citizen’s petition that Paul and Cindy file with the state environmental department reaches the right level of paper-pushers and an injunction is filed against Ackerman Consolidated.”  Al paused, and looked back toward the plant steps.  “And Cindy is fine.  She’ll have a headache for a while...”
“I don’t like this, Al,” Sam said tersely.  “Nobody was supposed to get shot.  It wasn’t supposed to be a trade-off — Colin for Cindy.”
“It happens, Sam.  You can’t make things perfect.”
“I was supposed to save Cindy’s life.”
“Which you did.”
“But at the cost of getting Colin shot?  He wasn’t even involved in this whole thing originally.  I brought him into it, because I figured I could count on him to draw some attention to the dumping.  When I called him, he said he’d do anything I wanted him to.  And I ended up getting him shot.  He works the four-to-midnight shift at a warehouse.  He should have spent today mowing his lawn, or playing with his baby.”
All Al could think to do was shrug.  “I don’t know what to tell you, Sam.”
“I really hate this,” Sam said.

“I know you do.”
Sam leaned tiredly against the car and folded his arms across his chest.  “Everybody else just gets one life.  You go through that — you do the best you can.  You try not to get yourself or anybody else hurt in the process.  But me...I get to Leap into how many lives?  Dozens?  Hundreds?”  His voice cracked, and his head dipped a little lower, as if he couldn’t bear to hold it upright.  “I just want to go home, Al.  I just want to go back to living my own life.”
“I know.”  Al stuck the handlink in his pocket and reached toward Sam.  He stopped his hand a few inches from Sam’s arm, knowing that if he completed the gesture, his hand would pass right through Sam and provide no comfort at all.  “If I could bring you home, I would.  If I could do anything more than I’m doing...I would.”
“Yeah,” Sam nodded.

“You’d better go get Cindy.”
“Why?  So I can deceive her some more?”
“Sam,” Al said gently, “you’re just doing what He intends you to do.  You’re just doing your job, more or less.  If there’s a way to set things right without deceiving the people that are involved — maybe He just hasn’t figured out what that way is, yet.”
“I kept her from getting killed.”
“Yes.  You did.”
“Then why haven’t I...”
Al shrugged.  “I guess you’re not finished yet.  There must be something more to settle between Cindy and Paul.”
“Then why doesn’t Cindy settle it with Paul?”
“I don’t know, Sam,” Al said.  “I’m not in charge here.”
With a long sigh, Sam climbed into the driver’s seat.  Not entirely sure why he was doing so, he waited for Al to relocate himself in the back seat, then set the car in motion and pulled it up in front of the plant steps.

They made the twenty-minute drive home in silence.  Cindy spent most of it fussing over the ice bag, which had sprung a leak and was steadily dripping cold water down the side of her head and into the sleeve of her torn suit jacket.  Sam glanced at her intermittently but did nothing to distract her attention from the bag.

Finally, as he turned the convertible into their driveway, he asked quietly, “Are you all right?”
“I guess,” she muttered.

“I kind of screwed this up, huh?”
She peered at him for a moment, then shook her aching head gingerly.  “Well...you did legally serve him with the summons.  I’m not sure if that accomplishes anything now, though.”
“Then it’s par for the course.”
“What?”
“Good old Paul falls short of the line again.”
“No...” Cindy said, and stared fixedly at her ice bag as if she expected to find the answers to some of life’s questions written across its damp surface.  “I appreciate what you did today.  I know you didn’t mean for Colin to get hurt.  Maybe he wouldn’t have if I hadn’t poured that bottle of river water on Ackerman’s car.  It’s all...I know you were trying to help.”  She paused.  “I’m sorry about what I said to you yesterday.  About everything.  I kind of overreacted.  I know you do your best.  It’s not your fault you haven’t really gotten anywhere with your writing.”
“Maybe it’s time I admitted I’m not going anywhere,” Sam ventured.  “I can’t let you carry the load forever.  Not if you’re unhappy at what you’re doing.  There’s no point to that.  Maybe it’s time to start over.  Find you a job where you can really accomplish something, and find me a job, period.”
“Maybe,” Cindy said.

Sam helped her out of the car and steered her toward the front door with a hand under her elbow.  Juggling his keyring with his left hand, he stuck the house key in the lock and turned it.

“Don’t forget the mail, Sam,” Al said from behind him.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Sam sighed.  Oblivious, Cindy went on ahead of him into the house as he stowed the keyring in his jeans pocket and pulled the bundle of mail from the mailbox.  Thanks to Cindy’s presence on what must have been hundreds of junk-mailing lists, the stack was a good three inches thick.

“The big white one, Sam,” Al prompted.

“What big white one?  I’m tired, Al,” Sam replied.  “I’m not interested in the mail.”
“Yes, you are.”
“No, I’m not.”
“Will you please open the big white envelope?” Al said through his teeth.  “Hurry!”
Sam shot back, “Will you stop telling me to hurry?”
“Open it.”
With a loud groan, Sam separated the envelope Al indicated from the rest of the stack.  The return address read ADAMS BROTHERS PUBLISHING at a location in Manhattan.  Publishing? Sam thought, and ripped the envelope open.  It took him a moment to scan the short letter that topped the envelope’s contents.  As he did, a broad grin leaked across his face.

“See?” Al said smugly.  “I told you it was important.”
“Cindy!” Sam shouted.  “Cindy, come out here!”
Still clutching her leaking ice bag, she came as far as the threshold.  “What is it?”
Sam held the letter out to her.  “Take a look at this.”
“What is it?” she asked again.

“Read!” Sam and Al begged in unison.

She leaned out a little and peered at the letter as if her eyes wouldn’t quite focus.  It took her about three times as long as it had Sam to figure out what the letter was about, and who it was from.  When enlightenment finally came, her eyes widened and she squealed, “Paul?!”
Sam waved the rest of the envelope’s contents at her.  “It’s a contract, honey.  They said ‘yes’ to the novel proposal I sent them.  They said yes!”
“Paul!!” Cindy shrieked, wincing at the pain that sent rocketing through her head.  Tossing aside the ice bag, she threw her arms around Sam and kissed him fervently, neither of them noticing that they were crumpling the contract pages between them.  They parted after a minute or two, both of them grinning delightedly at each other.

Then a flash of puzzlement passed through Cindy’s blue eyes, and she frowned.

She knows, Sam thought.  She knows I’m not Paul.

Al noticed the look, too, and arched a brow at Sam.

How did she know?  What did I do?  What did I not do?  What did I say?

“That’s why you didn’t start the new story!” Cindy said.  “Because you knew this was coming.  You always tell me you know when good news is coming about one of your stories.  You knew, and that’s why you didn’t want to get involved in something new.  But why didn’t you tell me?  You always tell me!”
“Sorry,” Sam said sheepishly.

Cindy’s feet had started to tap-dance on the porch floor, as if they had taken on a life of their own.  “I have to call Mom!” she said, and ran back into the house.

“The book is a best-seller, Sam,” Al said, reading from the handlink.  “The first of six.  Four of them are made into major motion pictures.  When the big checks start to roll in, Cindy quits her job at the law firm to become Paul’s manager so they can spend more time together.  As of 1999, they have three kids — two boys and a girl — and live in a two million dollar house on the riverfront about five miles from here.”
“That’s great,” Sam replied.  “But, Al — does she know?”  That I’m not Paul?”
“How could she know?”
“Just now — the look in her eyes.  That wasn’t over the book thing.”
“She couldn’t know.  Nobody sees the real you but little kids and animals.”
“I suppose,” Sam said, unconvinced.  “Am I finished?”
Before Al could respond, Cindy came running back out onto the porch, flung her arms around Sam, and squealed happily, “Oh, sweetie, I am so proud of you!”
“`Bye, Cindy,” Al said.

She was planting one last fervent kiss on Sam when he Leaped.

*  *  *

GOD REST YE MERRY, GENTLEMAN

DECEMBER 24, 1999
“Admiral?”
Al Calavicci turned just far enough for him to determine the identity of the speaker (for a moment he was tempted to think of her as an intruder), then turned back again and resumed staring out across the uninterrupted blackness of the New Mexico desert.  When no sound of retreating footsteps came to tell him that she had decided to leave him alone, he asked with a small sigh, “What is it, Lieutenant?”
“Is everything all right, sir?”
No, he thought.  I’m tired, I’m frustrated, my nerves are shot.  And I feel about two hundred years old.

“It’s fine, Lieutenant,” he said, in a tone he hoped would encourage her to go back down into the Project complex and leave him by himself with just his cigar and the cold darkness of the desert night as companions.

“I brought you a drink, Admiral.”
“It’s not...” he began.

But she was there, beside him, before he could finish, proffering a steaming mug of something milky-looking that smelled of nutmeg.  Whatever it was, it fell way short of Al Calavicci’s interpretation of the word “drink”.  He was sure dissatisfaction was written all over his face.  He was sure she’d take a hint.

But she didn’t.

So Al, who had done more surrendering to women during his lifetime than he cared to remember, took the mug from Second Lieutenant Tracy Murray, United States Navy, and wrapped his hands around it.  The warmth of the cup felt good against his palms.  Okay, it felt damned good.  He forced himself to surrender one more step and took a sip of the milky-looking stuff.  Then another.

“There’s a lot of rum in this, Lieutenant,” he commented when the mug was half emptied.

“Yes, sir,” she replied.

“It’s very good.  Thank you.”
Tracy Murray nodded and stuck her hands deep into the pockets of her Navy-issue parka.  “I’m glad you like it.  They’re putting away gallons of it down below, at the party.”  She paused.  “We were hoping you’d come.  Almost everyone is there.”
“I don’t celebrate Christmas,” Al said.

“Oh?”
“It resurrects a lot of things that I’d just as soon not resurrect.”
“I’m sorry.”
“There’s no need for you to be.  It doesn’t have anything at all to do with you.”  Al tipped the mug and let the last few drops of Murray’s concoction dribble into his mouth, then set the mug on the waist-high concrete block wall he’d been leaning against before Murray’s arrival.  ‘You should go back inside, Lieutenant.  It’s cold out here.”
She grinned broadly and told him, “I’m from Minnesota, Admiral.  This is tee-shirt weather back home.”
“Then what’s the parka for?  Show?”
“Wellll,” she said, and grinned again.  She seemed delighted when he cracked a small (but sincere) smile in response.  Ignoring the fact that she hadn’t really been invited to stick around, she leaned against the wall a couple of steps from the admiral and took a long look out across the desert, then up at the stars.  “The sky is so clear.  Seems like you can see halfway across the galaxy from here.  I spent almost a year in Florida before I came to the project.  All I could see at night there was haze.”
“Hmmmm,” Al said, and stuck his cigar back in his mouth.

She was silent for a moment, then said quietly, “Maybe I should go back in, sir.  If you want to be by yourself...”
“No,” Al said.  “Stay.  It’s all right.”
“Are you sure, sir?”
“Yes, I’m sure.”  He looked back out over the broad expanse of desert, but went on watching Murray out of the corner of his eye.  He was suddenly aware that she wasn’t quite at ease, being alone out here with him, and began to wonder why she’d come up in the first place.  Maybe she’d thought she was just being sociable, in the spirit of the season, bringing a drink up to The Admiral, the cigar-smoking guy with the flamboyant clothes who occasionally breezed through Level Six (where he was sure she worked — or was it Seven?) on his way to somewhere else.  Or, if she spent her off hours listening to Project gossip, maybe she thought she was being daring, bringing a drink to the most renowned womanizer in New Mexico.

He looked at her a little more closely, trying not to move his head.  She was a cute kid, maybe 25, 26 (which meant she’d been born around the same time he was repatriated from ‘Nam).  Red hair.  Freckles.  Nice full mouth.

Definitely a nice mouth.

And she’d made the first move, coming up here.

On the other hand, he had the distinct feeling that if he followed his instincts and made a pass at her, she’d fall over the wall she was leaning on.

He could almost hear Sam’s voice, rebuking him.  “Al!”
“It’s Christmas, Sam,” he murmured.

Then, before he could decide to ignore the extra conscience Sam Beckett had provided him with and follow his instincts, the moment in which he could have followed them was gone.

And Murray asked abruptly, “Is he all right?”
“Is who all right?”
“Dr. Beckett.”
Al studied her expression for a moment.  She seemed to want him to tell her “no”.  That might have been all right; it was the truth, though it wasn’t the whole truth.  But while Second Lieutenant Tracy Murray had top-secret security clearance, and therefore was permitted by the Grace of God and the United States Government to hearing anything Admiral Albert Calavicci might care to tell her, he did not care to tell her about the screaming tirade Sam Beckett had inflicted on him a couple of hours ago.

Him — Sam Beckett’s best friend — the only person Sam could rail at.

Given the fury of Sam’s outburst, it seemed like a good thing that Al existed in Sam’s presence only as a hologram, so that if Sam had been inspired to throw a punch at him, the enraged Dr. Beckett would have struck only air.

Which probably would have made him even madder.

Tracy Murray didn’t need to know about any of that.

“He’s fine,” Al said.

“He’s in 1956, isn’t he?” Murray asked.  Al nodded and blew a smoke ring from the cigar.  “Does he know it’s Christmas here?”
“No.”
“You didn’t tell him?”
Al shook his head firmly.  “I try not to tell him things that’ll remind him the world is going on here without him.  I think he knows that well enough on his own.”  He stopped for a moment.  When he resumed speaking, his voice was low and subdued, and he had to consciously keep it from cracking.  “He’s missed five Christmases.  Five New Year’s Eves.  Five of everything else.  I have no idea how much more he’ll miss before he gets to come home.”
“The retrieval program doesn’t work?”
“No, Lieutenant,” Al said.  “The retrieval program doesn’t work.”
“Then...”
Al frowned, not entirely at the lieutenant.  He could have stopped this; all he had to do was kiss her.  She was only arm’s length away.  All he had to do was take one step in her direction and cover that very interesting mouth of hers with his own.  That might or might not have been what she’d intended by coming up here, but either way, it would shut her up.

“Murray,” he said quietly.

“Admiral?”
Admiral.

If he’d felt two hundred years old a few minutes ago, he felt about three hundred now.  Goddammit, he thought.

And Murray, unquelled, went on talking.  “It’s not really all that bad, is it?” she asked.  “I mean, he gets to live things that most people only dream about.  He was a rock star, isn’t that right?  And a test pilot.  And a circus aerialist.  I’ve never done anything like that.  My life is really very ordinary.”  When Al didn’t reply, she shifted her position a little so that she could see his eyes.  She didn’t find anything there that said he agreed with her.

“It’s not a lark, lieutenant,” Al said.

“Sir?”
“A living history lesson,” Al went on, aware of the rising note of anger in his voice.  “That’s how you kids like to see it, isn’t it?  You think it’s like...who were those two space cases in that movie?”
“Movie?”  She thought the question over for a second.  “You mean Bill and Ted, sir?”
“Yes.”
Murray considered the idea a little longer.  “No, sir,” she said finally.  “I don’t think I had anything in mind like that.  But I don’t honestly know what it’s like for Dr. Beckett, Admiral.  I don’t get down to Level Ten much, so I have to go by what I hear from other people.”
Al blew out another smoke ring.  This one he watched trail out into the cold, crisp air.  It lasted a satisfyingly long time, giving him an excuse to avoid saying anything more for nearly a minute.  “He thought it was going to be a lark.  A way to observe history first-hand.  When he stepped into the Accelerator, he figured he’d be back in a few hours.  Maybe a day or two.  He was going to poke around in the past a little, then we’d pull him back.  That was five years ago, Lieutenant.  Five years.”
“But...” Murray began, stopped, then began again.  “But if none of us can do anything about the Leaping — if we can’t bring him back home, don’t we need to look at it in some kind of a positive light?”
“I try to.”
“Does he?  Dr. Beckett?”
“He knows he’s helping other people.  Saving their lives, sometimes.  That gets him through.  But I’ve never seen him ‘excited’ about living someone else’s life, no.  It’s not like `Queen for a Day’, Lieutenant.  He’s doing a job that has no down time.  He has no control over what happens to him.”
“Then it’s like....”  Murray cut herself off once more.

“Like what?”
“Nothing.”  She shuddered, and took a step back, as if she was sure she’d crossed the wrong line with the admiral.  “I...I’m sorry.”
“No.  Say it.”
“It’s out of line, Admiral.”
“So it’s out of line.”
“I...”  She straightened a little, underneath the parka, and forced the words out.  “Begging the admiral’s pardon.  I was going to say, it’s almost like being a...”
“Prisoner of war.”
“Yes, sir.  Sorry, sir.”
“Stop apologizing,” Al said sharply.  “That part of my life ended a long time ago.  Yes, Lieutenant, it’s like being a prisoner of war.  He’s not in a cage, like I was.  He’s not stuck eating maggot-infested rice, and the people he’s with are a damned sight more agreeable than the ones I had to look at.  Most of them, anyway.  But he’s got no more freedom than I had in Vietnam.  He has no life of his own any more.”
Murray looked at him somberly.  Something in her expression told him she was about to say “I’m sorry” again, but it would have accomplished even less than it had the first two times.

“He has no life,” Al murmured.

“I wish I could help, sir.”
“No more than I do, Murray.  No...not even a fraction of how much I do.”  Al paused, then asked, “Do you have a best friend, Lieutenant?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Here?”
“No.  Back home in Minnesota.  We don’t see each other much any more, but we talk on the phone.”
“Talking’s not good enough sometimes, is it?”
“No.  I guess it’s not.”
“It’s not good enough, when what you really want to do — what you really need to do — is this.”  Al reached out, took Murray’s hand and held it firmly.  Her skin was surprisingly warm.  That Minnesotan blood, he supposed.  “It’s no substitute at all.”
He’d known for a long time that being alone was the core of all of Sam Beckett’s problems.  Sam was surrounded by people; hadn’t made a Leap yet where he’d been left by himself.  But those people were all strangers.  For five years he’d been kept physically away from anyone and everyone with whom he had a real relationship.  So, for all intents and purposes, he was alone.  And the aloneness was taking its toll, a little at a time.  This particular night it had made him scream out in frustration, carrying on until his voice and his energy were nearly gone and he’d collapsed, finally, onto the sofa behind him and had closed his eyes.

Al had endured the screaming in silence, pained by it, but inwardly relieved that Sam had taken this route and not its alternative.  He had no desire to stand in the middle of a stranger’s living room and watch Sam Beckett cry.

“But it’s better than no contact at all,” Murray said.  “You’re with him.  That has to be worth something.”
“Not a hell of a lot.”
“When you know the other person is there...”
“Lieutenant Murray...I don’t think you have any idea what it feels like to watch your best friend reach the absolute end of his rope.  To have him look at you with tears in his eyes and say, `I want to go home, Al.  I just want to go home now.’  And you can’t do a goddamned thing to help him.  Not a goddamned thing.  Talking doesn’t help, Lieutenant.  Talking just plain does not help.”
Murray’s mouth lolled open a little.  Al could see the glimmer of tears in her eyes for a second, then she blinked them away.  “Sir....I...I don’t know what to say.”
“Then don’t say anything.”
Her mouth was still open.  She was going to go on talking.

Ah, Jesus.  Can’t you stop?  Can’t you just stop now?

His third — or was it his fourth? — wife had been a talker.  So had his darling Beth, he had to admit, but he’d loved talking with Beth, lying in the dark late at night with the window left open so the night breeze could push its way through their bedroom.  He had never once minded talking with Beth, not a single word of it.  But after Beth had left his life, he’d found that he could no longer abide talkative women.  Like Christmas, they made him remember things that wounded him too much.

A noise from off in the distance caught his attention.

“What...?” he murmured.

“Church bells,” Murray said, looking off into the distance as if she thought she could see where the sound had come from.  “That’s amazing.  La Cruz is almost thirty miles away.”
“So it’s midnight?”
Murray pushed up the cuff of her parka and squinted at her wristwatch.  “Yes, sir.”
“Then we’ve got a week left.”
“For what, Admiral?”
“Until the end of the world.  You’ve seen the news reports, haven’t you?  The doomsayers are out on every streetcorner, all around the world.  It’s almost the Millennium.  The end of the world is coming next Friday night.”
“Do you believe that?” Murray asked, uncertain what he was driving at.

“Hardly.”
“Then...?”
“We went through the same thing a thousand years ago,” Al said distractedly.  “Or our ancestors did.  The doomsayers were sure Armageddon was coming, simply because a thousand years had passed since the birth of Christ.  But nothing happened.  The world just kept going.  Now they’re trying it again.  And I don’t think anything’s going to happen this time, either.  It’s just a convenient excuse to make some noise.”  He shook his head.  “That’s a human failing, Lieutenant.  Making a lot of noise over nothing.  They’ll make noise for another week, and nothing will change.  So they’ll all just pick up and keep going.”
She considered that.  “I guess you’re right, sir.”
“Of course I’m right.  I’ve been around twice as long as you have, and I’ve had a lot of time to think.  I had six solid years in Vietnam to do nothing but think.”
“The noise...they need to let something out.”
“That’s it.”
“Fear.”
Al nodded.  “And frustration.”
The corner of Murray’s mouth curled up.  It wasn’t quite a smile; there was too much that was rueful in it.  “Then it does help,” she said.

“What?”
“Talking,” Murray replied.

Al rested his backside against the concrete block wall and took a long look at the redheaded lieutenant.  “I thought you were a data archivist, Murray,” he said suspiciously.  “Did you sneak a psychology degree in there somewhere?”
“No, sir.”
“Either way...I think I need to steer clear of you from now on.  Psychologists make me nervous.  Especially armchair psychologists.  They’re the worst kind.”
Murray looked at him steadily for a minute, as if she were trying to decide whether or not he was kidding, then produced a genuine smile.  “You know, Admiral, I think they’ve got the right man running this Project.”
“You do?”
“Absolutely.”
“Thank you,” Al said quietly.  “I appreciate the vote of confidence.”
“Will you come?  To the party?”
Before he could think about not doing it, Al matched her smile.  “All right, Lieutenant.  I’ll come.  In a little while.  I just need to be by myself for now.”
Murray nodded.  “Yes, sir.  Admiral?”
“Hmmmm?”
“Merry Christmas, sir.”
“Merry Christmas, Lieutenant.”
She took a step toward the door, then stopped, turned back, grasped Al Calavicci’s hand and held it tightly.  When she released it, she smiled reassuringly and told him, “I’m sure he knows, Admiral.  Merry Christmas.”
Then she disappeared inside the Complex and left Al alone with his cigar.

* * *

KIDNAPPING CHARLIE

JULY 17, 1979

He was looking down.  A long way down.

A tsunami of vertigo swept through him.  His arms began frantically pinwheeling in the air, and his feet scrambled, slipping, trying to find the ground.  He was completely unable to breathe.  His heart was pounding so wildly he thought it was likely to explode out of his chest, like the alien creature in that movie...

“Ohhhh, boyyyyy,” Sam Beckett squealed.

He felt pressure against the small of his back, then something tugging at him.  He stumbled backward, certain he was going to fall, and collided with something huge and unmoving and warm.

“Goddammit, boy,” a voice said behind him.

Then the pressure wasn’t there any more, and neither was the large, warm object.

But there was solid ground under his feet.

Utterly lost in his terror, Sam let his legs fold under him and collapsed down onto his backside.  Onto...yes, it was solid.  So solid he wanted to slide forward and embrace it and start crying.

Breathe, he commanded himself.

Obeying the command seemed to take a long while.  The adrenaline coursing through him had turned his arms and legs to jelly and he was still tempted to break down.  Only the conviction that doing so would not be what was expected from — who? this person he had Leaped into — kept him from doing that.  So he opened his eyes and focused on what was in front of him.  Which was, blessedly, not down.  It was a stone wall.

He slid his eyes up.

Three, maybe three and a half feet high.  The same kind of mortared stone made up the floor under his rump.

“Danny?” another voice said.

He looked.  There was a girl standing nearby.  Dark hair cut in a short wedge like the skater’s — Dorothy Hamill.  She even resembled Dorothy Hamill a little.  Had the same kind of fresh-scrubbed, pleasant face.  Young — maybe 18, 19.  Dressed in a dark green sweatshirt and white shorts with green trim and white sneakers.

“Hey,” the first voice boomed.  This one didn’t belong to any girl, and it sounded mightily annoyed.

Sam turned toward it.

A big man in a dust-colored uniform, arms folded tightly across his chest, was scowling down at him.  The man’s graying hair was cut short, almost ridiculous so, and his jowly face was the color of overripe beets.  “Don’t you even think of doing that again,” he barked at Sam.  “No...don’t you even consider thinking of doing that again.”
Man, this guy was red.  A walking stroke, just waiting to happen.

“Have you had your blood pressure checked lately?” Sam murmured.

“My blood pressure was fine until you decided it’d be a good idea to impress your girlfriend by doing a swan dive off the balcony, you little moron.”  The man reached down, seized Sam by the upper arm and hauled him to his feet.  Sam wavered once but the man held on tightly and he could not have fallen if he had wanted to.  Then the man let go of Sam’s arm and immediately grabbed hold of the waistband of Sam’s jeans at the small of his back, along with his belt, creating the same pressure Sam had felt a minute ago.  “Now look,” the man said, and shoved Sam up against the wall, leaning him forward so that he was again looking down.

Doooowwwnnnn...

Terror swept through him once more, but this time a tiny pocket of clarity remained in his mind.

It’s the Grand Canyon, he thought.  He’s gonna drop me into the Grand Canyon.

“That’s a hell of a fall, kid,” said the man.

“Yeaaahhh,” Sam squeaked.

“And you’d be real dead when you hit the bottom.”
Sam nodded his head fiercely, silently begging the man to please, please, please, pull him back away from the wall.  He would have done the pleading aloud, but his vocal cords weren’t obeying instructions any more readily than his lungs had a minute ago.

A second later he was again sitting on the stone floor.

“You decide you really want to die, kid,” said the beefy man, “you come and get me.  And I’ll pound you into the ground like a fence post.  But stay away from this wall.  You hear me?”
“Uh-huh,” Sam whispered.

The man stuck his face down near Sam’s.  “I didn’t hear you.”
“Yes, sir,” Sam whispered.

“Good.”  The man turned to the dark-haired girl and growled.  “Get him out of here, honey.  So I don’t have to look at him any more.”  He paused.  “I sure hope you know what you got yourself into.”
Then he stalked away.

The dark-haired girl sat down on her haunches, resting her palms on her thighs, and looked at Sam for a long, solemn moment.  She didn’t seem nearly as likely to explode as the huge guy in the uniform, but she was upset.  Her eyes had narrowed and she was gnawing on her lower lip.  “That was really dumb,” Danny,” she announced.

Sam grinned foolishly at her, without a crumb of real amusement.  “Yeah,” he murmured, inwardly amazed that he could actually talk, if not very loudly.  “I guess it was.”
“I swear, Danny, sometimes...”
“I’m sorry.”
Shaking her head, the girl got up and helped Sam to his feet.  He made a point of not looking at the waist-high balcony wall or beyond it, concentrating instead on what lay in the other direction.  A building, stone-walled, rustic.  A wide doorway leading into a large, cathedral-ceilinged room filled with chairs and benches, and at the far side of that room, a short flight of steps leading to an upper level.

“Is there a bathroom around?” Sam asked abruptly.  “I...need to go to the bathroom.”
The girl groaned at him.  “Outside, next to the cafeteria.  Don’t you remember?”
“I’ll be right back.”
Sam followed his nose: up the steps, which pointed him toward the front entrance of the building (identified by a large sign near the registration desk as GRAND CANYON LODGE) and out into a circular paved area meant for vehicles dropping off passengers.  He moved as slowly as he dared, looking for some clue to the year he’d Leaped into.  Neither the rough-hewn furnishings nor the clothing on the scattering of people he passed, mostly jeans and casual shirts, was any help at all.  With a small sigh he located the door of the men’s rest room and pushed it open.  Thankfully, the room was unoccupied.

“Al?” he said quietly as he turned on the cold water tap at one of the four washbasins.  “I don’t suppose you’re here this soon...?”
“Where else would I be?” Al Calavicci asked him.

Sam turned and looked.  Al, in a loose black shirt and purple-and-black pants in a print so bizarre it made Sam shudder, was standing alongside one of the urinals, tapping a request for information into his handlink.

“Geez, Sam, you look terrible,” Al commented.  “Are you gonna be sick?”
“It’s a possibility,” Sam replied, and began splashing cold water onto his face.

“What happened?”
“Apparently, I almost Leaped into the Grand Canyon.”
Al made a broadly distressed face.  “What the hell for?”
“I don’t know.  You tell me.”
The Observer resumed poking at the computer handlink, peered at the information he got in return, and told Sam, “It’s July 17, 1979.  Your name is Daniel Carew.  Is there a girl around here somewhere?”  Sam, turning slightly with water dripping off his face onto his shirt collar, gave him a warning look.  Righteously indignant, Al said, “A particular girl.  She’s eighteen.  Dark hair, blue eyes.   Her name is Rebecca Charlotte McDonald.  Everybody calls her Charlie.”
“She’s in the lodge,” Sam said, and went on dousing his face.

“She’s your wife.”
Sam’s head shot up and he pivoted on one heel.  “She’s my what?”
“Your wife.  Danny and Charlie got married yesterday.”
Amazed, Sam peered into the mirror over the washbasin.  Looking back at him was a tall, gangly kid with round, babyish features and a pair of wire-rimmed glasses.  Probably didn’t shave more than about twice a week, Sam figured, and still needed to worry more about the ravages of acne than male pattern baldness.  Or strokes, like the guy in the uniform.  “I look like I’m about fourteen, Al,” he said.

“You’re eighteen, like Charlie,” Al told him.  “You were classmates in high school in your home town, a place called Blessing, Idaho.  High school sweethearts.”
“Is that a reason to get married?”
“No.  Charlie needing to get away from home is.”
“Away from home — why?”
Al coaxed some more data out of the handlink.  “Charlie’s mother died in childbirth when Charlie was eleven.  Since then, she’s helped her dad run the house and take care of her younger brother and sister.  Apparently her dad rules the place with an iron hand.  Allows Charlie almost no freedom.  So she decided to run off and marry Danny.”
“They eloped?” Sam asked.

“Yup.”
Sam took another long look at Danny’s reflection in the mirror.  “Why am I here?  To make sure Charlie’s life turns out all right?”
“That’s part of it.”
Sam turned.  “What’s the other part?”
“Charlie turns up back home the day after tomorrow.  And Danny turns up dead.”
“When?” Sam asked somberly.

“Ziggy’s not sure.  He’d been gone for a couple days when the park rangers found him.  The nearest Ziggy can figure is sometime between noon and ten p.m. tomorrow.”
“How?”
Al peered down at the handlink and frowned.  “G.S.W.?  Oh...gunshot wound.  He bled to death.”  He paused.  “The most popular suspect was Charlie’s father, but the charges against him were dropped because there were no witnesses to the shooting.  No one even heard any gunshots.  And Charlie wouldn’t testify against her dad.”
“You’re sure it happens here?”
“They found the body in the woods,” Al nodded.  “About a mile northwest of here.”
“Then we’ll leave.  I’ll get Charlie out of here.”
“That might take some doing.”
“Why?” Sam asked.

“Because,” Al said, “here is where Charlie wants to be.  She saw some kind of a travelogue on TV about a year ago and fell completely in love with the place.  She stuck posters up all over her room.  Did her senior class project on the canyon, using pictures she cut out of books and magazines, essays, poetry, even one of those topographical sculptures you make out of papier-mâché.  The thing was huge.  It won her some kind of county-wide award.  Now that she’s here, I don’t think you’re gonna be able to walk up to her and say, `I think we should go somewhere else.’”
“I can try.”
“You’ll be wasting your air,” Al replied.

* * *

Charlie was standing in the doorway leading to the balcony, her arms folded across her chest, gazing down at the pastel-shaded panorama of the canyon.  Her face was both calm and filled with emotion at the same time, as if she were concentrating mightily on composing odes to the canyon inside her head.  Sam stood watching her for a moment and was convinced of two things.  First, that Al had been correct a minute ago.  And second, that Charlie had probably never looked at her new husband with anywhere near the passion with which she was gazing upon the Grand Canyon.

“Charlie?” he said finally.

It took her a second to tear her attention from the view.  When she did, her expression became less calm, and more — “exasperated” was the word that occurred to Sam.

“I’m sorry,” he told her.

“Well, you should be.  God, Danny, that was dumb, climbing up on the wall.  What if you fell?  It’s not like balancing on the wall outside school.”
“I know,” Sam murmured.  “I guess I was just clowning around.”
“You’re not impressing me.”
“I know.”
Charlie pulled herself away from the wall.  With one long, rapturous last glance over her shoulder toward the canyon, she went to Sam and, frowning, examined his face.  She seemed to find something there she wasn’t satisfied with.  Sam watched her, baffled, as she licked her thumb and used the saliva to wipe a smudge off his jawline he hadn’t known was there.

“My mother used to do that,” Sam said, matching Charlie’s frown.  When I was three years old, he added silently.

She ignored him.  “Your glasses are dirty.”
Sam pulled them off and held them out to her.  “You want to spit on them, too?”
“No,” Charlie sighed.  “But you were in the bathroom.  You could have cleaned them.”
“Guess I forgot.”
Shaking her head, Charlie took him by the hand and headed for the door that led out of the lodge.  Sam, who had no real reason to resist, put Danny’s glasses back on and followed her dutifully.  Her pace slowed once she was outside, giving Sam an opportunity to make himself at least a fraction as familiar with his surroundings as he supposed Danny had been before they changed places.

The building formed a “U” in the direction they were headed, one arm composed of a cafeteria-style restaurant, the men’s and women’s rest rooms and the other housing a postal center and a large gift shop.  Beyond the circular passenger drop-off area was a driveway leading to the main road and to the parking lot, which seemed to be Charlie’s immediate goal.  The long, narrow parking area, like most of the territory around it, was dotted with towering pine trees.

Sam pulled in a deep breath.  It was a gorgeous day: deep blue sky visible through the evergreen branches, a mild breeze, the scent of pine and wildflowers heavy in the air.  “It’s beautiful here,” he said.

Charlie stopped walking and looked at him.  “Yeah.”
“If this is where you want to be, I can see why.”
She seemed about to say something, but changed her mind and simply nodded.  Then she went on walking, releasing Sam’s hand so that he could follow her (or not) at his own pace.  A minute later she reached a battered, pale blue Ford Pinto hatchback that had a “GO BLAZERS” sticker on its rear bumper.  Inside the car were two unmatched suitcases and a plaid blanket.

“Keys,” Charlie said. 

“What?” Sam asked.

“I need the car keys.”
“Oh.  Wait a second.” Sam stuck his hands into the pockets of his jeans, ferreted around, and produced a key ring bearing half a dozen keys.  Charlie took it out of his hand, unlocked the hatch and hauled out the two suitcases.  She was about to carry them off somewhere when Sam took her by the arm, shook his head, and said, “No, let me do that.”
Charlie made a face.  “I’m perfectly capable of...”
“I didn’t say you weren’t.  I’m just offering to carry them.”  Before she could protest any further, he took the bags from her and gestured with his chin in the direction he thought she’d been heading.  “Go on, lead the way.”
Please, he thought.  Because I haven’t got a clue where you’re going.

She didn’t seem too pleased about it, but she nodded and left the parking lot, aiming for a collection of tiny cabins tucked into the woods nearby.  Halfway there she pulled a key on a green plastic key tag out of the pocket of her shorts, studied the number etched on the plastic, then began checking the numbers on the doors of the cabins.

“Which one is it?” Sam asked.

“Twenty-four.”
Sam looked around.  “There,” he said, and gestured with his chin again.

A minute later they were inside.  If anything, the cabin looked even smaller from the inside than it did from the outside, and boasted very little in the way of amenities.  Its furnishings were limited to a double bed covered with a plaid spread, two uncomfortable-looking chairs with worn plaid cushions, a small round table, and a dresser.  The bathroom (which Sam could see into by leaning a little to his left) was similarly unimpressive: a shower stall fronted by a white plastic curtain, the toilet, and a tiny sink.

“Well,” Sam said in a tone that came out a lot closer to sarcasm than he’d intended, “I guess this is it.”
“It’s fine,” Charlie told him firmly.

“It’s a little small.”
“We don’t exactly have enough money for anything bigger,” Charlie said as Sam went on looking around.  “We’re not going to spend much time in here, any...”  She stopped, and moved around behind Sam, bending to examine the seat of his jeans.  “You sat in something.  It’s all over your pants.”
He took a look.  “Must’ve been when I...sat down out on the balcony.”
“It’s a mess.”
She seemed about to attempt some kind of repair job like the one she’d performed on his face.  Sam caught her hand midway, though, and told her, “Quit that, would you?  Don’t keep trying to fix me.”  Actually, Danny could use a little fixing, he suspected, if the kid was inclined toward wall-walking at the peak of a five-hundred-foot drop.  And now that he thought about it, Danny’s clothes did seem a little lived-in, even aside from the sweat Sam had produced during his dangle over the balcony wall.  Sam held back a sigh.  “Look, if you want, I’ll take a shower.  I’ll scrub myself within an inch of my life.  And I’ll put on clean clothes.  But let me do it.”
Charlie met his gaze.  For a second she didn’t seem to believe he was capable of anything as complicated as getting cleaned up on his own.  “All right,” she said finally.  “But hurry up.  It’s almost eleven o’clock already.”
“Ten minutes.”
“Wear your blue shirt.  You brought your blue shirt, didn’t you?”
“I...I think so.”
She picked up one of the two suitcases, deposited it on the bed, and flipped it open.  A minute of sifting through it produced the shirt she was concerned about.  She handed that to Sam, along with another pair of jeans, clean socks and underwear, and a lumpy brown paper bag that evidently contained Danny’s toiletries.  “Hurry,” she instructed him.

“Yes, ma’am,” Sam groaned, and retreated into the bathroom, bundle of clothing in hand.  The bathroom door had no lock on it, and he was enormously relieved when Charlie made no attempt to come in and take over the job of cleaning him up.  It was, he thought idly, the most nerve-wracking shower he had ever taken.

Ten minutes later, clean and dressed, with his still-wet hair meticulously combed into place, he eased open the bathroom door.  Charlie was nowhere in sight.  But Al Calavicci was, puffing thoughtfully on his cigar as he studied a row of framed photographs that had been lined up on the little dresser.

“Al?” Sam hissed.  “Where is she?”
“Outside,” Al said without turning.

Sam crept on out of the bathroom.  Almost half a minute had gone by before he could force himself to relax.  Even then he had one eye on the door leading outside.

“What’s the matter?” Al asked him.

“She’s making me crazy,” Sam replied.  “She keeps trying to clean me up.”
Al grinned wryly at his friend.  “Well, she’s got a lot of experience at being a mother-substitute.  She’s been taking care of her little sister and brother since their mother died.”  He indicated the photographs: a dated-looking one of a smiling young woman in a wedding gown, another one of the same young woman with a small girl of about five, and a small boy around six or seven.  “She’s been their mother, more or less, since she was eleven years old.  Her father wouldn’t bring in any help — no housekeeper or nanny or anything like that.  He insisted he could handle his family without `strangers’.”
“You mean Charlie could handle it.  It’s turned her into a control freak.”
“That’s understandable.”
“I suppose so.”  Sam paused.  Charlie was in one of the photos, arms wrapped around her sister and brother.  She’d been laughing; so had the children.  That expression made her look like an entirely different person from the one who’d been trying so diligently to repair him.  Not only hadn’t she laughed since he’d Leaped in, she hadn’t even cracked a smile.  “Do we have some time, Al?  Before her father gets here?”
Al consulted the handlink and nodded.  “You should be okay until at least midmorning tomorrow.  According to the original police investigation, Charlie’s father stays at work in Blessing until midnight tonight, then spends almost two hours with a friend at a bar called Happy Times.”  Al made a face.  “It’ll take him a good ten hours to get here, even if he hauls butt the whole way.”
“Then Charlie has time to see the canyon.”
The Observer shrugged.  “Sure.”
Halfway to the door, Sam stopped and asked Al, “Why did he wait so long to come after her?  If it takes that long to get here, she had to have left home sometime yesterday.”
“He doesn’t know she’s gone yet.  She’s supposed to be on a two-day bus trip to Salt Lake City with a bunch of other kids from her church youth group.  The bus doesn’t get back to Blessing till after ten o’clock tonight.  Charlie’s dad works till midnight, goes to the Happy Times for a drink with his buddy, and gets home around two, expecting to find Charlie asleep in her bed, but she’s not.”
Sam asked with a frown.  “The two younger kids were alone?”
“No.  They were staying with the next-door neighbors.”
“How did he find out where Charlie was?”
“The neighbors.  One of their kids is Charlie’s best friend, Nancy Jo.  Nancy actually went on the bus trip and told the chaperons Charlie was sick and was staying home.  After her parents and Charlie’s father wore her down, she admitted Charlie had gone off with Danny.”
“Did she tell them where?”
“She didn’t know.  She just knew Charlie was with Danny.  So Charlie’s father took off in the car, carrying on about kidnapping and rape.”
“Rape?” Sam echoed.

Al nodded.  With a glance at the handlink, he commented, “He never would’ve gotten anywhere with that one even if Danny hadn’t died.  Charlie and Danny never had a chance to do anything.”
“They got married yesterday,” Sam said.

“But they spent all last night driving.”
“Tonight...” Sam began, then realized what he was saying and cut himself off.

“Yeah,” Al smiled.  “There’s always tonight.”
“No, there’s not.”
“Well,” Al said, “you could curl up and sleep in the tub.  Except there isn’t one.”
“I’m here to save Danny’s life, and that’s it.”
Al didn’t answer.

“That’s it,” Sam repeated.

Al sighed resignedly.  “I suppose, if you want to be totally upright about it — and that’s the only way you’ve ever been, even though I’ve done my best to...”  He stopped abruptly, thinking, then moaned softly.  “Danny died while he was still a virgin?  You definitely have to change that, Sam.  The poor kid deserves better than that.”
Sam stared at him.

“What?” Al said.

“He died without ever having sex?” Sam said.  “The way I see it, the problem is that he died, period.”
“Of course you see it that way,” the Observer replied.  “You probably would’ve gone through your whole life with your own virtue intact if it hadn’t been for that girl at the bookstore.”
“What girl at what bookstore?”
“Sam,” Al said.  “You mean you don’t remember Ann?”
“No.  I don’t think so.”  Sam was silent for a moment.  “No, I don’t remember anybody named Ann at a bookstore.”
Al’s face collapsed into an expression of suffering so intense it made him look as if he’d been suddenly stricken with acute appendicitis.  “She’d be so hurt to hear you say that, Sam.  She was one of the most important...no, the most important person in your life.”
“Because she saved me from having to continue a bleak and utterly pointless existence without sex?”
“Life without sex is bleak, Sam,” Al said.

Sam groaned loudly.  “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go find Charlie.”
“By all means,” Al replied.

Charlie was only a stone’s throw from the cabin, wandering among the evergreens with an expression as rapt as if she had never seen a tree before.  She had picked up a large pine cone somewhere along the line and was holding it gently in her left hand.  When Sam caught up with her, she was crouched down, intently studying something at the base of a tree.

“Whatcha looking at?” Sam asked.

She glanced at him over her shoulder but didn’t say anything.  Sam crouched beside her and took a look: she had her eye on a cluster of blue wildflowers, each one no larger than a grape.

“What are they?” she asked him.

“No idea,” Sam replied, shaking his head.  “Guess I’m not much of a botanist.”  Sighing, Charlie got to her feet, and Sam followed suit.  “Hey,” he said.  “Do I look okay now?  I’m so clean my skin squeaks.”
“You look fine.”
“You sure?” Sam countered.

“Yes.”
“Then do you want to go for a walk?  As long as you don’t think you’ll be ashamed to be seen with me.”
Charlie frowned at him.  “I’m not...”
“You’ve been finding a lot of fault with me.”  She opened her mouth to respond (argumentatively, Sam figured), but he gestured her into keeping her silence.  “Forget it,” he said.  “Let’s go for a walk.  I figure I can hold out for a good couple of hours before I need feeding.”  With a grin, he reached out and took Charlie by the hand, pointing with his other hand off to her right.  “I’ll lead this time, if you don’t mind.  There’s a hiking trail over that way.”
“How do you know?” Charlie asked.  “You’ve never been here before.”
Sam, who had been there before, simply smiled again and replied, “It’s in the guidebook.”
When noon arrived, they were at an overlook point a mile or so west of the lodge.  Charlie was leaning against the guardrail, gazing out across the canyon.  Sam, who had no desire whatsoever to take another dangle so near the edge, was sitting cross-legged on the ground on the inland side of the path, his back resting against the flattened side of a boulder.

“She was pretty,” Sam after a while.  “Your mom.”
“I know,” Charlie murmured.

“You look a lot like her.  Around the eyes.  And you have the same kind of smile.”
“Can we not talk about her?”
“Why?”
“Because she’s dead,” Charlie snapped. 

“So you don’t want to remember her?”
Charlie turned around and gave him a withering look.  She was still leaning against the railing, so close to the edge of the precipice that it made Sam’s heart flutter.  “She left me,” Charlie said, her voice becoming increasingly bitter.  “There was no reason for her to die.  None at all.”
“I thought she died in childbirth.”
“She wasn’t supposed to have any more babies.  She had a bad time having me and Molly, and the doctor told her it would be dangerous to have any more.  He told her not to.  But my father wanted a boy.  That’s all he ever talked about.  And she wanted to make him happy.  So she had another one.  And she died.  If she’d paid attention to the doctor, she’d still be alive.  She was supposed to pay attention to the doctor, and not to my father.”
Sam said quietly, “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know.”
“Well, you do now.  Now can we not talk about her?”
“All right.  What do you want to talk about?”
“Why do we have to talk?”
“Because we’re married.  And it’d be nice if we got to know each other better.”
“I don’t feel like talking.”
“Fine.”  Then come sit with me.”  And get away from the edge, Sam added silently.  Charlie just looked at him for a moment, then shrugged and grudgingly sat down beside him.  He slid a tentative arm around her and tugged her in closer.  At first he thought he would’ve had more luck trying to embrace the boulder behind him; then, with yet another sigh, Charlie relaxed a little and nestled against him, resting her head on his shoulder.

“I’ve wanted to be here my whole life,” she murmured.

Sam asked her softly, “Why here?”
“Because.”  She paused.  “It’s so silent.  You can look out from here and it just goes on as far as you can see.  Like all there is in the world is the canyon.  And it’s so beautiful.  It’s like something that God painted.”  She tipped her head a little so she could see Sam’s face.  “They say you can trace the whole history of the earth just by studying the walls of the canyon.”
“That’s true.”
“So everything is here.”
Sam smiled.  “I guess so.”
“I want to stay here forever.”
“Well...we can stay until the money runs out.”  Which wouldn’t be long, Sam figured; he’d gone through Danny’s wallet after taking his shower and had found a little over a hundred dollars, together with a paycheck stub from Trader Bob’s Food Emporium that told him Danny brought home the princely sum of $129.57 a week.  Even in 1979, that wasn’t going to stretch very far.  Especially since Charlie didn’t seem inclined to let Danny return to work at Trader Bob’s any time soon.  “Then what do you want to do?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Charlie said.  “I don’t want to think about that now.  We just got here.”
“You could become a park ranger.”
“Don’t make fun of me, Danny,” she told him sharply.  “I don’t make fun of you when you start going on about spaceships and Vulcans.”
“Vulcans?” Sam echoed.

“Vulcans,” Al Calavicci said.

Sam jerked, startled.  Charlie peered at him quizzically, but he shook his head and settled back against the boulder, fixing Al with a fierce, warning look in the process.  Al, who had taken up the position at the end of the path that Charlie had occupied a minute ago, smiled at him innocently, and Sam mouthed the words, “Don’t do that.”
“Vulcans,” Al said again, ignoring the ire he was getting from Sam.  “You know, like Mister Spock?  I just spent a few minutes with Danny in the Waiting Room.  The kid is in hog heaven.  Half the people who Leap in here think they’ve been abducted by extraterrestrials.  Danny thinks so too, or wants to, and he’s gone nuts.  He’s quite the science fiction aficionado, apparently.  Loves the stuff.  He’s spent the last hour and a half trying to figure out what planet we’re all from.  I think he’s forgotten about Charlie altogether.”
Charlie, for her part, had apparently forgotten about Danny’s Vulcans and about the fact that she had been annoyed with Sam a minute ago.  “I want to go down there,” she said suddenly, and pointed down into the canyon.

“It’s kind of a long walk,” Sam told her.

“Not walking.  On a mule.”
Sam gnawed at his lower lip.  Riding a mule fifteen or twenty miles down into the canyon, on a trail narrower than he was tall, was only slightly higher up on his list of desirable activities than being shot to death by Charlie’s father.  However, he had the distinct feeling that if he objected to the idea, Charlie would leave him behind and take the trip by herself.

“You’re turning very pale, Sam,” Al pointed out helpfully.

“I’m afraid of heights,” Sam hissed.

Charlie pulled away from him a little and gave him a disgusted look.  “Then how can you talk about going off into space in a spaceship?  Or flying in the space shuttle?  My God, Danny, sometimes you make no sense.”
“I love you,” Sam said.  It was the only and only thing he could think of to say to help improve his standing in Charlie’s eyes.

To his surprise, it worked.

“Then will you try the mule ride?” Charlie asked in a distinctly softer tone of voice.  “I’m sure they get people who’re nervous.  And I’ve never heard anything about anybody falling off the trail.”
“Maybe they don’t publicize accidents,” Sam suggested.

“I think you’d better give in, Sam,” Al said.  “Or you’ll end up sleeping out in the car tonight.”  He paused and tapped ash from his cigar, waiting for Sam to respond, but Sam didn’t say anything.  “You’re almost six feet tall,” Al then pointed out helpfully.  “You won’t sleep well in a Pinto.  You’d sleep a lot better in that cozy little cabin with Charlie.”
“I told you...” Sam began.

“She’s very cute, Sam,” Al said with one eye on Charlie.  “And I don’t think Danny would be too upset.  Right now I think he’s more interested in sleeping with Tina.  He thinks she’s an extraterrestrial.”
“All right,” Sam told Charlie.  “I’ll do it.”
Beaming with delight, Charlie planted a brief but firm kiss on his mouth, scrambled up from the ground, brushed off the seat of her shorts, and set off in the direction from which they’d come.  “I’ll make reservations for tomorrow morning, so we can have all day.  I’ll be fun,” she called over her shoulder.  “And I’m sure it’s not dangerous at all.  Old people take the mule ride.  Your sense of balance has got to be better than theirs.”
“I certainly hope so,” Sam murmured.  Then he got up off the ground himself, careful to stay well away from the edge of the path.  “Sometimes I think you’re an extraterrestrial,” he said to Al.

* * *

Charlie was sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bed, eating an enormous brownie she’d brought back from the cafeteria.  She’d exchanged her shorts and sweater for an oversized Grand Canyon t-shirt purchased out of Danny’s hundred dollars.  Sam, seated on one of the lumpy plaid chairs, was more than grateful that she’d done the exchanging in the bathroom; that had postponed for another few minutes a decision he didn’t want to make.

“Thank you,” Charlie said around a mouthful of brownie.

“For what?” Sam asked.

“For agreeing to go on the mule ride.”  She paused.  “And for bringing me here.  I know there are places you’d rather be right now.”
That was truer than she knew.  “It’s okay,” Sam replied.  “I guess it’s as good a place to run off to as any.”
“We could have stayed in Salt Lake City.  Your aunt seems like a nice person.  I don’t think she would have called my father.  Would she?  She seemed to think we should be together.  You and me.”  She didn’t seem to expect any kind of an answer from Sam, because she continued to talk, though with an increasingly bleak tone in her voice.  “Everybody seems to think we should be together.  Except my father.  He doesn’t think I should be with anybody but him and Molly and Kevin.  He wants me to spend the rest of my life sitting in his house.”
“Do you?” Sam asked her.

“Do I what?”
“Think we should be together.”
The question didn’t distress her half as much as Sam expected it to.  “Of course.”
“Do you love me?”
“I married you.”
“That’s not what I asked you,” Sam said.

“I...”  She stopped.  Her eyes dropped down to the remains of the brownie in her hand, and she examined it as if she thought she could find an answer written on it in crushed walnuts.  Almost a minute had gone by before she said anything, and even then she spoke with her gaze still fixed on the brownie.  “Sure I do.”
Sam got up from the chair and sat next to Charlie on the bed.  “Honestly?”
“I’m scared, Danny,” she said in a small voice.

“Do you want to go home?”
“No.  No.”
“Charlie,” Sam ventured.  “Does your father have any idea where we are?”
She seemed puzzled.  “No.  He thinks I’m on the bus trip.  The only people who know I’m with you are Nancy Jo, and your aunt, and that justice of the peace and his wife.”
“Will he be able to figure out where you went?”
“I don’t know.  I guess he could.  But even if he does, what can he do?  We’re married now.  He can’t make me go back home if I’m married to you.”
Sam put his arms around her and held her against him.  She was trembling; he suspected she was very close to bursting into tears.  “Maybe you should get some sleep, Charlie,” he told her quietly.  “These last two days have been...pretty busy for both of us.  I think you’re running out of steam.”  She nodded against his shoulder but didn’t say anything.  Sam shifted a little and took her chin in his hand, lifting her head so he could meet her eyes.

“You don’t want to...do anything?” she asked him.

“I...no.  I’m pretty tired, too.  I think I’d rather just sleep.”
“It’s okay, if you want to.  I mean...I made you wait this long.  It’s only fair.”
“Fair?” Sam said.  “I don’t think it’s a question of being `fair’.”
“But you said...”
Sam shook his head and tugged Charlie up off the bed, then reached out and turned down the bedspread.  “Forget what I said,” he told her as firmly as he dared.  “I’d really rather sleep.  I’m wiped out.  And we are married — there’s plenty of time for doing `anything’.  I can wait a little longer.”
“Really?” Charlie asked skeptically.

“Do you want to make love?”
“Well...no.  Not especially.  Not right now.”
“Then we won’t.”  Enormously relieved, Sam nudged her into bed, then tucked the covers in around her.  “Go to sleep,” he told her as he reached over to switch off the lamp on the bedside table.

Charlie didn’t need much more prompting.  Twenty minutes later she was sound asleep, curled up on her right side with her back toward the middle of the bed.

Sam, who was still dressed, tugged on a sweater he’d found in Danny’s suitcase, gently eased the cabin door open just far enough to slip through, and pressed it shut behind him.  He had listened to the steadiness of Charlie’s breathing long enough to decide that she wouldn’t be roused out of sleep by his movements, or by his absence.  While he was nowhere near comfortable with the idea of sharing the bed with Charlie, he was as much in need of rest as she was and had been sorely tempted to crawl in under the covers beside her.  But his mind, unlike hers, was stirred up past the point where it could be convinced to shut down and allow him to fall asleep.

So, at fourteen minutes past midnight, he was outside Cabin 24, huddled in Danny’s sweater, listening to the night sounds that filled the woods.

He had become very soothed by the darkness and by those night sounds when the opening of the Imaging Chamber door reverberated around him like an avalanche.  Both startled and annoyed, he was about to chastise Al for creating such a racket until he remembered that nobody other than himself could have heard it, so he said nothing.

Neither did Al.

“Well?” Sam asked.

“Well what?”
“Aren’t you going to tell me about golden opportunities I’ve let pass me by?”
“Would it accomplish anything?” Al asked.

“Not a thing.”
“Then I won’t bother.”  Al looked a little sleepy himself; he’d changed into a pair of baggy black pants and an equally baggy dark gray sweater, and his eyelids were drooping.  For once, he wasn’t holding a cigar.  No handlink, either.  That last item, Sam figured, was probably stashed in Al’s pants pocket, since he wouldn’t have come into the Imaging Chamber without it.  “I’m not going to change you,” Al said after a while.

Sam asked him mildly, “Then why do you feel such an overwhelming need to try?”
“Because you’re missing things.”
“You’re right.  I’m missing sleeping in my own bed.”
“I know, Sam.  I know.”
“She’s scared to death, Al,” Sam said, and nodded over his shoulder at the cabin.  “Charlie.  She’s just a kid.  She’s run away from home with another kid, and she doesn’t have a clue what to do next.  They don’t have any money, and no place to go.  Even if I stop Charlie’s father from killing Danny, what’s going to happen to them?”
Al half-shrugged and produced the handlink.  A minute of inputting requests for information from Ziggy didn’t produce anything he was too happy with.  “Working from their psychological profiles...there’s an eighty-four percent they wouldn’t stay together.  They’ve been dating on the sly for about two years, but neither one of them really wanted to get married.  Charlie wanted to get away from home, and Danny, well, Danny’s just a big, goofy, amiable kid who said yes to make Charlie happy.”
“So if I prevent Danny’s murder, Charlie’s likely to end up back home.”
“Eighty-four percent,” Al nodded.

“Why do kids do things like this?” Sam asked.  “Run off and get married?”
“Beats me,” Al said.  “I had no desire at all to marry anybody until I met Beth, and we were both in our twenties then.  And of course,” he mused, “Beth and I were crazy in love with each other.  That doesn’t seem to be the case with Danny and Charlie.  Charlie’s in love with the canyon, and Danny’s in love with aliens.”
Sam leaned back against the door of the cabin and folded his arms across his chest.  He wondered for a moment if anyone tucked in for the night in the other cabins could hear him, apparently talking animatedly to himself out here in the dark, then let the thought go on by.  People had heard him talk to “himself” before, and they’d never done anything worse than roll their eyes, or, a couple of times, tell him to shut up.

“Katie,” he said to Al.

“Hmmmm?”
“My sister, Katie, did the same thing Charlie’s doing.  She ran off and got married when she was seventeen.  I guess I thought she loved Chuck.  That’s what she said in her letters.  Maybe she thought it was true.  But it wasn’t.”  Sam paused.  When he went on, there was a catch in his voice.  “I didn’t see anything wrong, Al.  All I could see was my family.”
Al replied, “But your family wasn’t there for Katie any more.”
Sam nodded.  “I guess everything changed after we lost the farm and my dad died.  I was at M.I.T., and Tom was off bumming around the country in his van.  There was nobody left at home except Katie and my mom.  And it wasn’t even our home.  They just had an apartment.  Mom tried really hard to revolve her life around Katie.  And Katie couldn’t take that, so she ran off and married Chuck,” Sam said bitterly.  “The guy who made a hobby out of beating my little sister.”
“That’s all over, Sam,” Al reminded his friend.  “Katie’s fine now.”
“But if I had seen...”
“You didn’t.  Neither did your mother, or Tom.  But it’s all over with now.  Katie made it through, she’s in Hawaii with a husband she’s crazy about, and she’s happy.  You can’t worry about her, Sam.  You have to think about Charlie.”
Sam asked, “Charlie’s father doesn’t beat her, does he?”
“There’s no record of it.”
“Then it’s...she is like Katie.  She feels trapped.”
Al nodded.  “And nobody sees the problem.  Of course, when you’re a kid, all the molehills are mountains.  You don’t have the benefit of hindsight.  There’s nothing to tell you that things will get better.”
“So you take a route that’s actually worse.”
“Sometimes,” Al replied.

“Then if I’m the only one who sees Charlie’s problem, it’s not enough for me just to save Danny’s life.”
“Probably not.”
“I have to convince Charlie’s family that she’s miserable.  Convince them to do something about it.  But her brother and sister are little kids.  And her father — her father is so freaked out he’s going to murder the guy she ran off with.  How do I turn all that around?”
“You’ll find a way.  You always do.”
“But I really don’t know how to do this, Al.  I’m not a psychologist.”
Al grinned at his friend.  “I think it’d be a scary thing if you were.”
“Thanks,” Sam said sarcastically.

“You’re welcome.  Look, Sam, maybe you should get some sleep,” Al suggested.  “You’re too tired to figure anything out right now.  And you’re supposed to get up early in the morning and go for a long ride on a mule.”
“I know,” Sam sighed.

“My hat’s off to you, Sam,” Al said, the grin still evident on his face and threatening to override the tiredness in his eyes.  “You’re as big a pushover as Danny.  That cute little girl in there” —  he indicated the cabin — “wants to go for a mule ride, and even though you’re scared out of your wits, you give in just to make her happy.”
Sam said, “That’s not why I said I’d go.”
“It isn’t?”
“No.  I said I’d go because that mule ride is an all-day thing.  My dad brought us here one summer.  He took Tom and Katie down into the canyon, and my mother and I stayed up here.  Dad and Tom and Katie didn’t get back till dinnertime.  You said Danny died up here in the woods, without any witnesses.  We’re not going to be in the woods.  We’ll be down in the canyon with a whole group of people.”
Al asked with a frown.  “What about after that?  He could be up here waiting when you come back.”
“I’m still working on that part.”
“So am I,” Al said.

“You are?”
“Of course I am.  I don’t spend all my time worrying about who you’re not fooling around with.”  Al gave his friend a small, encouraging smile and pointed to the cabin.  “Go.  Get some sleep.  I’ll give Ziggy another nudge.  She can work on this all night — she doesn’t need to rest.”
Sam nodded.  “Thanks, Al.”
“Any time,” Al said distractedly.

The Observer hit the key on his handlink that would open the Imaging Chamber door.  Before he could step through the door, though, Sam called after him.  “Al?”  Al stopped and turned back, and Sam asked, “It was right after my father died, wasn’t it?”
“What?  You lost me.”
“The girl in the bookstore.  The one you were talking about this morning.  I think I remember parts of it.  It was right after my father died.  I was eighteen, like Danny and Charlie.  The bookstore was near campus.  And a fireplace...there was a fireplace.”
“In the bookstore,” Al confirmed, and tapped the handlink key again so that the Chamber Door would close.  “That’s why you liked to go there.”
“But I don’t remember a girl.  Ann?  Isn’t that what you said her name was?  I don’t remember an Ann.”
“Are you sure?”
“Tell me.”
“Long skirts,” Al said.  “You said she liked long, loose skirts.  And she wore a pair of tiny diamond earrings that somebody gave her.  She was a clerk in the bookstore.  You went there two to three times a week during the winter so you could sit by the fire and study.  She flirted with you sometimes — she flirted with everybody.  Nothing serious.  Teasing.  They had mistletoe strung around at Christmas time, and when you happened to stand under a sprig of it, she kissed you.  And you spilled hot cocoa all over yourself.”
Sam’s shoulders sagged.  “I really don’t remember this.”
“I don’t blame you.  You burned your...”
“Just go on, would you?”
Al took a long breath and looked away from Sam for a moment, thinking, trying to pull together the memory of what Sam had told him one evening over a couple of beers.  “You got back to school on Thursday after your dad died, but you didn’t go to the bookstore until Sunday.  You had textbooks with you, but you couldn’t concentrate on anything.  You just stared into the fire.  When Ann asked you what was wrong, you said `nothing’.  She asked you again, and you started to cry and couldn’t stop.  She offered to take you home, but you said you didn’t want to face your roommates.  So she took you to her place.”
“And we slept together?”
“Yeah,” Al said.

“Was there anything after that?”
“No.  Just that one time.  I think you said she moved to someplace in Connecticut a few months later.  Westport, maybe?  Opened her own bookstore there.”
“Then I didn’t want to marry her.”
“I don’t think she wanted to marry you.”
Sam fell silent again.  His gaze wasn’t quite on Al; it was more focused on the uninterrupted darkness of the woods.  Something Charlie had said came back to him: that the canyon seemed like God’s painting.  The whole area surrounding the canyon seemed that way to Sam — every detail carefully selected to fit into the picture, nothing out of place.  Even the two-decades-out-of-place Al, in his simple dark clothing, blended in.  The only thing that didn’t blend in was the computer handlink, which had been created not by God but by Sam Beckett.

“What time is it there, Al?” he asked quietly.

“Time?” Al shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Late, I guess.  Three, maybe three-thirty.”
“In the morning?”
“Yeah.”
Frowning, Sam pointed to the spot where  the Imaging Chamber door had appeared a few minutes ago.  “Get out of here,” he told Al.  Al didn’t protest, just gave Sam a nod and another small smile, keyed open the Chamber door and disappeared through it.  Once the Observer was gone, Sam turned and went back into the cabin.

Charlie was still sleeping soundly, curled on her side.  For the first time since Sam had Leaped into her life, her pretty face was entirely untroubled.  That was understandable, Sam mused; sleep was a great problem eliminator.  The trouble was, when you let go of sleep, the problems always came back. 

* * *

Take a deep breath, Sam thought.  A nice, slow, deep breath.  And look straight ahead.  You’ll be fine.  This’ll all be over in another...two or three hours.

“Great day for a ride, isn’t it, folks?” the tour guide, a tall, lanky man with a rubbery, comical face, called from up ahead.  “Perfect weather.  Just a little bit of a breeze.  If you’re not getting a good enough view of the canyon, just have your mule lean a little to the left.”
The guy thought he was hilarious.  Before they’d departed from the rim of the canyon, he delivered a lengthy, joke-laden spiel about the unpredictability of mules and how the animals were likely to go stumbling off the path into the chasm with very little provocation.  The other twenty-odd people who had signed up for this adventure had howled with laughter, since they had already been assured, as had Sam, that each and every mule had been painstakingly trained and selected for this duty.  Apparently, they had all believed that story.  The logical part of Sam’s mind believed it.  But the illogical part, the part that had been gripped by acrophobia for the last thirty-odd years, was not only unconvinced but numb with fright.

Charlie, on the other hand, was in her glory.

Clad in jeans, a blue plaid Western shirt, and hiking boots, she was bouncing along as cheerfully as if she had spent about eighty percent of her life perched on the back of a mule.  She had been grinning non-stop for the last hour and a half.  At least Sam assumed that she had; each time she’d turned around to check on him, she wore the same foolish expression.

“Okay, hold up!” the guide called.

Dutifully, each person behind the guide turned his or her mule around to face into the canyon and cajoled the creature into standing still.  Sam managed to accomplish the same thing, though it took him several seconds longer than it did anyone else.

“There,” the guide said, and pointed.

Down.

Don’t look, Sam told himself fiercely.  Keep your eyes straight ahead.

“Oh, how neat,” Charlie said.

“What?” Sam hissed.

“Down there.”  Charlie nudged her mule a step closer to Sam’s so that she could reach out and poke Sam’s arm.  “Look.  Aren’t they gorgeous?”  When Sam didn’t respond, she groaned theatrically at him.  “Come on, Danny, you’re not gonna fall.  Just look.  Quick, before they run away.”
Sam peeked.  On a lower loop of the trail, maybe fifty yards below them, was a pair of deer, both gazing curiously up at the tour group.

“They’re fabulous,” Charlie beamed.

“Uh-huh,” Sam whispered.

“Don’t be afraid,” said a voice to Sam’s left.

He forced his head to swivel about five degrees in that direction.  Sitting there, atop a gray-brown mule with a crescent-shaped black patch below its floppy right ear, was a woman who looked to be about ninety years old.  Like Charlie, she was dressed in jeans and a Western shirt, with her steel-gray hair wound into braided coils at the nape of her neck.  She had a weathered look that seemed to indicate she’d spent most of her long life outdoors.

“You need to relax,” she told Sam.  “Enjoy the ride.”
“I can’t,” Sam sighed.

“Look.”  The woman leaned in Sam’s direction, and patted him gently on the arm.  When she spoke again, it was in a low, conspiratorial tone.  “That mule of yours may be as dumb as sin, but he doesn’t want to take a dive into this canyon any more than you do.  The only way he’s gonna do that is if he gets spooked.”
Sam made a face.  “What then?”
“Don’t even worry about it.  It’s not going to happen.  That’s why we’re sitting here.  We won’t start up again until the deer are gone.”
“But what if...”
The woman put a finger to her lips.  “Don’t tempt fate.  Just relax and enjoy yourself.  You stand about as much chance of falling into the canyon as you do getting struck by lightning.”  Smiling, she pointed up into the cloudless blue sky.

“I keep telling him it’s okay,” Charlie put in.

“I’m afraid of heights,” Sam told the woman.

Charlie nudged him again.  “You weren’t before this morning.”  Addressing the old woman, she went on, “He likes to pretend he’s tightrope walking.  There’s a wall behind our school...”
“I’m afraid of big heights,” Sam said through his teeth.

“Well,” the old woman replied, and pointed down into the canyon, “this certainly qualifies as `big’.”
Sam squeezed his eyes shut.

“We’ll be down at the bottom in a little while,” the old woman went on.  “You can relax down there all afternoon.  Take a swim.  Have something to eat.  Take pictures.  You brought a camera, didn’t you?  There’s a lot to take pictures of down there.  Talk to some of the Indians.  They’ve got great stories to tell, if you’re interested in the local folklore.  Me, I’m staying over down there.  Not going back up to the rim till day after tomorrow.”
Sam opened his eyes.  “Staying over?”
“Mmmmm-hmmmm.”
“Ah,” Sam said.

* * *

“You okay, Sam?” Al asked with a frown.

Sam nodded slowly, one hand up to prevent the damp cloth that lay on his forehead from sliding off.  “I’m fine.”
“You fainted,” Al pointed out.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t intend to,” Sam sighed.  “But I spent the whole morning with my stomach up around my ears.  I don’t think I have a nerve ending left in my entire body.  I feel like a rag doll.  I thought I was gonna be okay once we got to the bottom of the canyon, but the heat — and I think I’m dehydrated.  I got down off the mule, and...”
Al prompted, “Down you went.”
“Yeah.”
“You sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine.”  Setting aside the damp cloth, Sam propped himself up on one elbow and reached for the cup of water that Charlie had left for him.  He was lying on a barely comfortable cot inside the First Aid station on the floor of the canyon, a single room not much larger than the cabin he and Charlie had spent the previous night in.  Al stood nearby, half merged with a white metal chair that Charlie had been sitting on a few minutes ago.  “I think I’ve got the answer, Al,” Sam went on after he’d taken a few sips of water.  “I told Charlie I can’t get back on the mule this afternoon.  If we can stay a step ahead of Charlie’s father long enough...”
“I suppose,” Al said skeptically.

Sam pushed himself the rest of the way up into a sitting position.  His stomach lurched once, then quieted.  “It’s not like he could just drive down here.  The only way he can get down here is by mule, or by helicopter.”
“Yeah.”
“Al...”  Sam studied his friend’s expression with a growing sense of apprehension.  The Observer obviously wasn’t in love with what was happening, but had said nothing to indicate why not.  “It’s after noon.  Is he here?”
“Yeah,” Al said.

“Where?”
“Right now?  Up at the Lodge.  He found your car about five minutes ago.  Now he’s talking to the girl at the registration desk in the Lodge.”
“It’s okay, Al,” Sam said.  “Danny died up in the woods near the cabins.  I’m not going back up there tonight.”  He paused, still watching Al’s face as the Observer studied his computer handlink.  “All right,” he said quietly.  “What does Ziggy say?  I’ve already changed things, haven’t I?  Danny doesn’t die up in the woods any more.”
Al shook his head.  “No.  He doesn’t.”
“Dammit,” Sam groaned.  “Why can’t it be easy, just once?  So that I don’t keep shifting things, instead of stopping them from happening?”
“I don’t know.  I don’t make the rules.”
Muttering to himself, Sam got up off the cot and drained the rest of the water from the cup Charlie had left.  His stomach had begun to do discontented things again, and the water did little to soothe it.  “All right,” he said, more to himself than to Al.  “All right.  We’ve still got time.  I just have to make it impossible for him to find me and Charlie.”
“You can’t go wandering off down here, Sam,” Al warned.  “The place is full of rattlers and scorpions.”
“I’m not going to wander off.  We just have to stay one step ahead of him.”
“You could confront him,” Al suggested.

“Confront him?” Sam echoed.  “Al, the man’s got a gun.”
Al held up the handlink so that Sam could see the readout.  “History still says there weren’t any witnesses to Danny’s death.  Just stay with a lot of people, Sam.  Charlie’s father is furious, but I don’t think he’s gonna lose it enough to kill you in front of witnesses.”
“You don’t think,” Sam said.

“No...”
“People snap, Al.  If he’s upset enough, and if I say the wrong thing...”
“So what’s your other choice?  To keep running?”
“It’s safer.”
“For how long?  And to where?”
Sam sighed again and sat down on the cot.  He pushed both hands through his hair, then propped his elbows against his knees and clasped his hands together in front of his mouth.  “I don’t know,” he said finally.  “But if we can stay away from McDonald long enough, maybe he’ll calm down.”
“He could get madder, Sam.”
“But what do I say to him?” Sam demanded.  “What do I say to a hysterical man with a gun who thinks I kidnapped his daughter?  How do I tell him that his daughter is miserably unhappy and figured running away from home was the only way to change that?  I don’t know what to do, Al.  Ask Verbena what I should do.  Please?  I need some help with this.”
Al told him ruefully, “I already asked Verbena.  She was the one who suggested staying with a bunch of people.”
“That’s it?”
“And that you should stay calm.”
“Verbena can stay calm.  She’s at the Project.  You’re at the Project.  I’m the one who’s living this.”
“Sam...”
“People told me all morning to be calm.  I tried that.  It didn’t work.  The minute I stepped off that mule, I hit the ground like I was made out of Jell-o.  My nerves are shot, Al.  I can’t be the neighborhood psychologist and talk down a man with a gun who drove five hundred miles in the middle of the night so he could kill me.”
Al stashed the handlink in his pocket.  “Sam, you can do it.  You’re just not thinking clearly.  If you just get control of yourself...”
“I don’t have control of a damn thing, Al.”
“Maybe if you rest for a few more minutes?”
“I can’t rest,” Sam snapped.

The screen door of the First Aid station creaked open and Charlie’s head appeared in the opening.  There was a tentative expression on her face, as if she was worried about catching Danny at something she didn’t particularly want to see.  When all she found was Sam sitting on the edge of the cot with his hands clenched, she came the rest of the way inside and closed the door gently behind her.

“Who were you talking to?” she asked.

“Myself,” Sam said.

“Do you still feel sick?”
“No,” Sam told her, and got up off the cot again.  “Look, Charlie,” he said, taking her by the upper arm, “we need to get out of here.”
“What for?”
“We can’t stay here.”
“Sure.  We can go outside now and look around, if you feel okay.”  Something in Charlie’s eyes said she understood what Sam meant, but didn’t want to deal with it.  “Faye — that’s the old lady who’s been talking to you — said one of the Indian elders is going to give some kind of a talk in about half an hour.  About the history of the tribe that lives down here.  Do you want to listen to him?  It should be interesting.”
“No.  I don’t want to listen to him.”
“Then...”
Sam said sharply, “Charlie, your father is here.”
The color drained out of Charlie’s face as immediately and efficiently as if someone had pulled a stopper in her neck.  “What?” she squeaked.

“He’s up at the Lodge.”
“How do you know that?”
“Never mind.  I just know it.  He’s up at the Lodge looking for us, and somebody is going to tell him where we went.  We can’t stay here.”
Al took a step closer to his friend.  “Sam...whoa.”
“We’re going,” Sam said.

“Where?” Charlie and Al said simultaneously.

Sam jerked open the screen door and hustled Charlie outside.  The door banged shut before Al could follow, so he simply walked through it, trotting to keep up with Sam and Charlie.  Charlie, too startled by Sam’s announcement to have come up with any kind of a protest, kept pace with Sam until they were about a dozen yards from the First Aid station.

“Danny?  Where are we going?” she asked then, tugging at Sam’s arm.

“Up the other side,” Sam told her.

“How?”
“Walking.”
Sam kept moving, but Charlie planted her feet and pulled back on his arm until he stopped.  She and Al each gave him an incredulous look, then turned to the south wall of the canyon and pointed to it until Sam turned to look too.  The south rim was visible from where they were standing, but it was a long way up.

“Use your head, Sam,” Al said.  “You’ll never make it.”
“We can’t walk up there,” Charlie said.

Al went on, “You said you’re already dehydrated.  You don’t have any water with you.  You’ll keel over again.”
“We’ll take water,” Sam said.

“Sam...”
“Danny, I can’t walk that far,” Charlie said thinly.

“Yes, you can,” Sam retorted.

“Danny, please.”  Charlie slid out of Sam’s grasp and stood looking at him frightenedly, her mouth open a little and her face still ashen.  Before she could say anything more, she and Sam were joined by the elderly woman, Faye, and a middle-aged man in a park ranger’s uniform.

“Here they are,” Faye told the ranger.

The ranger gave both Charlie and Sam a long once-over.  “Are you Rebecca McDonald?” he asked Charlie.

“Yes,” Charlie replied hesitantly.  “Why?”
“Your dad’s looking for you.”
“I don’t want to see him.”
“Yeah, well, that’s between the two of you.”  With another long glance at Sam, the ranger went on, “He’ll be down here in a few minutes.  They’re bringing him down in the Park Service chopper.  He’s pretty upset, Rebecca.”  The man nodded at Sam.  “He says your boyfriend, here, took you away from home against your will.”
Charlie replied sharply, “He’s not my boyfriend.  He’s my husband.”
“She’s right,” Sam said.

The ranger rolled his eyes heavenward.  “Either way.  He’ll be down here in a few minutes and then the three of you can talk this out.”
“I don’t want to talk it out,” Charlie told him.

“Now, honey,” Faye began.

Charlie whirled in Faye’s direction and fixed the woman with a pinched and furious expression.  “You don’t know me,” she said shrilly.  “Don’t butt into this.  It doesn’t have anything to do with you.”
Al, who had been watching from a few paces away, turned then and stared up into the summer sky.  After a few seconds of scanning, he pointed to the northwest and said, “There’s the chopper, Sam.  If you’re going anywhere, you’d better go right now.”
“Charlie?” Sam said.

“What?” Charlie snapped.

Sam took a step toward her, then stopped.  Her fear seemed to have almost completely evaporated; now both her hands were clenched at her sides, her eyes narrowed.  The Charlie who needed to control was back, at least outwardly.  Sam marveled at that for a moment.  She thinks nobody’s on her side, he thought.  So she’s gonna do it all herself.

“I’m not going back,” Charlie said.

“You don’t have to,” Sam told her.

“I mean it,” Charlie repeated, backing way from Faye and the park ranger and stepping through the hologram of Al in the process.  “I am not going home.  I don’t care if I have to live in a cave somewhere.  I am not going home.”
“It’s all right, Charlie,” Sam replied.  “You don’t have to go home.”
The look she gave him in return told him that both he and the real Danny Carew had done absolutely nothing to impress her during the last several days, with the possible exception of driving her from Idaho to Arizona.  Sam was startled for a moment by the amount of disdain in her expression, until he began to recount what he and Danny had presented her with: a husband who gave in to her every whim, allowed her to treat him like a child, and then capped things off by climbing down from the back of a mule and collapsing in a dead faint.

She’s got nobody, Sam thought.  She really thinks she’s alone.

“Chopper’s down, Sam,” Al announced.

Sam turned toward the Observer, at first intending to find some way to tell his friend to keep still, then realizing that he didn’t want Al to keep still at all.  I don’t think I know what it is not to have somebody, he thought.  There’s always been somebody there for me.  My parents.  Al.  Even Ann...the girl I don’t remember.
“Charlie,” he said quietly.  “For whatever it’s worth, I’m here.”
A minute later, accompanied by another park ranger, so was Charlie’s father.

There was nothing remarkable about the man.  He was a little shorter and a little stockier than Sam (and outweighed the real Danny by about forty pounds).  His dark hair, cut close to his scalp, was thickly peppered with gray and his face was coarse with five o’clock shadow.  Despite the heat of the canyon floor, he had on a tan cotton jacket over dark blue work pants and a chambray shirt.  Nothing in his stride, his posture or his expression said that he was angry.

The anger was all in his eyes.

“Charlie,” he said in a tone that was intended to sound conversational but didn’t quite achieve that, “what the hell are you doing here?”
“I’m on my honeymoon,” Charlie replied.

“For God Almighty’s sake, Charlie.”
“That true, son?” the second ranger asked Sam.  “Are you married to this girl?”
“Yes,” Sam replied.

Roger McDonald stuck his hands into the pockets of his jacket.  The move made Sam flinch, thinking that one of McDonald’s hands would reappear with a gun in it, but that didn’t happen.  “It’s not legal,” McDonald told the ranger.  “She’s not old enough to get married.  She didn’t have my permission.  Hell, she didn’t even ask for my permission.  She was supposed to be on a bus trip to Salt Lake.”
“I don’t need your permission,” Charlie shot back, and reached out to grasp Sam’s hand as if that would present some image of solidarity.  “I’m eighteen.  And I’m married.  And I’m not going home with you.”
“We’ll talk about this later,” her father said.

“No, we won’t.”
“Charlie...”
“Leave me alone.”  Apparently, her need for solidarity had ended, because Charlie dropped Sam’s hand and stalked off toward the mule corral.

“Charlie!” her father bellowed after her.

“Go away!” she shouted over her shoulder.

McDonald made no move to go after her, just stood watching her stomp away, raising a plume of dust every time one of her boots hit the ground.  When her pace had slowed a little, and she seemed disinclined to go much farther than the corral, McDonald turned on Sam and said in a tone full of venom, “What did you think you were doing?  Running off with my daughter?  Is this the only way you could get her to...”
“Careful, Sam,” Al warned.  “That sounds an awful lot like the old ‘when did you stop beating your wife?’ question.”
“Mr. McDonald...” Sam began.

“Shut up,” McDonald said.

One of the rangers put in placatingly, “Maybe you should let the boy tell his side of it, Mr. McDonald.  I’m sure he didn’t intend to hurt your daughter.”
“How do you know?” McDonald demanded.

The ranger extended both hands, palms toward Charlie’s father.  “Easy, Mr. McDonald.  I just mean, he doesn’t look like anybody dangerous.  Kids do these things.  It seems a little crazy, but they’ll be all right.”
“All right?  How are they going to be all right?  What do they know about being married?”  McDonald jabbed a finger in Sam’s direction.  His face was growing redder by the minute.  “You’re going to answer for this,” he said between his teeth.  “This is your fault.”  Before Sam could respond, McDonald had headed off toward the mule corral.  The force of his stride made his jacket billow out in the back, revealing a glimpse of the handgun he’d shoved between the small of his back and the waistband of his work pants.

“Oh, God,” the ranger muttered.

The ranger Faye had brought over took the elderly woman by the arm and steered her toward the First Aid station.  “Mrs. Beaumont, I think you should wait inside,” he told her firmly.  “We’ll take care of this.  Go on, now.  Everything’ll be fine.  Help yourself to a soda.”
“Don’t think I want one,” Faye replied, looking off in Charlie’s direction.

“Please, Mrs. Beaumont.  Go on, now, inside.”
Faye turned to look at Sam.  “He’s right,” Sam said.  “You should go inside.”
“You too, son,” the ranger told Sam.

“She’s my wife,” Sam replied.

“And your father-in-law has a gun stuck in his pants.  Now go on inside with Mrs. Beaumont.”  When neither Sam nor Faye moved a hair, the ranger took Faye by the arm and gently but firmly walked her to the First Aid station, hustled her inside, and closed the door.  That done, he returned to Sam.  The look in his eyes said he had little or no experience dealing with guns and was not anxious to start racking up that experience now.  His partner, who had accompanied Roger McDonald from the helicopter, seemed only moderately more self-assured.  However, they both looked more than willing to wrestle with Sam.

“Get inside, kid,” said the second ranger.

“I am NOT GOING HOME!” Charlie’s voice wailed from the direction of the corral.

McDonald had her by the upper arm and was dragging her away from the corral.  She was doing her level best to resist, but his grip on her arm was so tight that all she could accomplish was to slow him down a little.  He continued to haul her back toward Sam and the two rangers as she wailed in protest and scuffled her feet in the dirt.  He’d covered about thirty yards when Charlie abruptly let her legs go limp and sat down hard, wrenching her shoulder as her father maintained his hold on her arm.

“Get up!” he barked.  “Charlie, I said get up!”
The two rangers trotted off toward him.

“Leggo leggo leggo!” Charlie howled.  “You’re hurting me!  Daaadddeeee...!”
“Mr. McDonald!” one of the rangers called out.

McDonald pivoted toward the two men.  He released Charlie at the same moment, leaving her slumped in the dirt nursing her injured shoulder.  The gun was in his right hand.

The two rangers froze in their tracks.

“I’m taking my daughter home,” McDonald said.  “You’re going to take us back up to the rim in the helicopter, then we’re going to get in my car and go home.”
“No!” Charlie screamed.  “I’m not going with you!”
“Let her go!” Sam shouted.

McDonald`s attention swung toward Sam, and so did the barrel of the gun.  Al blanched at that and waved the handlink at his friend.  “Ohhhh, Sam,” he said hoarsely.  “You really shouldn’t do this.  Let the rangers handle him.  Better yet, let him take Charlie home.  You just shifted things again.  Danny’s still going to die.”
“She doesn’t want to go home,” Sam said.

He took another step toward McDonald.

“Sam!” Al shrilled.

McDonald’s finger tightened on the trigger.

At the same moment, Charlie reached up, seized the hem of her father’s jacket and jerked down hard, tossing him off balance onto the ground.  The gun went off, but the bullet went wild.  The two rangers, Sam, and the gun all hit the dirt simultaneously.  A moment later, Charlie had snatched up the gun, scrabbled away from her father and sat with her back braced against the weathered stump of a pine tree.

“Charlie,” her father said sharply as he pushed himself onto his knees.  “Put the gun down.”
Charlie shook her head and leveled the gun at him.

“Charlie...”
“I’m not going home with you,” she said.  “Ever.”
The two rangers were still on their bellies on the ground.  Moving slowly, on his hands and knees, Sam approached them, ready to stop if Charlie’s attention shifted at all.  He was peripherally aware that Al was following him, and he made a shooing gesture at his friend to keep him out of the way even though Al was in no danger.

“You left your brother and sister,” McDonald said.

“They’re not my responsibility,” Charlie replied.  “They’re yours.”
“And so are you.”
“Not if I don’t want to be.”
“You’re being stupid, Charlie,” McDonald snapped.  “Now stop this and give me the gun.  We’re going home.  Molly and Kevin are waiting for you.”
“I don’t care.”
McDonald got to his feet.  The anger that had been only in his eyes a few minutes ago was etched all over his face now.  He was not the least bit afraid.

“You killed my mother,” Charlie said through her teeth.  “I’m not going home with you.  I’ve had enough of you.  You’re not going to wreck my life any more.”
McDonald reached out and grabbed her wrist.

And Charlie shot him.

He gave her a wide-eyed look of complete surprise right before he lost consciousness and crumpled back down to the ground.  Charlie, who seemed astounded that the gun had actually gone off, dropped it onto the dirt a few inches from her father’s head, scrambled to her feet and took off at a run past the mule corral.

Sam bolted after her.  “Charlie!” he shouted.  “Charlie, stop!”
She kept running.

“Charlie!”
“Nooooo!”
A minute later, she hit an uneven section of ground that had once been a creek bed, stumbled, and went down onto her knees.  Sam, whose legs were long enough to have allowed him to catch up to her in any event, crouched down beside her and gathered her up.  Charlie let out a wail and tried pushing Sam’s hands away but he held on firmly.

“Stop, Charlie,” he told her.  “Stop it.”
Charlie’s chest hitched and tears began rolling down her cheeks.  “I shot my father.”
Sam pulled her in closer and held her head against his chest.  “I know.”
“I didn’t mean...”
“It was an accident.”
“No,” Charlie said hopelessly.  “I wanted him to go away.  I hate him.  He killed my mother.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is true.”
“You don’t know that,” Sam told her softly.  “She was the one who decided to have another baby.  I’m sure your father didn’t want her to die.”
Charlie snuffled and fixed Sam with a look that was as fierce as she could manage.  “He wanted a boy,” she insisted.  “That’s why he’s always called me Charlie.  My name isn’t Charlie, it’s Rebecca.  But he didn’t want a daughter, he wanted a son.  That’s all he ever wanted.  He taught me to play baseball and took me fishing.”  She snuffled again and said bitterly, “And he took me target shooting.”
Something caught Sam’s eye; it was Al, who had had Ziggy relocate him near Sam.  “Her father’s alive,” Al said.

“He loves you, Charlie,” Sam said.

“No, he doesn’t.”
“Of course he does.  Maybe...”  Charlie tried pulling out of Sam’s grasp, but he took her head in his hands to force her to meet his gaze.  “Maybe he’s so afraid of losing you, like he lost your mother, that he’s been holding on too tight.  Maybe that’s all it is, Charlie.  He’s afraid.”
Charlie shook her head.  “He brought a gun.”
“So no one would stop him from bringing you home.”
“Why are you agreeing with him?” Charlie demanded.  “I don’t understand you.”
“I’m just trying to...”
“You’re agreeing with him!”  Charlie jerked himself free and hauled herself to her feet.  Sam didn’t move, just sat looking up at her.  Her fists were clenched again.  She would have run off, except that she had no idea where to run to any more.  “Why are you agreeing with him?” Charlie squealed.  “I don’t know why I asked you to do anything!”  Tears began streaming down her face but she went on ranting.  “I don’t know why I came here with you.  I should have...I should’ve just gone someplace by myself.  I should have...”
Sam told her gently, “You’re in the place you always wanted to be.”
“But there’s nothing here,” Charlie sobbed.

Sam got to his feet and pulled her in once more, cradling her in his arms.  “Ssshhh,” he murmured.  “It doesn’t matter, Charlie.”
“I don’t want to go back.”
“You don’t have to.  You don’t have to go anywhere you don’t want to go.”
“I won’t...”
“It’s all right.”
Charlie peered up at him through her tears.  “But they’ll put me in jail.  I shot my father.”
The renewed trilling of the handlink alerted Sam to the fact that Al was prompting Ziggy for information.  A moment later the Observer announced, “No, they won’t.  There’s a hearing, but the park rangers both testify on Charlie’s behalf.  So does Faye Beaumont.  Charlie gets off with probation.”
Sam mouthed the words, “And her father?”
“He did eight months in jail for discharging a firearm with intent to do bodily harm,” Al replied.  Sam squinted at that, so Al translated, “For firing a shot in the general direction of two federal employees.”
“Then he is all right.”
“Yeah.  Charlie just winged him.”
“What am I gonna do, Danny?” Charlie asked miserably.

“You could go home,” Sam suggested.  Charlie opened her mouth to protest, but Sam shook his head.  “Just for a while.  Your brother and sister are going to need you.  At least until your father gets out of the hospital.”  He pointed: the two rangers, with the help of Faye Beaumont, had Charlie’s father sitting up and were ministering to the wound in his shoulder.

Charlie stared at her father for a long moment, then wiped at her nose with the back of her hand and turned back to Sam.  “I can’t go there.  I’ll get trapped there again.”
“Not if you don’t let yourself be.”
“You can go home if you want.”
“I do want to,” Sam said.  “But I want you to come too.  It’s not going to work any other way, Charlie.  Running away only works when you’ve got someplace to run to.”
“Where’d you get that from?” Charlie asked him.

“I read a lot,” Sam replied with a grin.

“About outer space you read a lot.”
Sam shrugged.  The look on his face had a distinctly sheepish cast to it.  “Well...there’s more in those science fiction stories than you’d think.  Sometimes you pick up good ideas from extraterrestrials.”  He paused.  When Charlie didn’t reply, he stuck a finger under her chin and tipped her head up.  “Well?”
“I don’t want to get stuck again, Danny.”
“You won’t get stuck.  You have a husband.  I know I’m not much of one...but I’ll give it a try.  I promise.  Whatever happens now, I’ll stick with you.”
“My father was going to shoot you,” Charlie said.

“But he didn’t.”
“Because I pulled on his jacket!  If he hadn’t fallen down, he would have shot you.  You’re not supposed to argue with people with guns, Danny.  I don’t know why you did that.  You do some really dumb things.”
Sam told her, “I was defending my wife.”
“He could have shot you.”
“He could have done a lot of things.  But he didn’t.  Why don’t you go talk to him?  I think he’s done shouting.  Talk to him.  Let him talk to you.”
“All right,” Charlie said reluctantly.

Sam hiked a brow at Al, looking for more information.  Nodding, Al keyed a question into the handlink and was surprised but pleased at the response he got from Ziggy.  “What’d’ya know,” he murmured.  “It worked, Sam.  You talking to Charlie, and Danny getting a little sneaky psychological pep talk from Verbena in the Waiting Room — it worked.  Charlie and her father both go into counseling and work out their problems.  Their relationship is okay now.  Charlie’s dad remarries in 1984.”
Sam whispered, “What about...?” and waggled the finger bearing Danny’s wedding ring at Al.

“Charlie and Danny are still married.”
“What?” Sam whispered.

“They’re still married,” Al repeated, gesturing with the handlink.  “Danny takes Charlie back home to Blessing, and they look after Charlie’s brother and sister together till Charlie’s dad gets out of jail.  They celebrated their twentieth wedding anniversary a few months ago.  Put each other through college.  Now they own the most successful travel agency in southern Idaho.  Which I’m not sure is saying a lot.”  He paused, looking at the readout on the handlink.  “Oh — they have an eleven-year-old son.  Named Sam.”  In response to the wide-eyed look he got from his friend, Al amended, “Coincidence.”
“I’m going to stay with you, Charlie...Rebecca,” Sam said quietly.  “As long as you need me.”
Charlie scrubbed at her eyes with the back of one hand.  “I don’t need...”
“Yes, you do.”
“I...”  Charlie sighed.  “I guess I do.”
Sam smiled at her.  “Then I’m here.  I know I’m not much, but I’m here.  Everything’s going to be fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.”  Still smiling, Sam tipped Charlie’s head back, kissed her on the forehead...

And Leaped.

* * *

THE OTHER SIDE
Afterwards, he would remember it only as a nightmare.

My name is Sam Beckett, he thought.

Why that seemed especially important right now, he was unsure.  But it was important, more so even than where he was or when he was.  More so even than the fact that this Leap — the process that had landed him here, wherever “here” was  — had been not only different from all the others, but painful.

Slowly, warily, he opened his eyes.

The Leap had dumped him into a huge, high-ceilinged room: a warehouse, he assumed, since the room contained nothing but an assortment of wooden packing crates stacked three and four high in arrangements that must have made sense to whoever had done the stacking.  There were maybe two or three hundred of the crates altogether, but the room was nowhere near full.  Sam was sitting on the floor at the base of one wall as if whoever had been here originally had been taking a nap.

More out of a sense of obligation than any real curiosity, Sam craned his head back and peered up at the ceiling.  It was thirty, maybe thirty-five feet above him, dotted with ordinary fluorescent light fixtures, only a few of which were burning.  The floor underneath him was covered with black and white linoleum — almost new, from the look of it.

Briefly, he considered standing up and exploring the place a little more extensively, at least enough to give himself some idea of what he had Leaped into, where this warehouse was, and what he was intended to do here.  But, God, he was tired.  With a long sigh, he pulled his knees up near his chest so that he could rest his arms on them, then lay his head on his arms.  He didn’t even lift his head when the Imaging Chamber door opened and Al stepped through it, handlink in hand.

“Sam?” Al said worriedly.

“Hmmmm,” Sam murmured.

“Are you okay?”
“I suppose so.”
“You don’t sound like...”
Sam sighed again and moved his head just enough to bring Al into his field of vision.  “I feel like I’ve been dragged headfirst through a keyhole.  Maybe it’s been one Leap too many, Al.  I don’t know.  I’m tired.  Whatever it is I’m supposed to accomplish here, I hope it’s not very complicated.  Because I have no motivation at all right now.  Not a crumb.”  When Al didn’t answer him, he lifted his head a little further and hiked a brow at his friend.  “Well?  What is it I’m supposed to do?”
“I don’t know,” Al replied.

“There’s a novelty,” Sam groaned.

“Sam,” Al said quietly, and took a couple of steps toward the younger man, leaning down so that he could take a closer look at Sam’s face.  “There’s a problem with this Leap.  See...Ziggy doesn’t know where you are.”
“How could Ziggy not know where I am?  You’re here.  That means Ziggy’s located me.”
“Well...yeah.  But...”
“But what?” Sam asked.  The tone in Al’s voice was beginning to frighten him.  Again, Al didn’t answer him, just watched him intently as if the Observer expected Sam to vanish right in front of him.  Slowly, Sam slid his legs down so that he was sitting cross-legged with his hands resting on his thighs.  “Al,” he prompted.  “What’s going on?”
“Ziggy says...”
“Spit it out, Al.”
Al sucked in a deep breath.  “Ziggy says this place doesn’t exist.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“That’s what I said.”
“I’m here.  How could it not exist?  It’s a warehouse.  It’s...”  Grunting a little with the effort, Sam hauled himself to his feet and approached the nearest stack of crates, circling it, looking for labels or other identifying marks.  “Somewhere,” he concluded.

“Not according to Ziggy.”
“Then Ziggy needs some serious reprogramming.”
“I’d agree with you,” Al said with a shrug.  “Except there’s...”
“What?” Sam demanded.

“There’s nobody in the Waiting Room.  And there’s no aura around you, according to Ziggy.  I don’t know whether that’s true or not — I always see you as you anyway.  But Ziggy says if you looked in a mirror right now, you’d see you.”  Al stopped talking abruptly and offered his partner a smile that he hoped would be at least vaguely reassuring.  It wasn’t.  Sam began striding around the room, both fists clenched, looking for a reflective surface with which he could confirm or refute what Al was telling him.  A minute later, when he had found nothing that would serve as a mirror, Sam brought himself up short and pivoted on one heel.  “Take it easy,” Al told him.  “I’m sure there’s some kind of reasonable explanation for what’s happening.”
Sam replied stiffly, “In case you haven’t noticed, Al, there’s no reasonable explanation for anything that’s happened to me in the last five years.”
“I know.”
“I need some help, here, Al.”  Sam looked down at himself.  If Al was right, and he had indeed not Leaped into anyone, by rights he should have been either naked or wearing the Fermi suit he’d had on when the Accelerator had sent him off into the past.  Neither was true.  What he was looking at was a soft black sweater, a pair of black pants and simple black shoes.  “These aren’t my clothes, Al,” he told the Observer.  “They belong to somebody else.”
“Like who?” Al asked.

“You’re supposed to tell me.”
“I would if I could, Sam.”
“Then I’ve got two choices.  I can either sit here until Ziggy comes up with some answers, or I can go outside, try to find out where I am and work from there.”  Al opened his mouth to respond, but Sam gestured him into keeping silent.  “And don’t tell me I’m nowhere.  The fact that I haven’t Leaped into somebody is just...I don’t know.  A glitch.”
Al told him mildly, “It’s a pretty big glitch, Sam.”
“Then maybe you should try to fix it.”
“We are trying.”
“Then I guess I should wait.”  Sam swept another look around, frowning.  “I can’t even tell if it’s day or night.  There aren’t any windows.  Do you see a window anywhere?”
Obligingly, Al took a look.  “No.”
“I’m gonna go outside,” Sam announced.  “I’ll wait for Ziggy to get a better fix on where I am and what’s going on, but I need to go outside, just for a minute.”  When Al regarded that apprehensively, Sam told him, “I’ll be careful.  I’ll try not to let anybody see me.  But I need to get at least a few answers, Al.  If I can just take a look outside, I might be able to figure out what this place is.  There’s got to be a sign of some kind.  Have you ever seen a warehouse without a sign?”
“I don’t spend a lot of time in ware-houses,” Al replied.

Sam shrugged that off.  “Come with me if you want.  It’ll give you something to do.”
“Where’s the door?” Al asked.

“What?”
“I don’t see a door, Sam.”
“There’s a door.  There’s got to be a door.  It’s probably hidden by these crates.”  Sam strode off in one direction, then another, scanning each of the walls.  When he had reached the third one and found nothing but a continuous surface of gray-painted concrete block, his pace slowed considerably.  His hands were clenched again when he turned to the fourth wall.

“Sam,” Al said softly.

Sam stopped moving but kept his back to the Observer.

“Ziggy says there’s no door.”
“There’s got to be a door,” Sam said through his teeth.  “How did they get the crates in here?  And who would build a warehouse without a door?”
“There’s no door, Sam,” Al said again.

The Observer circled around so that he was once more in front of Sam.  Sam dropped his eyes to the floor for a moment, then raised them and gnawed at his lower lip.  “Al,” he murmured, “there has got to be a way out of here.  Unless you’re right and none of this is real.”  Partly out of frustration, and partly out of a need to do something grander than pinching himself, Sam tensed the muscles in his right arm and crashed the side of his fist into the nearest stack of crates.  Pain sang up his forearm, but not nearly as much as he’d anticipated.  At the same time, the pile of crates wobbled and the one Sam had struck toppled off and fell to the floor.  “It’s empty,” Sam whispered.

Al, who could do nothing to prove or disprove that theory, stood clutching his handlink as Sam grabbed the other two crates in the pile one at a time, lifted each above his head and hurled it to the floor.  Each one hit the linoleum with a solid but lightweight thump.

“They’re empty!” Sam shouted.  Al nodded slowly.  “Al,” Sam said, his voice rising in pitch, “what’s going on?  I don’t understand...”
“Take it easy, Sam.”
“How am I supposed to...”
“You have to take it easy.”  Al reached out toward his friend, hoping that the gesture would accomplish something even though he could make no actual physical contact with him.  “We’ll figure it out.  Ziggy’s working on a couple of theories.”  He paused and smiled wryly.  “None of ’em make any sense, but...just hang in there.  We’ll get you some answers.”
“Don’t leave me alone here.”
“I can’t stay in the Imaging Chamber indefinitely,” Al replied reluctantly.  “It uses up too much power.”
“How do I know you’ll come back?” Sam demanded.

“Because I always do.”
“I don’t think ‘always’ applies here, Al.  None of the rules are working.”
“Give me ten minutes.  I’ll be back in ten minutes.”
“I don’t have a watch.”
“Then count to six hundred.”
Sam nodded.  Smiling once more, Al hit the key on the handlink that would open the Imaging Chamber door.  When the door appeared he took a last look at Sam over his shoulder and said, “Ten minutes.  Start counting,” then disappeared.

Suspecting that keeping track of time would make the situation worse rather than better, Sam shook off the urge to follow Al’s directions and focused his attention on the vast collection of crates.  Not a one of them was labeled in any way, and he knew without touching them that they were all empty.  He shivered and huddled a little deeper inside the black sweater.  The warehouse wasn’t physically cold at all; in fact, it was warm enough to have been comfortable if Whoever had dumped him here hadn’t seen fit to supply him with the black outfit.

Whoever...

“I don’t get this one,” Sam said quietly.  “Unless this is Your idea of a Waiting Room.”
“Not exactly,” a voice replied.

Sam’s heart lurched in his chest and he swung toward what he thought was the source of the sound.  Standing between twin piles of crates about twenty feet away from him was a woman with brilliant red hair, dressed in a tight black skirt and a black tunic covered with small gold stars.  “Hello, Dr. Beckett,” she said, and smiled.

The smile made his stomach turn over.  There was no warmth in it whatsoever; it seemed more like the expression of a hawk zeroing in on a field mouse.  Unconsciously, Sam took a step backward and bumped into another pile of crates.

“Careful,” the woman warned.

“You know who I am,” Sam ventured apprehensively.

“But you don’t know who I am.  I suppose that puts me at an unfair advantage.  True?”
Sam nodded.

“My name is Zoe.”
Zoe?  That sounded familiar.  Sam searched his memory, found a couple of women who’d owned that name, but rejected them both.  One of them had been a friend of his grandmother’s, the other a classmate at M.I.T.  The woman facing him now obviously wasn’t either one of those.  He went on thinking, but couldn’t match the name to any other faces, certainly not to the face that was here with him now.  But the name...

He’d tried burying the name, along with one other, after his Leap back into Jimmy LaMotta’s life.  Most of his Leaps had been soul-wrenching in one way or another, but none of them had affected him like those two days in Jimmy’s life.

“You’re Alia’s Observer,” he said.

The woman beamed at him and clapped her hands together.  “Good!  I wasn’t sure you’d remember.”
“Where’s Alia?”
“She’ll be here eventually.”
“What is this place?  And why am I here?”
Zoe looked at him curiously, not as though the questions themselves took her by surprise, but rather as though she’d expected him to refuse to ask them of her.  “Your own Observer couldn’t help you?”
“Just answer me.”
“Why are you here?”
“Yes.”
“No setting things right this time, Doctor,” Zoe said, and shook her head lightly.  “You were intercepted.”
“By who?”
“Whom.”
“Answer me!” Sam snapped.

Zoe pressed a hand to her breast, her mouth open slightly, and blew out a wobbling breath, as if the sheer fury of Sam’s words had wounded her.  When that pretense accomplished nothing, she chuckled softly and shook her head again.  “You do work up a lot of temper for someone on such shaky ground.”  She paused to watch Sam’s face for a moment, then went on, “I don’t think you really know what you’re a part of.  You’re an intelligent man, I won’t argue that, but I think this is all far beyond your comprehension.”
“And it’s not beyond yours,” Sam countered.

“Not at all.”
“Then just humor me.”
“All right,” Zoe said mildly.  “You were intercepted by my side.  I’d venture to say Alia’s side, except that dear Alia is usually as befuddled by her circumstances are you are by yours.  So let’s stick with my side.  We thought you deserved a break from your endless parade of good deeds.  We’re going to have a little party.  We thought you might enjoy that.”
Sam replied, “I don’t think so.”
“Dr. Beckett,” Zoe said.  “You don’t have any say in the matter.”  She seemed distracted for a moment, and reached out to run a hand along the surface of one of the crates.  The texture of the wood against her fingers seemed to be a novelty.  Then, abruptly, her attention returned to Sam and she moved toward him, her eyes fixed on his face.  When she reached him, she extended her hand again and brushed her fingers along his jawline.  “Are you afraid, Sam?” she asked him.

“No,” he murmured.

“Good.”
His eyelids felt impossibly heavy then, and he let them close.  He was sure only a second had gone by when he opened his eyes again, not enough time for anyone to have entered the warehouse by any normal means — but when the second was over, and he opened his eyes, he was surrounded with people.  He shuddered, and tried backing into a sheltered area among the crates, but Zoe linked her arm with his and held him in place.  “Now, Sam,” she chided.

He studied the newcomers with the macabre and sickened fascination of someone witnessing an automobile accident.  They all looked normal enough, aside from their clothing, which was a lot closer to Al’s preferred styles than to Sam’s own.  Annoyingly bright colors, metallic fabrics, leather, trendy jewelry, uncomfortable-looking shoes.  When he’d had enough of examining their dress, Sam began counting heads and gave that up when he reached a hundred.  There seemed to be a roughly even number of each sex, some of them paired off and some floating around solo.  They were all fairly young; no one in the crowd seemed to be much over forty.

“I’m dreaming,” he muttered.

“No,” Zoe said.  “You’re not.”
Before he could think of pulling away, she took firm hold of his hand and turned it palm-up, then scraped a fingernail against the thin skin of his wrist.  Beads of blood welled up in the scratch and Zoe smeared at them with her thumb.  With her eyes again locked on his, she pressed her thumb between his lips so that he was forced to taste the blood.

“You’re not dreaming,” she whispered.

The room reverberated with music then, loud, discordant stuff with a heavy bass line that made the floor vibrate under Sam’s feet.  Zoe’s partygoers, who had been chatting among themselves until now, all greeted the music enthusiastically and began dancing.  Sam watched them numbly, looking for something he could point to as being unnatural but found not a single movement that didn’t strike him as being familiar.

“Dance with me,” Zoe murmured into Sam’s ear.  Her tongue flicked against his earlobe.

“Stop,” he hissed.

The ten minutes he had neglected to keep track of expired then, and the Imaging Chamber door opened.  Al, eyes on his handlink, stepped through, became instantly aware of the crowd and the noise, jerked his head up, and said, “What the hell...?”
“Admiral Calavicci!” Zoe bubbled.  “Welcome.”
Al gaped at her, then at Sam.  “Who’s she?” he asked Sam, then amended his question to, “Where’d they come from?”
“It’s a party,” Zoe told him.

“A party?” Al echoed, and looked at Sam.  When Sam didn’t say anything, he brought the handlink up near his face and stared at it to reconfirm what he had read from it a moment ago.  “Sam, where’d all these people come from?  Ziggy says there’s nobody here but you.”  Sam still didn’t reply.  Worried, Al moved closer to the younger man and hissed at him, “Sam!  Ziggy says there’s no one here.  But...I can see them.”  With one eye on Zoe, he added, “How come she can see me?  I’m a hologram.”
Sam replied stiffly, “So is she.”
“What?”
“She’s a hologram.  An Observer.  Alia’s Observer.”
“Alia...?”  Al’s lips pursed and his eyes widened.  Zoe grinned at him in bemusement, and he backed off a step.  “Oh, Sam, this isn’t good.”  Torn between the need to get away from Zoe and the desire to somehow defend Sam, Al waved the handlink at Zoe as if he thought he could hit her with it.  “I couldn’t see you the last time,” he said hotly.  “And you couldn’t see me.  I’m a hologram.  I’m tuned in to Sam’s brainwaves.”
Zoe replied sweetly, “How nice.”
“Then how come you can...”
“Don’t worry about it, Admiral,” Zoe purred.  “You’ve walked into a party.  From what I’m told, you’re a great lover of parties.  So relax.  And enjoy herself.”
“I can’t,” Al said.  “I’m a hologram.  I’m not really here.”
Zoe thought that over for a moment, then nodded in agreement.  “You’re right.  That would tend to put a crimp in things.  Having been a hologram myself, I can sympathize.”  Then her attention turned back to Sam, and she reached up to caress his cheek.  “And Dr. Beckett would prefer it if you were really here, too, wouldn’t he?  You’re his lifeline.  His link to what he remembers.  He would have lost hope long ago if not for you, Admiral.  All right.  Let’s do both of you a favor.  Come join the party.”
The room flooded with brilliant light.  It looked so much like the light that surrounded him during a Leap that Sam instinctively thought he was being Leaped out of the warehouse and prepared himself to wake up somewhere else.  When the light faded, though, he was still standing in the same place, with Zoe’s hand resting on his upper arm.

The light was gone, and a couple of feet in front of him, Al Calavicci was crumpling to the floor like a rag doll.

“Al!” he gasped.  Without thinking, he broke away from Zoe and dropped to his knees at Al’s side.  Al’s eyes were closed and he lay in a heap with one leg bent awkwardly underneath the other.  The handlink he had been clinging to had vanished.  Around him, Zoe’s partygoers went on dancing, as if from their point of view nothing at all unusual had happened.  The discordant music had begun to make Sam’s head ache fiercely, but he ignored that in favor of trying to tend to his friend.  He was reaching toward Al, intending to rouse him, when a corner of his mind told him, This won’t work.  You can’t touch him.
“Go ahead,” Zoe said from behind him.

Sam pushed his hand the rest of the way.  To his astonishment, instead of passing through, it met the cloth of Al’s jacket and stopped.  Underneath the jacket sleeve was Al’s very solid and very unmoving arm.  “Al?” he said, then again, louder.  “Al.  Are you all right?”  The Observer didn’t respond, so Sam grasped his shoulders and shook him.  “Al, are you all right?”
Al’s eyes fluttered open and he moaned, “Sam?”
“Are you okay?”
“I think so.  Where’s the truck that hit me?”  With Sam’s help, Al pushed himself to a sitting position.  His vision blurred enough with the movement that he had to cling to Sam for a moment, blinking hard so that he could reorient himself.  When the room had stopped swimming around him, he forced a smile for Sam’s benefit — then realized that Sam was holding onto him.  “Sam?” he said.  “What the hell...?” 

“Come on.  Get up off the floor.”
At a loss for any kind of an argument, Al climbed to his feet and straightened his jacket.  Zoe was watching him with the palms of her hands pressed together, enormously entertained.  “I don’t know what you did,” Al told her tersely, “but...”
“Welcome to the party, Admiral.”
“This isn’t funny.”
“I didn’t intend it to be.”
Sam said sharply, “He’s right.  I don’t know why this is happening.  I don’t know what you think you’re proving.  But if you think we’re going to let ourselves be manipulated just to amuse you, you’re wrong.”  Without his really being aware of it, the music had changed, and several dancing couples were now within arm’s reach.  Unwilling to be that close to people he wasn’t even sure were human, he retreated into the space between the crates where he had sought refuge before.

“That’s a rather empty pronouncement, don’t you think, Doctor?” Zoe asked.

“I think she’s right, Sam,” Al said.

“We’re not going to...” Sam began again.

Al gestured around them with both hands.  “We don’t know where this is, Sam.  Unless you want to start yelling ‘Get us out of here’ and see if that accomplishes anything, I think we’re stuck.”
“That doesn’t mean we have to cooperate.”
“No,” Al concurred.

With one eye on Zoe, Sam took the uppermost crate off the stack beside him and placed it on the floor, then sat on it, arms folded tightly across his chest.  A moment later Al grabbed himself a crate and sat down too.

“You boys are simply no fun at all,” Zoe sighed.

“Isn’t that a shame,” Sam grinned.

“I suppose I have to enlist myself some help, then.”
Zoe turned on her heel and melted into the crowd.  Almost immediately she was back, towing a young woman with luminous dark eyes and short, blonde-brown hair, her slender body barely half covered by a tight black dress.  The young woman seemed a little dazed at first, but she shook that off like a puppy shaking water from its coat.  When her gaze came to rest on Sam, she smiled and moved away from Zoe to stand beside him.  “Hello, Sam,” she murmured.

“Alia.”
“You’re angry.”
“Of course I’m angry.”
“Don’t be.”
Uncomfortable with the fact that she was looking down at him, Sam got up off the crate and stood with his hands on her shoulders — more in an attempt to keep her at that distance than from any real desire to touch her.  “Why not?” he demanded.  “You should understand this, Alia.  Being out of control.  Following somebody else’s wishes, and not your own.  You know what it feels like!  Does it help you at all to manipulate me?”
“In a sense.”
“What sense?”
“Misery loves company?” Alia suggested.  Before he could rebuke her further, she pressed her forefinger to his lips and told him, “Ssshhh.  Don’t talk.  Just dance with me,” then moved her hands to his shoulders and steered him away from the crates.  The music had changed again, into something slower and less jarring.  Smiling her approval, Alia slid closer to Sam and rested her head on his shoulder.

No, he thought.  But he was moving.  Following her lead.  Allowing her to embrace him, to rest her head on his shoulder.

When she had turned Sam around and he could see the crates again, Al was on his feet too.  The Observer’s hands were buried in the deep pockets of his jacket and there was a stiff, unreadable expression on his face.  Sam tried pulling away from Alia, but his body seemed disinclined to follow that kind of a command.  That had happened before, in Jimmy LaMotta’s house.  Alia had taken him into the bedroom and pressed him down onto the bed, possessing him with the need to touch her, to be touched by her, to fill her and in doing so allow her to fill the void in him.  Part of him had insisted stridently that he escape somehow, but not until Jimmy’s brother interrupted and broke Alia’s hold on him was he actually able to do so.

Jimmy’s brother wasn’t here this time, wouldn’t be calling out to him.  Here, there was just Al.  Somewhere...

Zoe was standing by the crates by herself.  Sam’s stomach did a slow roll; the red-haired woman had that hawk-like look on her face again.

“Where’s Al?” Sam hissed.

With a shrug, Zoe turned and scanned the warehouse, then, with a broad smile, pointed to a spot midway across the room.  In the middle of a rough circle formed by the crowd of dancers, Al was in the arms of a blonde in black leather pants and a red leather jacket.  For an instant Sam thought the Observer and the blonde were dancing, then realized there was a lot more kissing taking place than dancing.

“Admiral Calavicci decided to join the party,” Zoe announced.

“Al!” Sam called across the room.

If Al heard him, he made no sign of it whatsoever, just went on necking with the blonde.  His hands were underneath her jacket, and hers underneath his, caressing and exploring.  He seemed to have forgotten that this was anything other than a normal party, and that Sam was anywhere nearby.

“Sam,” Alia said into his ear.  She was trying to fill his mind again, trying to make him forget everything but the need to touch her.  His eyelids grew heavy again and he reluctantly allowed them to drift shut.  When he did so, the music seemed to retreat, leaving nothing for him to concentrate on but the feel of her in his arms.  “I could never hurt you, Sam,” she whispered.  “Never.  I love you.  Stay with me, and let me make you happy.”
No, the voice in his mind said.

Her hands moved to the back of his neck, urging his head down toward hers.  When her lips connected with his she began kissing him fervently, her tongue urging its way deep into his mouth, probing, searching.  He knew she wasn’t speaking, couldn’t have been, but her voice remained in his mind, telling him what she wanted: the same thing she had wanted months ago, in Jimmy’s house.  There’s no one here, Sam.  Just you and me.  Let it happen.

He’d thought she understood him then: that her situation was the same as his, that she was as desperately lonely as he was.  Whether that had been true or not, he couldn’t decide.  But that afternoon in the LaMotta house he had believed it was.  He’d let her seduce him, let her arouse him, moving with her into the bedroom and onto the bed, not objecting to what she was doing until he heard the sound of Frank LaMotta’s voice.

Sam...
Somehow, he was no longer standing.  He was on his knees on the floor with Alia still pressed tightly against him, irresistibly guiding him down further.

“Let it happen, Sam.”
She began to lift the black sweater, her small, warm hands sliding against his skin.  “You don’t have to do it any more, Sam,” Alia murmured.  “No more traveling.  No more setting things right for all those people you don’t know.  You’ve done enough.  And it wasn’t what you wanted in the first place.  All you wanted was to observe.  Just see a little bit of the past.  You didn’t want to do anyone else’s work for them, did you?  It’s all right; you don’t have to do that any more.  You can stay here, with me.”
“This place isn’t real,” he muttered.

“Of course it is.  It’s perfectly real.”  She went on pressing him down, until he let his legs relax and his back settled against the black and white linoleum.  “You can feel the floor underneath you, can’t you?”
“Yes...”
“It’s just a perception.  It’s just what you let yourself believe.”
“I....”
“Ssshhh.”  Alia pushed the sweater up underneath his armpits and ran her tongue slowly and sensuously up the center of his chest.  She was straddling him, her weight resting on his thighs, her belly angled close to the erection she’d created.  “It’s all right, Sam.  You want me as much as I want you.  It’s all right.  You can stay here with me.  Always.”
Sam shook his head.  “No...want to go home.”
“There’s nothing there for you.”
“Yes,” he insisted, not entirely sure whether he was speaking the words aloud or simply thinking them.  In either event, they didn’t have any effect on Alia, who went on caressing him.  When her tongue flickered against his nipple he flinched hard and tried to find her shoulders with his hands so that he could push her away.  She bit down on the nipple to dissuade him and he winced loudly.

“Somebody...” he began, lost track of what he’d intended to say, groped to find it again, and said haltingly, “There’s someone there.  Waiting.  I have to go back.  No matter how long it takes.  I have to go home.”
“You’re wrong, Sam.  There’s no one there.”
“Yes, there is.  Someone...someone I love.  Somebody who wants me to come home.  I can’t...I don’t remember...”
“Because there’s no one.”
“Stop.”  Shuddering, Sam forced his hands up between himself and Alia and pushed her off.  Before she could recover, he clambered to his knees, then up onto his feet, pulling the sweater back down into place at the same time.  Alia reached for him again, but he slapped her hand away.  Her face contorted through half a dozen different emotions, none of which did anything to sway him toward changing his mind.  “It’s not going to work, Alia,” he told her.  “It’s never going to work.”
Zoe, who seemed to have come out of nowhere, moved to stand beside Alia and rested a hand on Alia’s shoulder.  “You’re human, Sam,” Zoe said evenly.  “With all the fragilities that that entails.  I wouldn’t be so confident about saying `never’.”
“I’m not going to let either one of you manipulate me.”
“We’ll see.”
Turning his back on the two women, Sam strode across the room, furiously elbowing aside a number of dancers who paid no attention to either his blows or the rage etched on his face.  When he located Al, to his surprise the Observer was standing alone, looking around puzzledly for his dancing partner.

“Sam?” Al frowned.  “What happened?  I was...there was somebody here a minute ago.  Wasn’t there?”
“Does it matter?”
“Well...I don’t know.  Seems like we were...”
“Forget about it,” Sam snapped.  “None of this is real.  It’s all...”
He turned.  Zoe and Alia were gone.

“All what?” Al asked.

The temptation to search the warehouse for Alia and her Observer evaporated.  So did Sam’s anger.  “Nothing,” he told Al, and shook his head.  Something on the floor near his feet caught his eye: Al’s handlink.  Sam crouched and picked up the little device, turning it over in his hands a couple of times before he gave it to Al.  The music stopped as Al’s fingers closed over the handlink, and a moment later the two men were alone in the warehouse.

“They vanished,” Al mused with a small shudder that he tried to ignore.  “Just...poof.”
“But you’re still here.”
“Seems that way.”  Frowning, Al tried tapping a request for information into the handlink.  The link trilled a couple of times but provided him with nothing.

“Can Gushie hear you?” Sam asked.

Al shrugged his shoulders.  “You got me.  Maybe.  All I know is, I can’t hear him.  He’s in the Control Room, and I don’t know where that is in relation to...wherever this is.”  He paused, thought for a moment, then grinned at Sam.  “This has its advantages though.  If I was in the Imaging Chamber, I couldn’t do this.”  He reached out with his left hand, intending to clap Sam on the shoulder.

And his hand passed right through Sam.  “Ah, hell, Sam,” he sighed.

“You’re in the Imaging Chamber,” Sam said.

Al waved the handlink at his partner and demanded, “Then how did you just hand me this?”
“You got me,” Sam replied.

“Gushie?” Al called experimentally.  “Gushie, if you can hear me, answer me, would you, for God’s sake?”  He fell silent then, listening, and rolled his eyes.

“Did he answer you?” Sam asked.

“Yeah.”
“What did he say?”
“That with all due respect, I should keep my damn shorts on, and he’ll get the damn glitch fixed as soon as he can, and that he’s not something that sounded like `freaking miracle worker’.”  When Sam grinned at him, Al’s face turned into a thundercloud.  “What’s so funny?” he barked, then stopped, cocked his head and listened again to the unseen Gushie.  “Finally,” he groaned, gave the handlink a smack that made it squeal in protest, and read from it to Sam, “Ziggy says you’re in East Holbrook, New Jersey.  She says that explains the glitch.”
Sam nodded.  “Why am I here?”
Al examined the handlink again, sucked in a deep breath and told Sam soberly, “Ziggy says you were `intercepted’.”
“Al...that’s what Zoe said.”
“And that there’s a ninety-nine percent chance you’re gonna Leap out of here any minute now.”
“To someplace real?”
“Realer than new Jersey?” Al asked.

 “Preferably someplace with a door and a couple of windows.  And nobody going ‘poof’ in either direction.”  Al frowned at that, which prompted Sam to turn and take a long look around.  Up near the ceiling, running along all but one of the walls, was a row of small windows through which Sam could see bits of mottled gray sky.  The warehouse was no longer silent, either; rain was drumming steadily on the roof.  Slowly, Sam reached out and pushed at one of the crates, which now all were labeled BARTON ELECTRICAL SUPPLIES in two-inch-high black letters.  The crate resisted Sam’s touch; it was way too heavy to be empty.  “Al?” Sam said quietly.

“Yeah, Sam?”
“Is there somebody waiting for me?  At the Project?”
Al hesitated, then said, “There’s a bunch of somebodies.”
“Just one.  With brown eyes.”
“Uhhh...” Al began.  “Ah, Sam...”
Sam never heard what Al said after that, if he indeed said anything at all.  As the blue light of the Leap seized him, he was aware that his partner looked enormously relieved.

Later, Sam would remember nothing except a nightmare.

*  *  * 

ONE MAN AND A BABY

NOVEMBER 24, 1982
 “Would you come on?” a strident voice said into his left ear.

Sam Beckett blinked hard and shrank away from both the voice and the body it had issued from: a towering, enormous woman in a neon pink pants outfit.  He shot a glance around, no more than a second’s worth; he had the distinct feeling that if he tried for anything more, the woman would jerk him up off the ground and spin him around her head like something out of an old Warner Brothers cartoon.

If fact, she looked like something out of an old Warner Brothers cartoon.

“Any time,” another voice said.

Sam turned.  He was in a supermarket, standing at the head of a checkout line, with his (well, somebody’s) wallet in his hand and several brown bags of groceries waiting for him at the end of the conveyer belt.  Alongside his right hip was a chrome grocery cart.

And a baby.

Feeling distinctly trapped, Sam forced himself to shake off his disorientation and peered at the readout on the cash register: $28.41.  Every eye in the market seemed to be glued on him as he pulled a twenty and a ten from his wallet and handed them to the glowering checkout clerk.  Seconds later he had a dollar bill, two quarters, a nickel and four pennies in his hand.  A second after that, the neon pink woman gave him a good solid bump into the shopping cart.

“Some of us,” she announced, “do not have the entire motherloving day to spend in this place.”
“Of course not,” Sam replied thinly.

Then he was on his own.

With the baby.

The baby, whose age Sam was utterly unable to decide on but who was well short of the able-to-supply-information stage, grinned at Sam amiably as he relocated his bags of groceries into the cart and began pushing it toward the exit doors.  The little one was a she, he figured — dressed in pink, though blessedly not neon.  That bit of information, though, was the next best thing to useless at the moment.

The market’s electronic door slid open to let Sam, with his cart and his baby, pass on through, then closed dutifully behind him.

“Ahhhh, boy,” he murmured.

The parking lot was full of cars.  Jam-packed, bumper to bumper, not a single slot left empty.

“Okay...so which one is ours?” he asked the baby.

The baby responded by blowing a saliva bubble, which promptly burst and dribbled down her chin.

“And where’s your mother?” Sam sighed.

He stood on the sidewalk in front of the market for a couple of minutes, hoping the woman who had given birth to his grinning, ash blonde companion would spot him and come to collect him and her dribbling offspring.  The couple of minutes had almost into ten when a sick feeling began to gather in Sam’s stomach.  He glanced down at his left hand.  No ring.  Not that the lack of one was conclusive — but it sure wasn’t a good sign.

“Mommy’s not here, is she?” he asked the baby.

The baby chuckled at him.

“Yeah,” Sam said.  “This is funny, isn’t it?  I think you and God have the same sense of humor.  There’s just nothing higher up on the old laugh-riot scale than dumping Sam Beckett into the deep end of the pool.  Again.”  Mumbling to himself, he ferreted in his pockets and produced a keyring with half a dozen keys on it.  Two of them were marked with the General Motors logo.  “Oh, good,” Sam said in a tone he suspected bordered awfully close to hysteria.  “General Motors.  There can’t be more than two hundred of those.”
Grinning again,  the baby made a grab for the keys.

“You want to drive?” Sam asked.  “You’ve got a deal.  If you tell me which car is ours.”
The baby, of course, gave him no answer whatsoever.  Left with no other choice but to spend the rest of this Leap standing in front of the supermarket like a piece of performance art, he eased the shopping cart down the ramp from the sidewalk and headed along the nearest row of cars.

“Yell if anything looks familiar,” he told the baby.

Twenty minutes later he was still patrolling the parking lot.

He had begun humming quietly, half in a distracted effort to amuse the baby, and half to keep himself from becoming annoyed enough to...what?  Quit? he thought.  It’s not like you can walk out of this.  To where?  You don’t even know where the hell you are. Then he pivoted, looking back toward the supermarket, and grinned at the baby.  “Step One,” he told her, pushing the cart back toward the store.  “Newspapers.  So Sam can find out where he is.”  She chuckled happily at him again as he bumped the cart back up onto the sidewalk and leaned over to check the front page of the paper displayed in one of the curbside vending machines.

“Sam is in Los Angeles,” he told the baby.  “On November twenty-fourth, 1982.  And tomorrow is Thanksgiving.  Isn’t that great?  As soon as Sam figures out what he has to be thankful for, he promises to let you know.”
The baby nodded, as if she understood perfectly.

“Now, let’s find out who Sam is.”  One hand on the shopping cart to prevent it from rolling back down the ramp, he tugged the wallet out of his pocket and flipped it open.  The driver’s license inside belonged to a Harley J. Wilson, born on June 15, 1950 and currently residing at an address in Sherman Oaks, California.  To Sam’s astonishment, Harley J. Wilson, judging by the photograph on his driver’s license, looked almost exactly like...Sam Beckett.

“Kick in the butt, ain’t it?” Al Calavicci asked.

Sam half-turned and made a face at the hologram of his friend, who was standing alongside the shopping cart, puffing away on one of his ubiquitous cigars.

“You look like you,” Al said.

“Seriously?” Sam asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Al nodded.  “A little younger, maybe.  But it’s damned close.”
The baby stuck her finger in Al’s direction and giggled.

“Hello, Nikki,” Al said.

“Nikki?” Sam echoed.  “Her name is Nikki?”
Al nodded again, pulled his computer handlink from the pocket of his orange-and-black jacket, and tapped a request for information into it.  The little unit beeped and trilled as if it were being strangled.  Scowling, Al gave it a good solid rap with the heel of his right hand.  “Yeah,” he said when the link had finally surrendered the information he’d asked for.  “Nikki Joy Wilson.  She’s your daughter.  But you probably figured that out already.”
“And where’s her mother?”
“San Francisco, I think.  Wait a minute.”  Al smacked the handlink again.  “Yeah.  San Francisco.  Her name’s Bonnie Elliman.”
“San Francisco?  We’re in Los Angeles, Al.”
“No, you’re in Sherman Oaks.”
Sam groaned and leaned heavily against the shopping cart.  “Don’t split hairs with me, Al.  So I’m in Sherman Oaks.  What I am is tired.  I’ve been walking around this parking lot for an hour trying to figure out which car I belong to.”
Al looked around for a second, then pointed down a row of cars with his cigar.  “Blue Impala.”
“Thank you,” Sam said.

“You’re welcome.”
“Now, Admiral Calavicci,” Sam went on, aiming for a pleasant tone of voice and failing almost completely, “I’m going to ask you why I’m here.  And if you have any respect at all for the well-being of what remains of my sanity and my patience, you will not tell me, `Ziggy doesn’t know.’”
“Okay,” Al replied.  “I won’t.”
“Al...”
“You told me not to say it!  Okay...Ziggy’s working on it.  Do you like that better?  Just take it easy, Sam.  You’re not in any kind of danger, here.  Why don’t you just take your baby and go home, and as soon as Ziggy figures out what’s happening, I’ll come back and let you know.”
“Go home,” Sam repeated.

“Well...Harley Wilson’s home.  It’s only a few blocks from here.  You can be there in five minutes.”  Al leaned over and peered at the contents of Sam’s bags of groceries.  “You really should go.  Your frozen stuff is defrosting.”
“You want me to go home.”
“Yeah...” Al said, not sure where Sam was leading.

“Where I live with this baby?  Is that right?”
“You got it.”
“Oh, boy,” Sam sighed.

* * *

Harley Wilson’s home was a one-bedroom apartment on the second floor of a complex on Sepulveda Boulevard in Sherman Oaks.  The place had either come furnished, or, Sam decided, Harley had abysmal, garage-sale taste in furniture.  Standing in the doorway with the baby clutched against his chest gave him a distressingly good view of a red-and-gold plaid sofa, a gold chair and a coffee table that looked as if the most recent Super Bowl had been played on top of it.  The carpet underneath all this was bright green shag and had seen its best days at least a decade before.

“Well,” he told the baby, “I guess it’s got one thing going for it.  None of this stuff is going to suffer if you throw up on it.”
Nikki Joy, the fruit of Harley Wilson’s loins, chuckled at Sam and blew another slobbering saliva bubble onto the shoulder of his shirt.

“Thanks,” Sam said.  “I needed that.”
Twenty minutes later, with Nikki watching him cheerfully from her playpen alongside the wobbling kitchen table, Sam had put away most of Harley’s groceries: a pound of hamburger and a box of Hamburger Helper, a six-pack of Pepsi, a bag of Oreos, and so on.  Bachelor food, Sam thought, except for the dozen-odd boxes and tiny jars of baby food he had lined up neatly on the kitchen table so that he could examine them.

“Looks like we’ve got all the basic food groups covered, here,” he told Nikki.  “Fruit, vegetables.  Cereal.  Milk.”  Frowning, he picked up a jar, scrutinized it and held it out toward the baby.  “This is supposed to be bananas.  It doesn’t look like bananas.”
The Imaging Chamber door opened alongside Harley’s refrigerator and Al stepped through it.  His first glimpse of Harley’s apartment impressed him not one iota more than Sam’s had.  For a moment he seemed very much inclined to retreat back through the door.

“Al,” Sam said.  “Does this look like bananas to you?”
Al squinted at the jar.  “Well...no.  I could tell you what it looks like, but I won’t.”
“I can’t handle this, Al.”
“Of course you can handle it,” Al said firmly.

“Has Ziggy figured out why I’m here?”
“Not yet.”
“I don’t know anything about babies, Al,” Sam said, grimacing.  “Nada.  Not one thing.  I don’t have any children.  I’ve never been around children, except for my sister.  And I was only four when she was born, so all my mother ever let me do was hold her on my lap once in a while.  Not that I ever really wanted to do that.  So how am I supposed to handle this?  I can’t take care of a baby all by myself.”
“I’ll be here,” Al replied.

“Oh, that’s a big help,” Sam groaned.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“Al...I don’t know anything about babies.  Really.  I can’t do this.”
Al blew out a billow of cigar smoke and gave his friend a long-suffering look.  “Of course you know about babies.  You’re a doctor, for crying out loud.”
“Yeah, I’m a doctor.  Which means” — Sam rolled his eyes heavenward — “I can deliver one, and, God forbid, I can perform an autopsy on one.  But I don’t have a single clue in this world how to take care of one.  How often do you change them?  Do you pick them up when they cry, or leave them alone?  And what do you feed them?”  He jabbed a finger at the row of little jars on the kitchen table.  “The brown stuff or the green stuff?  Or both?  And how much?  How often?”
“Sam,” Al said patiently, “just look at this rationally, would you?  You’re in the same position as any new parent.  Nobody knows what to do automatically.  You get all the info from one of two sources: instinct, or talking to people who’ve gone through it already.”
“So?  Do I feed her the brown stuff or the green stuff?”
“What are you asking me for?” Al retorted.  “I don’t have any kids.”
“I thought you said you were here to help me.”
“To an extent.”
“Then...”
Al stuck out a hand, palm toward Sam.  “All right, all right, I’ll help.  Let’s go at this logically.  According to Ziggy, Harley’s an only child.  He’s probably got no experience with rug rats himself, so he probably felt the same way you do when Nikki was born.  I’ll lay you odds he’s got books around here somewhere.”  Without waiting for a response from Sam, the Observer began prowling the apartment.  Sam resignedly joined him a moment later.

Harley did indeed have books scattered around, but most of them were murder mysteries.  The rest were acting handbooks and collections of famous plays.

“He’s an actor?” Sam asked.

“Yup,” Al said, intent on his search.

“In what?”
Al got down on his hands and knees to examine the stack of books underneath an end table.  “Not much of anything to speak of.  He came out here from Nebraska three years ago and has spent most of his time auditioning for parts he doesn’t get.”
“So he’s not any good?”
“Beats me,” Al replied.  “Here!  Here you go, Sam.  The bible of baby care.  Doctor Spock.”
Sam crouched down and pulled out the paperback book Al was indicating.  Harley had apparently made good use of it, as Al had guessed: it was severely dog-eared, and a section of pages had pulled away from the binding.  “So I all I need to do is refer to this...”
“Uh-oh, Sam,” Al said worriedly.

Sam shot to his feet, smacking his knee against the edge of the end table in the process.  “`Uh-oh’?” he echoed.  “What, ‘uh-oh’?  What’s the matter?”  He had already turned to check on Nikki, wincing as his weight settled down into his insulted knee.  The baby was still sitting safely in the middle of her playpen but wore an odd, intent expression.

“She’s making that face, Sam,” Al told him.

“What face?”
“That face.”  Al pointed at Nikki with his cigar.  “Babies always make that face when they’re concentrating on making ka-ka.”
“How do you know?” Sam countered.

“That’s the first thing you learn, Sam.  That, and never pick up a baby when you’re wearing an expensive shirt.”  The Observer smiled encouragingly.  “Hey, Sam, I’d help you with this one if I could, but I’m a hologram.  You’d better figure out where Harley keeps the clean diapers. I’ll just...wait over here, and thank God for the fact that holograms can’t smell anything.”
Sam scowled at him.  “You might as well thank Him for the fact that I can’t belt a hologram, either.”
“Sam,” Al chided his friend gently.  “This isn’t the hardest thing you’ve ever had to do.  I don’t think it’s even in the Top Ten.”  Sam pretended to ignore him and strode on past him toward the bathroom, where he located a half-empty plastic package of disposable diapers.  Al hiked a brow at the environmentally damaging diapers, but, prompted by Sam’s fiercely warning expression, said nothing to express his dismay.  Instead, he went on, “People do this all the time, Sam.  It’s not a big deal.  Besides, where would you be if your mother and father had decided they didn’t want to take care of you?”
“My father never changed a diaper in his life,” Sam pointed out.

“That was in the Fifties.”
“Al,” Sam said, “don’t lecture me.  It’d be different if this was my child.  This is not my child.”
“Oh, yes it is,” Al replied.  “Until you Leap, you’re Harley Wilson.  And this is your baby.”
“I hate this,” Sam sighed.  “I really hate this.”
Half an hour later, Nikki had been carefully cleaned, powdered, re-diapered, and settled back in her playpen.  Al had left the Imaging Chamber, offering the excuse, “I should go see if Ziggy’s come up with anything more on this Leap,” and pretending not to hear Sam’s protests at being left on his own.  With no one left to complain to, Sam sank onto the plaid sofa and stretched his legs out across the battered surface of the coffee table.  His head had begun to throb in time with his injured knee, and he had begun to grow naggingly hungry (which he suspected was at least a partial cause of the headache), but he had almost no motivation to fix himself something to eat.

Nikki burbled at him curiously.

“What now?” Sam murmured.

She burbled again, and shook one of her toys, a blue rubber rabbit, as if she intended him to do something with it.  Nodding, Sam got up off the sofa, reached into the playpen, took the rabbit and looked it over.  When he handed it back to her, she chuckled and reached up toward him.

“You know,” Sam told her mildly, I’m not your father.  I might look like him, but I’m not him.”  Nikki responded by quirking an eyebrow at him.  Sam sighed and shook his head, then returned to the sofa and sat down with Nikki on his lap.  Obviously that was what she’d intended him to do, because she shifted herself around, snuggled against him, and stuck her thumb in her mouth.  It took her only a minute to fall asleep. “Long day, huh?” Sam whispered.

After another five minutes, spent gently stroking Nikki’s soft blonde hair, Sam too was asleep.

He was awakened by rustling sounds and the sensation of weight being lifted away from him.  When he opened his eyes Nikki was no longer nestled in his lap.  He looked around, startled, and found her halfway across the room in the arms of a dark-haired young woman dressed in gray running shorts and a rumpled dark blue sweatshirt that said BEVERLY HILLS POLO CLUB in white lettering.

“Hey,” Sam protested.

“Harley,” the young woman whispered, in deference to Nikki, who was still sound asleep.  “You know you shouldn’t fall asleep with her on your lap like that.  She could fall off and hit the coffee table.”
“I didn’t...”
“Harley.”
“I was holding her,” Sam said firmly.  “She wouldn’t have fallen.”  Running his mind on two tracks — defending himself to this person, and simultaneously trying to figure out who in the world she was — made his head ache even more than it had before he’d gone to sleep.  He decided abruptly that this could not be Nikki’s mother (who was, according to Al, in San Francisco) and she therefore had no right to outvote him in the matter of Nikki’s care.  With that settled, he hauled himself up from the sofa and reclaimed the baby from the young woman.  Nikki murmured in her sleep and settled comfortably against his chest.

The young woman gave him a long-suffering look.  “Don’t get all defensive with me, Harley.  I’m only trying to help.”
“Why?”  Sam countered.

“Why?” the young woman echoed.  “That’s cold, Harley.”
Al, Sam pleaded silently.  Come back here and tell me who the hell this is!

“Sometimes I just don’t get you.  Sometimes you’re my best friend, and then other times you act like you wish you never met me.”  The young man shook her head.  “I mean, you asked me to come over this afternoon.”
“I did?”
“To run lines with you.”
“Oh,” Sam said.  “I guess that’s right.  I...forgot.  But it’s okay, if you’ve got something you’d rather do.  I can manage.”  The young woman frowned.  Sam smiled at her gamely, hoping she’d taken the hint.  He had no idea what lines Harley might need to “run”.  His photographic memory had helped him fake his way through pretending to be an actor on a couple of previous occasions, and he supposed if he claimed to have misplaced his script, the young woman would locate it for him.  But his head was pounding, his knee seemed to have swollen to the size of a soccer ball, and he was not at all inclined to start learning a new role from Harley’s script.  Learning to play Harley was more than enough challenge for the moment.

But the young woman didn’t take the hint.  “Your audition is on Monday,” she pointed out.

“That’s five days from now,” Sam replied.

The young woman planted her hands on her hips.  “You’re very unconcerned all of a sudden, Harley.  It’s not like you get a chance at a part in a Spielberg movie every day of the week!  This morning you were a nervous wreck.”
“I still am,” Sam told her.

“Then do you want me to help you, or not?”
“I...sure.  I guess so.”
“No `thank you, Francine, for giving up your evening to help me’?  Just `I guess so.’”
Sam produced another smile, this one a lot more genuine than the first.  “Thank you, Francine.”
“You’re welcome,” she said grudgingly.

“I didn’t meant to act like I don’t appreciate your help,” Sam went on, shifting Nikki so that she was looking over his left shoulder, her behind resting in the crook of his arm.  “It’s just that...I had a rough afternoon.  I’m kind of at a loss here.  I’m sorry.  I need all the help I can get.”
Francine nodded.  “You want me to make you some dinner?”
“That would be great.”
Without any further prompting, Francine went to the refrigerator, flipped the door open and peered inside.  “Man, Harley, I think you keep the Swanson’s people in business all by yourself.  You really ought to learn how to cook.  It’s not that hard.  I hope you don’t plan on feeding Nikki frozen dinners when she’s too big for baby food.”  Sam opened his mouth to reply, but before he could get the words out, Francine went on talking.  “There’s not a lot here.  I’ll make you a cheeseburger.  That okay?”
“That’s fine.”
“Go sit down then.  I don’t need you staring at me while I do this.  It’ll just take a few minutes.  Turn on the TV and watch the news or something.  Then while you’re eating I’ll feed Nikki.”  Grinning, Francine swept around behind Sam and delivered a wet and resounding kiss to Nikki’s forehead.  “Won’t I, sweetums?  Yes, I will.  Did Daddy buy you all your favorite things?”  She went on prattling at the baby in a singsong tone as she gathered up the collection of baby food Sam had left on the table.  “It looks like he did.  Your Daddy knows what you like, doesn’t he?”
Rather than attempt to contribute something to Francine’s monologue, Sam returned to the sofa.  Still juggling Nikki with one arm, he began searching through Harley’s collection of debris with his free hand.

“Why are you limping?” Francine asked over her shoulder.  “What are you looking for?”
“What?” Sam said.  “I banged my knee on the end table.”
“Did you put ice on it?”
“No.”
“You should have put ice on it.  That’s your bad knee, isn’t it?  You should have had that surgery when the doctor wanted you to.  Now you’re limping.  Put Nikki down and go get your ice pack.”
Overwhelmed by this growing storm of words, Sam blinked at Francine and murmured, “I don’t know where it is.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Harley.”
“I’m fine,” Sam groaned.  “I just need the remote.”
“The what?”
“The remote for the TV.”
Francine stopped moving and cast a disparaging eye both at Sam and at Harley’s dilapidated television set.  “That TV doesn’t have a remote.  You only paid Carlos twenty dollars for it.  You’re lucky it has an ‘on’ button.”  Shaking her head, she switched on the TV and turned the channel selector until she found a station that suited her.  “There.  That’s the NBC news.  They’re usually pretty good.”  That done, she returned to the kitchen and clattered around looking for the proper pans and utensils to prepare Sam’s cheeseburger.

Sam divided his attention between the news and Francine’s rattling until he was distracted by a giggle from Nikki.  The baby had her eye on Al Calavicci, who was standing in the doorway that separated the living room from Harley’s bedroom.

“Sam,” Al said.  “We need to talk.”
Francine, who had heard the baby’s laugh, swooped in on her and tickled her cheek.  “What’s funny, huh, sweetie?  Don’t worry, we’ll have your supper in a few minutes.”
“Can you take her?” Sam asked.  “I have to go to the bathroom.”
“Look for your ice pack.”
“I will.”
With Nikki back in Francine’s arms, Sam limped into Harley’s closet of a bathroom and pressed the door shut behind him.  If Al had not been a hologram there would not have been enough space for them both.  As it was, Al stood merged with Harley’s laundry hamper, the lower half of his body invisible.

“What did you find out?” Sam asked.

“You won’t like it,” Al replied.

“I almost never like it, Al.  Just tell me what you’ve got.  Who am I here to help?”
“Nikki.”
Sam studied the Observer’s expression for a moment, until it began to make his stomach do a slow roll.  Leaning against the sink to take some of the weight off his knee, he prompted, “Tell me.”
“Her mother comes back tomorrow.”
“For Thanksgiving?”
“Sort of.”  Gesturing with his handlink, Al went on.  “She ran off to San Francisco about two months after Nikki was born, with this guy she fell in love with.  He’s a drummer in a rock band.  They call him Steam.  His real name’s Alvin Woodman.  Anyway, she shows up here tomorrow with Steam and takes her baby back.”
Sam responded.  “And Harley let her do that?”
“Harley wasn’t here.  He went across the street to the mini-mart to get the newspaper.  Said he wasn’t gone more than five minutes.  He left the baby sleeping in her playpen.  When he got back, she was gone.”  The Observer paused, watching Sam, not wanting to continue.  “Bonnie and Steam got as far as Lost Hills,” he said finally.  “There was a pickup truck coming the other way — somebody who did most of his Thanksgiving celebrating with a bottle.  Nikki was on Bonnie’s lap.  When they hit the pickup...”  Al stopped again.  When he finished, his voice was barely above a whisper.  “Nikki went through the windshield.”
“You’re right,” Sam murmured.  “I don’t like it.”
“But it should be easy enough to fix,” Al told him.  “You just stay here.  Don’t leave Nikki alone.  Don’t even let Bonnie and Steam into the apartment.  That way her mother can’t take her, and she won’t be involved in the accident.  If the accident happens at all.”
Slowly, Sam turned around and looked at Harley’s reflection in the mirror over the sink.  “It’s never easy, Al.  The ones that sound easy never are.”
“Just don’t let go of Nikki.”
“Harley!” Francine bellered from the kitchen.  “What are you doing in there?  Your burger’s ready!”
Al shuddered.  “Who is that?”
“Don’t you know?”
“I was busy going through old state police files with Ziggy.  Wait a minute.”  Al tapped a request for information into the handlink and gave the little device a solid thump with the heel of his hand when it took more time to respond than he was happy with.  It squealed loudly in protest, which prompted Al to smack it again.  “Ziggy’s best guess is that that’s Francine Zale.  Harley’s neighbor.”
“Not Harley’s girlfriend.”
Al shook his head.  “Not according to the files.”
“That’s a relief,” Sam muttered.

“HarLEEE!” Francine yelled.

“You better go eat your cheeseburger,” Al said.  “Before she comes in here to get you.  From the tone of her voice, I don’t think you want her to come in here to get you.”
A little before midnight, exhausted and still in pain, Sam peeled off his clothes and crawled into bed.  He had been the victim of almost five solid hours of relentless badgering from Francine on a variety of topics, her favorite being his apparent lack of concern over the upcoming audition.  Since Harley had not only invited her into his home, but was willing to carry on an ongoing relationship with her, Sam was forced to wonder whether Harley, in addition to having horrifically bad taste, was also a masochist.  The one bright spot in the whole evening was that he was able to send Francine home at the end of it.  As his head settled into the pillow, a satisfied grin crossed his lips.  The apartment was so blessedly quiet...

About three minutes later Nikki Joy began to howl.

“Noooo,” Sam moaned.  He dragged the pillow up over his head and crushed it against his ears, but the noise pierced through unimpeded.  Feeling very much like crying himself, Sam thrust the pillow away and dragged himself into a sitting position.  Nikki was sitting up too, wailing away to beat the band.  “Not now,” Sam begged.  “You haven’t cried all day.  Not a peep.  You can’t cry now.  It’s midnight.”
Nikki was unimpressed.  She went on crying, one small fist crammed against her mouth, as Sam struggled back out of bed and shuffled over to her crib.

“What is it?” Sam asked her blearily.  “You can’t be hungry, can you?  You had dinner.  Are you supposed to have more than one dinner?  Are you wet?”
She didn’t even slow down to take a breath.  Distantly, Sam wondered how it was she could go on screaming without breathing.  He also wondered how long the screaming could continue before one of Harley’s neighbors came looking for him with some sort of deadly weapon.  “Ssssshhh,” he hissed, and hoisted Nikki up out of the crib.  Her diaper was dry, and as near as he could judge, she was neither too hot nor too cold.  That left hungry.  Or something vaguer than that, like...annoyed?  Sighing, Sam reached down into the crib, scooped up her pacifier and stuck it in her mouth.  She promptly spit it back out and continued to cry.

“My mother had three of these?” Sam muttered.

He turned a little and gazed wistfully at the phone on Harley’s bedside table.  It would take so little effort — his mother was in Honolulu, Hawaii, and while he didn’t remember the number, he knew it was obtainable through Directory Assistance.  All he had to do was dial.

“And then what?” he said to Nikki with a broad note of disgust in his voice.  “Ask her to come here and take over?  I’m sure that would work.”  Nikki responded with a noise that was midway between a gulp and a snort.  “You know...” Sam mused, “it might work.  I look like me.  Harley’s only three years older than I was in ‘82.  The only trouble is, I don’t think I sound like me.  Maybe I could tell her I’ve got a bad cold.  But then...who do I tell her you are?  She knows I don’t have any kids.  Maybe I could tell her you belong to a friend...”
Al said from behind him, “Get a grip, Sam.”
Sam pivoted toward the source of the sound.  The motion torqued his injured knee more than enough to make him wince.  “How long have you been here?” he demanded.  “I didn’t hear the Chamber door open.”
“It didn’t open here, exactly,” Al confessed.

“What?  Where were you?”  Sam took a closer look at the Observer, who was decked out in black tailored pants, a brilliant red jacket, a black and gold metallic shirt and a gold tie.  “Al,” he said when the Observer demurred.  “Where were you?”
“Nearby,” Al hedged.

“How nearby?”
“The Sunset Strip.”
“Al...!” Sam said through his teeth.

Al did his best to look righteously indignant.  “It was only for a few minutes.”
“While I’m stuck here with this air raid siren of a child.”
“I’m sorry, Sam.”
“Oh, don’t ‘sorry’ me.  You just don’t get it sometimes, do you?  I’m tired.  I had a long day.  My head hurts, and my knee hurts.  I want to go to sleep.”  He jabbed in the direction of the abandoned bed with the index finger of his free hand.  “I just wanted to lie down and go to sleep.  But that’s apparently too much to ask.  This child...”  He stopped abruptly, realized that Nikki was no longer crying; in fact, she was grinning delightedly at Al.  “Come here,” Sam told the Observer.

Al asked suspiciously, “Why?”
As he replaced Nikki in her crib, Sam went on sternly, “I want you to stand right here.”  He indicated a spot on the floor alongside the crib.  “And amuse this baby, while I get back in bed and go to sleep.  If either one of you makes a noise loud enough to wake me up, I’m going to hold you personally responsible.  And I have no idea how, or when, but you’ll pay for it.  You’ll wish with every fiber of your being that I had changed history so that you and I never met.”
“Come on, Sam,” Al fussed.  “This is a cute baby.  What’s the problem?”
“The problem is, it’s twelve o’clock at night.”
“And?”
“And I want to go to sleep.  Admiral.”
“So go.”
“Thank you.”  Before Al could respond any further, Sam got back into bed, stretched out on his stomach, tugged the covers up to the middle of his back, then pulled the pillow over his head and braced it in place with both arms.

Shaking his head indulgently, Al moved to the spot Sam had indicated, leaned over the side rail of the crib, and waggled the handlink in front of Nikki.  She immediately made a grab for the brightly lighted little object, unperturbed when her hand passed right through it.  “The problem is,” Al said in a soft, gentle singsong, “Uncle Sammy loses his patience too easily.  He’s only been here a few hours, and he’s mad at us already.  The problem is...Uncle Sammy is a grouch.”
“Al,” Sam threatened from underneath the pillow.

“See?” Al whispered to the baby.  “Uncle Sammy doesn’t understand that the hours between midnight and two in the morning are the best part of the day.  Especially if you go to the right clubs.  There’s lots of music, and beautiful ladies wearing bright, shiny clothes.”
“Albert,” Sam said.  “I am going to hunt you down.  There will not be a place on this Earth you can hide.”
“You can’t hurt me, Sam.  I’m a hologram.”
“I’ll find a way.”
“Count sheep, would you, Sam?  Clear your mind.  You can’t fall asleep if...”
“I can’t fall asleep if you keep yammering!”
“‘Yammering’?” Al echoed.

“Running your mouth.”
Al stuck his tongue out, almost entirely for Nikki Joy’s benefit, since Sam presently had only a snail’s eye view of the blue and gray striped sheet underneath his nose.  “You told me to amuse the baby,” he announced.  “Did you want me to pretend I’m Marcel Marceau?”
“Yes,” Sam snapped.

The Observer let a minute go by without making any sound at all.  Nikki watched him in cheerful fascination, swiping intermittently at the handlink.  If anything, she was more entertained by not being able to grab it than she would have been if she had ended up with it in her fist.  Al kept one eye on her but was more intent on watching Sam.  Gradually, the muscles in the younger man’s back and shoulders relaxed, and his arms slid away from the pillow.  A moment later he began snoring softly.

“You’re an easy audience,” Al whispered to Nikki.  “Keeping Uncle Sammy happy is the real chore.”
Sam came out from underneath the pillow at 8:17 the next morning, snuffling as if he had inhaled half the pillow during the night.  Squirming over onto his back, he rubbed at his eyes with both hands and realized to his amazement that Al was still standing alongside Nikki’s crib.  “Were you there all night?” he asked with a frown.

“Sure,” Al told him.

“Is that the truth?”
“Yeah.  You told me to amuse the baby.  You didn’t say for how long.”
“You were not here all night.  You’re not wearing the same clothes,” Sam pointed out.  Al looked down at himself as if he hadn’t noticed that his clubbing outfit had been replaced by a pair of pale blue pants and a navy blue shirt with white polka dots.  “Besides,” Sam went on, “the Committee never would have let you stay in the Imaging Chamber all night.  It uses too much power.”
Al shrugged his shoulders.  “So, I wasn’t here all night.  I stayed until the baby went back to sleep.”  He paused, then added with a crooked grin, “It’s a good thing she doesn’t care about noise.  You were snoring loud enough to wake the dead.”
“I don’t snore, Al.”
“Ha,” Al said.

“I do not snore,” Sam repeated.

“What’s the big deal?” Al asked.  “So, you make noise while you’re asleep.  I knew a kid at the orphanage who snorted all night long.  Sounded like he was strangling.  Like this...”  To the utter delight of Nikki Joy, who was lying on her back playing energetically with her bare feet, he imitated the sound with a great deal of flourish and paid no attention whatsoever to the scowl he got from Sam.  “Besides,” he said finally, continuing to make comical faces for Nikki’s benefit, “it doesn’t make any difference.  There was nobody here to hear you except your daughter.”
“She’s not my daughter.”
“Ah, Sam, how can you reject this face?” Al leaned in toward the baby and mimed giving her a big, wet kiss on the cheek.  “This is a very, very cute face.”
Still scowling, Sam crawled out of bed, testing his injured knee gingerly before he rested his weight on it.  “I don’t dispute that,” he told Al crossly.  “I’m just reminding you that this is not my child.  This is Harley’s child.  What’s Harley doing, anyway?  Is he upset?  If he remembers that he was in the supermarket...”
“He remembers.  We told him his baby is in good hands.”
“Compared to what?” Sam asked.

Al turned his back on the crib and studied the expression on his friend’s face for a long, solemn moment.  He was looking for a sign in Sam’s eyes — a sign that Sam himself understood why he had no patience for this Leap.  A sign that he remembered a night several years ago when he had stalked out of his brand new house in the New Mexico desert and had spent almost seven hours alone by the side of the road several miles away, sitting on the hood of his car and staring up at the star-sprinkled blackness of the sky.

None of that was in Sam’s hazel eyes.  Distantly, Al supposed that if he asked Sam for an explanation of his frayed temper, Sam would blame it on being tired and having hurt his knee.

I made the same mistake, Sam, Al thought.  “You better get your butt in motion,” he said as blithely as he could manage.

“Why?  What time does Nikki’s mother get here?”
“Not till late this afternoon.  But she needs changing and feeding.”
“Again?”
“Yeah, Sam.  Again.”
“In a minute,” Sam said, and straggled off to the bathroom.

Listening intently, Nikki Joy rolled over onto her side, then onto her behind and sat up, resting her forehead against the bars of her crib.  She and Al both anticipated the sound of the toilet flushing, and both of them frowned at the rush of water when Sam turned on the shower a moment later.

“He’ll be back,” Al told the baby ruefully.  “He just needs to stall for a few minutes.”
Nikki Joy sucked her lower lip sagely and bobbed her head.

“He’s hurting,” Al said softly.  “Trouble is, he doesn’t know why he’s hurting.  And I can’t tell him.”
* * *

“Look, Nikki!  It’s Mickey Mouse.”
Sam put down the piece of whole wheat toast he was holding and frowned across the room at Al, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor beside Nikki’s playpen, cigar in hand, pointing out to her gleefully the high points of the latest in a continuing series of Thanksgiving Day parades, this one now in its second hour of somewhat spotty color on Harley’s twenty-dollar television set.

“You shouldn’t smoke in front of her,” Sam announced.

The Observer tilted his head in Sam’s direction.  “Why?  I’m a hologram.  The smoke can’t do anything to her.”
“No, but she can see you.”
“So what?  You think she’s going to develop a subliminal craving for cigars because she watched me smoke one?  She’s only eleven months old, Sam.  I guarantee you, she wants her fingers and toes in her mouth a lot more than she wants a cigar.”
“Fine,” Sam grumbled, and went back to eating his toast.

Al watched him out of the corner of his eye.  The look on Sam’s face made his heart ache fiercely, but he managed to keep that from showing.  Instead, he produced a grin for Nikki and passed his hand through the mesh wall of the playpen so that he could make a grab for Nikki’s teddy bear.  Nikki squealed in protest and hurled herself on top of the bear.  When she collided with the toy, she made a noise that was unmistakably the word “no”.

“Hey, Sam,” Al said, fascinated.  “She said ‘no’.”
“Hmmmm,” Sam replied.

“That’s great!  Don’t you think that’s great?”
Sam raised a brow.  “What, that someone female told you ‘no’?”
“That she talked.”
“She talks all the time, according to Francine,” Sam replied, shuddering slightly at the mention of his neighbor’s name.  “She says ‘up’, ‘more’, ‘hot’ and ‘no’.  If you want an explanation of why she hasn’t said anything up till now, I don’t have one.  Except the possibility that you had her stunned speechless.”
Ignoring the barb, Al returned his attention to Nikki and asked her cheerfully, “Nikki, can you say ‘Al’?”  Nikki, still lying on her stomach with the bear pinned underneath her, regarded him with great suspicion.  “Al,” the Observer said again, and pointed to his chest.  “Al.”
“No,” Nikki replied.

“Al.”
The baby giggled at him.  “No.”
Sighing, Sam got up from the rickety kitchen table and took his breakfast dishes to the sink.  He was still moving more slowly than normal, prompting Al to ask him, “Does your knee still hurt?”
“No,” Sam said.

“You’re walking like you don’t want to put any weight on it.”
“So?  I told you, it doesn’t hurt.”
“Sam...”
“Sam,” Nikki echoed blithely.

Al grinned at her and took a long drag off his cigar.  “That’s right!” he chortled.  Pointing to the younger man, he told her, “That’s Sam.  And I’m Al.  Isn’t this great, Sam?  She can say your name.  This is a bright kid.”
“Can you get her to say ‘Calavicci’?” Sam asked dryly.

“No,” Nikki observed.

The Observer’s eyes widened.  “Sam, she understood you!”
“She did not understand me,” Sam groaned.  “She probably says ‘no’ to everything.  It’s a good, all-purpose word, and it’s easy to say.  Two sounds.  ‘Yes’ has three.”  To demonstrate, he hoisted Nikki up out of her playpen, settled her on his hip, and asked her, “What’s your favorite color?”
Dutifully, she told him, “No.”
“See?” Sam said.  Nikki grabbed fistfuls of his sweater with both hands to steady herself, rested her head against his chest, and gazed sweetly up at him.  Frowning slightly, Sam pointed to himself with his free hand and said, “Daddy?”
“No,” Nikki replied.

“Daddy,” Sam repeated.

“Sam,” Nikki said.

Al picked himself up off the floor and gave Sam a broad “I told you so” expression.  “This kid is no dope, Sam.”
“I didn’t say she was.”
“Then don’t act like this is all so weird.  For crying out loud, Sam, you could probably recite the Declaration of Independence when you were her age.”
Sam said sharply, “Al...she is not my child.”
“I know that.”
“Then stop prodding me, would you?”
“I’m not prodding you!” Al argued.  “I’m just trying to get you to relax and make the best of this.  She’s a sweet baby, Sam.  Play with her.  Talk to her for a while.  Tell her about your String Theory.  Something.  I’d do it...except I have to go back and report to the Committee.  All of whom are a lot less bright than Nikki.”  Ferreting the handlink out of his pocket, he moved away from the playpen and keyed in the code that would open the Imaging Chamber door.  “And Sam?” he added mildly.  “See if she can help you find your sense of humor.  Relax.  Everything’s gonna be all right.”
“Al...”
“It’s gonna be fine.”
“Don’t keep walking out on me, Al.”
Al glanced over his shoulder at the open doorway.  He could see beyond it — see the people who were standing there waiting for him with annoyed looks on their faces, making him feel much the same as he had as a boy forced to knuckle under to the rules of the orphanage his father had dumped him into.  He hadn’t liked kow-towing to what he felt was nonsense back then, and he didn’t like it any better now.

Sam was looking at the doorway too, though to him it was just a rectangle of blue-white light so bright it made him squint.  He took a step toward it, staring at it longingly.  “Who?” he asked Al softly.

“What?”
“You said, `they’re waiting’.  Who’s waiting?  Who’s on the other side of the door?”
“The Committee.”
“All nine of them?”
“No.”  Al leaned toward the door for a closer look and seemed puzzled by what he found — or didn’t find.  “Just Weitzman and Deitz.  I don’t know where Schaffly went.  He was there a minute ago.  Probably went to the bathroom.  He spends more time in the bathroom than all five of my wives put together.”
Sam closed his eyes for a moment, hugging Nikki tighter against his side.  The doorway was only a few feet away — nearer than Harley’s ugly plaid sofa.  He’d watched Al walked through the door hundreds of times.  It was so easy; hit the button on the handlink, open the door, walk out of the Imaging Chamber.

“Go,’” he whispered.  “Just...close the door.  I don’t want to look at it.”
“Are you okay?” Al asked.

Sam shook his head.  “No.”
“Then screw the Committee.  I’ll stay.”
“No.  It’s...I’m all right.  It’s just a few more hours.  I keep Bonnie and Steam from taking Nikki out of here.  Save Nikki’s life.  Give her a chance to grow up.  All before midnight.  Then I can get out of here.  And go turn things around for somebody else.”  He waited, but Al didn’t move, so he made a shooing gesture in the general direction of the door.  “Go on.  I left you to run the Project, so run it.”
Al had been gone for several minutes when Sam sat down cross-legged on the carpet and stood Nikki up in front of him, holding her little round forearms in the palms of his hands.  “Can you walk?” he murmured.  “Can you do that too?  Huh?”  Nikki wobbled a little but grinned and took a tentative step toward him.  She couldn’t go any further without bumping into his legs.  He gathered her in and held her tightly with her head tucked in under his chin.  “I’m not mad at you, Nikki,” he whispered.  “It’s just hard sometimes.  It’s really hard sometimes.”
The front door of the apartment popped open to reveal Francine, dressed in a bright green sweater and skirt outfit, standing on the threshold with a pyramid of Tupperware containers in her arms.  “Come help me, Harley,” she commanded.

“What’s all that?” Sam asked.

“Thanksgiving dinner,” Francine replied, as if what had just come out of Sam’s mouth was the single dumbest question ever voiced in the history of mankind.

“In plastic?  What, is it left over from last year?”
Francine gaped at him.  “Excuse me?”
“I said, why is it all in Tupperware?”
Flustered, Francine strode on into the apartment, kneed the door shut and carried her pyramid of plastic into the kitchen, where she began thumping it one piece at a time onto the countertop.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Ma Maison,” she said hotly.  “It’s bad enough I had to carry all this up here by myself.  Now I’m supposed to have brought it up here on platters?  Happy Thanksgiving, Francine!  Yes, sir, let’s have another lecture on style from the man who doesn’t own two dishes that match.”
“That’s not what I...”
“Then what did you?  Jesus in a hot air balloon, Harley.  I don’t expect you to get all sniffly with gratitude, but you could at least clamp a lid on the complaining.”
Sam sputtered, “I wasn’t complaining.”
“I could take it down to the Mission.”
“Francine, for God’s sake, would you shut up?” Sam barked.

She sucked in a lungful of air like a dying fish and stared at him, with a round plastic bowl of stuffing in one hand and a flat container of green beans in the other.  When her astonishment had passed enough for her to produce words again, she muttered, “I’m sorry.”
“You don’t need to be sorry.  Just give it a rest.”
“I did this as a favor.”
“And I appreciate it,” Sam said, climbing carefully to his feet.  “You just don’t need to accompany everything with a monologue.”
“So now I talk too much.”
“Yes, Francine.  You talk too much.”
She swung away from him so that he was unable to see her face, dropped the two containers on the counter, then rushed past him and left the apartment.  She hadn’t intended to slam the door, but it was so loose on its hinges that it rattled for several seconds after she was gone.

Sam groaned loudly and deposited Nikki into her playpen.  His real preference was to let Francine go (back to her own apartment, he assumed, where she could sulk while not disturbing anybody but herself), but he managed to convince himself that she was Harley’s friend and that the real Harley would probably not have chosen to drive her away on Thanksgiving.

When he reached the walkway outside Harley’s apartment, Francine had already run down the stairs to the floor below and was stalking alongside the pool toward the far end of the complex.

“Francine!” he called after her.

She ignored him.  Still unsure that this wasn’t likely to ruin his entire day, Sam hurried down the stairs and ran after her.  When he caught up with her and snagged her by the arm, she jerked away from him and kept going, but she was moving a lot more slowly.

“Francine,” he said again.  “I’m sorry.”
“No, you’re not.”
“Yes I am.  I didn’t mean...”
She stopped, finally, and swung around to look at him, her arms folded tightly across her chest and her face a mask of righteous fury.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated.  “It’s just...the holidays are hard for me sometimes.  Being up there, in that apartment, with the baby...”  Sam’s voice trailed off.  It took him a moment to continue.  “My whole family used to get together on Thanksgiving.  My mom would spend the morning cooking.  We’d come in from outside, and the house would be full of wonderful smells.  We’d all eat too much.  Way too much.”
“I brought you dinner,” Francine said hotly.  “It’s not my fault you can’t afford a plane ticket to go home.”
“I know it’s not.”
“And don’t you start making noises about being alone on Thanksgiving.  About not having a girlfriend because they all head for the hills the minute they find out you have a baby.  You’re the one who fought with Bonnie for two months to get her to let you keep that baby.”
Sam protested, “I never said anything about being sorry I have Nikki.”
“You might not have said anything, but you’ve had that ‘millstone around my neck’ look on your face an awful lot lately.”
“It’s hard.  Taking care of her by myself.”
“You didn’t think it was gonna be like having a puppy, did you?”  Francine sighed.  “Hell’s bells, Harley, not much ever turns out the way you thought it would.  When I came out here I thought I was gonna be famous.  Everybody back home told me I was the best little comedienne they ever saw.  Nobody ever bothered to point out to me that there’s not a whole lot of competition in Peysterville.”
“You wanted to be famous?” Sam asked.

“Thought I did.”
Sam began to get the unmistakable feeling that he was being watched.  He glanced around, expecting to see Al, who had popped in on him unannounced more times than he could remember (or cared to), but found instead a young Hispanic woman whose apartment overlooked the pool.  The young woman had opened her front door and was watching Sam and Francine with the avid fascination she probably normally reserved for her favorite TV drama.

“It’s never too late,” Sam told Francine, attempting to ignore their audience.

“You know, Harley, I swear, I think you’re schizoid,” Francine announced.  “One minute you’re my friend, and the next minute you can’t stand to have me around.  I don’t know how I’m supposed to react to that.”
“I...want to be your friend,” Sam ventured.

“You don’t make it real easy, Harley.”
“Well...neither do you.”
He half expected Francine to blow up again, but she didn’t.  She seemed to be convinced, at least for a second, that she had laid her opinions on a little thick.  Sighing, she told Sam, “I don’t really want to argue any more.  We’ve got Maria” — she indicated the young Hispanic woman — “staring at us like we were an episode of ‘Days of Our Lives.’  I think we should go inside.”  She waved Sam off.  “Go...I cooked all that stuff for you.  You might as well eat it.  It’s probably cold by now.  You’ll have to reheat it.”
“What about you?” Sam asked.

“Go back upstairs,” Francine said firmly.  “Warm that stuff up.  And try not to burn any of it.  I’m gonna go call my sister and brother-in-law and wish them a happy Thanksgiving.  I’ll be up in a few minutes.”  When Sam hesitated, she pointed in the direction from which he’d come and commanded, “Go!  You’ve left that baby alone way too long already.  I swear, Harley, someday somebody’s going to come along and...”
“Oh, God,” Sam muttered.

He covered the distance back to the apartment in about a third of the time it had taken him to reach Francine.  He flung the door open and looked frantically around the apartment, but it was empty save for Nikki, who was standing up in her playpen, both hands planted firmly on the top railing as if she intended to begin an illustrious career as a gymnast by catapulting herself up and out.

“Thank You,” Sam breathed.

Nikki peered at him curiously as he scooped her out of the playpen and held her tightly against his chest.  “Sam,” she piped.

“I made a mistake, Nikki,” he told her.  Shuddering, he sat down on the sofa and perched her on his lap.  “I was sent here because your daddy left you alone.  And what did I do?  I left you alone.”  Nikki simply grinned at him guilelessly, which, if anything, made Sam feel even worse.

“Harley?”
It was a woman’s voice.  For a moment Sam thought that Francine had decided against making her phone call and had come back upstairs, but the voice didn’t have Francine’s edge to it.  Sam and Nikki both turned toward the open doorway.  Standing there with one hand on the doorframe was a woman in her early thirties.

“Bonnie?” Sam said quietly.

When Al had first described Bonnie Elliman as having run off with a rock musician, Sam had envisioned someone thin and blonde, with a predilection for tight clothing and a lot of leather.  The real Bonnie had brown hair and round, gentle features much like Nikki’s.  She was wearing jeans, but they were loose fitting and faded, topped with a thick, ivory-colored fisherman’s sweater.

“Are you alone?” Sam asked.  “Where’s...?”
“Looking for a parking space.”
“Oh.”
“Can I come in?”
“Um...sure.”
Bonnie took a small step past the threshold and stood there in embarrassed silence for a moment, then asked, “Did you want the door open?”
“It’s fine.”
“I didn’t expect it to be so warm down here.  It was raining when we left San Francisco.  In the fifties.”  Her fingers brushed the hem of her sweater.  “I think I overdressed.”
“It is warm for Thanksgiving,” Sam agreed.

Bonnie fell silent again and seemed not to have a clue what to say next, a sensation that Sam was more than familiar with.  Every one of the conclusions he had drawn about this woman in the last 24 hours had been wrong — her looks, her attitude, the way she would react to the person she thought was Harley.  Doing anything as brash and desperate as stealing Nikki away from Harley didn’t seem at all like something she was capable of.

“Bonnie?” Sam said.

“What?”
“Why are you here?  I haven’t seen you for months.  How come...”
“It’s Thanksgiving.  I know I should have called you first, let you know we were coming.  Made sure it was all right with you.  But...it was kind of spur of the moment.  We just decided to come down.”
Sam prodded.  “And do what?”
“See Nikki.  And you.”
“See me?” Sam echoed.  “Your boyfriend drove for ten hours so you could visit me?”
“Strange but true.”  Bonnie’s rock musician, the infamous Steam, about whom Sam had conjured up as many nightmare visions as he had about Bonnie herself, leaned against the doorway and smiled amiably at Sam.  Again, all of Sam’s imaginings proved to be dead wrong.  Steam’s thin reddish-brown hair reached his shoulders, but that was the only less-than-Average-American thing about him.  Like Bonnie, he was wearing jeans that had seen a lot of laundering, well broken in sneakers, a pale blue polo shirt and a denim jacket.  “You must be Harley,” he said amiably, and moved inside to join Bonnie.

Sam replied warily, “I guess I must.”
Steam extended his hand and, when Sam acquiesced, provided a firm and cordial handshake.  “I’m Al Woodman.  The guys in the band call me Steam.”
“Band?”
“Avalanche.  Ever heard of us?”
“No,” Sam said.  “I guess not.”
Nikki’s gaze had been shifting among the three adults as if she were watching a three-sided tennis match.  Obviously she had not seen her mother for some time; she made no attempt to reach for Bonnie, and seemed not to see Bonnie as anyone special.  In fact, after a few minutes of scrutinizing the newcomers, she squired around on Sam’s lap, nestled against his chest and began to contentedly suck her thumb.

“So this is the munchkin,” Steam said.

“Her name is Nikki,” Sam told him.

“I know.  Bonnie told me.”  Crouching slightly, Steam grinned at Nikki and crooned, “Hi, there, little one.  My name’s Al.”
Nikki looked at him skeptically and replied, “No.”
“She can talk.”
“Of course she can talk,” Sam said. “She’s almost a year old.”
“Can she walk?”
“A little.”
Bonnie’s hand drifted in Nikki’s direction, but she stopped it before it reached the baby.  There was something enormously sad in her expression.  For a moment Sam tried to convince himself that she was upset that he was there, that she and Steam couldn’t make off with Nikki the way they had in the original history.  But that wasn’t true.  It was far more likely that she’d been completely surprised to find Nikki alone the first time around, and the impulse to take the baby had sprung into her mind at that moment.  Not before.

Sam looked into her eyes, studying what he found there.

This Bonnie was not going to steal her child.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“We brought sandwiches and coffee in the car,” Bonnie replied.  Sam’s gaze had shifted toward the kitchen.  She looked in that direction too, and frowned at the collection of Tupperware still sitting on the counter.  “What’s all that?”
“Dinner.  A friend made it.”
“Good cook?” Steam asked.

Remembering the burger Francine had been so frantic about the evening before, Sam nodded and replied, “A lot better than I am.”
“So where is she?  Or he?  Or whoever?”
“Downstairs.  She’ll be back.”
“You got enough for four?”
Sam nodded at the mountain of pastel-colored plastic.  “Are you kidding?”
Steam shrugged expressively, then reached around and pressed the apartment door shut.  As Bonnie had pointed out, the day was a very mild one, well into the sixties, but standing in front of an open door seemed to make Steam fidgety.  “What I mean is,” he went on, “does this friend of yours mind if we join you?  Since we don’t know her, and she doesn’t know us.”
“She knows Bonnie,” Sam replied.

As if she had been summoned, Francine bounced the door open and trotted in, very nearly colliding with Steam.  She hadn’t expected to find anyone in the apartment other than Sam and Nikki and stared at Steam confusedly, then switched her attention to Bonnie.

“Bonnie?” she blurted.

Bonnie blurted back, “Francine?”
Then both of them turned to Sam and demanded simultaneously, “Harley?  Why is she here?”
“It’s Thanksgiving?” Sam ventured.

About half an hour later, the four of them sat down for what was unquestionably the most bizarre Thanksgiving dinner Sam had ever taken part in in his life.  There was no problem with the un-Tupperwared food; in fact, Francine was an excellent cook and proved her skills with the elaborate dinner she had put together and lugged upstairs in the plastic bowls.  The only thing that baffled Sam about the dinner itself was why Francine hadn’t cooked it in his apartment, or invited him downstairs to eat.  Maybe that would have been too simple for her.  And nothing about this dinner was simple.

A coo of contentment from Nikki caught his attention.  She had a bowl of lukewarm mashed potatoes and gravy on the tray of her high chair and was blissfully feeding herself with her fingers.  “Good?” Sam asked her.

“More,” she grinned.

“Shouldn’t you feed her?” Steam put in.  “Or at least give her a spoon?”
“She can’t get the spoon to her mouth without dumping what’s on it,” Francine replied tersely.  “We let her practice when we’ve got time to clean the mess up afterwards.  It doesn’t do her any harm with eat with her fingers.”
“It’s kind of...uncivilized, isn’t it?”
Francine retorted, “So?”
“It’s sensual,” Al Calavicci announced.

Careful not to move too abruptly, Sam shifted his head and hiked a brow at Al, who was standing alongside Nikki’s high chair.

“Although,” Al mused, “I’ve never tried mashed potatoes and gravy.  I usually opt for the dessert menu.  Whipped cream.  Chocolate syrup.”  His expression turned wistful.  “My fourth...or was it my fifth?  No, it was the fourth.  My fourth wife was very big on chocolate syrup.”
“That’s enough,” Sam said.

“It’s your baby,” Steam conceded.

Al began circling around the table, studying Sam’s guests and the plates and bowls of food at the same time.  “I thought you were gonna keep the door locked, Sam,” he said as he peered at Francine’s cornbread stuffing.  “Do you think inviting these people to dinner is a good idea?”
“That’s right,” Sam said.

“I dunno, Sam,” Al replied skeptically.  “Although I suppose if you convince them that Nikki’s doing okay here, and fill up their bellies with holiday cheer, that sort of thing, maybe they’ll just go on home quietly.  Yeah.  I guess that’s the best bet,” he decided.  “If you threw them out, it’d just make them angry.”
“We have a house,” Bonnie said abruptly.

“Three bedrooms,” Steam added.

Sam took a sip from his glass of water.  Francine and Al were both scowling at Steam and Bonnie, as if the couple had just announced that they enjoyed spending their weekends tormenting stray dogs.  Nikki, for her part, was focused on Al and attempting to offer him a handful of mashed potatoes.  “Your band must be doing well, then,” Sam said.

“Well...it’s a rental,” Steam admitted.  “And it’s kind of small.  But it’s in a good neighborhood.”
“And I have a job now, Harley,” Bonnie said.  “I’m the receptionist in a doctor’s office.”
“What’s your point?” Francine demanded.

“Yeah,” Al chimed in.  “What’s your point?”
“We have lots of room,” Steam said.

“That’s nice,” Sam replied, helping himself to more turkey from the platter in the middle of the table.  “Next time I’m in San Francisco, I’ll know I have a place to stay.”
Steam frowned at him.  “Room for children.”
“Not this one,” Al said, hovering closer to Nikki.

Sam put down his fork.  “Wait a minute.”
“Harley,” Francine began.

“Harley,” Bonnie said, looking plaintively at Sam from the other side of the table.  “I think I’m done eating.  Can we take a walk?  Please?  You and me?”
Getting out of the apartment was the best idea that had been suggested to Sam all day.  Nodding, he pushed his chair back and got up from the table.  “Sure,” he told Bonnie, then instructed both Al and Francine, “Keep an eye on Nikki, would you?  We’ll be back in a few minutes.”  Before either one of them could protest, he had ushered Bonnie outside.

They were both silent until they reached the sidewalk outside the apartment complex.

“Why did you come here?” Sam asked Bonnie then.

“To see you.”
“You mean, to ask me if you could have Nikki.”  When Bonnie demurred, he stopped walking and took her by the elbow.  “You left her, Bonnie.”
“Only because I didn’t have a home for her.”
“She was two months old.”
“All the more reason not to drag her around like a suitcase,” Bonnie said firmly.  She started walking again, forcing Sam to tag along with her.  “And it’s not like I left her in a basket on somebody’s doorstep.  You’re her father.  I knew you’d take good care of her.”
“Until you decided you wanted her back?”
“Don’t make me feel like a criminal, Harley, please.”   She was standing in a patch of warm sunlight, but Bonnie shivered and huddled a little deeper inside her sweater.  “I didn’t know what to do.  I was scared.  I didn’t not want Nikki.  But Al was living in a motel room.”  She paused, her gaze fixed on the sidewalk as if she would rather do almost anything than look Sam in the eye.  “I think we both messed up, Harley.  It would have been so much different if we had loved each other.”
That took Sam by surprise.  “We didn’t?”
Bonnie misunderstood him and offered him an apologetic smile.  “I don’t mean to sound like I don’t appreciate what you did.  Taking care of me while I was pregnant.  But it would have been so much better for Nikki if she had, you know, the whole Beaver Cleaver thing.  A mom and a dad.  A house with a back yard.  And a dog.”
“A lot of children have atypical families, Bonnie,” Sam replied.  “That doesn’t mean their lives are bad.”
“I know.”
“Why don’t you and...Al have a baby of your own?  It would probably mean a lot more to him.”
“You want me to forget about Nikki?”
“No.”
“I can’t do that.  I love her, Harley.  I carried her inside me for nine months.  And I’ve thought about her every minute of every day since I left here.”  She stopped walking once more and folded her arms across her chest, watching the traffic cruising by on Sepulveda Boulevard.  Among the cars was a mint condition red-and-white ‘58 Chevy convertible.  That held her interest for several seconds.  Not until it had rounded a corner out of sight did she turn back to Sam.  “It’d be better for you,” she offered, trying to project an enthusiasm that she didn’t feel.  “To be on your own.  You could concentrate on your career again.”
Sam replied impatiently, “Bonnie, stop talking as if I bought an ugly suit.  I have a child.  We have a child.”
“You could visit.  Any time.”
Something Francine had said came back to Sam: that Harley and Bonnie had fought for two months over custody of Nikki Joy.  When exactly that had been, Sam wasn’t sure, but he was sure that the operative word was “fought”.  I don’t want to `visit’,” he replied.  “Nikki is my daughter.  I have custody of her, and I intend to keep her.”
“Harley...”
“I intend to keep her,” Sam said again.

“I could take you to court again.”
“And prove what?  That I don’t live in Bel Air?  Neither do you.  You said you’ve got a job.  That means you’re not home all day.  I’m sorry, but I don’t figure it’s trading up very far to let a man who plays the drums for a living take care of my daughter.”
“She’s my daughter, too,” Bonnie shot back.

“Then why did you move five hundred miles away from her?”
“Because I didn’t have a choice!” Bonnie shrieked.

“Yes, you did,” Sam told her.  “The same choice I had.  To put yourself first, or to put the baby first.”
“I couldn’t.  Put her first.”
“Then you did the right thing.  You gave her to somebody who could.”  Sam stuck his hands in the pockets of his jeans.  What he was really tempted to do was grab Bonnie by the shoulders and shake her.  “That’s how it has to be, Bonnie.  She comes first.  Until she’s old enough to take care of herself, she comes first.”
Bonnie shuddered again, but this time there was a different look in her eyes.  She was building up to a good, solid, foot-stamping stubbornness that Sam had seen a hundred times on the face of his younger sister.  “I made a mistake,” she said through her teeth.

“Yeah,” Sam nodded.

“Everybody makes mistakes.”
“But you can’t make somebody else pay for it.”
“I paid,” Bonnie insisted.  “I paid.  I was sick for nine months.  Then it took me twenty-nine hours to have her.  Then...”  Her voice cracked and she had to stop speaking for a moment.  “Then I didn’t have her, and that hurt the worst of all.”  She stared at Sam miserably.  “Did you stop, Harley?”
Sam murmured, “Stop what?”
“Fishing.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“That’s what you called it, isn’t it?  Fishing?  Going to parties with your friends, and each one of you would pick out the woman you liked best and take her home.  I was the lucky winner that time.  You were the best-looking guy at that party.  I figured it was just a one-nighter, but that was okay.  You were the best looking guy I’d seen in a long time.  I guess I was fishing too.”
Shaking his head, Sam said, “No.  I don’t `fish’.”
“You’ve got Francine instead, huh?”
“I don’t sleep with Francine.  She helps me take care of the baby.  Cooks for me.  Insists on cooking for me.  She doesn’t think I eat well enough.  Or do a thousand other things well enough.  But she and I aren’t...we don’t...”
“What, do you watch a lot of television, then?”
“I don’t think that’s your business, Bonnie.”
“I want my baby, Harley.”
Feeling like he had been cast adrift, Sam began watching the traffic the way Bonnie had a minute ago.  Give me some help here, he thought, I figured all I was supposed to do was keep the baby from getting killed.  Now I’m supposed to make a decision that could change these people’s whole lives?  I’m not Harley, God.  What does Harley want?
“Move back down here and we’ll take about it then,” he told Bonnie.

“I can’t.”
“You can.  You’re still playing `I come first’, Bonnie.  That baby’s only eleven months old.  She hasn’t got a clue who you are.  You can’t uproot her and take her to a new house, in a new city, where she won’t see the only people she’s used to.  You can’t do that.”
“She can adapt.”
Francine, Al and Steam all looked up in surprise when Sam stormed back into the apartment five minutes later.  Rather than try to engage in conversation, Francine and Steam had been cleaning up the dinner dishes, with Al alternately watching them and Nikki.  Nikki had taken to burbling Al’s name intermittently, which delighted Steam, who thought she was talking to him.  If they weren’t exactly all in good cheer, they were certainly all a far sight happier than Sam.

“Sam?” Al asked warily.  “What’s the matter?”
Sam, whose eyes were narrowed almost to the point of being closed, jabbed a finger in Steam’s direction and demanded, “Get out of my house.  Right now. Take your girlfriend and get out.”
“What’s wrong, Harley?” Francine asked.

“Nothing!” Sam barked.

“I think you need to go to the bathroom,” Al suggested in a no-nonsense tone.  “Right now.”
“I’ll decide when I need to go to the goddamn bathroom!” Sam shouted.

Francine and Steam looked at each other, both completely baffled.  “I think he’s flipped,” Francine muttered.

“Where’s Bonnie?” Steam asked.

“Outside,” Sam told him.

“Is she all right?  What the hell happened out there?”  Steam flapped his mouth for a second, as if someone had cut the audio portion of his transmission, then found words again and said, “For God’s sake, man, she just came down here to see you and the baby.”
“She came down here to take the baby.”
Francine squeaked, “Kidnap her?”
“Come on, man,” Steam said.

“I want you out of here,” Sam replied in a low rumble.  “I don’t want to debate anything with you.  Your girlfriend wants me to turn my daughter over to the two of you, and I’m not going to do it.  I’ve got legal custody.  If you want to argue that, go get yourself a lawyer.  But get out of my house.”
Steam muttered, “You’ve got it all wrong, Harley,” but shrugged a goodbye to Francine and ducked out of the apartment before Sam could respond.

The moment he was gone, Nikki began to wail.

“Make her stop that,” Sam snapped at Francine, then stalked into the bedroom, banging the door shut behind him.

Al and Francine both stared impotently at the door for several seconds, then Francine carefully lifted Nikki out of her high chair and cradled the howling baby close to her.  “Ssshhh,” she whispered.  “It’s okay.  Daddy’s just upset.  Everything’s going to be all right, sweetie.  Nobody’s going to take you away.  Nobody’s ever going to take you away.”
Nikki went on crying for a while, her sobs gradually growing softer until finally she lifted her head away from Francine’s shoulder to peer at Al and the wondrous colored lights of the handlink.

“Hey, Nikki.”  Al smiled wistfully.

“Al,” Nikki sniffled.

“He’s gone,” Francine said.  “He’s all gone now, sweetie. It’s okay.”  The baby sniffled again and rubbed her dripping nose against Francine’s green sweater.  “Hey!” Francine said.  “Don’t do that.”
“It’s a rule,” Al sighed.  “Never pick up a baby while you’re wearing an expensive shirt.”  He paused.  “Unless the baby means more to you than the shirt.”
“Go home, Francine,” Sam’s voice came through the bedroom door.

“Oh, Harley,” Francine sighed.  Slowly, she ruffled the baby’s blonde hair, kissed her on the cheek, then settled her into the playpen and pressed the teddy bear into her arms.  With one last glance at the closed bedroom door, she left the apartment.

Stranded inside her playpen, Nikki looked hopefully up at Al.

“I can’t pick you up, honey,” Al told her.  “I’m sorry.”
Nikki held out her bear to him as an enticement.

“Not even if you give me your teddy.  It doesn’t work that way.  See...I’d like nothing more than to pick you up and give you a hug, but I’m a hologram.”
“Go home, Al,” Sam said through the door.

“Not a chance, buddy,” Al replied.  Nikki looked at him curiously.  He gave her a warm smile in return and held the handlink down a point where she could flail at it.  “He’s a good man, Nikki,” he went on, softly enough that Sam wouldn’t be able to hear him.  “He’s not really your daddy — but I guess you already know that.  But you would have gotten a really good deal if he was.  He does all the right things for other people.  Fixes all the things that they messed up.  The trouble is, he messed up his own life.  He made the same mistake I did.  He kept saying ‘no’ till it was too late.”
The bedroom door opened and Sam wandered out.  He looked blankly at Al for a moment, then sank into the easy chair alongside the couch.  “I thought I told you to go home,” he mumbled.

“Not till you feel better,” Al replied.

“I can take care of myself.”
Al shook his head.  “Not as much as you think, pal.  I promised you a long time ago that I’d never leave you stranded if I could help it.  Besides, Beeks would crucify me if I left you alone when you feel this rotten.”
“Are they gone?”
“Are who gone?”
“Bonnie and Steam,” Sam said impatiently.

“I guess so.”
Sam’s mouth opened.  The expression on his face implied that he intended to say something nasty, but whatever the remark had been, it never came out.  “Give me an answer, Al,” he said instead.

“I am.  The answer is, I guess so.”
“Can’t you check?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m not worried about them.  Francine locked the door on her way out.  Even if they come back, they’re not getting in.  Right now I’m more worried about you.”
Sam slumped lower in the chair and rested his chin on his chest.

“Sam?”
“I didn’t fix it,” Sam sighed.  “I’m still here.”
With one eye on his friend, Al retrieved the handlink and keyed in a request for information.  A moment later he had the answer Sam had asked for.  “They’re gone,” he said.  “Or they will be in a little while.  They get back to San Francisco late tomorrow.  Bonnie makes a bunch of phone calls to Harley over the next few months, trying to get him to change his mind, but he doesn’t give in.  Nikki stays here.”
“How lucky can you get?” Sam muttered.

It took Al a second to understand that Sam was talking about his surroundings.  “Harley’s discouraged too, Sam,” he told the younger man.  “At least, he is right now.  But he gets the part he’s gonna audition for on Monday.  It’s a small part, but it brings in some money.  Besides, the furniture doesn’t matter.  He loves Nikki.”
“Swell.”
They were both silent for a long while, Sam staring dejectedly at his feet and Al watching in mute sympathy.  Sam paid no attention to the emotion that kept trying to manifest itself on the Observer’s face.  Al looked down at the handlink several times, and over his shoulder, and at the front door of the apartment.  Finally, when he had finished arguing with himself, he tapped another series of keys on the handlink, then said quietly, “Sam?”
“What?” Sam replied, without much interest.

“You have a daughter, Sam.”
Now Sam’s eyes came up, and he fixed Al with a look that said he wasn’t entirely sure Al wasn’t lying to him.  “I...what?”  Al didn’t reply immediately, so Sam pointed to Nikki, wordlessly asking, “Like her?”
“No.  She’s...what, thirty-two, I think.”
“Come off it, Al,” Sam groaned.

“No!  Sam, I’m serious.  It happened during one of your Leaps.  You weren’t as careful as you should have been.  Hell, you weren’t careful at all.  Anyway, she’s grown now.  She’s beautiful, Sam.  And smart.  She works here at the Project.”  He paused, and again looked guiltily over his shoulder.  “I probably shouldn’t be telling you.  I told you when it first happened, but you forgot.  So I guess Whoever’s running the show doesn’t want you to remember.  You’ll probably forget again when you Leap out of here.”
Sam asked warily, “Then why bother telling me?”
“Because it tears me up to see you hurt.”
“I’m not hurt, Al.”
“Yeah, you are,” Al said.  “More than you know.”
* * *

“I didn’t think you were coming.”
Startled, Sam stopped moving and stood barely breathing in the darkness, the shirt he had just slipped out of dangling from his right hand.  Donna hadn’t stirred, but the moonlight coming in through the pair of windows in the corner allowed him to see enough of her face to tell him that she was watching him.  “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.  “I didn’t mean to wake you.  I got caught up in what I was doing.”
“Again.”
Sam stifled a sigh and finished taking his clothes off, then laid them neatly on the back of the chair that stood in front of the windows.  He hesitated before he slid into bed; in fact, he’d hesitated for almost half an hour before leaving the orderly surroundings of the Project to come back to his barely completed house in the desert.  Donna, his wife, his partner, the woman he had known he wanted the first time he set eyes on her, had left the Project shortly after sundown after having spent the entire day staring at him as if she expected him to apologize for being alive.  Judging by the tone that was in her voice now, her mood had not changed.

“Gushie figured out a way to eliminate the power spikes in the feed to the Accelerator,” he said vaguely.

“Really,” Donna replied.  “How nice.”
“By the time we implemented all the changes, it was almost two o’clock.”
“He’s amazing, isn’t he?  Gushie.”
“Yes...”
“Then maybe you should sleep with him.”
Sam, as Project Director, had residential rooms assigned to him in the Quantum Leap complex, next door to Al’s.  The bed there was far from comfortable; Al, who had long ago replaced his government issue with a king-sized water bed, referred to it wryly as “The Torture Device”.  Still, the room the bed was in was quiet.  The perfect place to curl up if you wanted to spend the night sleeping, not arguing.

Sam badly wanted to spend the night sleeping.  Donna obviously did not.

Four days ago her mood had been at the other end of the spectrum.  He had caught her humming softly to herself several times as they worked, but when he asked her what was prompting her little musical interludes, all she would do was shake her head and smile.  It wasn’t until she had hauled him home for an early dinner that she put into the palm of his hand a tiny piece of white plastic.

A pregnancy test.

One end of it was blue.

“Did you see a doctor?” he’d asked her, turning the plastic over and over between his fingers.

“You’re a doctor,” she replied.

“I mean an OB-GYN,” he said slowly.  “These things aren’t reliable, honey.  You can’t put a lot of trust in something you paid twelve dollars for at the supermarket.  You need to go to a doctor, and...”
“You’re not pleased,” she said abruptly.

“I’m...”
Crestfallen, she snatched the piece of plastic out of his hand and held it in her fist.  “You’re not pleased at all,” she repeated.  “I thought you’d be happy.”
“It’s a bad time, Donnie.”
“I thought you’d be happy.”
She had spun on one heel then, run off and locked herself in the bathroom.  After an hour of attempting to reconcile with her through the bathroom door, Sam had stalked off himself, without the dinner he had been promised, and spent the night sitting on the hood of his car, his back resting against the windshield, staring up at the stars in the cloudless black New Mexico sky.

That had been four days ago, and she was still angry.  Hadn’t shown up at the Project at all today, prompting raised eyebrows from the staff members who, unlucky enough to have wandered into her path during the previous three days, had been the hapless victims of her outrage.  At Sam’s insistence — though it seemed she followed his instructions more to spite him than to appease him — she had gone to a doctor late on the third day.  As Sam had predicted, the twelve dollar piece of plastic had been wrong.

“I’m sorry, Donna,” Sam murmured.

She didn’t respond for almost a minute.  When she finally did answer him, her voice was taut, controlled.  She was perilously close to crying but wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing her break down — of admitting that she was any less stubborn that he was.  “Why should you be sorry?  Because something’s not going to happen that you didn’t want to happen in the first place?”
“It’s not the right time, Donna.  We’re so close now to getting the Project on line.  I need you with me.  Working with me.”
“And when will it be the right time?  When, Sam?”
“Later.”
With a sound that expressed every ounce of disgust that was in her, Donna Alessi Beckett shoved herself into a sitting position and glared down at her husband.  Most nights, when she was waiting for him to take her into his arms, she went to bed wearing one of the little lacy things her lingerie drawer was half full of, or nothing at all.  Tonight she was covered with an old, oversized t-shirt.

“Sam,” she told him bitterly, “I’m thirty-nine years old.  In about eight months I’m going to be forty.”
“And you’re perfectly healthy.”
“Yes, I’m healthy.  I’m healthy enough to work eighteen hours a day.  I’m healthy enough to spend three days without a break laying out schematics and then another three showing other people how to implement them.  I’m healthy enough to run five miles when I can take a break and go down to the track.  But I’m almost forty, Sam.”  She stopped abruptly; her voice had become increasingly shrill and she didn’t go on speaking until she was sure she could prevent that from happening again.  “Just tell me when ‘later’ is, Sam.  That’s all I want to know.  When is `later’?”
Sam released the sigh he had stifled before.  “I don’t know, Donna.”
“Of course you don’t.”
Before he could reach out to stop her, Donna had thrust aside the covers and scrambled out of bed.  When she reached the foot of the bed she snatched up the afghan that was neatly folded there and headed for the door.  She had gotten all the way out of the bedroom when Sam caught up with her and grasped her upper arm.  She tried shaking him off, but if anything that made him tighten his grip.  “Where are you going?” he asked.

“I’m going to sleep on the sofa.  I don’t want to sleep with you.”
“I’ll sleep on the sofa.  If that’s what you want.”
“You don’t understand, do you, Sam?”
“That you’re hurt?  Yes I do.  I do!  I’m not a monster, Donna.  I know you want a family.  So do I.  But, honey...”  He let his voice trail off, then sighed again.  “If we have a baby, the baby comes first.  That’s just how things are.  We couldn’t foist it off on somebody else to take care of.  You don’t know whether you’d feel well or not during the pregnancy.  And afterwards...”  He stopped again.  “I need you with me.  I really need your help.  We’re so close now, Donna.  Do you see?  I’ve wanted this all my life.  I know I’m right — I know time travel is possible.  I’ve got to make this Project work, sweetheart.  I have to.”  He cupped her chin in his hand and produced what he hoped was a genuine smile.  “It won’t be long now.  We’re almost there.”
Donna’s shoulders sagged.  “There isn’t much time, Sam.  It scares me.  There’s so little time left.”
What was left was twenty-two months.  Sam used up every day of it completing the underground complex that was the embodiment of his dream.  When the spring of 1995 arrived, the entire system was on line.  Working.  That was, theoretically working.  There was only one way to test it.

After he had been threatened by a room full of humorless men in dark suits and military uniforms with having his dream pulled out from under him unless he could prove that he had not misspent the government’s money, that Quantum Leap worked more than in theory, Sam Beckett slipped out of his house in the middle of a warm New Mexico night, drove the eleven miles back to the Quantum Leap complex and tested his theory.  And left his wife behind.

* * *

“What’s her name?” Sam asked, still watching his shoes.

“Sammy Jo.”
“Sammy?  Whose idea was that?”
“Her mother’s.  But I think it was a coincidence.  Her mother doesn’t know Sam Beckett.  She knew the guy you Leaped into.  His name was Will.”  Al waited for a moment, expecting Sam to pursue the idea of having left Sammy’s mother to bear and raise his child without him.  He began to think he should have kept his mouth shut; if anything, stewing over the fact that his daughter had grown up without him was likely to completely torpedo Sam’s heart.

At least Sammy Jo and her mother had had each other, Al thought.  Sam had left Donna behind with no one to turn to but a cat, an egotistical computer, and a complex full of staff people who speculated about her feelings over cups of bad coffee in the cafeteria.

“It ain’t fair,” Al whispered.

Sam blinked at him.  “What isn’t fair?”
“Hindsight,” Al said.  “Beth always wanted kids.  Three, she said.  A boy, a girl, and a spare.”
“A ‘spare’?”
“Yeah.  She said the kids would keep her busy while I was off doing what I wanted to do.  Flying, mostly.  But I told her it’d be too disruptive for a kid, being hauled around from duty station to duty station.  I was wrong.  I should’ve listened to her.  Maybe it would’ve changed things.  She might not have gone off and married that nozzle of a lawyer if we’d had kids.  Who knows.”  He smiled, half from amusement and half from pain.  “I could have been a grandfather by now, Sam.”
“That’s a frightening thought,” Sam replied.

“It is, isn’t it?” Al grinned.  “Grandpa Al.  Ye gods.”  He glanced over his shoulder at Nikki, who had decided to lavish her affections on her teddy bear.  “But I missed a lot, Sam.  I missed a whole hell of a lot.”
“So did I?  Is that what you’re saying?”
“Yeah.”
“Maybe I can make it up to her,” Sam said heavily.  “When I get back.  If I get back.  I want to tell her...then make sure we set everything right.”
Al nodded, then smiled again.  He knew Sam was talking about Sammy Jo.  Or thought he was.  Consciously, that was what was on his friend’s mind.  But subconsciously...  He knows, Al thought.  He hasn’t forgotten her for a second.  He knows.

“You’ll fix it,” he said.  “You always do.”
“Did I fix it here?”
“Of course you did.”
“It doesn’t feel right, Al.  Even if Bonnie and Steam are gone, and she’s not going to die in that accident...it doesn’t feel right.”  He nodded at Nikki.  “I feel like I should have done more for her.”
“Because you always want to make everything perfect.  And you can’t.”
“I didn’t even come close to `everything’,” Sam said morosely.

“Maybe not.  But you did what counts.”
“Huh,” Sam muttered.

Al turned around abruptly, listening to something that Sam couldn’t hear.

“What’s the matter?” Sam asked.

“They’re banging on the door,” Al muttered.  When Sam hiked a brow at him, he explained, “I turned off the speaker system so the people in the Control Room couldn’t hear me tell you about Sammy Jo.  They would have fried my butt.  They don’t know what I said, but I think they’re going to fry it anyway.”  Before Sam could say anything, Al had keyed the door open, promised, “I’ll be right back,” and fled the Imaging Chamber.

Fifteen minutes later he returned, with an enormously relieved expression on his face, the handlink in one hand and the other hand behind his back.

“You don’t look fried,” Sam commented.

“I’m not,” Al said, and heaved a sigh.  “I think I’m in debt to Gushie for about the next nine hundred years.  He told Weitzman there was a short in the audio system, and that’s why the speakers went out.  I’m not sure I like having somebody around who’s that good a liar.”
“Other than yourself?” Sam asked.

Al waggled his head a little.  “This whole business doesn’t come with an instruction manual, Sam.  We all do what we gotta do.”
“I know.”
“But listen.  Gushie’s been monitoring this whole thing.  He feels bad for you.  He doesn’t have any kids either — which I think is probably a blessing for the world at large.  But he feels bad.  Wanted to cheer you up.  He loves television — when history changed, and the new time line caught up with us, he ‘remembered’ something.  He pulled this out of the Associated Press files for you.”  Al produced what he’d been holding behind his back: an enlarged, glossy black and white photograph of a teenaged girl — a strikingly pretty teenaged girl with thick, flowing ash-blonde hair.  “Look at this.”  He waved the picture at Sam.

Sam peered at the photograph and frowned.  “Who is it?”
“It’s Nikki.”
“Nikki?”  With a broad expression of disbelief painted all over his face, Sam leaned in Al’s direction and took another, longer look.  “That’s Nikki?  She’s gorgeous, Al.”
“I know,” Al said with a small smile.

“You’re sure that’s her?”
“The Associated Press is sure.  She followed in her dad’s footsteps and went into acting.”  Al flipped the picture over and examined the back.  “There’s a press release — Gushie stuck it on the back, here.  It says, `Nikki Joy Wilson, popular star of the hit TV series `Home Sweet Home’, recently celebrated her eighteenth birthday on the set, surrounded by her friends and co-stars.  Nikki, a native of Los Angeles scheduled to graduate from high school with honors in June, says this has been “the happiest year of my life” and credits “everything good that’s ever happened to me” to her father, actor Harley Wilson, and her stepmother, Francine.”
Sam’s eyes widened.  “Francine?  Harley married Francine?”
“Looks that way,” Al nodded.

“After the hard time I gave her?”
Al chuckled softly.  “I guess she and Harley make nice after he comes back.”
“And she married him.”
“Yeah.  And that’s great, Sam.  Don’t you think?  Nikki ends up with the two people who love her most in the world.”  With another glance at the picture, accompanied by a soft sigh, the Observer added, “And ends up good-looking enough to stop a train.”
“Al,” Sam chided him.  “That’s our baby you’re talking about.”
The Observer turned around to look at the 1982 version of Nikki, who gave him an amiable and largely toothless grin.  “I know,” he replied, with another sigh.

“So...”  Sam got up from the chair, paced off a couple of steps on the ghastly green shag rug, turned back to Al and asked, “Why haven’t I Leaped?  Nikki’s fine, Harley and Francine get married...”
A loud knock sounded at the front door.

“Maybe that’s the Mrs. now,” Al suggested.

“Harley?”
It was Francine’s voice.  “Bingo,” Al said.

“That’s why I haven’t Leaped?” Sam asked him wearily.  “I was the one who was rotten to Francine, so I have to ‘make nice’ with her now?”
“I guess so.”
Sam managed to haul himself up out of the chair, but couldn’t get any closer to the door.  “The woman’s mouth is a perpetual motion machine, Al,” he hissed.  “She never stops talking.  And she has an opinion on everything.”
“But she’s Harley’s friend.”
“Noooo,” Sam groaned.  “I can’t go through another round with Francine.  She makes me crazy, Al.  She wears my nervous system down like heavy grain sandpaper.  Harley might have married her, but I’m not Harley.”  His face contorted with pain, he tipped his head back and plaintively addressed the ceiling.  “Please?  Come on.  I set things right...well, sort of right.  I did my best.  Can’t You send Harley back to deal with Francine?  Please?”  He waited, and the knock came again, louder and more insistent.  “Pleeeease?”  Sam whispered.

“Guess that looks like a ‘yes’,” Al said as Sam Leaped.

*  *  *

INTERIM: WHAT LOVE MEANS

FEBRUARY 14, 2000

The morning sunlight, filtered only a little by the curtains, fell on her shoulders and warmed them.

That was why she’d placed the chair in this corner, the day it was delivered.  Her original thought had been to put it on the other side of the bedroom, between the bookcase and the alcove that led to the master bathroom.  But the moment Sam, huffing and sweating, propelled the chair through the doorway, she had known that alongside the bookcase was the wrong spot.  The new chair, her chair, needed to be near the windows so that the sunlight would fall on her shoulders while she was reading.

Sam had looked at her skeptically.  “Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“Like you were sure with the breakfront.  I moved that seven times.”
“I’m sure, Sam.”
With sweat dripping off his upper lip, he grabbed the chair once more and maneuvered it across the bedroom.  When he had placed it in the position she indicated, he folded his arms across his chest and blew a long breath out through his teeth.  Donna turned her back to him and shifted the chair an inch or two to the left.  Snorting sounds erupted behind her, and she bit down firmly on the end of her tongue to keep from laughing.  “You see?” he said after a moment.  “You’re not happy with it there.”
“Yes I am.”
“In an hour you’re going to want me to move it again.”
“No I’m not.”
She turned to look at him.  He still had his arms folded, and his right foot was beating time against the carpet.  The expression on his face was the very portrait of suspicion.

“Maybe you’re right,” Donna said softly.  “Let’s try it over by the bookcase.”
“I knew it,” Sam groaned.

He pushed a hand through his hair, which accomplished nothing but to make it stick up from his scalp in damp spikes, then leaned forward to take hold of the accursed chair.  He was only halfway there when Donna moved between him and the chair and took hold of both his arms.  “Sam,” she said, laughing, “I was just kidding.  I want it right where it is.”
“No you don’t.  You’ll change your mind.  Let me move it now, so I can get back to work.”
“I want it where it is.”
“Huh,” Sam said, scowling.

“You are so stubborn.”  Donna went on laughing, watching Sam’s face fill with storm clouds, as if he were five years old again and about to pitch a tantrum.  “You could have let the delivery man bring the chair up here.  But no.  You had to impress me with your brute strength and haul it up here by yourself.  Okay, Dr. Beckett.  I’m impressed with your body as well as your mind.  I love the chair where it is.  Now I want you to move your wonderfully impressive body over there.”  And she pointed to their bed.

Sam frowned at her again.  “I have work to do.”
“I don’t care.”
“I have to finish the guidelines for...”
Donna pulled his head down and cut him off in mid-sentence by covering his mouth with her own.  “It’s only ten-thirty,” she told him when she allowed him to come up for air.  “You’ll have all afternoon to finish your guidelines.  You’ve got them all ironed out in your head already — it won’t take you more than an hour or two to type them out.”  Kissing him again gently, she murmured close to his ear, “Come on, Sam.  I’m making you an offer you’re never going to get out of Weitzman.”
“God forbid,” Sam muttered.

After eight years, the soft, thickly cushioned chair — her chair — was still in the corner in front of the windows.  She had sat in it almost every morning of those eight years for at least a few minutes, letting the sunlight fall on her shoulders.  Even when the New Mexico sky was filled with clouds, she sat in front of the windows anyway, listening to the silence of the rest of the house.

She was sitting there now, nursing a mug of herbal tea.

Something nudged her leg and she looked down toward the floor.  “Come up, Ash,” she sighed.

The cat, a charcoal gray Angora, dutifully hopped into her lap and, with a few experimental prods with its paws to insure that this would make an acceptable napping place, settled down with its back pressed against Donna’s stomach.  Donna rested a hand on the warm fur and went on sipping her tea.  After a while the cat began purring, nestling deeper against Donna’s robe.

“It’s gonna be a long day, Ash,” Donna said quietly.  “I look wonderful, don’t I?  My eyes are swollen.  And my nose is still red, isn’t it?”  Ashley ignored the question and went on purring.  “My head feels like a brick.”
Sighing, Donna set her mug on the little round table beside her chair.  Her eyes were beginning to brim over again, and she wiped at them with the cuff of her sleeve.  A minute of ferreting produced a crumpled tissue from the pocket of her robe, which she used to wipe her eyes again, then blew her nose.  Ashley, apparently offended by the noise, reached up with one paw and smacked at Donna’s hand.

“You’re right,” Donna said.  “I shouldn’t be sitting here crying, should I?  I should get dressed and go back to work.”  She paused and hitched in a breath.  “But to tell you the truth, Ash, I don’t know if I can go to work.  I don’t know if I can go back to the Project at all.  Not with her there.”
A chiming sound came from downstairs: the antique clock in the entrance hall.

“It’s nine o’clock,” Donna told the cat.  “I’m...”
“Dr. Alessi.”
Donna looked distastefully down at her left wrist.  For most of her life she’d worn an ordinary wristwatch, and wished that it was just an ordinary wristwatch that was fastened there now, instead of Sam’s creation: the tiny module that connected Donna with Ziggy, the hybrid computer.  She’d worn the wristlink every minute of every day for the last six years, even in the shower.  It made her feel as if she had spent every minute of the last six years under a microscope.  A huge, judgmental, cybernetic microscope.

“Dr. Alessi,” Ziggy’s voice said again.  “It is now seventeen seconds after nine.”
“And I’m not where I’m supposed to be.”
“That’s correct.”
“Tell them I’m sick.”
There was a pause, as if Ziggy were thinking that over.  “Your pulse, respiration rate and blood pressure are all within normal parameters, Doctor.  I do detect a minimal amount of congestion in your nasal passages, but I do not believe that to be sufficient to...”
“I don’t want to leave my house, Ziggy.”
“Why?” the computer asked pleasantly.

“Because if I go where I’m supposed to be, I have to spend an entire day working with Samantha Fuller.”
“I don’t see the problem,” Ziggy replied.

“You don’t see the problem,” Donna echoed.  “The problem is, Ziggy, that yesterday afternoon I stood in the corridor outside the Control Center, waiting for the elevator.  With Samantha Fuller.  We had a reasonably pleasant conversation, for a minute or two.  Then I made a joke, and Dr. Fuller laughed.”
“That would be the socially acceptable response, I believe, Doctor.  Unless, of course, your joke offended her.”
“It didn’t offend her.”
“Then what did she do that was incorrect?”
“She looked at me.”
After another pause, Ziggy said evenly, “I believe you are being deliberately obtuse, Dr. Alessi.”
“She has Sam’s eyes.”
“Dr. Beckett has Dr. Beckett’s eyes, Dr. Alessi.”
“Don’t hedge with me, Ziggy.”
“If I understand your use of the word ‘hedge’ correctly, Doctor, I am not ‘hedging’ with you.  Unless some incident has occurred of which I am totally unaware, which is not at all likely, Dr. Beckett is indisputably still in possession of both his eyes.  Beyond that...I have been instructed not to include mention of Samantha Josephine Fuller in any conversation with you for any reason whatsoever, unless those instructions are expressly overridden and I am asked a direct question.”
Donna squeezed her eyes shut and drew in a long, slow breath.  “Then I’m overriding them.  I want to know who Samantha Fuller’s parents are.”
“According to the birth record on file in the State of Louisiana, under date of March 11, 1967, Abigail Rose Fuller and Willis Gunnerson Kinman.”
“Tell me the truth, Ziggy.”
“Abigail Rose Fuller and Samuel John Beckett.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, Dr. Alessi.  I originally projected an eight point six percent margin for error.  I have since revised that projection.  There is a one hundred percent certainty that Dr. Beckett is Samantha Fuller’s father.”
“Then do you see why I can’t work with her?” Donna asked.

“No,” Ziggy replied.

Groaning, Donna nudged the cat off her lap and got up from her chair to stand gazing out the window at the entirely grassless expanse of her back yard.  The view from the bedroom windows stretched for several miles to the southeast and had been enthusiastically touted to her and Sam by the builder as being “breathtaking”, but Donna had never been at all happy with the fact that all that space included almost nothing green.  Just a cactus here and there, a lot of gray-brown weeds, and sand.  It was a “charming” and “picturesque” New Mexico desert vista, the builder had bubbled.  Neither he nor anyone else had made mention of the fact that the New Mexico desert was one of the last places on Earth Donna Alessi would have chosen to build a house, had it not been for Project Quantum Leap.

“I hate this place,” she muttered.  Ashley, bereft of his warm napping spot, butted Donna’s ankle with his head and peered hopefully up at her.  “Does he know?” Donna asked abruptly.

“Subconsciously, yes,” Ziggy responded.  “Consciously, no.  Admiral Calavicci told him.  But when he Leaped out of Pottersville, Louisiana for the third time, his conscious memory of having been there was erased.”
“Like his memory of me.”
“Yes.”
“Ziggy, did anybody ever tell you you’ve got a big goddamn mouth?  Disconnect yourself from here, right now.  Ask Gushie for something to do.  You hear me?  Disconnect from here, or I’ll shut you down.”
“Yes, Admiral,” the computer replied, in a tone that was not at all meek or apologetic.

Donna kept her gaze on the window and what lay beyond it, letting Al Calavicci cross the bedroom to stand in front of her abandoned chair.  His years in the Navy, and as a prisoner of war in Vietnam, had taught him to be astoundingly quiet when he chose to be; as a result, she would not have been able to tell he was there if not for the faint aroma of cigar smoke that clung to his clothing.

“I don’t think I like you coming in here like this,” she said finally, still without facing him.  “I know Sam gave you a key, but you don’t live here.”
“You didn’t answer the phone.  I was worried.”
“I wanted to be by myself.”
“On Valentine’s Day?”
“Because it’s Valentine’s Day.”  She paused.  “Because it’s Valentine’s Day, and when I woke up this morning there was no one in bed with me but a cat.  Because being by myself with the cat is preferable to trying to be polite to my husband’s daughter.”  Now she swung around to look at Al, glad for the presence of the chair between them.  “Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded.  “Was it some kind of a contest, seeing how much time would go by before I figured it out for myself?”
Al lowered his eyes.  When he spoke, his voice was more rueful than Ziggy’s could ever be.  “You know that’s not true.  I tried — I wanted to tell you.  But there was no good time.  She wasn’t here originally, you know.  In the original history, Abigail Fuller didn’t have any children.  She died in the electric chair in ‘84.  When Sam changed things...when I came out of the Imaging Chamber, Sammy Jo had been here for four months.  She doesn’t know who her father is, Donna.  Her mother doesn’t know.  Nobody knows but me and Ziggy.”
“And Sam.”
“No.  Not Sam.  I told him, but it got Swiss-cheesed.  I don’t know if he’ll remember when he comes home.  The night he came home last year, he got back all his pre-Leap memory.  But everything that’s happened during the Leaps went ppffttt.”  Al fell silent for a moment, watching Donna’s face.  “He didn’t do it to hurt you, Donna.”
“He fell in love with her, didn’t he?” Donna countered.

“It was...”
“Didn’t he?”
“He said he did,” Al said, and shrugged.  “I don’t know.  It certainly wasn’t what he has with you.  I think it was more...”  He stopped and smiled vaguely, without a trace of humor.  “I think it was pretty much all hormones.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
“Do you want me to make excuses for him?”
“No,” Donna said sharply.  She came out from behind the chair, looked into the mug of now ice cold tea, shook her head at it, then crossed the room and set about furiously making the bed.  Her hair flew around her shoulders as she flipped sheets and blankets into place.  “I want you to tell me that my husband remembers who I am,” she said finally, addressing the bedcovers more than Al.  “That he wants nothing more than to come home because he knows he’s left me behind.  Not because he’s tired, and not because he’s `lonely’.  That he wants to come back here and explain to me why for our entire marriage, he did nothing but find reasons why we shouldn’t have children `right now’.  And why he saw fit to have a child with a woman he knew for a grand total of less than a week.”
Al replied quietly, “He didn’t know she was going to conceive.”
Donna stood staring at him with a pillow clutched against her chest.  “The man is a doctor, Al.  He knows how to make a baby, and he undoubtedly knows how not to.  He just didn’t give it a moment of thought, did he?”
“I guess not.”
“Which makes me feel astoundingly good.”
“He still loves you,” Al said.  “You can believe that.”
“Yeah,” Donna scoffed.

“You’re the one who insisted that I not tell him about you.  It wasn’t my idea.  Or Sam’s.”
Nodding, Donna threw the pillow into place and jerked the bedspread up over it.  “You’re right.  You’re absolutely right.  And so was I.  After all, I wouldn’t want to interfere with his playing `love the one you’re with’, now would I?”
“Do you want him to be alone?” Al asked.

“Yes.”
“You don’t mean that.”
“I’m alone.  Fair is fair, Al.”
Al let her finish arranging the bed in silence.  After a minute, he leaned down to pick up Ashley and stood stroking the cat while Donna pushed and tugged the bedspread into place.  When that was done, she was left with nothing to do.  She began looking around the room, trying to come up with a new chore, and settled for taking her cat away from Al.

“When he left here the first time,” Al said softly, his eyes on Donna’s, “it was because he felt there was nothing to keep him here.”
Donna’s face fell.  “I can’t believe you just said that.”
“The first time,” Al repeated.

“What?”
“The first time Sam Beckett stepped into the Accelerator, he wasn’t married.  He was alone.  This house wasn’t here.  Sam slept every night in his room at the Project, or in a chair somewhere.”  Al stopped for a moment; when he resumed speaking, his voice was barely above a whisper.  “He was engaged once.  To a girl who meant everything in the world to him.  They were going to get married at the Old Mission Chapel in San Diego.  He showed up there, in a tux and a new haircut.  He was nervous, but happy.  Couldn’t wait to say his `I do’s.  But she didn’t show up.  He waited almost two hours.  Then he sent all the guests home.  A couple of days later he found out she’d gotten on a train to Oakland.”
Donna murmured, “Oakland?”
“Where her cousin lived.  From there, she went back East.  She never even called Sam to explain.  Her cousin did that.”
“Michelle Belson.”
“That’s the one.”
“But I married him, Al,” Donna said thinly.  “I married him.”
“You married him because he changed history.”
“And you remember all this?”
“Not very well.  It’s...not very clear.  Like I might have dreamed it.  But it’s all in Ziggy’s memory banks, in the protected files.”  Donna sank onto the end of the bed, her eyes on the carpet.  Rather than remain standing, Al sat on the only other available piece of furniture: Donna’s chair.  “You remember a trip to Washington when you were eighteen?  To see your father before he shipped out to Vietnam?”
Donna nodded.  “With Dr. Bryant.”
“With Sam,” Al corrected.

“Sam Leaped into Dr. Bryant?” Donna frowned.

Al nodded.  “So that he could keep Bryant from ruining his life by marrying a girl named Jamie Lee.  She was in the car with you on the trip to Washington, with her boyfriend.  Sam took care of Bryant and Jamie Lee, but that was secondary to him the whole time.  The minute he set eyes on you, all he was worried about was changing things so that you wouldn’t leave him at the altar.  All he thought about was you.  A second chance with you.”
Her mouth moved a little, but it took her several seconds to come up with words.  “I’ve always been here, Al.  I helped him build the Project.”
“Because that’s what he wanted.”
“Why doesn’t he remember?” Donna murmured.

“I don’t know.  But it’s not because he doesn’t want to.  He loves you, Donna.  I’ve known Sam a long time.  He’s my best friend.  I think I understand him, at least as well as anyone does.  And I know he loves you.  Whoever’s controlling these Leaps let him change things so that you two could be together.  Now whoever that is is keeping him from remembering you, so he can fix other people’s lives.  But deep down, you’re always there with him, and he hasn’t stopped loving you for a minute.  Believe that.  Don’t ever not believe that.”
“It hurts, Al.”
Smiling again, with no more humor than before, Al told her, “I know it does.”
“I don’t think I can just keep going.”
“You can.  Yes you can.  Because his relationship with Abigail Fuller is over.  It wouldn’t have happened in the first place if he hadn’t needed to feel that somebody loved him.  He needed somebody to hold.  To be close to him.  That’s all.”  Al got up from the chair, took the few steps that brought him alongside the bed, and grasped Donna’s hands in his own.  “Whatever you might think of me sometimes...I love both of you.  You and Sam.  I know what it’s like to keep the vision of somebody in your head, year after year.  I know what it’s like to survive just on that vision.  Expecting that when the waiting is over, everything will be like it was before.  When I came home from ‘Nam and found out that Beth was gone, I wanted to die.  I wouldn’t wish that on you.  If I thought for one instant that when Sam comes home, he’ll look for anybody but you, I’d tell you to pack your bags as quick as you can and get the hell out of here.”
“I’ve thought about it.”
“But they’re not packed,” Al pointed out.

“No.”  Her eyes had started to fill up again.  Al pulled the handkerchief out of the breast pocket of his jacket and handed it to her.  She stared at it in wonder: it was red and about half the size of a Kleenex.  When Al gave her a “go ahead” gesture, she dabbed at her eyes with it.

“Just accept Sammy Jo for what she is, if you can,” Al said quietly.  “Something brought her here, to Quantum Leap.  She could have ended up a million other places, but something, or someone, brought her here.  To be with us.  She’s working like crazy on a way to bring Sam home.  We can use that.  God knows we can use it.”  He paused.  “I’m sorry she reminds you of what you’ve missed.  But she’s missed a lot too.  Sam was only with her for a couple of days.  And even then she didn’t know who he was.”
Donna asked softly, “What about Abigail?”
“She’s been married to an auto parts salesman for almost twenty years.  They had two kids of their own.  She thinks Samantha’s father was Will Kinman, who ran off on her and hasn’t spoken to her since 1966.  She wouldn’t know Sam Beckett if she tripped over him.”
“If she saw him...”
“She’s not gonna see him.  She lives in Chicago.”
“But if she visits her daughter...”
“Don’t let your imagination run away with you, Donna.  Even if Sam remembers her, which he won’t, he’s not going to go running up to her and say, ‘Remember me?  I slept with you for two nights in 1966.’  She’d think he was a lunatic.  As far as Abigail is concerned, she slept with Will Kinman, and Will Kinman fathered her child.”
The antique clock downstairs chimed once; Al cocked his head to listen to it, then straightened up and told Donna, “Look, sweetheart, it’s nine-thirty.  I’ve got to get back.”
“Go.”
“Will you be all right?”
Donna half-smiled.  “I’ll get dressed.  I’ll be there in an hour.”
“What about Sammy Jo?”
“I’ll try.  That’s all I can promise you.  I’ll try.”
“Good.”
“This doesn’t get any easier, Al.”
“I could have told you that a long time ago.”  When Donna got up off the bed, aiming for the bathroom, Al caught her by the arm.  “I wasn’t sure if I should give you this.  I didn’t know if it would make things better or worse.  But I was looking through some old notes in his desk yesterday, and I found something.  He must’ve bought it back in ’95, before he went into the Accelerator.  The second time around.”  Al stuck his hand in his jacket pocket and produced a small cream-colored envelope.  “Here.  I have to go.”  He pressed the envelope into Donna’s hand, then hustled out of the bedroom.

Donna stood where she was for a moment, staring at what Al had given her.  Then, with Ashley again rubbing at her ankles, she returned to her chair and sat down.

Nothing was written on the cream-colored envelope; Sam had obviously intended to do that later.  When she pulled out the card the envelope contained, she was greeted by a cartoon of a round-faced little man with glasses.  In an odd way he looked exactly like Sam.

“Okay,” Donna murmured.  “He looks a lot more like you than she does.”
Above the little man’s head were the words HAPPY VALENTINE’S DAY.  Inside the card, in Sam’s scrawling handwriting, were the words I LOVE YOU.

“I love you too,” Donna whispered.

*  *  *
SABRINA

JULY 12, 1992
 “Sam!” Al Calavicci said with a rising note of panic in his voice.

Sam Beckett pivoted on one heel and frowned at his friend.  He was still a couple of steps shy of the open doorway.  Closing his fist around the coins he was holding, he turned the rest of the way around and said to Al, “What is it?”
“Don’t move.”
“Why?”
“Just stand there.  Please.  Don’t go outside.”
Baffled, Sam gave in to Al’s request and stayed where he was, the July sunshine that the open door allowed inside resting warm against his back.  Al didn’t move either, just stood alongside one of the little round tables with his handlink dangling from one hand as if he’d forgotten it was there.  The Observer seemed to be waiting for something.  Or, more accurately, listening for it.

Outside, a car in serious need of a new muffler careened around the corner, laying rubber in the process, and roared on down Main Street, headed east.

“There,” Al said.

“There what?” Sam asked him.

Al lifted the handlink, tapped a request for information into it, and smiled distractedly at the response the little unit gave him.  “You changed history,” he told Sam.  “That was an easy one.”  Sam’s expression prompted him into continuing.  “In the original history, you — Michael Sloan — ran outside after those teenage girls, to give them the change they forgot to pick up.  The change you’ve got in your hand.  The car that just went by hit him and killed him.”
Sam opened his hand and looked down at what lay in his palm.  Three quarters and a nickel.  “Eighty cents?  He died because he was trying to return eighty cents?”
“Yeah,” Al said.

“And that’s it?  So why am I not Leaping?”
“I don’t know,” Al replied, frowning again.  “Ziggy thought sure that was why you’re here — to keep Mike Sloan from being hit by that car. “  He punched another request into the handlink but got nothing in return that he was happy with.  “Now Ziggy doesn’t know.  Apparently there’s something more you’re here to do...”  He stopped in mid-sentence and shrugged at Sam.  “I’ll go back and keep digging.  As soon as we figure this out, I’ll let you know.  In the meantime, Sam, if you go outside...”
Sam smiled indulgently.  “I’ll look both ways before I cross the street.”
A moment later he was alone.  These lulls, when Al had gone off in search of information, always made him feel suspended in some odd, cosmic sense; even though there was nothing particular he needed to do, and he was certainly in no danger (especially since the car that had ended Michael Sloan’s life had sailed out of Hyannis by now), Sam found himself utterly unable to relax.  He was not where he belonged.

Holding back a sigh, he moved into the doorway and leaned against the white-painted door frame, looking down the street first in one direction, then the other.  The teenage girls who had left behind their eighty cents in change were nowhere in sight.  They’d come back, Sam supposed, if and when they realized their loss.  If not...well, eighty cents was hardly enough to worry about.

The sidewalks on both sides of the street were crowded with meandering tourists of all shapes, sizes and ages, most of them in shorts or jeans and brightly colored shirts.  A few had on swimsuits with beach towels slung around their shoulders or their hips.  Maybe half were carrying shopping bags.  The scene had a comfortingly familiar feel to it: Sam himself had been part of a similar crowd on this same street, years ago, in the company of a girl whose name he was unable to remember.

Behind him, cool and silent, was Michael Sloan’s ice cream shop.  About twenty feet square, it boasted eight small, round tables flanked by butt-buster chairs, a lazily turning, wood-paddled ceiling fan, and a long, narrow freezer case containing twenty-four five-gallon tubs of ice cream and frozen yogurt.  The ice cream was pretty good, Sam had decided after helping himself to a taste half an hour ago.  Trouble was, not many other people seemed to think so.  In the forty-odd minutes since he’d Leaped in here, Sam had served a grand total of five customers, including the two teenage girls.

“It’s hot enough outside,” he murmured.  “And it’s the right time of day  So what’s the problem?”
“Are you closed?”
Sam shifted his weight.  Standing off to his left, one foot on the wooden step leading up to the ice cream shop, was a boy of about ten dressed in cutoffs and a “Wayne’s World” t-shirt.  Behind the boy was the most astonishingly beautiful young woman Sam had ever set eyes on.

He went on setting eyes on her for what seemed like three or four hours.

“Well?” the boy said.  “Are you?”
“Huh?”
The kid rolled his dark eyes, as if this had been all the confirmation he’d needed to complete a case on the inherent insanity of anyone over the age of thirty.  “I said,” he repeated slowly, enunciating each word carefully, “are you closed?”
“No.  I’m...uh...not.”
“Geez Louise,” the kid sighed.

Sam shook his head, hoping the gesture didn’t look as much like a shudder as it felt.  The young woman, who had a hand resting on the boy’s shoulder, was watching Sam indulgently and beatifically, as if she had decided this was the most perfect day she had ever experienced and was determined not to let a single thing change that.  Well, Sam thought with an inward groan, there goes that first impression.

Before the kid could deal him another blow, Sam stepped aside and gestured into the shop.  The kid hustled on past him to the ice cream case and began examining the choice of flavors.  The young woman followed, still wearing that Mona Lisa-ish smile.

You really missed one, Al, Sam thought.

She was tall, but not unusually so, maybe five-seven, five-eight.  Something like a hundred and twenty pounds.  Dark hair that fell in waves just past her shoulders.  Big, dark eyes like the kid’s.  Sculpted cheekbones.  Faintly olive, flawless complexion.  She was wearing a white halter dress with a flippy skirt whose hem hit just above her knees and white leather sandals.  Lovely body.  But her face was definitely the best part of the view.  When she leaned against the freezer for a closer look at the ice cream, Sam ducked around behind it so that he wouldn’t lose that face.  If she noticed that he was staring at her, she made no sign of it.

“What do you want, Chris?” she asked the boy.

“Triple scoop,” he replied.  “Blackberry.  Peanut butter fudge.  And pistachio.”
“That’s disgusting.”
“So?” the kid retorted.  “You don’t have to eat it.”
Sam looked from the kid back to that face, and felt a swell of relief sweep through him.  She’s not his mother.  She can’t be his mother.  If she was, and he talked to her like that, he’d be on his butt on the floor.  At least...I think...
“Did you want something?” Sam asked her quietly.

“Pineapple yogurt.  One scoop.”
“Gotcha,” Sam said and grinned, then ducked his head and concentrated fiercely on scooping ice cream.

“Gotcha”??  What did you say that for?  Geez, Beckett, that was smooth.  Grow up, would you?  You’re not fifteen.  You won a Nobel Prize, for God’s sake.

“I want sprinkles,” the kid said.

“Fine,” Sam replied.

He was vaguely surprised that he managed to produce the ice cream cone the boy had requested with the flavors in the right order, and rather artistically coated with rainbow sprinkles, to boot.  Cone in hand, the kid wandered off toward the doorway, leaving Sam to face that marvelous face again.  Handing over one frozen yogurt cone to the owner of that face seemed to Sam to be on about the same order of difficulty as recreating Ziggy using only popsicle sticks and Elmer’s Glue-All.

When he handed the cone over, her fingers brushed his.  “Thank you,” she said.

“You’re welcome,” he murmured, and realized belatedly that she was holding several one-dollar bills in her other hand, with the obvious intention that he take them.  “That’s...um...”  He jerked his gaze away from her and onto the cash register, where after a first fumbled attempt he managed to add up the two purchases.  “Four even.”  Nodding, she held the bills out a little further.  Sam took them, stared at them for a second, then produced what he was certain was the most singularly moronic expression that had ever crossed his face.  “Have a nice day,” he said.

“You too,” she replied.

* * *

The remainder of the afternoon produced neither the return of Al Calavicci nor any great additional stream of customers.  At six o’clock, deciding that most of the town’s potential ice cream buyers had retreated to their various homes for dinner, Sam closed up the shop and went off in search of Mike Sloan’s home, hoping to prepare some dinner of his own.  With the help of Mike’s driver’s license and a street map of Hyannis he pulled from the rack of brochures near the shop entrance, he was certain of being able to locate “his” house before his hunger grew much worse.  That certainty made him a lot more calm than he felt on the first day of most of his Leaps.

By the time he’d gotten half a dozen blocks from the ice cream shop, he was humming softly to himself.  He’d tucked the map into his back pocket; Mike’s house was only another few blocks away.

“Afternoon, Mike,” an elderly man called out to him from the front porch of a house he passed.

Smiling, Sam waved back.  The old man matched the smile, then dropped his eyes back down the newspaper he was holding in his lap.  That was fine with Sam — being cordial didn’t throw any crimps into his afternoon, but trying to conduct an intelligent conversation with someone he didn’t know (but Mike Sloan did) would have.  Relieved, he went on walking and found himself passing another small strip of shops: a florist, a Christmas shop, and...

Sam stopped dead in his tracks.

She was maybe fifty feet away, turned partly away from him, sweeping the sidewalk in front of a shop whose sign read BRINA’S TREASURE BOX.  Her movements made her thick dark hair brush around her shoulders and the skirt of her white dress flip against her slender legs.  Sam watched her in silence until she turned enough to notice that he was there.  Since it was too late for him to retreat, he took the few additional steps that would bring him up to her.

“Hello again,” he said.

She stopped sweeping, studied him for a moment, trying to recall where she’d seen him before.  “Oh...right.  The ice cream man.”
“Right.”
When he didn’t say anything more, she resumed her sweeping.  Sam was glad of that in a way; watching her gave him something to do.  “Look,” he said after a minute.  “I’m...sorry about this afternoon.”
“Sorry for what?”
“For acting like a lovesick calf.”
Surprise filled her face.  Then she laughed.  She went on laughing until tears were dribbling down her cheeks.  She must have realized then that she’d gone a little overboard, because she rested the broom against the front wall of the shop and wiped the tears away with her fingertips.  “I’m sorry,” she told Sam.  “I didn’t mean to do that.  But I’ve just honestly never heard anybody say that.  Don’t feel bad.  It was kind of sweet, actually.  Usually men introduce themselves to me with lines that involve the words ‘hey, baby’.”
“That’s not...I don’t do things like that,” Sam said.

“No.  I’m sure you don’t.”
It occurred to Sam that she was probably no more comfortable with being stared at than she was with being referred to as “baby.”  He shifted his gaze around to take in the display windows of the shop, stopping when he reached the hand-lettered sign that projected out above the door.  “Is that you?” he asked.  “Brina?”
She nodded.  “Sabrina San Giacomo.  That’s too much for most people to handle, so everyone calls me Brina.”
Sam stuck out a hand, opened his mouth, and cut himself off before he could give her his name.  He’d come within a heartbeat of saying “Sam Beckett.”  In fact, he wanted very badly to say “Sam Beckett.”  It took him a few seconds to actually say, “I’m Mike Sloan.”
“Nice to meet you, Mike,” Brina said, and shook his hand.

“You too.  So...all this is yours?”
“Well, such as it is.”  Brina picked up her broom, pulled open the shop’s screen door and held it so that Sam could follow her inside.  The interior of the shop was cool and dim, with late afternoon light filtering in through the lace curtains that flanked each of the four windows.  “Brina’s Treasures” were antiques: small pieces of furniture, dolls and toys, chinaware, jewelry, all arranged by someone with an artistic eye.  “My grandmother and my mother are great collectors of this sort of thing,” Brina explained.  “So I grew up surrounded by antiques.  When it came time to decide what I wanted to do for a living, I decided to just go on surrounding myself with old things.”
Sam reached out and carefully picked up a small amber vase that reminded him of one his mother had kept in their dining room.  “It’s very nice.”
“Thank you.”
“No, I’m serious.  It’s...”  Sam took another long look around, this time keeping his hands close to his body.  He didn’t see any of the YOU BREAK IT, YOU BOUGHT IT signs that owners of giftware shops tended to be fond of, but didn’t want to tempt fate by indulging in the instinctual urge to touch what he was looking at.  “It has a very comfortable feel to it,” he told Brina.  “Not like a store.  More like this is your home.”
Brina half-shrugged and smiled.  “It is, in a sense.  I live upstairs.”
“Should you be telling me that?” Sam grinned.

“Why?  Are you dangerous?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Of course you’d tell me immediately if you were, right?”
“Definitely.”
They stood in silence and studied each other for what seemed like an hour, accompanied by the soft, rhythmic ticking of the elaborately carved Swiss cuckoo clock that hung on the back wall of the shop.  Sam began to feel that he had never been so entirely familiar with another person’s face before in his life.  In fact, he thought distantly, since he had not seen his reflection in a mirror in five years, he was certainly more familiar now with Brina San Giacomo’s face than he was with his own.

“I was going home to get something to eat,” he said finally.  “Would you...like to have dinner?”
“I generally do, every night,” Brina replied.

Sam’s mouth opened a little.  When he realized that she had given in to the urge to repeat an old joke, he grinned at her and said, “I mean, I’d enjoy having dinner with you.  If you’d like to.”
“Yes.  I would.”
“And we can see how many more stupid things I can say.”
“It wasn’t stupid.  I’m sorry.  I just couldn’t resist.  Listen, let me run upstairs and grab a sweater.  It’s been getting cool after the sun goes down the last few nights.  I’ll be right down.”  Before Sam could respond, she had disappeared through the doorway at the back of the shop.  A second later, another door banged shut, followed by the sound of Brina’s footsteps going up a flight of stairs.

Left alone, Sam Beckett, who was the owner of six doctoral degrees, a Nobel Prize in physics, and an I.Q. only a hair’s breadth below two hundred, and who had not been a high school boy for three decades, felt his legs go weak underneath him and sat himself down on the only chair in the antique shop he was certain would support his weight.

“This is ridiculous,” he whispered.  “I’ve asked women out before.  A lot of times.  There’s absolutely no reason for me to be this nervous.”
The only thing that answered him was the continued ticking of the cuckoo clock.

“And now I’m talking to myself.”
For no reason he could explain, he felt exactly the same way he had on a fall day in 1968, when, caving in to the demands of his brother Tom, he had summoned every ounce of courage he assumed he would ever possess and asked a girl named Ann Marie to accompany him to a friend’s birthday party the following Saturday.  To his absolute astonishment, Ann Marie, who had copper-gold hair and a sprinkling of freckles over her nose and who was hands-down one of the prettiest girls in his class, readily accepted the invitation.

“Calm down, little brother,” Tom told him after Sam’s fourth trip to the bathroom the morning of the party.  “You’re gonna drive yourself right into a nervous breakdown.”
“But what do I do?  What do I say?” Sam squeaked.

“Talk about music.  You like music.  So does she.  She must, she’s in the band and the glee club.”
“What about music?”
Tom took him firmly by the shoulders, rolling his eyes at Sam when he realized that Sam’s entire body was vibrating like a five-and-a-half-foot-tall tuning fork.  “Ask her who her favorite singers are.  And what her favorite songs are.  For crying out loud, Sam, the two of you must have something in common.  You just kind of...make idle conversation until you figure out what that is.”
“Then what?”
“Then you talk about whatever it is,” Tom groaned.  “It’s not that hard.”
“Yes, it is,” Sam sighed.

“It’s not.  Of course,” Tom said with a shrug.  “you could avoid the whole problem and take her out in the barn.  If you’re busy making out, you don’t have to talk at all.”  As Tom had expected, that suggestion made what little color remained in Sam’s face drain out as rapidly as if someone had pulled a stopper in his neck.  Tom burst into gales of laughter, stopping only when Sam’s lower lip began to protrude.  Sliding an arm around his younger brother, Tom became serious again and said, “It’ll be fine.  Everybody gets scared.  I was scared out of my wits the first time I went out with a girl, too.”
Sam pouted at him.  “You were not.”
“Was too.  I didn’t say ten words the whole night.”
“Did she go out with you again?”
“Sure did.  You remember.  It was Bonnie Anderson.  We went out that whole summer.”  Sam went on looking skeptically at his brother.  After a minute, Tom sighed and sat Sam down on the edge of his bed, then sat down beside him and draped an arm around Sam’s slender shoulders.  “Look, Sam, you’re a good-looking kid.  I know you don’t think so, but it’s true.  And you’re good-hearted.  People like you.  Don’t pay any attention to those jerks who keeping giving you a hard time for being smart.  It’s just their way of cutting you down to their size.  Be what you are.  If somebody decides they don’t like you, it’s their loss, not yours.”
“What if Ann Marie decides she doesn’t like me?”
“Her loss.”
“It’s too hard, Tom.”
“It gets easier,” Tom promised.  “You just have to get some practice under your belt.  Like in basketball.  You were nervous the first time you tried out for the team, weren’t you?  It’s the same thing with dating.  Once you learn the rules, and actually get into the game, there’s no problem.”
Three decades after that fall day, Tom Beckett’s kid brother sat by himself in an antique shop in Hyannis, Massachusetts and cupped his head in his hands.  “You lied to me, Tom,” Sam murmured wryly.  “It doesn’t get one bit easier.  I’m still a nervous wreck.”
* * *

At Brina’s suggestion, they had dinner at an Italian restaurant a mile or so east of Hyannis on one of Cape Cod’s main roads.  She had been there a number of times before, she told Sam, and was acquainted with the owner, who cheerfully showed Sam and Brina to a comfortable booth with a view of the duck pond behind the restaurant.  Less than an hour later, over plates of steaming linguini and glasses of wine, Sam’s nervousness gradually faded away.  He’d been unsure what to talk about with Brina, since he was supposed to be Michael Sloan and not Sam Beckett, but she managed to draw out of him small observations and remembrances that could have belonged to Mike’s background as well as his own.

When the sun began to go down, the owner, a portly, white-haired man in his sixties named Salvatore, circulated through the restaurant lighting the candles on each table and offering a few jovial words to each of his customers.  When he reached Sam and Brina’s table, he greeted her in Italian, then turned to Sam and said, “So, will you be coming back?”
“Back?” Sam echoed.

“To Villa Milano.  The food is good, no?”
“The food is good, yes.”
“And the company...”  Salvatore gestured at Brina.  “I think maybe I made a mistake, giving you the table with the view.  Who wants to look at ducks when they can look at Brina, eh?”
Sam smiled at him.  “You’re right.”
“And look, we make her blush.”
Only the fact that Salvatore had lavished the same praise on her before saved Brina from turning the same color as her wine.  As it was, her expression had turned sheepish and she began gesturing to shoo Salvatore away, on to the next table.  Chuckling, the big man mimed kissing Brina’s cheek and said to Sam, “Enjoy.”
When Salvatore was out of earshot, Sam leaned forward a little and asked Brina, “Does he do that every night?”
“Without fail.”
“He’s right, though.  The food is terrific.”
“And the company?” Brina asked.

“Beats the ducks by a mile.”
They went on talking over the rest of their meal, over dessert, and over another glass of wine, until Salvatore, gently apologizing in a mixture of English and Italian that he needed to close the restaurant and allow his aging bones to sleep, ushered them out into the parking lot and saw them safely to Mike Sloan’s car.  It was nearly two o’clock when Sam guided the car into a parking space at the curb outside Brina’s shop and turned off the engine.  Quickly, before Brina could let herself out, Sam circled around, popped open the passenger door and held a hand out to her.  With the noise of the motor gone, the air around them was filled with the trilling of cicadas and the ruffle of the breeze in the leaves overhead.  Sam closed the car door gently; a firmer thump would have been an explosion among the softer night sounds.

“I had a wonderful time,” Brina told him.  “Thank you for dinner.  And for your company.  You certainly did as much to make the ducks look bad as I did.”
“You’re welcome.”
She paused, watching him, curled inside the warmth of her bulky sweater.  As she had predicted, the night had indeed grown cool.  “I’ve never seen you walk home this way before,” she told Sam.  “I’m glad you decided to come this way today.”
“Me too.”
Then she was in his arms, her cloud of dark hair brushed against the sides of his face by the breeze as he kissed her.  He had intended it to be just one kiss, something that would last maybe a minute before he told her goodnight and returned to Mike’s house for some sleep.

Ten minutes later they were still kissing.

He had told Al once, a long time ago, that he felt it was morally wrong to sleep with a woman he wasn’t in love with.  Al had agreed with that, then made light of it, saying that he had been in love with every woman he had ever slept with — at the time he slept with her.  That still seemed to be true; Al continued to fall in love (or at least his own version of it) at least once a week, and went to bed with someone with roughly that same frequency.  If the Observer had decided to construct his own version of Willie Nelson’s “All the Girls I’ve Loved,” Sam suspected that the result would be something the size of the Boston telephone directory.

Sam’s list, on the other hand, included less than ten names, none of which he could have recalled on this night, even if he had bothered trying.  All he knew was that he had been in love before, remembered what it was like, and was certain that he was headed in that direction again.

But right now, this moment, was too soon.

Regretfully, he drew away from Brina, kissed her lightly one more time, and took a step back toward the  car.  “I should go,” he told her quietly.

“It is late,” she agreed, though not with a great deal of conviction.

“Can I see you tomorrow?”
“Sure.  You know where to find me.”
“I’ll walk home this way again.”
“I’ll look forward to it.”  She half-turned toward the building that housed the shop and her apartment and gestured at the cobblestone path that led around to the back.  “The stairs are around here.”
Sam nodded.  “I’ll walk you that far.”
She kept a pace ahead of him as they walked around the side of the building.  Around in back was a tiny yard bordered with rose bushes and a variety of other flowers.  At the far edge of the yard, flanked by a pair of forsythia bushes, sat a white-painted wrought iron bench.  All Brina’s doing, Sam suspected.  When he turned his attention from the profusion of flowers to the stairs, Brina had already climbed the first two and was waiting to say her goodnights.

“Thank you again,” she smiled.

“Sleep well,” Sam replied.

“You too.”
He watched her climb the next few steps, then turned away again and bent to take a closer look at one of the rose bushes.  Most of its blooms were fully open and a few had begun dropping petals.

“Mike...?”
Sam straightened up and faced the stairs.  Brina had come back down a few steps and was standing there watching him with her hands tucked into the pockets of her sweater.  When he walked over to the stairs she came the rest of the way down.  From the expression on her face, Sam figured it was a fairly safe bet that she hadn’t called him back to tell him she’d left something inside Mike Sloan’s car.

“What is it?” he asked quietly.

She looked down at the cobblestones that led up to the stairs for a moment, then at him.  “I...”
“What?”
“I don’t normally do this...with...”
“Somebody you’ve only known for a few hours?” Sam finished for her.

“Yes.”
“Neither do I.”
She reached out to take his hand and led him up the stairs, unlocked her door and let him usher her inside.  The apartment, which composed the whole upper floor of the building, was a quartet of rooms furnished and decorated with the same artistic eye as the antique shop.  In fact, much of what was in the apartment seemed to have come from the antique shop; the only contemporary items Sam could pick out in the dim light of the living room were the small television set and the stereo system.

“Nice place,” he murmured.

She murmured back, “Thank you.”
Then she was in his arms again.

The idea that he was still rushing things crossed his mind and was immediately banished.  Sabrina was an adult, he told himself, and so was he.  Neither of them had been coerced into this.  He had nothing whatsoever to feel guilty about.  Which was a good thing, because he had stopped caring about anything except the fact that he was holding her and that this night was not going to end with him crawling into Mike Sloan’s bed by himself.  Of course, at this point he hadn’t yet even seen Mike’s bed, or anything else in his house.

Fleetingly, he hoped no one was waiting at that house, expecting him to have shown up hours ago.

His hands slid up underneath the shoulders of Brina’s sweater and eased it off of her.  He had to draw away from her for a moment so that he could locate a likely spot to drop the sweater.  When he turned back, she was smiling at him.  He questioned the smile with a raised eyebrow, but she responded only by taking his hands in her own and walking him backward so that she could sit him down on the sofa.  Once he was settled she sat down beside him, one leg tucked up underneath her.

“I hope you don’t think badly of me because of this,” she whispered, sounding more than a little chagrined.

“I don’t think badly of you at all,” Sam whispered back.  “I don’t think you could do anything that would make me...”
She took his head in her hands and kissed him again.

“...Think badly of you,” Sam murmured.

He let himself drift for a minute, aware of nothing but the feel of her in his embrace and the taste of her skin against his tongue.  His hands roamed down the back of her sundress, locating a row of buttons instead of a zipper.  Normally, undoing ten or twelve buttons certainly wasn’t something he felt he couldn’t handle.  But at this particular moment...

There it goes, he thought, then wondered, There what goes?
“What’s the matter?” Brina asked softly.

“Hmmm?”
Her fingertips brushed his temples.  “You look worried.  Is something wrong?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
He debated answering the question, then shrugged.  Intimacy was intimacy, he decided.  If they were going to make love, then he might as well answer the question.  “It’s a little hard for me to concentrate.  On things like...buttons.”
At first he thought she didn’t understand what he meant.  Then she grinned.  “Because the blood’s draining out of your head?”
“I...yeah.”
“Not all of it.  I think you’re blushing.”
“Ah, boy,” he muttered.

Brina shook her head.  “It’s okay.  Here.”  Shifting around, she turned her back to him.  “Do the hard part first,” she said with a gently teasing tone in her voice.  “Then let the blood go where it’ll do the most good.”
He suspected buttons hadn’t given him this much trouble since before he’d started kindergarten.  But with a little effort they did pop open one by one, and he began to feel like he was unwrapping a very long-awaited gift.  When the sundress was completely unfastened he slipped its straps off Brina’s shoulders and pushed it forward.  There was no bra underneath.  His taking her breasts into the palms of his hands made her sigh at the same moment he did.  She tipped her head forward, exposing the back of her neck, and sighed again as he began to deliver a series of soft kisses to her neck and shoulders.  Her hands came to rest on top of his, her forearms in line with Sam’s, moving with him as he caressed her breasts.  After a minute she turned around again, still inside the circle of his arms, and unbuttoned his shirt.  When it was open she let him shrug out of it, then tossed it aside.

“Better,” she told him.

He didn’t try to reply; he was almost entirely sure all he’d be able to vocalize was something along the lines of, “Ummmppfff.”  He was very relieved that instead of waiting for him to speak, Brina pressed her mouth to his and nibbled at his lower lip.  He had begun to enjoy that a great deal when, abruptly, she drew away from him and got up off the sofa.

Startled, he muttered, “What...what’s the matter?”
“Nothing.”
“Then...”
“I just need a minute,” she told him.  “To take care of something so you don’t have to.  Okay?”
Sam nodded slowly.  “Okay.”
“It’ll just take a minute.”
“That’s fine,” Sam told her in as normal a tone of voice as he could muster.  Smiling again, she scooped the front of her dress up to cover her breasts and went into the bedroom.  It took Sam a moment to collect himself enough to follow her.  By then she’d gone on into the bathroom, switching on the light inside after she had closed the door.

That left Sam with not much to do other than look around.  He wondered idly if Brina had noticed his scrutiny, not only of her but of her shop and her apartment.  If she had, it didn’t seem to bother her, thankfully, because he could no more avoid mentally cataloging his surroundings (and the people in them) than he could avoid breathing.  It was a habit he had always indulged in, even as a child, with his mother warning him against being “nosy.”  Over the years the habit had grown worse, mostly due to two things: as a scientist, he had been trained to observe.  And as someone continually thrust into strange circumstances with the intent that he hit the ground running, he was forced to see what was around him as automatically as other people inhaled.

So he took in the details of Brina’s bedroom, standing in the center of it with his hands drifting at his sides.  More antique furniture: a four-poster bed and matching dresser, an armchair covered in a floral patterned fabric.  Braid rugs.  A wood-framed mirror over the dresser that allowed him another look at the real Mike Sloan — this time only half dressed and looking every bit as flustered as Sam felt.

Brina turned on the water in the bathroom sink, creating a whistle in the house’s old pipes.

Less than an hour ago, at Villa Milano, Sam had begun to feel tired.  He was far from tired now.

He drifted toward the bed, debating whether or not to remove the row of throw pillows and the delicate-looking quilt that decorated it, then stripping himself the rest of the way and crawling in under the covers.  She wouldn’t mind, certainly.  After all, he’d get there eventually.  That was why she’d brought him up here.  But, on the other hand, jumping into bed ahead of her would be...

Rushing things.
Completely unable to decide, he unfastened his belt, then fastened it again. 

The water was still running noisily.  Whatever she was doing in the bathroom was taking more than “just a minute” — more time than he figured was necessary to accomplish the “something” she’d mentioned.

He began to wonder whether, when she finally came out, she’d still have on the white sundress, or something else, or...nothing.  Any of those options could be dealt with.

If she’d just come out of the bathroom.

The racket of the Imaging Chamber door opening startled him so much that he stumbled against the footboard of the bed.  Whirling, he fixed Al (who had his handlink in one hand and one of his ubiquitous cigars in the other) with a furious look and hissed, “Your timing is perfect.”
“Perfect for what?” Al asked, puzzled, his eyes focused on the handlink.

“You need to leave.  Now.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m busy.”
Al lifted his head, blew a billow of smoke from his cigar and swept a curious look around the room he’d walked into.  He’d seen Sam bare-chested enough times that finding his friend in that condition now made no impact on him whatsoever.  “Am I missing something?”
“You’re going to.”
“Sam...”
“Go away, Al,” Sam commanded.

Eyes narrowed, Al took another look around the room, this time taking in the crocheted pillows on the four-poster bed, the flowered armchair, the delicate perfume bottles lined up on the top of the dresser, and the light leaking around the edges of the bathroom door.  Then, finally, he noticed Sam’s state of undress.  And the condition of the clothing Sam did have on.  He began grinning wickedly around the cigar, tipped his head toward the bathroom and chuckled, “You got a girl in there, Sammy?”
“Yes, Al,” Sam said, something less than patiently.  “I have a girl in there.  And I want not to have you in here.  Now go back and talk to Ziggy.  Or Gushie.  Or Tina.  Or anyone you like.  Unless you have some incredibly important thing to tell me.  In which case, tell it to me fast and then get the hell out of here.”
“Who is she, Sam?”
“I’ll tell you later.”
“Anybody I know?”
Sam groaned.  “How could she be anyone you know?  You were here for all of ten minutes this afternoon.  As I remember it, you didn’t encounter anybody other than me.”
Al dutifully amended his question.  “Is it anybody I’d want to know?”
“Out, Al.”
“Sam.”  The Observer took the cigar out of his mouth and gave Sam his best mortally-wounded expression.  “This is the kind of gratitude I get, for everything I’ve done for you?  All the sleepless nights I’ve spent...”
“Al,” Sam pressed.  “Have you got information for me or not?”
“Nada,” Al admitted.  “Ziggy has no idea why you’re still here.  Unless the Big Guy decided to give you a reward” — he gestured toward the bathroom — “for time invested.”
“It’s not a ‘reward’,” Sam hissed.

Al’s eyes dropped, again taking in the condition of Sam’s jeans.  “No?”
“It is not a...”
The water finally stopped running, and the bathroom door opened, spilling a pale fluorescent glow into the bedroom for the moment before Brina switched the light out.  The door creaked slightly at the end of its swing; the sound made both men turn in that direction.  Brina had indeed changed out of her white sundress, into something thin and lacy that covered extraordinarily little of her.  Sam produced a smile for her benefit, attempting to ignore Al, whose mouth had dropped open so wide and so abruptly that he seemed to have dislocated his jaw.

“Oh, Sam,” he breathed.  “You’re wrong.  This is definitely a reward.  This is a big reward.  This goes right off the reward scale.”
Brina moved into Sam’s arms, linking her hands behind his neck.

“What’s her name?” Al asked.

Sam stared at him incredulously, just for an instant, then returned his attention to Brina.  Al began circling them as they kissed, tilting his head first one way, then the other, trying for a closer look at Brina and sighing loudly when he wasn’t able to get one.  Behind Brina’s back, Sam extended the index finger of his right hand and made a jabbing gesture.

“I’m going,” Al murmured.  As if it were the hardest thing he had ever done, he tapped the button on the handlink that opened the Imaging Chamber door.  He lingered for a second inside the Chamber, then sighed and walked through the doorway.  In the instant before the door closed behind him, Sam heard him say, “Off the scale, Sam.”
* * *

When Sam opened his eyes early the next morning, Brina was already awake and had his hand tightly clasped in her own.  Apparently she had been watching him for some time, which made him hope he had slept without indulging in snuffling or snoring or drooling, or any other of the myriad of embarrassing habits of unconscious human beings.

“Morning,” he murmured.

“Good morning.”
Warily, he asked, “Was I entertaining?”
“Very.  You look like a little boy when you sleep.  Your nose twitches a lot.  Are you allergic to down pillows?  I should have asked you last night.”
Sam grinned at her.  “I don’t think I was really worried about the pillows when we went to bed.”
“Do you want some breakfast?”
“No,” Sam said.

“Coffee?”
“Not really.”
“Then...”
He propped himself up on one elbow, which made the flowered sheet slide down toward his waist — and Brina’s.  “Well,” he told her mildly while he admired the view he had created for himself, “My ‘B’ choice would be a couple more hours of sleep.  My ‘A’ choice would be more of why I’ve only gotten a couple hours of sleep so far.”
“I don’t know, Mr. Sloan,” Brina teased.  “I need to open the shop soon.  Some of my customers like to come around first thing.”
“How soon is `soon’?”
“An hour.”
“Let the customers wait,” Sam told her.

“You mean,” Brina said close to his ear, “if I’m going to worry about anyone coming, it should be you?”
“Ummmm,” Sam replied.

Two hours later, when Brina had finally banished him (albeit temporarily) from her apartment, Sam meandered back to Mike’s house for a change of clothes, then on to Main Street to open the ice cream shop for what he expected would be another day of disappointing sales.  He tried convincing himself as he walked that the low turnout the day before had nothing to do with his being in charge of the shop; the real Mike had had charge of the shop for a good four hours before Sam replaced him and had contributed to the cash register drawer only slightly more than a hundred dollars.  Still, since God had not seen fit to Leap him back out of Mike’s life yet, Sam felt a nagging duty to keep the ice cream shop in the black — if indeed it was in the black.

He was poring over Mike’s cash ledger with a deep frown etched on his face when the Imaging Chamber door opened in the middle of the ice cream freezer and Al ventured out, dressed for a Cape Cod summer day in wild print shorts and an orange short-sleeved shirt.

“Is it safe this time?” the Observer asked mildly.

Sam lifted his eyes from the ledger and nodded at his friend.  “There’s nobody here.”
“That’s a relief.”  Al tapped a key on his handlink, and the Chamber door whooshed shut behind him.  When he realized he was merged with the freezer, he took a curious look at several of the tubs of ice cream, nodding at the ones that interested him the most.  “Geez, Sam,” he commented.  “They grind everything up in these flavors except taco chips.”
“Taco chip ice cream?” Sam winced.

“Couldn’t be any worse than that one.”  Al pointed with his cigar.  “What are those little green things?”
“I have no idea.”
“It looks like grasshoppers.”
“It’s not grasshoppers,” Sam said in an exasperated tone.  “Just come out of there, would you?  I know you’re a hologram, but you’re turning my stomach, watching you drop cigar ash into the ice cream.”
Shrugging, Al took a couple of steps and joined Al behind the counter.  “Better?”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.  Why are you here?”
“I keep waiting for you to answer that question.”
“I’m not talking about the Leap,” Al said impatiently.  “I’m talking about...”
“Sabrina.”
“Is that her name?”
Sam rolled his eyes, slid off the high stool he had been perched on while he studied the ledger, and reached for the bottle of orange juice he had opened shortly after his arrival at the shop.  Despite her early offer of breakfast, Brina had sent him on his way armed only with a blueberry muffin she’d resurrected from her refrigerator.  “Yes,” he told Al.  “That’s her name.  Why?  Did you think I was making it up?  That I was starting to follow in the illustrious footsteps of one Bingo Calavicci and slept with someone without asking her name?”
“Sam,” Al said, “this woman is making you very tense.”
“I am not tense.”
“Then what do you call it?”  Al leaned closer to the younger man and peered deep into his eyes.  “Uh-oh,” he said, feigning dismay but unable to disguise the note of amusement in his voice.  “The earth moved again, didn’t it?”
“Give me a break, Al.”
“I would,” Al replied.  “Except I can’t figure out why I have sex, and you have transcendental experiences.”
“Because I...”
The Observer swiveled his head from side-to-side and adopted a no-nonsense expression.  “No, Sam.  Don’t tell me you love her.  Not possible.  You’ve been here” — he bent to peer at the watch on Sam’s wrist — “a little over twenty hours.  Nobody falls in love that fast.  Love at first sight doesn’t exist, you know.  Love at first sight is nothing but overactive hormones.”
“Which you are the country’s leading expert in.”
Al sighed and took a long drag off his cigar.  “I suppose I should be insulted.”
“Only if you spent last night curled up with a good book.”
“Hardly.”
Sam took a sip of his orange juice, then another, then set the bottle down on the counter.  ‘I get your point.  And I agree with it.  Love takes a long time to develop.  And I barely know Brina.  But there’s something there, Al.  She’s wonderful.  She’s sweet, and intelligent, and she makes me laugh.”
“And she makes your hormones do the lambada.”
“Stop that,” Sam warned.

“She makes my hormones do the lambada.”
“There are probably less than a dozen women on this planet who don’t, Al,” Sam pointed out helpfully.

“You’re being intolerant, Dr. Beckett.”
“Maybe.”  Sam grinned at the Observer until Al began to scowl at him, then pointed to the until-now-ignored handlink.  “Has Ziggy come up with anything yet?  It’s been almost a whole day.  She almost never takes this long.  Unless you, or Gushie, or somebody else, managed to tick her off again.”
“She’s a computer, Sam.”
“With an ego.”
“Don’t remind me.  But no, ye of little faith, we haven’t done anything to rile Ziggy.  At least not during the last few days.  I’ve got people working around the clock on this, Sam,” Al said, waving the handlink in Sam’s direction, “so there’s no chance we’re overlooking something.  We’ve been through all the police records for the entire state of Massachusetts for the next six weeks.  We can tell you everybody who’s going to get a parking ticket between now and the first of September.  And the details about Mike Sloan’s life...I could write a book about this guy.  And every single page of it would be a snoozer.  You saved his life.  And he made up for it by being one of the most boring individuals on Earth.”
Sam replied, “Then I must be here to help somebody else.”
“Maybe you’re just here to help you.”
“What?”
“It’s summer, Sam.  You’re on Cape Cod.  You met a beautiful woman.”  Al lifted his shoulders expressively.  “You know sometimes He cuts you some slack.  Lets you stick around after everything’s taken care of.  Maybe He’s giving you some down time.”
“You really think that’s true?”
“We can’t find any other reason for your being here.”
Sam considered the idea for a while, first wandering around behind the counter, then settling himself back on the stool and staring thoughtfully at the nearly-empty orange juice bottle.  “Don’t stop looking for another reason, Al,” he said quietly.  “Just because you think I ought to have some `down time’.”
“Why would I think that?”
“Because you’re the one who was always encouraging me to take weekends off to go to Las Vegas while I was trying to put Ziggy together.”
“You can’t work all the time,” Al replied.

“I know that.”
“Even though you try.”
“Al?” Sam said.  “Am I here to help Brina?”
“Dunno.  What’s her last name?”  When Sam told him, Al keyed the question into the handlink and puffed silently on his cigar until the answer came though on the tiny device.  “Ziggy says probably not.  She marries a Boston lawyer named Abernathy in two years and becomes a society wife.  Part of the ‘A’ list.  Beautiful house, several nice cars, household staff of five including a chauffeur.  No kids.  Just some nasty little dog with bluer blood than Sabrina and her husband put together.”  Al paused and gave Sam an apologetic look.  “She’s happy, according to all the gossip columns.  Ziggy says there’s only an eight point four percent chance you’re here to help her in any way at all.”  A devilish smirk crossed the Observer’s face.  “Other than maybe to...”
Sam held out a hand to cut him off.  “I get the idea.”
“So just enjoy it, Sam.  We can’t find anything.  The Big Guy is giving you a summer vacation.”
“Running an ice cream store.”
“Things could be much worse, Sammy.”
“You’re right,” Sam mused.  “They could.”
* * *

Earlier in his life, Sam Beckett had done a lot of research on the question of the irresistible force versus the immovable object.  In theory, the collision of those two things resulted in — no results.  A standoff.  That didn’t happen when Sam, moving at a good rapid clip, flipped open the door of Brina’s shop and slammed into the dark-haired man who was on his way out.  The man was an immovable object, for sure, but Sam fell quite a bit short of being an irresistible force.  As a result, Sam bounced off the dark-haired man and smacked into the doorframe.

“Mike!” Brina cried out, and came running across the shop.  “Are you okay?”
The dark-haired man took hold of Sam’s upper arm and held on until he was sure Sam wasn’t likely to fall down.  In a thickly accented voice, he said, “I’m sorry.  I didn’t see you coming.”
Sam tried for a smile.  “It’s...I’m okay.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah.”  Sam disengaged himself from the man’s grasp, took a closer look at who he had crashed into and gaped at him in surprise.  He wasn’t as tall, or as enormous, as Sam would have guessed, but he was still half again as big as Sam himself.  His short-sleeved polo shirt and Bermuda shorts left a lot of his extraordinarily well-muscled body hanging out in the breeze.  “It’s okay.  I should have been looking where I was going.  I’m fine.  Really.  Mr. Schwarzenegger.”
“All right then.”
“Arnold,” Brina said, gently tugging Sam away from the doorway, “thank you for stopping in again.  I hope Maria enjoys the necklace.”
“I know she will.  Thank you, Brina.”
Then the big man was gone, climbing into the sports car he had parked at the curb, leaving Sam staring open-mouthed into his wake.  “That was...” Sam began.

“Yes,” Brina said.  “It was.”
“And I slammed right into him.”
Brina laughed softly and nudged Sam on toward the back of the shop.  “What’s the matter?  Did you think was going to kill you?  He’s not the Terminator, Mike.  He’s a very nice man.  Very friendly.”  The expression on Sam’s face didn’t change.  Shaking her head, Brina went on, “You remember where you are, don’t you?  The Kennedy compound is right down the road.  I’ve seen half a dozen of them this week alone.”
Sam nodded slowly, then, as if he had finally managed to shake his astonishment, turned to Brina and pulled in a long breath.

“Are you really all right?” she asked him.  “You did hit him kind of hard.”
“I’m fine.”
“I guess it’s a good thing you decided to sell ice cream for a living and not become one of the American Gladiators, hmmm?”  Brina moved around behind the small counter that held her cash register, picked up the carbon copy of the receipt she had just filled out for Arnold Schwarzenegger, and tucked it into the drawer below the register.  That done, she indicated the bouquet of flowers at the end of the counter.  “Thank you for those.  They’re beautiful.”
“So are you.”
“Flatterer.  Tell me something, Mr. Sloan,” Brina said, leaning against the edge of the counter.  “Are you trying to woo me?”
Sam replied evenly, “That depends.”
“On what?”
“Is it working?”
“I’d say so.”  She came back around the counter, hugged Sam around the waist and kissed his cheek.  “You’re such a sweet man, Mike.  I haven’t met anybody like you in a long time.  It’s nice being fussed over.”
“You’re worth it.”
The front door of the shop banged open to admit the boy in whose company Brina had first come into Mike Sloan’s ice cream shop, followed by a woman in her late thirties who had Brina’s dark hair and full mouth.  Once they were inside, the boy began looking around and picked up a tin toy truck, examining it as if he found it grossly distasteful.

“Hands off, Chris,” Brina said.  “You know the rules.”
“What’s he doing here?” Chris demanded, pointing at Sam.

Brina ignored him and gestured instead at the woman.  “Connie, this is Mike.  Mike, my sister Connie.”
Apparently, being introduced to a man her sister was obviously interested in was not something Connie found terribly unusual.  She greeted Sam with a cheerful hello, then said to her sister, “I saw Arnold pulling away.  What did he buy Maria this time?”
“The gold necklace.”
“I knew it.  Listen, you guys can go, if you’re ready.  The Bad Seed, here, and I will keep an eye on things.”  Chris muttered something under his breath, prompting Connie to warn him, “Watch your mouth, Mister, or I’m gonna take you up to the Boston airport and give you to the Hari Krishnas so you can shave your head and sell daisies to strangers.”  Before Chris could react to that with more than a sour look, Connie produced Brina’s purse from the shelf underneath the cash register and ushered Sam and Brina to the door.  “Go.  Have a nice lunch.  Take a walk.”
“Bet they’d rather go upstairs,” Chris announced.

Connie turned on him, peering down her nose at him.  “I’m gonna cut out your vocal cords, I swear.”
When they were outside, walking arm-in-arm away from the shop, Sam glanced back over his shoulder and commented wryly, “Nice kid.”
“They waited a long time to have him,” Brina replied.  “I think they spoil him — let him get away with too much.  Connie says he’s just `testing his sense of independence’.  But I don’t know.  Does this sound awful?  I think he needs a good backhand sometimes.  Maybe that’s the Italian in me coming out.  I don’t seriously believe in knocking kids around, but I don’t think I’d put up with half the lip from him that my sister and Ralph do.”
Sam shook his head.  “It’s okay.  I got my butt blistered a few times when I was growing up.”
“And you came out of it all right.”
“Well...that’s a matter of opinion.”
Brina laughed and leaned against Sam as they walked.  “It obviously gave you a good healthy fear of people who are bigger than you are.”
That’s it, Sam thought.

He began looking around, but of course Al was nowhere to be seen.  That was the one basic problem with his brain-wave link with the Observer: Al had no real way of knowing when Sam wanted him to be there, and no way of knowing when he didn’t.  Sam had wished innumerable times that he’d rigged some sort of beeper system into the link.  He was tempted to stand in the middle of the street and yell Al’s name until the Observer showed up.  Of course, logically speaking, that would have accomplished nothing except to earn him a trip to the nearest police station for disturbing the peace.

“Mike?” Brina said.

He turned to meet her gaze.  “Hmmmm?”
“Is everything all right?  You looked a million miles away there for a minute.”
“Just thinking.”
“About what?”
“Your nephew.  The `Bad Seed.’”
* * *

“It’s him, Al,” Sam said eagerly.  He leaned in the Observer’s direction and stopped himself midway, knowing that he was unable to seize Al by the shoulders and shake him.  “Brina’s nephew.  Christopher.  I don’t know his last name.”  When Al did nothing but frown at him, Sam jabbed a finger at the handlink.  “Check it.  I’m sure that’s it.  I’m here to point Christopher in the right direction.  He probably drops out of school or something.”
Dutifully, Al keyed the question into the handlink and puffed on his cigar as he waited for the requested information to come through.  “Well, no.”
“No?”  Sam echoed.

“As of right now, he’s a freshman at Boston University.  His grades aren’t all that fabulous, but he’s doing okay.  Member of a couple of environmental groups — that’s nice.  He has a girlfriend named Wendy whose mother is a state assemblywoman.”
“Are you sure?”
“Sam,” Al chided.  “You sound disappointed that this kid isn’t a mess.”
“I figured he was the one.”
Rather than commiserate with his friend, Al stuck the handlink in the pocket of his baggy slacks and swept a look around.  “You know, Sam, this is one of the nicer men’s rooms we’ve been in,” he said cheerfully, pointing out the lack of stains on the walls and the spotless linoleum.  “I figure when this is all over, you can write a book on how you’ve affected people’s lives.  And I can write one on the five thousand bathrooms I’ve talked to you in.”
“It’s not five thousand,” Sam muttered.

“You’re right.  Must be closer to six by now.  Listen, Sam, I know this concept is totally foreign to your overachieving nature, but relax, would you?”  Al pulled a pair of sunglasses from another pocket and slid them on.  “Get yourself a bottle of SPF 35 and go to the beach.  Have a picnic.  Drive down to the National Seashore and explore the dunes.  Just...geez, Sam, chill out.”
“I can’t `chill out’,” Sam said crossly.

Al groaned at the younger man.  “I was wrong.  I thought sure that doing the old” — he stopped himself and amended the statement —”that sleeping with someone you care about would help you relax.  It’s making you worse.”
“Because I don’t know what I’m here for!”
“And you’re mad at me because I’m not telling you what you want to hear.”
Sam weakened a little — just a little.  “I’m not mad.” 

“You fake it very well.”
“It’s frustrating, Al.”
“I know that,” Al replied quietly.  “Listen...I’m sorry if I’m no help.  I’ve been threatening Ziggy for two days.  I bullied, I begged, I sweet-talked — I’ve done everything except offer to have sex with her, and I’d do that if I wasn’t convinced she’d take me up on it.  I don’t know what to tell you, Sam.  Except maybe to go the direct route.”
Sam frowned.  “What direct route?”
“Go down to the closest Saint-whoever’s church, light a bunch of candles, get down on your knees and ask Him what He wants you to do.”
“I don’t need candles.  I’ve tried just asking.”
“Then ask again.  But do it later.  Right now you better go out and finish your lunch, before Sabrina thinks you either ran out on her, or you died in here.”  The Observer pulled out his handlink and keyed open the Imaging Chamber door.  “Take it easy, okay, Sam?  We’re doing everything we can.  I’ll have Ziggy check a bunch of other people’s histories.  Hell, maybe you’re here to help Schwarzenegger decide what movie to make next, so he can rake in a few more million.”
Sam nodded slowly, then said, “Al?”
“What is it?”
“I don’t feel right.  It’s not just that I don’t know why I’m here.  There’s something else.  Something that won’t let me relax.”
“Fear of commitment?” Al suggested.

“No...”
“Then the other way around.  You care about someone that you know you can’t spend a lifetime with, through no choice of your own.”  His expression gone suddenly solemn, Al tugged his sunglasses off and held them in the palm of his hand.  “You won’t end up alone, Sam,” he said gently.  “I can’t tell you any more than that.  You’re not alone now — you have me, and you have the people who care for you even though they think you’re somebody else.  You remember what you told me when you Leaped into Ray Hutton and you met Nicole again?  You said, ‘I may look like him, but she was with me.  My heart, my soul.’  You were right.  Sabrina cares about Sam Beckett.”  He paused, then added, “You’re not alone now, and you won’t be alone when this is all over.  I promise.”  Then, before Sam could reply, Al hurried through the Chamber door and keyed it closed.

Left alone, Sam walked out of the rest room and returned to the little corner table where he and Brina had been eating lunch before he was lured away by the Observer.  As he slid back into his chair, Brina looked at him just long enough to assure herself that he hadn’t gotten sick.

“Sorry I took so long,” Sam told her.

“No problem,” she smiled.

“We should probably get going,” he ventured.  “Bree...are you sure your sister really doesn’t mind spending her afternoon in your shop?  Are you sure you don’t mind helping me sell ice cream?”
“Yes, and yes.”
“It’s all right if you want to change your mind.”
“Why would I want to do that?” Brina asked, then paused to take a final bite of her sandwich.  “It allows me to spend the whole afternoon with you.  Which doesn’t really qualify as a hardship as far as I’m concerned.  Besides, I still agree with what you said: the best way to coax people into a shop is to make it look like people are already in there.  Except, of course, for the paranoid ones who won’t go into a room unless it’s completely empty.”  With a roll of her eyes meant to convince Sam that she was teasing, she wiped her fingers and her mouth with her napkin, got up from her chair and announced, “I’m ready.  Let’s go convince this town that it needs your ice cream.”
She attacked the task with great enthusiasm.  In the relative privacy of the storeroom, she exchanged her white sleeveless top for one of the bright blue SCOOPS GALORE t-shirts Sam had found gathering dust in an open cardboard carton, rolling the hem of the shirt up and knotting it so that it left a good part of her midriff bare.  Her dark hair she gathered into a ponytail held in place by a rubber band she located in her purse.  When she came out of the storeroom she had in one hand a portable radio that had also been filmed with dust.

“Music?” Sam said.

“Absolutely.”  With her ponytail bobbing against her neck, Brina set the radio near the front door, alongside the rack of brochures on local attractions, flipped it on and tuned it to a popular station.

At ten o’clock that night, when Sam finally turned the lock on the front door, there was slightly over four hundred dollars in the cash register.

“Not bad,” Brina announced.

“It’s all you,” Sam replied.  “You’re magic.”
Brina shrugged slightly and began running a wet rag over the countertop.  “There’s a certain knack to it.  You’re too...agreeable sometimes, Mike.  That’s fine, but if you want to sell a product — well, you have to sell.  It takes some practice, but you have to learn how to read people.  To figure out when they really mean ‘no’ and when they’re willing to let you talk them into something.”
“Do you do that in your own shop?”
“Sure.  I have to, or I’d be eating ketchup soup.  It’s all very subtle.  You see the gleam in a person’s eye that tells you they’re really interested, and all they need is a nudge.”
Sam pulled her in for a hug.  “You’re amazing.”
“And what are you selling now, Mr. Sloan?”
“Me.”
“Hmmm, I don’t know,” Brina replied.  “I was thinking more along the lines of a nice hot bath to get rid of the kinks in my neck, then making a cup of tea and watching the ‘Tonight Show’ until I get sleepy.”
Sam turned the dial on the radio until he found a station that was playing a slow instrumental, then pulled the rag out of Brina’s hand and tossed it aside.  It landed with a soggy plop on the counter near the cash register.  “I don’t mind the hot bath idea,” he said as he steered her into dancing with him.  “And the tea is all right.  But the day I’ve just had doesn’t need Jay Leno to finish it off.”
“What does it need?” Brina asked, playing along.

“Just you.”
“Bet you say that to all your counter help.”
“Only the beautiful Italian ones.”  Remembering the reason she’d offered for needing a bath, Sam rested a hand on the back of her neck and rubbed firmly at the muscles there with the ends of his fingers.  “Better?”
“Not yet.”
He tried the same maneuver using both hands.  “Now?”
“A little.”  Brina rested her head on his shoulder, relaxing into his embrace.  “But you know,” she murmured close to his ear, “I think it would work really well if we turned the lights off and went in the back.”
Sam warned her, “You might end up missing the `Tonight Show’.”
“I think I’ll get over it.”
The carton Sam had discovered proved to contain almost two hundred t-shirts.  That many shirts served to make an acceptable floor covering in a narrow space between the cases of ice cream cones and cardboard banana split holders.

At a point when the “Tonight Show” broadcast was well underway, Sam eased over onto his side and ran a hand lightly along Brina’s bare arm, then leaned in for a soft, lingering kiss.  No matter how much applause Jay Leno’s monologue had gotten that night, he thought, Leno could not possibly have been more well received than he had been a few minutes ago.  “I don’t think this was what I bought these shirts for,” he told Brina with a broad grin.

“I hope not,” she replied.

“How’s your neck?”
“Feels good.  The rest of me feels good, too.  In fact...certain parts of me feel exceptionally good.”
Sam let his hand stray to a place near her right hip that Brina had told him was ticklish, grinning at her again when she giggled.  He had to kiss her to make her stop giggling, and moved his hand again, this time to stroke her hair away from her shoulders.  “Bree?” he said softly.

“Hmmmm?”
“Would you marry me?  Right now?  If I asked you?”
“Are you asking me, or not?”
“No.  But would you, if I did?”
“I think that’s the strangest question I’ve ever heard, Michael.  But yes.”
“You’re sure?”
“Sure I’d marry you?  Or sure it would be the right choice to make?”
“Both.”
“Yes.  And I think so.”
“You just `think so’?”
“Ahhh, Mike.”  Brina sighed and caught his hand in her own.  “We’ve only known each other a few days.  We don’t know all that much about each other.  And we don’t know what it would be like to live together.  I know what my heart is telling me — that’s what makes me say yes.  But whether I could sit down and have a long talk with myself, or with my family, or with Father Daniel, and say, ‘I’ve thought about all the possibilities, and this is the right person for me to spend the rest of my life with’ — I can’t be that definite about it.  I’m sorry if that’s not what you wanted me to say.”
Sam told her, “It doesn’t matter what I ‘wanted’ you to say.  I’m not selling something, here, and neither are you.  I wanted to know how you feel.”
“That’s how I feel.  Yes.  And no.”
Later, after they were settled into Brina’s bed and she had drifted off to sleep in his arms, Sam began to rebuke himself for what he’d said in the storeroom.  It was, he decided, among the stupidest things he had chosen to do on any of his Leaps.  There was certainly a chance that he would remain here long enough to marry Brina, though only in a civil ceremony, since he doubted that the priest she had mentioned would marry her to someone she had only known for three days.  A civil ceremony, though, would be just as binding as a Catholic wedding.

I haven’t done what I’m here to do, he thought.  And until I do it, I won’t Leap out.  So there’s enough time.  I could marry her.

But that’s the problem.  How long would I be here after that?  An hour?  A week?  A month?  I’ve never been anyplace longer than that.  After I Leap out, she’s gonna be married to Mike.  Who says Al says is the world’s most boring man.

Boring is okay, though, isn’t it?

“Don’t be stupid,” he whispered.

He could almost hear Al’s voice addressing him in the darkness, saying the same thing.  Al himself had gotten married five times, the first time because he and Beth were hopelessly in love, the other four because he had deluded himself into thinking he’d found another Beth.  What those four women had thought they’d found, Sam wasn’t sure.  But he was sure that Al, and Beth, and those other four women, had all said “I do” believing that they were entering into a solid partnership.  They weren’t simply trying to prove a point.

Which is what you’d be doing.

He would make amends in the morning, he decided.  Turn his relationship with Brina back around to what it had been before he had steered it in the wrong direction.

Satisfied with that, he followed Brina into sleep.

* * *

“Here, wait,” Sam said abruptly.  He stopped walking and bent down to scoop a tiny object up from the sand, then retrieved his other hand from Brina long enough to brush the object off.  “A rare find,” he grinned as he presented the little shell to her.  “An unbroken one.”
Brina took it from him and turned it over in her hands.  “You’re right.  Not even a chip.”
“It pays to have sharp eyes.”
“Right again.”
After Brina had tucked the shell into the pocket of her shorts, Sam took her hand again and they resumed walking along the beach.  It was nearly sundown, and the strip of sand that had been crowded with sun-worshippers a couple of hours ago was now deserted except for an elderly couple picking up pebbles and a trio of children splashing in the waves as their mother watched from a few yards away.

“This has been wonderful,” Brina said after a while.  “This past week.”
“For me too.”
“I really didn’t have any intention of getting involved with anyone this summer.”  She paused, watching Sam’s face closely as she thought something over, then went on, “I lived with someone for almost three years.  We were very serious.  At least I was.  We broke up a few months ago.  I figured I’d just spend the summer by myself.  It was going very well.  I spent a lot of time with my sister.  Took Chris out to the movies a couple of times.”
Sam smiled wryly.  “He must be a kind of unsatisfying date.”
“He’s an annoying little wiseass.”
“You said it, I didn’t.”  Sam veered their path further out into the water, so that the warm surf broke around their legs and sprayed up onto their shorts.  “So, what comes after that?  Then I came along and ruined your game plan for the rest of the summer?”
“I don’t think you ruined anything.”
“I love you, Brina.”
Brina’s eyes lowered for a moment, then she met Sam’s gaze again.  “I love you too.”
The three kids, hooting and laughing delightedly at each other, came splashing up along the shoreline, skirting around Sam and Brina.  Oblivious to the fact that they were being watched, Sam cupped Brina’s chin in his palm and leaned toward her to kiss her.  She slipped her arms around his neck and pressed against him, to the obvious fascination of their young audience.

Off to Sam’s left and Brina’s right, the Imaging Chamber door opened and Al Calavicci stepped through, into seawater that came up to the knees of his silver-gray suit.  He had foregone his usual cigar, and was holding the handlink as if he hated the sight, the sound and the feel of it.

“Sam,” he said quietly.

If Sam heard him, he made no sign of it.  The kids began chasing each other in circles that looped around Sam and Brina, then lost interest in the couple and ran off in the general direction of their mother.

Al said again, “Sam.”
This time Sam shifted his head a little and gave Al a narrow-eyed, meant-to-be-outraged look that was intended to send the Observer running for cover.  Al not only didn’t run, he held his ground, with waves lapping harmlessly around the middle of his thighs.  He let Sam go on kissing Brina for another minute or two, his expression becoming more and more crestfallen, but said nothing.  As he had guessed, that had more of an effect on Sam than if he had stood in the middle of the surf reciting the Gettysburg Address.

With a weary sigh, Sam whispered over Brina’s shoulder, “What is it?”
“We need to talk.”
Sam mouthed the word, “Later.”
“No, Sam.  Now.  It’ll only make things worse if we wait till later.”
His puzzlement at that statement managed to quell Sam’s annoyance.  Another, longer look at the woeful expression on the Observer’s face prompted Sam to ease away from Brina, who reacted with a puzzled look that matched Sam’s own.  “I...uh...need to go up to the car for a second,” he told her.

“The car?   What for?”
“I’m not sure I locked it.  I just want to check.”
“There aren’t that many people around.  I’m sure it’s okay.”
“Hey,” Sam chided her gently.  “Aren’t you the same person who reminded me yesterday that this is the Nineties, and that your friend who runs the liquor store in Yarmouth was robbed on Memorial Day?  Your purse is in the car, remember?  It’s nice to have faith in the honesty of our fellow man, but I’d rather lock the car.”  Smiling to reassure her that his sudden concern with the car wasn’t really a desire to get away from her, he concluded, “I’ll be right back.  Don’t move a muscle.”  Then he kissed her lightly on the cheek and waded out of the surf to join Al, who was already halfway across the beach, headed for the parking lot.

Al managed to remain a few paces ahead of Sam all the way to Mike Sloan’s car, mostly due to the fact that Al was actually walking across the tiled Imaging Chamber floor and Sam was plodding through sand.  When Sam finally caught up to him, he shook his head ruefully and said, “I’m sorry, Sam.  I know my timing sucks.  But it had to, this time.”
“Why?” Sam demanded.

“Because...everything has gone wrong.”
“What `everything’?  What are you talking about?  Did Ziggy find something?”
“Yeah.  Ziggy found something.”
Realizing that Brina was watching him (though she was too far away to see that he was apparently talking to himself), Sam popped open the driver’s door of Mike’s car and pressed down the lock button.  “What is it?”  The Observer didn’t reply immediately.  What had begun as a nervous fluttering in Sam’s stomach threatened to become something worse.  “Al?” he prompted.

“You changed history, Sam.”
“No kidding.  I do that about twice a week, generally.”
“Not for the better, this time.”
Al did nothing to prompt him, but Sam had the sudden, distinct feeling that he ought to be sitting down.  With one eye on the Observer, he slid into the driver’s seat and rested his hands on the steering wheel.  “Don’t hedge, all right, Al?  Please?  Just come out and say whatever it is you’ve got to say.”
“Even if it hurts?”
“Say it,” Sam replied softly.

“You have to break off this relationship, Sam.  You have to do it right now, and make sure she never wants to see you again.”
“Why?”
Al paused again, then forced himself to go on.  “I know she means a lot to you.  She makes you happy.  And that means a lot to me.  Believe me, Sam, I understand how important it is for you to have a few days with somebody like Sabrina.  But you have to break it off.”  He stopped then, intending to allow Sam to offer an objection, but Sam did nothing more than stare hollowly at him.  “You changed history, Sam,” Al murmured.  “The shift in the time stream didn’t make its way through to us — to something Ziggy could tap into — until a few minutes ago.  There’s new data now.”
“What new data?”
“Police reports from 1995.  Sam...around the time that you first Leaped back in ‘95, Sabrina died.”
Sam squeezed his eyes shut, hard, and leaned against the steering wheel.  “How?”
“She fell down the stairs outside her apartment and broke her neck.  One of the neighbors heard a lot of loud arguing, then heard her scream and came running outside.  Found her lying on the cobblestones at the bottom of the stairs.”  Al paused again, then said, barely loudly enough for Sam to hear him, “Her husband was standing at the top.  He told the police it was an accident, but the jury convicted him of manslaughter.  He’s doing twelve years in the Massachusetts state prison.  Sam...it was Mike Sloan.”
“He pushed her?” Sam asked numbly.

“That’s what the jury decided.  Apparently, Sabrina and Mike had a long history of violent arguments.”
Sam opened his eyes.  His hands began clenching and unclenching on the steering wheel until his knuckles had gone white.  “Al...that can’t be right.  That doesn’t make sense.  I saved Mike Sloan’s life.  Why would I have Leaped in here to save somebody’s life, if he was going to push his wife down the stairs in three years?”
“It’s...” Al began.

“What?”
“In the original history, Sabrina San Giacomo never had any kind of relationship with Mike Sloan.  I told you.  She married a lawyer from Boston in ‘94 and threw dinner parties happily ever after.”
“So it’s me?  I screwed everything up?”
“Well…no...”
“It’s true!  You just said it — I brought Mike Sloan into Brina’s life.”
Al nodded slowly.  “And now you have to bring him back out.”
“How?”
“Break it off.  Now.  Hard.  So she’d rather do anything in the world than see Mike Sloan ever again.”
“But I love her, Al.”
Al looked down at his hand, the one free of the handlink.  He wanted nothing so badly as to be able to reach out to Sam, to make some small physical gesture of support.  For a moment, silently, he damned Project Quantum Leap and the single, impetuous act of his friend that had made it impossible for him to extend that gesture.  You should have waited for me, Sam, he thought furiously.  We could have figured something out.  You wouldn’t need to be doing this.  You’d be home safe, with Donna.  And with me.

“Then save her life, Sam.”
“I just told her I love her.  How do I turn around, now, and say that isn’t true?”
Al ran a tired hand through his thinning dark hair.  “You don’t have to tell her it’s not true.  She’d be able to see too much in your eyes.”
“What, then?”
“Tell her you’re married.”
“What?”
“Not right now.  Wait a little while.  An hour or two.  Unless that puts you too close to going to bed again.”  The Observer stopped, and looked away from Sam, off toward the road that led away from the beach.  A teenaged girl was down there, walking a merrily dancing terrier, and Al pretended for a minute to be fascinated with both the girl and the dog.  When he began speaking again, he sounded very much to Sam as if he were reciting the memory of something he had done himself, and not all that long ago.  “Tell her you love her very much.  But you’re married...separated.  You thought you’d stopped caring for your wife, but that’s turned out not to be true.  And your wife wants you to come back and give it another try.”
Sam’s eyes narrowed.  “Am I?”
“Are you what?”
“Is Mike Sloan married?”
Al gave fervent thanks for being allowed to avoid answering the one question he’d sworn not to answer, then nodded and shrugged at the same time.  “Long time ago.  In college.  He hasn’t seen her in years.”
“Then it’s just a lie.”
“You have a better idea?” Al asked.

“No.  I don’t.  Al, are you sure about all this?   Is Ziggy absolutely sure?”
“Yes, Sam.”
Gathering himself into at least the appearance of calmness, Sam slid out of the car and gently pressed the door shut, then leaned against it until his stomach began to settle down.  “I still don’t get it, Al.  Why would He have sent me here, just to make a mess out of Brina’s life?”
“I don’t know, Sam.”
“It doesn’t make sense.”
There was a catch in Sam’s voice, a sound that did Al as much damage as if Sam had slugged him.  And again, with an ache deep in his gut, the Observer cursed Sam Beckett for needing to prove a point to the world — by himself.  “A lot of things don’t, Sam,” he replied slowly.  “I’m sorry.”
“If I do this, am I going to Leap?”
“I have no idea.”
“So far as you know,” Sam said bitterly, “I could spend the rest of my life running that stupid ice cream store, and being reminded every time I wake up in the morning that instead of being allowed to be happy, to not be alone, I got kicked in the head.”  Without waiting for an answer, Sam set off toward the beach, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, kicking up sand with every step he took.

* * *

“What?” Brina asked softly.

“I’m married.”
She turned away from him, one hand resting on the edge of the cabinet that contained her stereo system and the collection of old LPs that Sam had spent an hour going through a couple of days before, looking for titles and artists his Swiss-cheesed memory recognized.  After a moment she started to tremble and leaned more heavily against the cabinet.  “I don’t understand,” she said.  “What...what was all this for?  A game?”
“No.  No, Brina.  It wasn’t.”
“What, then?”
“She’s in New York City.  That’s where she wanted to be.  I couldn’t stand it there.  So we separated about eighteen months ago.  She stayed there, and I came here.”
“But you’re not divorced.”
Sam said quietly, “No.”
“What’s her name?”
“Molly.”
Sam’s voice caught in his throat.  Unwilling to go on, he sank down onto the sofa and rested his head in his hands.  Al had primed him with information less than an hour ago, as if Sam were cramming for a college exam.  Most of the information was true, if a bit skewed date-wise; Mike Sloan’s ex-wife was indeed named Molly, and she was indeed living in New York City, in a Greenwich Village loft with three of her friends.  According to telephone company records, she was in the habit of calling her ex-husband every few months and talking to him for anywhere from five minutes to more than two hours.

“Do you still love her?” Brina asked.

“I...I didn’t think so.  Now I’m really not sure.  We talked for a long time this morning.  She wants me to come back and try again.”
Brina said hollowly, “But you have a business here.”
“I know.”
“You’re just going to dump it?”
Her back was still toward him, but she was shaking noticeably enough that he knew she was crying.  It was of very little comfort to him that he was certain she felt not one iota worse than he did.  “I don’t know, Brina.  I haven’t decided.  It depends on...”
“Why did you ask me if I’d marry you?”
“I shouldn’t have.”
Finally she turned around, scrubbing at her eyes with the heel of her hand.  “You’re damned right, you shouldn’t have,” she snapped.

“I’m sorry, Brina.  I’m truly sorry.”
“All this...all this...”  She stopped for a moment, as if she had lost track of what she intended to say.  “The flowers.  The wine.  You’re not any different from anyone else.  From any other man I’ve ever met.  You wanted exactly the same thing everyone else wants.  You were just more...subtle.  Well, I hope you’re pleased with yourself, Michael Sloan.  You got what you wanted.  But you just spoiled it for yourself.  You should have kept your mouth shut.  You could have kept this going for the rest of the summer while you tried to make up your mind.”
She hadn’t stopped the tears; the more she scrubbed her face, the more freely they flowed.  Rather than let that go on with Sam watching her, she ran into the bathroom and slammed the door behind her.

A second later, Al, who had been standing outside at the top of the stairs, drifted in through the front door and stood looking sympathetically at Sam.

“I feel like shit, Al,” Sam said.

“So do I.”
“You said he was boring.  Why couldn’t he just be boring?  There are worse things than being married to somebody with no personality.  They could have gotten a divorce.  Did you talk to him?” Sam demanded.  “What the hell is wrong with him?”
Al heaved his shoulders in an expressive shrug.  “I don’t know, Sam.  Beeks has been talking to him for hours at a time.  She hasn’t turned up anything.  He says the real Molly divorced him because she was a party girl and she didn’t like the fact that he wanted to stay home all the time.  He doesn’t seem like the type who’d raise a hand to anybody.”
“But he knocked Brina down the stairs.”
“Maybe he just snapped.  It happens.”
“I don’t understand why he married her in the first place.  I mean...when I Leap out of here, and he comes back, he’s not gonna know Brina.  He’s never even met her.  Wouldn’t he have been confused when she was there, and obviously in love with him?  And he’d be so obviously different from the Mike she fell for.  Why did they get married?”
Al’s gaze dropped to the carpet.  “Sam...”
“What?”
“I went through all the court transcripts,” Al said hesitantly.  “A couple thousand pages of ‘em.  Mike expressed himself very clearly, except when they asked him about when he first met Brina, and why he married her.  Then he was very vague.  The court-appointed psychiatrist thought it was from shock, and stress.  But he told the lawyers a couple of different times that he didn’t have any clear memories of when he and Brina first met, or of their wedding, or of the first three months of their marriage.”  He stopped again, knowing that Sam was going to make him finish.  The last few words came out not much above a whisper.  “Ziggy says there’s an eighty-nine point four percent probability that Mike Sloan didn’t marry Brina.  You did.”
Sam stared at him.  “I would have been here for three months?”
“Six.  ‘Mike’ and Sabrina were married on September nineteenth at St. Francis Xavier Church in Hyannis.  Mike’s memory kicks in a couple of weeks after Christmas.”
“But why would...I don’t understand, Al.”
“Neither do I.”
“Is this going to work, Al?  If I break this off, when Mike comes back...”
“He won’t know who Sabrina is,” Al said firmly.  “Even if she decides she wants to see him again and goes into the ice cream shop, he honestly won’t know her.  That’s not gonna do anything to help her rekindle what you two had going.  If you walk out on her, Sam, and you Leap out of here, that’s it.  It’s over.”
Slowly, Sam got up from the sofa and walked as far as the doorway into Brina’s bedroom.  He spent almost a minute staring at the closed bathroom door, grateful when he couldn’t hear whether or not Brina was still crying inside.  Finally, feeling as if he was walking underwater, he turned his back, crossed the living room and left Brina’s house.

He spent the rest of the afternoon slumped in Mike Sloan’s scuffed leather La-Z-Boy recliner, dejectedly watching a video of “Honey, I Shrunk the Kids” he’d found tossed on a shelf near the TV.  Al, who had dragged a metal folding chair into the Imaging Chamber, sat nearby, puffing on his cigar and feigning some small degree of interest in the movie.

“You want a beer, Sam?” Al asked after a while.

Sam let his head roll a little to his left so that Al swam into his peripheral vision.  “You mean do I want to get drunk?”
“Whichever.”
“It’s a thought.”
Nodding, Al got up from his chair and wandered into the kitchen.  After poking his head into the refrigerator, he called back to Sam, “He’s got a six of Miller’s in here.  It’s not enough to get stinking drunk, but it oughta be enough to make your head pound.  Since you haven’t had anything to eat all day.”  When Sam didn’t answer him, he returned to the living room and peered curiously at his friend.  “Well?”
“Six isn’t gonna do it, Al,” Sam sighed.  “I think I should go find Schwarzenegger and provoke him into beating the crap out of me.”
“Then what?”
“I don’t know.”  He fell silent then and said nothing more until after the movie had ended and the video was rewinding.  The TV had flipped back to a broadcast channel that was in the middle of a rerun of “Family Ties.”  “Al,” Sam said abruptly, watching Michael J. Fox argue with Meredith Baxter-Birney, “is it them?”
“Is what who?”  Al asked, baffled.

“Alia.  We never...is this something the other side is setting wrong?”
“Could be.”  Al tugged the handlink out of his pocket and referred the question to Ziggy.  A few seconds later he had an answer.  “Thirty-four percent.”
“What’s the other sixty-six percent?”
“That He’s doing this for a reason.”
“That’s a little counter-productive, don’t you think?” Sam asked with a sharp edge in his voice.  “I mean...you have to consider employee morale.  I know I don’t have a whole lot of choice in this whole thing, but wouldn’t you think I’d be a lot more inclined to keep going if I wasn’t having my heart stomped on?”
“Yeah, I would.”
“Then why...”
Al gestured with one hand, palm out, to cut Sam off.  “I don’t know.  I wish I did.  It would make things a lot simpler for everybody.  All we’ve got here is Ziggy, and she only thinks she’s a Supreme Being.”  He stopped suddenly and cocked his head to one side, listening to a voice that Sam couldn’t hear.  “All right, all right,” he said in response to the voice.  “Listen, Sam...Her Omnipotence says we’re using up too much power.  I’ve been here way too long.  I have to go.”
“It’s all right.”
“Are you sure?  You’ll be okay?”
Sam nodded and produced what he hoped was a smile genuine enough to convince Al.  “Yeah.  I think I’m just gonna go to sleep for a while.”
“You should have something to eat.”
“I will.  Later on.”
“What about the beer?”
“I don’t really want it.  I just want to take a nap.”
“I’ll be back,” Al promised.

“I know you will.”
Reluctantly, Al got up from his chair.  When the Imaging Chamber door opened, he dragged the chair through the doorway, then stopped and looked back at Sam.  Still forcing the same wan smile, Sam climbed out of the recliner, crossed the room, and stretched out full length on Mike’s couch.

“I’ll be back, Sam,” Al said again, and closed the Chamber door.

* * *

He slept through the entire night without dreams, so deeply that when he finally woke up a little after nine o’clock the next morning, his entire body felt as if it were encased in cement.  Groaning, he dragged himself up off the couch, which had obviously not been constructed with the health and well-being of anyone’s back muscles in mind, and struggled into the kitchen.

On the left-hand side of the kitchen, alongside the pantry, was a tiny, ugly, utilitarian half-bathroom that contained a sink, a toilet, and a wastebasket.  He made use of the toilet first, then turned on the cold water in the sink and, bending down, splashed several handfuls of it onto his face.  That helped clear his head a little, and made him realize he was thirsty, so he ran some more water into the blue plastic cup Mike had left sitting on the edge of the sink and downed it in one gulp.

“Aaauuugghhh,” he muttered.

The water had a nasty, metallic smell and taste that made his stomach roll over in protest.  Groaning again, he flipped down the toilet lid and sat down, pillowing his head in his hands until the urge to throw up had passed.

About twenty minutes later he managed to make his way upstairs.  There was a full bathroom up there.  Sam shucked his clothes, abandoning them on the bathroom floor, turned the shower on full blast and climbed inside.  He let the hot water cascade down his chest, then his back, until he felt awake enough to make use of Mike’s soap and shampoo.  He took a long time toweling himself dry, then meandered into what passed for a master bedroom and poked around in Mike’s closet until he found a pair of well-faded jeans that looked soft and comfortable.  Hanging near the jeans was something he hadn’t noticed until now:  a baseball uniform shirt with the word BOMBERS on it.  The shirt — or maybe it was the team name — seemed familiar somehow.  Sam plucked it off its wire hanger and slipped into it, buttoned it closed and tucked it into his jeans.  That done, he sat down on the end of Mike’s unmade bed and stared down at his bare feet.

“Now what?” he murmured.

The shelves around the TV held a couple of dozen video movies.  More than enough to fill up his time, Sam supposed, and the kitchen was well-stocked enough that he wouldn’t need to venture out for provisions.  He’d be able to spend three, maybe four days in Mike’s house, hibernating, not needing to talk to anyone, except maybe Al.

“And then what?” he sighed.

He could almost hear his mother, chiding him in the firm but gentle tone meant to convince him that she had racked up a whole spectrum of experience in her lifetime and knew whereof she spoke.  “Now, Sam, you need to get out and be with people.  Moping doesn’t accomplish anything.”
“Yes, it does,” he muttered.

But she did know what she was talking about.  He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t finally caved in and admitted that she was right.  When he was no longer a child, he came to understand that Thelma Beckett’s insight actually came from having a good heart and a keen understanding of people, rather than unlimited experience.  Unless, he thought with wry humor, his mother had been reincarnated a dozen times and really had gone through life as a man, a woman, rich, poor, plagued by illness, wrongly accused...

Either way, she’d always known the right answers.  

“I love you, Mom,” Sam said softly.  “I wish I could talk to you now.”
Instead, he let the memory of her be enough and got up from the bed.  Feeling progressively better, he located socks and sneakers, stuffed Mike’s wallet and keys into the pockets of his jeans and left the house for the fifteen-minute walk to the ice cream shop.

The sky was heavy and dark off to the northeast, but the clouds were definitely moving away, leaving in their wake bright, uninterrupted blue.  There was a faint breeze blowing, not at all humid, holding the faint tang of the ocean.  It was going to be a gorgeous day, one that would lure beachgoers by the thousands.  Hopefully, it would also lure some people into town to browse through the shops on Main Street.  Sam still had no real interest in boosting Mike’s bank account, but his mother had been right about his needing to be with someone.  Anyone.  Just so long as that someone was not Sabrina San Giacomo or any member of her family.

“Strangers,” he whispered, as if his mother was walking alongside him.  “It’s a great day to talk to strangers.  About the weather.  Or the Sox.  Or the Bombers, whoever they are.  I’ll be a regular fountain of innocuous conversation.”
The squealing sound made him stop walking.

He looked around, puzzled, trying to find the source of the sound.  It was the observer in him, he figured; at the same time that he was telling himself to keep walking, to go on to the ice cream shop and let the rest of the world fend for itself, the small voice deep inside that had spurred him ahead for the last five years was telling him stridently that something nearby was very wrong.

Maybe thirty yards ahead of him was the house from which the elderly man had called a greeting to him during his first day in Mike Sloan’s life.  The squealing was coming from there.  Breaking into a run, Sam reached the house in a few seconds.  On the wide front porch, standing with her head pressed between her hands, was a tiny gray-haired woman who had to be the old man’s wife.  The squealing noise was meant to be a scream, but the woman wasn’t inhaling enough to put any power behind what was coming out of her mouth.

“Miiiiike,” she hissed as Sam took the steps up onto the porch two at a time.

He had intended taking hold of her to calm her down, but she shook her head fiercely and pointed to the floor in the middle of the porch.  The old man was lying there unconscious, his left arm bent against his chest, his left leg twisted unnaturally under his right.  In a movement that was smooth and instinctive and born of years of training that he barely remembered, Sam dropped to his knees alongside the old man, swiftly straightened the old man’s legs, and felt for a pulse under the old man’s jawline.

There wasn’t one.

“Oh, boy,” he whispered.

The old woman was staring fixedly at him.  There was absolutely no point in telling her to call an ambulance, Sam thought, and straightened up enough to look out beyond the porch.  The old woman’s keening had summoned a growing crowd of her neighbors.  Sam picked out a likely candidate and said sharply, “Call 911!”  The man he addressed nodded readily and ran off toward his own house, across the street.

Then Sam lowered his head again, grateful that he didn’t have to grope through the patchwork of his Swiss-cheesed memory for skills he knew he had.  Just like riding a bike, he thought fleetingly.  He couldn’t remember having given CPR to anyone before, but his hands moved as quickly and automatically as if he performed the life-saving routine every day.

By the time the ambulance arrived, the old man’s heart was beating again and he was pulling in air in small, wobbling breaths, though he was still unconscious.

“You did a good job, pal,” one of the orange-jacketed ambulance crew said to Sam, and patted him amiably on the arm.  “It’s a damn good thing you were here.  Four minutes, you know?  If they go four minutes without air...”
“I know,” Sam replied.

He turned to look for the old woman, but she had been taken in hand by several of her neighbors and seemed not to notice that Sam was around.  He felt only an instant’s worth of disappointment; whether she thanked him for his efforts or not didn’t really make a difference.  One of the neighbors, though, smiled at him and said quietly, “Thank you, Mike.  We’ll take care of her.”
Hands in his pockets, Sam wandered down to the sidewalk and watched the ambulance pull away.  A moment later the old woman was being ushered into a car that would follow the ambulance to the hospital.

“You did good, Sam.”
He turned.  Al was standing alongside a tree, cigar in hand, unmindful of the fact that as the old man’s neighbors went on home, several of them walked right through him.  

“Was that it?” Sam asked.

“Probably.”
Sam ran a tired hand through his hair.  “Then why haven’t I Leaped?”
Al’s expression darkened a little and he pointed past Sam with the cigar.  Slowly, Sam turned around.  Brina, whose shop was only a block away, had also been summoned by the commotion and was watching him.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Mr. Furman” — he’d noticed the name on the old couple’s mailbox — “had a heart attack.  I gave him CPR.”
“Will he be all right?”
“I hope so.”
“I hope so too.  They’ve been married almost sixty years.  I don’t know what she’d do without him.  They’re so devoted to each other.”  Brina stopped talking for a moment and folded her arms across her chest.  “Look, Mike...”
Al warned his friend, “Sam...”
Sam waved him away.  ‘I’m sorry, Brina.  I never meant to hurt you.  Please believe that.”
“I...I think I do,” she replied.

“I should have told you in the beginning...”
Brina made a face.  “No.  I don’t think anybody figures you should walk around wearing a sign saying ‘I might still care about my ex-wife.’  Besides, you’re not the only confused man on this planet, Mike.”  She paused and looked at her shoes for a moment.  “And I’m as guilty as you are.  I fell hard and fast.  A little too hard and fast.  Things like that generally don’t last.  It’s just...”
“Rampaging hormones?” Sam suggested mildly.

“Seems that way.”
“I do care about you, Bree.  I just don’t know what I want right now.”
“That’s fine.”  She took the few steps that brought her up close to him and rested a hand on his arm.  “But, see, I can’t play along with that.  I can’t just be `in the running’.  I’ve been through that before, and I can’t do it again.  If she’s still calling you after all this time, and neither one of you is sure that it’s really over — even if you did divorce her, Mike, and you married me, I could never be sure that you wouldn’t still be thinking of her.  I can’t be one of two.  I can’t...I won’t compete for you.  I need something — someone — that I know is all mine.”
Sam nodded.  “I understand.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.  I do. Better than you know.  I want something that’s all mine, too.  I thought it might have been you.  I wish...”  He stopped, deciding against voicing what was in his heart.  “I honestly didn’t intend for you to be hurt.”
“Thank you.”
“I wish I could make it not hurt.”
“Not on your life, Mr. Sloan,” Brina said firmly.  “Because then we wouldn’t have had this week.  And it was the best week I’ve had in a long time.”
The trilling of the handlink caught Sam’s attention, but he kept his eyes on Brina.  “Sam?” Al said from behind him.  “Look down the street.  Outside Brina’s shop.”  Sam looked: a car had pulled into one of the parking spaces in front of the shop and a tall dark-haired man in a light-colored suit was getting out.  “That’s him, Sam,” Al went on.  “Abernathy.  Her Boston lawyer.  It’s all changing back.  This is the day they met.”
“Bree?” Sam said.

She followed his eyes, noticed the customer walking into her shop.  “Oh...” she murmured.  “There’s no one in the shop.  I have to go back.”
“I don’t think he intends to empty the till,” Sam told her with a small smile.

“What?  No...”
The smile widened.  “You mean he looks like the type with the gleam in his eye.  The type you can talk out of saying ‘no’.”  Sam leaned toward her and kissed her lightly on the cheek.  “I think you’re right.  Better hurry.  I’m sure he’s not one of those paranoid types who wants to be in there all by himself.”  Brina matched his smile and nodded, then turned and took a step toward her shop.  “Brina?” Sam said.  When she looked back, he told her, “I’ll miss you.”
“Me, too,” she replied.

Then she dashed off down the sidewalk.

Sam stuck his hands in the pockets of his jeans and walked over to Al.  “You okay?” Al asked him.

“Yeah.”
“It doesn’t work all the time, you know.”  The Observer shifted his posture slightly, so that he seemed to be leaning against the tree.  “You could have stayed here for six months.  Married her.  But you know, Sam, I don’t think that would’ve done you any good in the long run, even if it hadn’t meant Brina would die.  You don’t want to only be with somebody for six months.  I’ve done that.  I’ve done it a couple of times.  It’s not a step forward, it’s a step back.  You want somebody you can be with for the long haul.”
Sam sighed.  “I want anybody I can be with for the long haul.”
“There’s me.”
Sam took a long look at what was in his friend’s eyes.  There was an answer to another question there — an answer that Sam instinctively knew would ease his pain and increase it at the same time.  Also there were the words, “Please don’t ask.”
So Sam didn’t.

He was still looking at Al, feeling the same infinite sadness that was written all over the older man’s face, in the instant before he Leaped.  When the transition began, the sadness was replaced with a wash of gratitude that he was finally being pulled out of Hyannis, that Brina would be all right, would have someone who was all hers, and that he could...get on with it.

A heartbeat later, he was looking at a featureless expanse of blue plastic, with the prickling scent of chlorine wafting around him.

“So?  Are ya gonna answer me, or what?”
“Oh, boy,” Sam sighed.

* * *

THE LADY IN RED

APRIL 11, 2000

You missed another good one, Sam.

That’s the worst part of all this, for me: knowing that you’re missing so much of what goes on here.  It’s your Project, and by rights you should be here, in the middle of it all, like you were those first couple of years.  I suppose I could sit you down and tell you face-to-face what’s been happening, except for two things.

One, you wouldn’t have time left over to do what He intends you to do on all of these Leaps.  And two...I think knowing exactly what you’re missing would be too much for you.  No, I know it would be too much for you.

So I’m writing it all down.  Dictating it, anyway, and somebody with a lot more patience than I’ve got will do the writing down.  And when you finally get home, you can sit down somewhere and read this.  I kinda think it’ll be as long as War and Peace.  That’s what it’s been like, too, war and peace — lots of fighting, with mighty damned little peace to balance it out.

Ah, hell, where was I?  Yeah...last night.

It was late, something like one-thirty in the morning.  Ziggy sounded the alarm and brought all of us running.  I guess she’d been running a few more of those umptyjillion calculations she always brags that she can do simultaneously, and for some reason she decided that right now, in the middle of the damned night, was the optimum time for us to give the retrieval program another try.  Of course, that’s not what she said at first.  If she’d said that was what she wanted, half the people she woke up would have told her to shove the retrieval program up her disk drive and let them go back to sleep.

We love you, Sam, you know that, but we’ve tried that retrieval program about four hundred and fifty times.  You may have spruced it up that night you came home last year, but that didn’t help a whole hell of a lot.  Try convincing Ziggy of that, though. 

Anyway, one-thirty in the morning, Ziggy decides to round us all up and sounds general quarters.  I know, I know, you didn’t program her with any kind of an alarm program that sounds like general quarters.  Maybe she cooked it up herself.  Either way, she scared the shit out of everybody on Level Ten.  From the look in their eyes, most of the people who showed up in the Control Room thought we were under nuclear attack.  And none of ’em were dressed.

Well, okay, Gushie was.  I know Gushie has some down time now and then; he leaves the Control Room, and I figure he goes to his rooms for a few hours of sleep.  So he either sleeps in his clothes or he’s the fastest damned dresser in the Western Hemisphere.

Verbena had on pink pajamas and a fuzzy robe that looked about as bad as that plaid number of yours.  Wilton showed up in sweats.  Howie Berman came down in nothing but a pair of gray jogging shorts.  And me, well...I am an Admiral.  If I’d done the “come as you are” bit, I never would have gotten an iota of respect out of any of those people again as long as I lived.  I’d been with Suzanne from Coding, see, and...

Maybe I should type this myself.

I put on my black-and-white robe.  The good one.  Tied shut, nice and tight.  So nobody in the Control Room could see the shorts with the little bears on them.  Why women think things like that are....  Well, never mind.

Ziggy didn’t quit with the alarm until every last one of us threatened her with total destruction.  Then she lectured us with the “desperate need to improve on average human response time” and told us we had about eight minutes to execute the retrieval program.  Gushie turned about four different colors and muttered something about needing at least fifteen minutes to do what he needed to do.  Unless he got some serious help.

Help?  Okay.  I looked around, counting heads.  A couple more people had come trotting in.  “Monaghan!” I said.  “Ziggy, where’s Monaghan?”
“Behind you, Admiral,” Ziggy told me.

I turned around.  “Behind me” covered kind of a wide area, but the only people standing there were Beeks and...Jesus, this babe in a red dress.  I thought that was it for my heart right there, Sam.  The dress was made out of some kind of glittery stuff, and not a whole lot of it.  Underneath the dress was…legs.  Yards and yards of legs in black stockings, and black patent leather shoes with spike heels.  Up above the dress was a whole fountain of dark hair.  I thought I was doomed, right there.  I thought that was it.  But there was just no way I could die in the middle of this roomful of people, wearing boxer shorts with teddy bears on them.  So I turned around the other way.  “Ziggy,” I said.  “You need your sensors recalibrated.  But not now.  Where’s…”
“Admiral.”  That was Monaghan’s voice, all right.  I turned around again, starting to feel like I was on a lazy susan.  Monaghan’s voice was coming out of the babe in the red dress.

I know you don’t remember her, Sam, even though you hired her in the first place.  On the other hand, even with all the Swiss cheesing that’s gone on in your head, I know you do remember that you didn’t bring anybody into Project Quantum Leap because of the way they look in spike heels.  You hand-picked everybody for their brains.  Monaghan certainly fits there — she’s a hell of a bright woman.  Knows her job upside down and sideways.  She was certainly the one to help Gushie get the retrieval program going before Ziggy’s eight minutes were up.  Except that nobody in the room recognized her.

She let us all gape at her for about ten seconds, then she walked on past me over to Ziggy’s console.  Gushie was there already, with his mouth hanging open like he was trying to catch flies.  “Gushie,” she said.

He grinned at her.  “Yes?”
“We have about seven minutes.”  She started hitting keys on the console, but Gushie didn’t move a hair.  Wilton only moved when Verbena smacked him on the shoulder.  Berman and the others took a cue from that and got down to business, but they all had an eye on Monaghan.  Even Verbena.  I think she was as startled as everybody else.  See, up to this point none of even realized Monaghan had legs, let alone legs like that.  And when she walked past me to get to Gushie — the red dress had no back to it.  The front of it was fitted, but the back was cut out all the way down to just above her butt.

And this was somebody none of us had ever seen in anything other than jeans and flannel shirts.  The first day I met her I thought she had some kind of lumberjack fixation.  It was weird, Sam.  I figured if I looked in her closet, I’d find about eight dozen flannel shirts.  And we’re in the middle of the damned desert!  It’s about a hundred and forty degrees outside, and we’d never seen her in anything but flannel shirts, until she showed up in that dress.

She went on trying for about half a minute to get Gushie to do something (and definitely not what he seemed to have in mind to do).  It didn’t work.  She looked at Verbena, for moral support, I suppose, but Verbena was busy jabbing me in the arm.

Finally, she muttered something that sounded like, “Oh, for God’s sake.”  She kicked off her shoes — kicked them hard, so they flew off into the corner out of the way.  Reached up underneath her skirt in a move that took about two seconds and pulled off her stockings, balled them up and threw them over with the shoes.  Pulled her hair back into a rubber band she must’ve found lying on the console.  I almost thought she was gonna keep going and pull the dress off, but instead she pulled Gushie’s lab coat off of him and put that on on top of the dress.

“There,” she said, and if expressions could kill she would have fried us all.  “Is that better?”
In a sense it was.  She still didn’t look like her normal self; she was barefoot and her hair was sticking out every which ways from the rubber band, but on the whole she didn’t look any weirder than Berman did.  Or than I did, for that matter.

You already know the retrieval didn’t work.

I went to Monaghan afterwards, when we were all down from having the program crap out on us for the four hundred and fifty-first time.  She’d given Gushie back his lab coat, and was carrying her shoes and stockings in one hand.  She’d calmed down a lot — when she took her shoes off, she’d been right over the top of the pissed-off scale, but she was quiet now, and didn’t honestly seem angry at anybody.  That was a relief; we were alone in the corridor outside the Control Room, and there wasn’t any doubt in my mind that she was physically able to deck me if she felt like it.

“Sorry, Monaghan,” I told her.

“For what?”
“On behalf of everybody in the room.  We fell a little short of a professional attitude, here.  You...kind of took us by surprise.”
“In a room full of people in...out of uniform?”
“That was a hell of an outfit.”
She seemed to understand that I’d meant that as a compliment.  “The alarm went off just as I was walking into the Complex,” she said after a minute.  “I was on a date.”
“I take it you didn’t go bowling.”
“No, I wasn’t bowling.”
“Whatever you were doing...and whoever you were with,” I said, “I think I’m jealous.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re something else, Monaghan.”
“This from a man wearing teddy bear boxer shorts.”
I really wanted not to, but I looked down.  The belt on my robe had loosened up, and there were those damned shorts, hanging out in the breeze.  When I looked back at Monaghan, she was gnawing on her lower lip, as if she figured that would kill the smirk on her face.

“You looked lovely, “ I said.

“Thank you.”
“It’s a whole different side of you.  It was a surprise.  I never realized...”
“That I’m a woman?”
“No...not exactly.  No.  I knew that.” 

She hiked up an eyebrow and looked at me for a second.  When she went on talking, there was a lot of sarcasm in her voice.  It almost made her sound like you, when you’re getting close to the end of your rope.  “What, exactly, then?  You didn’t realize that I’m a `hot babe’?  Is that it?”
That hurt.  But I had it coming.  “I’m sorry, Monaghan.”
“I have a name, you know.”
“Mary.”
“Yes.”
“Do you want me to call you Mary?  It doesn’t seem...balanced.  You call me ‘Admiral.’  If I call you by your first name, it makes me sound like some Hollywood agent who tells people, `I’ll have my girl call your girl.’”
“Actually, I was thinking of calling you Al.”
That startled me almost as much as my first glimpse of the red dress.  “You were?”
“Is that bad?”
“Well...no.”
“It’s up to you.”
“It’s fine,” I said, not really sure whether that was true or not.

She started walking off down the corridor toward the elevator.  I don’t know whether she intended me to follow her, but I did it anyway.  We’d gone about fifteen or twenty feet when she started talking again, but she wasn’t looking at me.  “The other night,” she said.  “When I brought you the coffee in the Control Room.  We talked for almost seven hours.  I don’t think I’ve ever talked to anybody for that long in one stretch in my life.”
“No?”
“No.  It was nice.  I feel like I know you now.  At least as well as you let anyone know you.  There’s a lot to you that I don’t think you ever let anyone see.”
“Maybe,” I said.

“You have a good heart.”
I wanted to cut her off right there.  She was venturing into sentiment.  You know how I feel about sentiment.  It reminds me of...things I’d rather forget.  Things that aren’t part of my life.  But something told me I didn’t need to cut Mary Monaghan off — not with words anyway.  A seven-hour conversation doesn’t qualify me as any kind of an expert at what goes on inside her head, but she didn’t for one minute seem like the slobbering type.  She’s too straightforward.  Straightforward and slobbering just don’t jibe.

She’d gotten to the elevator, and she reached out toward the call button but didn’t press it.  “Is Ziggy done, do you suppose?” she asked me.

“Done with what?”
“Keeping us poor humans from getting some rest.”
“Who knows,” I said.

She smiled.  There was a lot of mischief in it, and she managed to sneak in another look at my shorts.  “Maybe I’ll sleep in something with a really low embarrassment factor, just in case.”
“That’s probably wise.”
Then she reached out and punched the call button.  “You didn’t decide.”
“On what?”
“On my name.”
“I have to think about it.”
“Probably not tonight, though,” she said, not quite addressing me.  Most of her attention was on the elevator door, so it seemed like she was talking to the elevator.  I thought for a second that she’d been watching too many TV reruns and expected the elevator to answer her, like the ones on “Star Trek.”  But before I could convince myself of that, her eyes were on me again.  “I imagine tonight — what’s left of it — you’ll be too busy thinking of things to say to whoever bought you those shorts.”
“Actually, no.”
The eyebrow went up again.  “Why not?”
“Because she’s in her own room.  And I’m not going back there.  I’m going to my room, to get some sleep.”  I could see another smirk coming, so I put in, “To get rid of these shorts and then get some sleep.”  She shook her head.  She didn’t actually laugh, but she was close to it.  “Tell me something.  Would you go out and buy clothing with teddy bears on it?  For anybody over the age of six?”
“Not a chance.”
“I like you, Monaghan.  You make sense.”
Then she did laugh.  “Thank you, Admiral.  So do you.  Most of the time.”
Like I said, Sam: straightforward.

You know I can’t find fault with any of the people you hired to work on this Project.  They’re the best.  Some of ’em are a little annoying, now and then, but I imagine they’d say the same thing about me.  Then there are others that...well, they’re something else.

Like Mary Kate Monaghan.

*  *  * 

THE NEEDS OF THE ONE

AUGUST 3, 1963

“So are ya gonna answer me, or what?  I know you ain’t sleeping.”
Sam Beckett sighed.  Here we go again.

He tried to — as he always did in the first few moments of a Leap — take stock of his surroundings as quickly as possible.  Not that he could see much of them this time, from the position he was presently in.  He was lying on his belly, face down, with an expanse of bright blue plastic underneath him, pressing against his nose.  Both his hands and forearms were dangling in cool water.  The water was calm, with no wave action, and had the faint, annoying scent of chlorine rising from it.

A swimming pool.  I’m lying on a raft in a swimming pool.  But...where?  And who am I with?

Slowly, he turned his head to the left but could see nothing in that direction but a collection of patio chairs, a small, round, glass-topped table, and a brightly striped beach towel left in a heap on one of the chairs.  Beyond the chairs was a narrow strip of lawn, then a row of tall shrubbery.  But no people.  Where had the voice come from?

“Okay, so don’t answer me.  Jerk.”
A small, hard object struck Sam in the middle of the back and bounced off into the water.  Sam, startled, did an inelegant flop off the raft and sank to the bottom of the pool, sucking up what seemed like gallons of chlorinated water before he could flail his way back up.  When his head broke the surface, he was greeted by gales of laughter.  It took him a good couple of minutes of coughing and spitting to get his lungful of pool water back on the outside where it belonged.  The object that had struck him, a brown leather sandal, remained at the bottom of the pool.

“Funny,” he said angrily, still coughing.  “That was very funny.”
“Just as funny as my own brother not answering a simple question.”
Sam wiped his chlorine-burned eyes relatively clear and peered down the length of the pool, toward its shallow end.  Reclining there in a chaise longue like a sultan on his throne was a young man who looked to be in his early twenties.  He was dark-haired and dark-complected, small-framed, and dressed only in a snug-fitting white bathing suit.  A half-smoked cigarette trailed smoke from an ashtray on the table beside him.  Beside the ashtray was an open bottle of beer.

“I didn’t hear you,” Sam said.  “I was...daydreaming.”
“Twice you didn’t hear me?” the young man retorted.  “I think Ma’s right.  She always says you never pay any attention to what’s goin’ on around you.”  He paused long enough to pick up the bottle and take a long, satisfied swig of his beer.  “You gotta learn to pay attention, Joey, or things are gonna pass you right the hell by.”
“They never seem to,” Sam replied.

“Huh.”
Scowling, Sam paddled, then strode, to the shallow end of the pool and got out of the water, went over to the row of empty chairs and seized what he assumed was his towel.  His — Joey’s — brother watched him every step of the way.  Trying to ignore that, Sam scrubbed his hair partially dry and took more of a look around.

The pool and the elegant, one-storied, Spanish-style house it belonged to were perched at the top of a hill.  Bits of the neighboring houses were visible beyond the row of shrubbery behind the chairs, as was a scattering of trees of several varieties.  The view in the other direction was unobstructed and offered a breathtaking city vista that Sam figured had to stretch for twenty or thirty miles.

“It’s somethin’, ain’t it, Joe?” mused Joey’s brother.  “And all from one record.”
Sam turned to him.  “What?”
Joey’s brother groaned.  “Joe...I told you.  You gotta pay attention.”
“I am.  I’ve got water in my ears.”
“And oatmeal in your head.”
“Toooooonnnee,” a new voice, obviously female, echoed from inside the house.  The owner of the voice came running outside a moment later: young (twentyish, Sam judged), blonde, tanned, and gorgeous, with a slim figure that was round in all the right places.  Like Joe’s brother and Sam, she was dressed in a bathing suit but didn’t seem to have gotten it wet anytime recently.  She grinned briefly, if broadly, at Sam, then settled herself on Joey’s brother’s lap and began kissing him fervently.  “I missed you, baby,” she murmured sweetly, between kisses.

Joey’s brother chuckled softly and replied, “You were only gone five minutes.”
“Yeah, but that’s a looooong time, Tony.”
“You said you had to go to the bathroom,” Tony said, and pulled back far enough to get a look at the girl’s face.  “What, d’you want me to go with you next time?”
She giggled.  “No.”
“Where’d Dixie go, anyway?”
“I don’t know.  She’s inside someplace, I guess.  She was looking at the pictures on the piano.”
Dixie? Sam thought.

“DIXIE!!!” the blonde girl bellowed.

Dixie was tiny, clad in a two-piece blue checkered swimsuit, with dark hair clasped into a thick ponytail, and to Sam’s eye, was not one day over 17.  She dutifully trotted out of the house, squealing, “I’m coming!”, took a second to scan the pool area, then launched herself at Sam.  Before he could blink, she had landed on top of him and was greeting him with the same kind of enthusiastic kisses her friend her showered on Tony a minute before.  Apparently, though, the two girls had placed some sort of time limit on these “welcome back” demonstrations, because Dixie abruptly jerked her face away from Sam’s, straightened herself primly on his lap, and asked sweetly, “Did you miss me, Joey?”
“Uhhh...sure,” Sam said, and gamely produced a smile as he tried to determine a place to put his hands that would neither offend nor encourage the teenager.

“This is such a great house,” Dixie chattered on.  “I was just saying to Ginger while she was going to the bathroom.  We drive up here on Mulholland all the time but I’ve never been in one of these houses.  This one is so nice.  With the view and all.  And a marble bathtub!  I never saw one of those before, except in magazines.”
Sam nodded.  “It’s...something else.”
“But you know, the best thing in the whole house is that bed.”
“Bed?” Sam echoed with a rasp in his voice.

“Yeah.  Tony’s bed.  I have never seen a round bed before in my whole life.  That is so amazing.  How do you get sheets and stuff for it?  I guess you have to be careful you don’t fall out of it, huh?”
“I guess,” Sam replied.

Tony himself, with Ginger comfortably settled on his lap, had resumed drinking his beer, punctuated with an occasional drag off the cigarette.  He basked in the pleasures of the warm sunshine, his brew, and his girlfriend for a long moment before he said to Sam, “If I ask you again, you gonna answer me this time?”
“Ask me what?” Sam said around Dixie’s head.

“Is this the life, or ain’t it?”
Sam forced a smile, trying fervently not to remember that he had a girl young enough to be his daughter draped over his nearly-naked body.  “I...uh...I guess so.”
Tony lifted his beer bottle in a toast and grinned.  “It just don’t get any better than this.”
“Let’s hope not,” Sam murmured.

*  *  *

Sanctuary.

With a long, wobbling sigh, Sam pressed shut Joey’s bedroom door and leaned against it, vaguely comforted by the touch of the cool wood against his forehead.  It had taken him several minutes to persuade the very ardent Dixie to let him go indoors to change, pleading a headache he’d gotten from lying out in the summer sun too long.  Both Dixie and Ginger seemed to find the concept of a headache hysterically funny, and Sam had retreated into the solitude of the house leaving high-pitched giggles in his wake.

He’d found Joey’s room easily enough: there were only three bedrooms, one of which was filled with cardboard cartons and stacks of debris.  Another room boasted the round bed Dixie was so impressed with, and therefore belonged to Tony.  The third room had to be Joey’s.

Unfortunately, the lock on its door was broken.

Refusing to speculate on how (or why) that had happened, Sam peeled off his bathing suit, finished toweling himself dry, and pulled on the jockey shorts, jeans and white tee-shirt Joey had left lying on the foot of his bed.  Then he turned to the mirror over the dresser for a look at Joey.

“I’m a kid,” he muttered.

“You’re nineteen,” Al Calavicci told him.

Sam turned and rested his backside against the edge of the dresser.  His friend (well, the hologram of his friend) was standing beside Joey’s bed, handlink to Ziggy in hand, dressed in crisp-looking, neatly pressed white summer slacks and a pale blue shirt that was, for Al, remarkably subdued.  Aside from his clothing, though, Al looked a little worn.  Almost depressed.  After a second of consideration, Sam decided to chalk that up to a continuing lack of quality sleep time on Al’s part.  Because of his devotion to Project Quantum Leap, and because of his predilection for nocturnal activities that tended to deplete his physical batteries rather than recharging them, Al Calavicci and REM sleep were not well acquainted.

So, what else is new? Sam thought wryly.

“Nice outfit,” he commented.  “It’s very...”
“Tasteful?” Al asked dryly.

“Well, yes.”
Al tapped something into the handlink, peered at the response Ziggy gave him, and executed a very preoccupied shrug.  “It was a birthday present.”
“From Mary Kate?”
“Yes.  How’d you know?”
“Considering that you’ve mentioned her name at every available opportunity during my last — what? three Leaps — it didn’t take a great deal of intuition.”  Holding back a smile, Sam picked up Joey’s hairbrush from the dresser and began brushing his still-damp hair into place as he watched Al in the mirror.  “Don’t look so distressed, Admiral,” he teased.  “The woman obviously has wonderful taste in clothes.  And she doesn’t seem to mind spending a big chunk of her paycheck on you.  That’s an expensive shirt.”
Al made a face.  “Hmmmmppfff.”
“What?  Who am I insulting?”
“Nobody.”
“Then what’s that look for?  Come on, Al, God knows you’ve had women give you birthday gifts before.  Granted, they’re not usually clothing...”  Sam let his voice trail off.  If all of Al’s stories could be believed, what Al normally asked for, and received, on his birthday was along the lines of what Ginger and Dixie were dispensing out by the swimming pool.  If the stories were true (and Sam had no real reason to think they weren’t), the list of gift-givers with whom Al had celebrated his various birthdays — as well as Christmas, Valentine’s Day, Thanksgiving, Veterans’ Day, Groundhog Day, and every other holiday known to mankind and Hallmark Cards — was as lengthy as the average small-town phone book.

Al’s odd expression didn’t fade on iota.  “We had a party.  Mary Kate’s idea.”
“Ahhh,” Sam said.

“Not that kind of party,” Al retorted, more vehemently than what seemed at all appropriate to Sam.  “With the Project staff.  In the recreation room.  We had a cake.  Ice cream.  And punch.  And music.”
“You mean you had a normal birthday party?”
“Yes.  I did.”
Sam put the hairbrush down and folded his arms across his chest.  “Al...maybe it’s the Leaping that’s keeping all my neurons from firing.  But I’m missing something here.  Aren’t you the guy who’s always talking about other kinds of parties?  Aren’t you the guy whose head always snaps around so fast when a beautiful girl walks by that I think you’re going to break your neck?  Is there a problem here?”
“No,” Al said.

“Al,” Sam chided.  “I’m your best friend.  At least, I thought I was.”
“Of course you are.”
“Then what’s...”  Sam cut himself off suddenly.  “Al?  Are we talking about Mrs. Calavicci Number Six?”
“No,” Al said again.

“Are you sure?”
“I’m...” Al began, then stopped.  “No.”
Sam said quietly, “Then are we talking about somebody who makes you wish you hadn’t met Numbers Two through Five?”  Al didn’t reply, just nodded very slowly.  “Then I apologize for what I was thinking.  I misjudged this.  How long have you known her?” Sam asked.

Al didn’t respond immediately.  Instead, he stared down at the computer handlink as if he would have preferred finding the answer to Sam’s question there rather than inside his own head.  “I’ve only been working with her a few months, since Wilsey — one of the Control technicians — was transferred back to Washington and she came down to Level Ten to take his place.  But she’s been with the Project since Day One.  You hired her.”
“I did?”
Al nodded once.  “She was ‘Hobie’ Hoberman’s research assistant.  You met her during the weekend you and...uh, that you spent with Hobie up in Aspen in ’94, picking his brains about quantum theory.  From what you told me, you got a lot of useful information out of Hobie, but you were more impressed with the quality of the people he had working with him.  So you lured Mary Kate and a guy named Evan Dillard away from Hobie’s lab in San Francisco and signed them on with Project Quantum Leap.”
Sam shrugged apologetically.  “If you say so.  I honestly don’t remember.”
“Don’t worry about it.  There’s a lot of people at the Project.  I’d be surprised if you remembered them all, even if your memory wasn’t Swiss cheesed.”  Al produced a small smile and tried watching Sam’s face carefully, but not so carefully that Sam would notice.  He had blundered badly a moment ago, but Sam didn’t appear to have picked up on the “you and...”  If Sam had asked, “Me and who?”  Al would have been forced to do one of three things: fumble, break a promise he had made five years ago, or lie.  None of those options appealed to him.

Besides, there was no available room in his thoughts for Donna Alessi — Donna Beckett.  Not now.

Not now.

He was shudderingly grateful when Sam simply went on talking.

“But if I went to the trouble of luring her away from — what did you say his name was?  Hobie?  If the quality of her work impressed me that much, you’d think that would stick.”  When Al didn’t reply, Sam shifted slightly and looked at Joey’s reflection in the mirror.  “It’s getting better, though, isn’t it?  My memory?  I think I remember most of my childhood now, or at least as much as I’d remember normally.  I remember when you and I first met...”
Al gnawed at his lower lip.  “You do?”
“Yeah.  I do.”
“That’s...um...that’s great, Sam.”  Al forced a broad smile for a moment.  Only a moment.  Then his face fell again.  

“I thought you’d be pleased.”
“I am pleased.”
“But your mind is stuck on Mary Kate.”
Nodding, Al squeezed his eyes shut.  “Yeah,” he said as he opened them again.  “My mind is stuck on Mary Kate.  Makes me sound like I’m in junior high, doesn’t it?”
“Tell me,” Sam said.

Tell you? Al thought wryly.  How do I tell you I want you to make a choice between what I want and what God wants?  How do I tell you that, when the last time I did, you turned me down?

Sam had been right in assuming he was tired — but it seemed to Al that the weariness was all in his soul, and not in his body.  He wasn’t the kid that Sam (wrapped in the aura of the 19-year-old Joey) appeared to be, but physically he was pretty resilient.  He could always bounce back.  That much he could count on.

But his soul...

“Al?” Sam said.

Al turned away from his friend, the 19-year-old Italian kid, and made a great show of staring out the kid’s bedroom window at the fronds of the slightly ragged palm tree beyond it.  The handlink beeped and trilled softly, dangling forgotten from his right hand, the loudest sound in the room other than the ticking of the Baby Ben alarm clock on Joey’s bedside table.  Sam did nothing to prod him into saying more, just waited in silence for whatever was keeping Al from talking to work its way out of Al’s system...at least a little.

“I don’t sleep much at night, you know,” Al said finally, quietly.

“I know.”
“There’s too much to keep track of.  If I went off somewhere and zonked out for eight hours, I have no idea what would happen to you.”
“Al...”
Al shook his head.  “It’s all right.  So I miss out on some sleep.  It won’t kill me.”  He paused, and resumed staring at the tree.  “She brought me some coffee one night.  She’s a coffee connoisseur, she says.  Bought the beans in some little shop in San Francisco when she went home on vacation.  It was the best cup of coffee I’ve ever had.  Everybody else had gone to bed, so we just sat in the Control Room in the dark and talked.  About me.  About the Project.  I drank so much coffee my nervous system felt like an electrified fence.”
He turned a little.  Sam smiled at him, but said nothing.

“I’m sorry you don’t remember her,” Al went on slowly.  “She’s...”
“Something else?” Sam suggested.

“Her hair...she’s got dark hair.  It looks dark brown, but when she stands in the sun, it’s got copper highlights.  And her laugh — she’s got a great laugh, Sam.  She’s not like...” Al stopped.  “She’s not like anybody I’ve ever met.  She’s the first woman I’ve met in thirty years who...”
“Reminds you of Beth?”
“Yes.  But no.  They’re two different people.”
“Are you in love with her, Al?” Sam asked.

“Yes,” Al said.

Sam crossed the room to stand near the window.  If Al had not been a hologram, Sam would have grasped the older man’s arm and turned him around.  “Al,” Sam said quietly, disturbed and almost frightened by the anguished expression on his friend’s face.  “I’m your best friend.  Please.  What’s going on?”
“This Leap...”
“Say it.  Just say it.”
With an almost imperceptible shudder, Al straightened a little, took a deep breath and looked down at the handlink.  “Your name is Joseph — Joey — Vincenzo.  Nineteen years old.  The guy out by the pool is your older brother Tony.  He’s twenty-two.  He’s a singer.  It’s August of 1963.  Tony has a hit record, ‘Dance with Me’, and an album that’s zooming up the charts.  He’s very popular with the teenage girls, just like Frankie Avalon and Fabian, Bobby Rydell, all those guys.  He’s doing well — made enough money already to rent this house, buy himself a car, send some extra to your mother in Philadelphia.”
“All right,” Sam said, letting Al proceed at his own pace.  Which, he figured, was better than the lack of any pace at all he’d been getting a minute ago.  “Why isn’t she here?”
“She hates Hollywood.  All her friends live in Philly.”
“We’re in Hollywood?”
“Yes,” Al said.  “North of it, actually.”  He pointed to the southeast with the handlink.  “Hollywood itself is that way a couple of miles.”
“And why an I here?”
“Tony has an accident on Thursday night,” Al said, haltingly enough to make it sound as if English was a language he’d learned in night school about eight months ago.  “Down on Sunset Boulevard.  Near Dead Man’s Curve.  He has a few beers too many, drives his new car too fast.”
Sam said somberly.  “And he’s killed?”
“No.  But Ginger — the blonde down by the pool — and six other people are.  Chain reaction.  Four other cars besides Tony’s are involved.”
“Then I need to keep Tony out of the car on Thursday.”
“Yes,” Al whispered.

Before Sam could respond to that, the bedroom door flew open and Dixie squealed at him, “Here you are!  What’s taking so long?  You could’ve gotten dressed six times by now!”  Without waiting for an answer, she dropped down to her knees, ferreted around near the bed until she located Joey’s shoes and socks, and thrust them into Sam’s hands.  “Here!  Come on, hurry up!”
“What for?” Sam asked.

“Tony said he’d take us out to Santa Monica Pier.  Come on, Joey!  If we’re not ready in five minutes, he says he’s leaving without us.”
“You’re not dressed,” Sam pointed out.

“I can get dressed a lot faster than you,” Dixie said.

And yanked off the top half of her bathing suit.

“Oh, boy,” Sam muttered.

Without breaking stride, Dixie flew past him into the bathroom, where she had left her street clothes.  Al turned to watch her go, but without any apparent interest in the fact that she was now topless.  Sam hiked a brow at his friend, but Al simply shook his head, tapped the button on the handlink that would open the Imaging Chamber door, and left Sam on his own with Dixie with the parting words, “I’ll be back later.”
“Al?” Sam said, but Al was already gone.

Dixie stuck her head out of the bathroom.  “Did you say something?”
“No,” Sam told her.

*  *  *

Al had his hands stuck in his pockets and his head down as he strode out of the Project Quantum Leap Control Room, tossing two and three word responses to the questions that came from Gushie, Verbena Beeks and two technicians he didn’t bother to identify.  Not until he was safely out of the Control Room, with the door shut behind him, did he stop walking and let himself slump against the smooth blankness of the corridor wall.

Too much, he thought.  It’s just too damn much.

He’d been aware almost from the beginning that Sam’s “setting things right” caused changes in the time stream between 1953, the earliest year Sam could Leap into, and now, the year 2000.  Most of the changes were minor, inconsequential.  Or at least the ways they manifested themselves in Al’s life were inconsequential.  A one-word change in the title of one of his favorite books.  A jacket that he’d sworn was emerald green was now an odd shade of puce.

Little things.

No one else involved in the Project had ever mentioned noticing changes.  Maybe, Al mused, no one else was aware of them.  That seemed logical.  As the time stream altered, people’s memories would altar right along with it, so that for everyone but Al, nothing really was different.  The only explanation he could come up with for being able to notice the changes himself was that his brain was connected (through Ziggy) to Sam Beckett’s.  Connected to the past — the original past.

So, every couple of weeks, he could return to his private quarters inside the Project complex and find that another small something had changed.  And he would marvel at the change for a minute until his own memory slipped into the newly adapted stream and he forgot what it was he was marveling at.  In that minute before he forgot, though, the changes always frightened him.

They were scaring the hell out of him now.

“Al?”
He squeezed his eyes shut, hard, for a second, then opened them and painted a smile across his face.  When Mary Kate Monaghan slipped into his arms, she had no reason to think he was suffering from anything more than a months-old lack of sufficient sleep.  Al held onto her for a while, concentrating on the clean scent of her hair, then moved his head so he could kiss her.

“Dr. Beckett says you have good taste,” he commented after a while.  It took all the self-control he could muster to speak to her in the same tone he’d used with her (off-duty, at least) for the last couple of months.  Some small corner of his mind was both pleased and ashamed that he managed to fool her into thinking that nothing had changed for either of them an hour ago, when Ziggy had dutifully produced the details of this Leap: what Sam Beckett needed to “set things right” this time, and what would evolve when he did it.

Why so many times?? he thought fleetingly.

“Good taste in what?” Mary Kate asked, oblivious to what was churning around inside his head.  “Men?”
“Shirts.”
Mary Kate grinned broadly and patted Al’s chest.  “I’m glad he likes it.  I’m glad you like it.  But you know...it’d be nice if he remembered me.”
“He doesn’t remember his own wife, Mary Kate.”
“I know.”
“It has nothing to do with you personally.”
“I know that too.”  Sighing, Mary Kate leaned against the wall opposite the one Al was holding up and stuck her hands in the pockets of her lab coat.  “It’s just kind of sobering to think that somebody who played an important part in your life five years ago doesn’t remember that you exist.  Dr. Beckett must have sent a dozen letters to Professor Hoberman, trying to get him to turn me so loose so I could sign on with the Project.  Now the only reason he knows there is a Mary Kate Monaghan at Project Quantum Leap is because you tell him there is.”  She paused.  “I don’t know how Dr. Alessi can stand it.  They’ve been married twelve years, and he doesn’t remember her.”
Al nodded slowly.  “She cries.  Sometimes.  Not often.  She knows what’s he’s doing is important.  If he knew he had a wife, he wouldn’t be able to...”
“React as if he doesn’t have one?”
“God has his reasons, I suppose,” Al said quietly.

“What’s he doing now?”
“God?” Al asked.

“Dr. Beckett.”
“He’s headed for the Santa Monica Pier with a seventeen-year-old girl.  According to Ziggy” — he gestured with his chin in the direction of the Control Room — “they’re going to have some ice cream, then go down to the beach, where the seventeen-year-old does her damnedest to make out with him.”
“How long does all this take?”
“Couple of hours.”
“He doesn’t need you for a while, then, right?  You couldn’t do anything to defend him and his virtue from this teenager.”
“Not much,” Al agreed.

“Then can I do my damnedest to make out with you, Admiral Calavicci?”
“You could give it a try,” Al told her softly.

*  *  *

“Ain’t this something, Joe?” Tony Vincenzo asked.  He and Sam were walking along the beach at Santa Monica, about fifty yards south of Dixie and Ginger, who were splashing in the surf and giggling no less loudly than they had been all day long.  Out at the horizon, the sky was painted in brilliant, fiery colors by the sunset.  Sam wasn’t certain which part of that had Tony so impressed — the sunset, the ocean, or the girls.  Maybe all of it.

“We went to the beach back home,” Sam ventured.

Tony made a scoffing noise at the back of his throat and took a swig from the bottle of Coke he was toting — his reluctant concession to Sam, who had insisted they’d had enough beer for one day.  “Yeah, but it wasn’t like this.  This is just plain amazing, Joey.  You can go to the beach all year long.  You can swim in the pool all year long.”
Sam smiled slightly.  “But there’s no snow at Christmas.”
“So we’ll go home for Christmas, and stay out here the rest of the time.”  Tony bent to pick up a broken seashell, curled back his pitching arm, and hurled the shell in a smooth arc toward the water.  “I wish I could convince Ma to come out here.  So she can enjoy the nice weather.”
“She loves the old neighborhood.”
“Living up above a butcher shop?” Tony said sharply.  “That’s no kind of life.  It was you and me and Ma in four little rooms.”
“Her friends are there.”
“She could make new friends.  There’s nice people out here.”
“Let her make her own decision, Tony.”
“I do.  But she won’t get it into her head what she’s missing.  You like it out here, don’t you?  This is a great place.”  Grinning, Tony thumped Sam on the shoulder and saluted him with the Coke bottle.  “I had to bring my little brother out here.  Couldn’t let you miss out on the chance to meet all these bee-yoo-tiful California girls.”
“They’re a little young,” Sam murmured.

“Young?  And what are you, ready for the rest home?” Tony retorted.

“I feel like it sometimes.”
“Joey, Joey, Joey,” Tony sighed.

“Dixie’s only seventeen.”
“And you’re only nineteen.  Listen, Giusepp, if you recall, Denise was seventeen.  That didn’t stop you from scoring a few home runs with her, did it?”  Tony peered into Sam’s face and frowned at what he found there.  “Or don’t you remember Denise?  She’s out of sight, out of mind?”  He didn’t wait for an answer, and instead strode on down the beach.  “You worry me sometimes, Joey.  You get all serious on me.  I don’t know what to do about that.  I’m supposed to be the big brother.  I’m supposed to make the decisions.  And I decided we were gonna come out here and have some fun.”
Sam replied mildly, “We’re having fun.”
“Not so’s you could tell.”
“I’m sorry, Tony,” Sam said with as much conviction as he could muster.  “I guess I’m kind of homesick.  I miss Ma.  I miss my friends.”
“Being with your brother isn’t good enough?”
“Sure it is.  But...” Sam stopped, and took a long, serious look at Tony’s face.  The old line about people protesting too much popped into his head, and it occurred to him how many times over the past few hours Tony had asked him, “Ain’t this great?”  Who’s he trying to convince? Sam thought.  “You’re not homesick?” he asked.

“Me?  Nah.”
“You don’t really know anybody out here.  Just me.”
Tony snorted at him.  “We meet more people every day.  It takes time to make friends, Joe.”
“I know.”
“This is the place to be, Joe.  Everything’s happening in Hollywood.”
“There’s a lot happening back home, too,” Sam said.

“Yeah, well, we ain’t there, we’re here.  And this is a great place.  Sun and sand and girls, what more could you want?”  Tony paused, jerked a thumb in Ginger and Dixie’s direction and grinned, then turned back to Sam.  “Only little kids get homesick, Joe.  That’s what Pop used to say.  Remember, when he talked about being in the war?  He said you gotta see the world when you can, especially if somebody else is paying for the trip.”
Sam replied, “Pop said that?”
“A bunch of times.  He was a tough cookie, Pop.  He’d be telling us the same thing now if he was still alive.  Now listen, Mr. Homesick...you gonna go on moping, or are you gonna cheer up?  Don’t tell me you’re gonna back out on singing with me tomorrow so you can be hooomesick some more.”
Sam’s mouth lolled open.  “Singing?”
“Bein’ my doo-wop man.”
“Your ‘doo-wop man’?”
“Yeah.  You know.  I sing the lead, and you sing the background stuff.  The doo-wops.”  Tony held the Coke bottle near his lips as if it were a microphone and began singing a series of nonsense syllables in a remarkably sweet, pure tenor.  He conducted this little exercise by himself for a minute, then gestured for Sam to join in.  Groaning, Sam surrendered to the prompting.  When Sam was singing the “doo-wops” acceptably, Tony switched to the melody line — also in nonsense syllables.  “See?” Tony said when he had run either out of wind or out of motivation.  “You sing just as good as I do.  You don’t have to do the doo-wops.  I can talk to Jeff any time you want, and get us a deal to sing together.  If Tony Vincent is good, the Vincent Brothers is even better.  You know, like Ricky and David Nelson.”
San frowned.  “David Nelson didn’t — doesn’t — sing.”
“Yeah, maybe, but he’s right there with his brother.  And their folks.  The whole family, right there on TV.  We could do that, Giusepp.  You and me.”
“And Ma?”
Tony’s face fell.  “Yeah.  And Ma.”
Sam slipped an arm around the young man’s shoulders.  “Why don’t we go home, Tony?  It’s getting late.  And if you’re going to sing tomorrow, you need to rest your voice.”
“Yours too, little brother.”
“Right.  Mine too.”
“I love you, Joey,” Tony said abruptly.

“Me too.  Now take me home, huh, Mr. Big Recording Star?”
Tony offered with a grin, “You could be one too.”
“No, thanks,” Sam said, and shook his head.  “I’ve got too many other things to do.”
*  *  *

The acoustical ceiling tiles used in the personnel quarters at the Quantum Leap complex were two feet square.  The ceiling in Admiral Albert Calavicci’s quarters was composed of forty-two whole tiles and six partials.  Since a single tile was pierced with one thousand, seven hundred and sixteen tiny holes (assuming they all had the same number of holes), that meant that the entire ceiling had something like seventy-seven thousand...

Mary Kate shifted in her sleep and snuffled against the pillow.

Seventy-what?  Seventy-seven thousand...

“Al?” she murmured.

He turned his head toward her.  Her eyes were open, if a little droopy.  She didn’t really seem to expect him to say anything.  Instead, she nestled closer to him and rested her head on his shoulder.

“Go back to sleep,” he whispered.

“Only if you come too.”
Smiling (more for her benefit than anything else), he brushed a lock of her hair away from her forehead and slid his arm around her back so that he could hold her closer.  It wasn’t quite 3:00 a.m., according to the digital clock on the little table on her side of the bed.  Maybe another three hours before he could justify getting up and returning to the Project Control Room.  Not that he entirely wanted to go back to the Control Room.  He felt like the ultimate schizoid man: half of him wanted to think of nothing but her, and the other half wanted to think of anything but her.

Why do You have to have this one changed for the better? he thought.  People die all the time.  You can’t rewrite history so nobody dies.

“Do you want to talk?” Mary Kate asked.  Her eyes were open the rest of the way now, and she was almost fully awake.

“Talk?  About what?”
“When you can’t sleep, you always want to talk.  I don’t mind.”
“No.  It’s all right.”
“Is something wrong with Dr. Beckett?”
“No,” Al said.

“Then is something wrong with you?”
Al returned his attention to the ceiling.  This time he didn’t think about counting tiles, or holes; he was trying to calculate the likelihood of Mary Kate allowing him to go down to the Control Room alone.  The chances weren’t at all good, he decided.  Not given the fact that they’d spent more time in the Control Room together late at night than they had in bed.  And not given the question she had just asked.

“No,” he said again.

Shaking her head, Mary Kate got out of bed and aimed for the bathroom.  “Give me ten minutes to take a shower and get dressed.  I’ll go below with you.  We can brew some coffee ad talk to Ziggy.”
Al sat up slowly and rubbed at his hair with the palm of one hand.  “Really...it’s okay.  You don’t need to get up.  It’s three o’clock in the morning.”
“I noticed.”
“Go back to sleep, Monaghan.”
“Would you rather make love again?”
“I...” Al cut himself off.  “I don’t really know what I want.”
Leaving him to his thoughts for a moment, Mary Kate took Al’s cotton robe from its hook on the back of the bathroom door and wrapped herself in it, then sat on the end of the bed.  “You know something?” she said, tucking one leg up underneath herself.  “When I first came here to the Project, I thought you were the most shallow, obnoxious man I had ever met.  Dr. Beckett was so completely different.  I had no idea why he wanted anything to do with you.  Five or six people told me how much you’d helped him put this Project together — how much savvy you had.  But I despised you.”
“You did?” Al asked quietly.

“You made my skin crawl.  You and those damned cigars.  I figured I was lucky that I wasn’t working anywhere near Control, and I could avoid you almost all the time.  The first day I met you — do you remember?  General what’s-his-name — the big, beefy guy with the broken nose — was here with his wife.  Connie or Cookie or something.  She had on four-inch heels and a green dress that didn’t cover anything.  The whole time the general was talking, all you did was gawk at his wife.”
Al nodded.  “I remember.  Her name was Corrinne.”
“You honestly remember her name?”
“Sure I do.  They’d been married for eight weeks.  They met at Disney World.  She was playing Snow White.”
“Snow White?  Snow White never had breasts like that, Al.”
“I know,” Al smiled.

She was tempted to be annoyed with him for that remark, but the expression on his face was so utterly guileless that the annoyance never surfaced.  “That was just the first time,” she went on.  “Every other time I crossed paths with you and there were good-looking women around — I thought you’d raised lecherousness to an art form.”  Al intended to reply, but she shook her head.  “It took me a long time to figure out what was really going on.”
“Which is?” Al asked.

“Do you really want me to say it?”
He shrugged.  “I suppose so.  You’re thinking it.  And if it has to do with the inner workings of my psyche, you’ve probably discussed it with Dr. Beeks at some point.  She takes great joy in picking my personality apart during her off hours, and then discussing it with strangers.”
“I’m not a stranger.  And I haven’t talked to Verbena.”
“No?”
“No.  I wouldn’t do that.”
“Why not?  I’m fair game.~

“No.  No, you’re not.  You just want the same things everyone else wants.  You want not to hurt, and you want not to be alone.”  She leaned forward and kissed him gently.  “I love you, Al.”
When he drew away from her, his eyes were wet.  “I know you do, Monaghan.”
“Then why won’t you tell me what’s wrong?”
“There’s nothing wrong.”
Mary Kate nodded and blew a long breath out past her lower lip.  “I wish you could trust me, Al.”  Al opened his mouth to argue with that, but she gestured him into maintaining his silence.  “I don’t know what I can say to you.  I don’t know what I can do.  Maybe it just takes time.”
There isn’t any time, Al thought.

“Do you want me to leave?” she asked him.  “I can go back to my own quarters.”
“Maybe you should.  So you can get back to sleep.”
“All right.”  She got up off the bed.  “I’ll return the robe and get my clothes in the morning.  I don’t really feel like getting dressed.”
“That’s fine.”
She nodded again.  If being encouraged to leave upset her at all, she made absolutely no sign of it.  That was one of the things that had attracted Al to her in the first place: she was calm.  Calmness in other people was worth its weight in gold, Al figured, since most of his life seemed to be composed of turmoil.  Trouble was, there weren’t a lot of calm women around.  Most of them were right up front with their emotions.  But Mary Kate Monaghan was the other side of the coin: she has an uncanny knack for keeping her feelings buried about forty feet below ground about ninety percent of the time.  The expression on her face now was as unperturbed as if he’d asked her to pick up his dry cleaning when she had the chance.  That made him feel both better and worse at the same time.

“Good night,” Al said quietly.

She stopped halfway to the door and nodded again.  “Good night, Admiral.”
Then she left him alone.

*  *  *

“I hate it,” Sam said.

“Kid,” said the man standing in front of him, “you’re not the producer.”
Trying to quell his anger at the fact that he was being thought of not only as a kid, but as somewhere near cabbage on the brainpower scale, Sam took a step back from the man, folded his arms across his chest, counted to ten three times, and sat down on the wide arm of the sofa in the control booth.  When he could force himself to look at Tony’s producer again, his eyes were open no wider than a pencil lead.

“Maybe,” he hissed, “we should find another producer.”
The man, an annoyingly handsome Hollywood type in his early thirties who everyone seemed to know as “Jeff” or “Jeffer,” set down the coffee mug he had been slipping from.  “It’s not up to you, kid.”  He pointed at the control room window, beyond which they could see Tony earnestly examining a fistful of sheet music.  “Or him.”
“Then who is it up to?”
“The record company.  You want some names?  I’ll give you the phone numbers, too.  You can call them all.  And in about forty-eight hours, your brother will be out of here.  He can go home to Philadelphia and do all his singing out on a street corner, just like he used to.”
“There’s no reason for that.”
“Isn’t there?” Jeff countered.  “What makes you the music expert, kid?”
My doctorate in it, Sam wanted to say, but settled for, “I have a good ear.”
“Then let me offer you my congratulations.”
“Look, Jeff...”
Jeff picked up his mug, peered into it, and thumped it back down.  “I don’t know what’s gotten into you all of a sudden, Joey, but if you’ve got any sense, you’ll do what you’re supposed to do and keep your mouth shut.  I’ve been in this business nine years.  I know what sells.  The people who offered your brother this contract know what sells.  And I don’t think you know shit.”
“I know my brother can sing.”
“Sure he can sing.”
“He can sing.”  No less angry, Sam took another step back, afraid that if he happened to be within striking distance of the nattily dressed and coiffed Jeff, he’d be unable to resist landing a fist dead in the middle of the man’s face.  “What I see in there,” he said, jabbing a finger at the window, “is just my brother.  One guy.  About an hour ago I saw four musicians and three back-up singers, including me.  What you’ve got there” — the finger now jabbed at the reel of tape on the control board — “sounds like twenty-five people singing in front of some ‘hip’ version of the London Philharmonic.”
“It works for Phil Spector,” Jeff said mildly.

“I hate it,” Sam snapped.

“Kid.  Joey.  Look.”  Jeff snagged a jelly donut off the plate beside the coffee urn and held it out to Sam.  When Sam made no move to accept it, Jeff took a big bite out of it himself, liberally covering his sculpted chin with powdered sugar and globs of grape jelly.  “It doesn’t really matter a mountain of hamster turds,” he went on, talking around his mouthful of donut, “whether you think it sounds good or even whether I think it sounds good.  The only thing that matters, and I do mean the only thing, is whether it makes any money.  That’s what it all boils down to, kid, is the money.”
“And it won’t make any without all this...this...” Sam pointed at the tape reel again.  “Augmenting.”
“Sweetening,” Jeff said.

“That stuff’s fine for somebody who hasn’t got a voice to begin with,” Sam began, watching one of the jelly globs drop off Jeff’s chin onto his starched white shirt.  “Although if they haven’t got a voice to begin with, they shouldn’t be making records.”
Jeff grinned around his donut.  “True.  Theoretically.”
“But Tony can sing.”
“You can sing better.”
Sam, who could hear only his own voice and had not a clue in the world to what Joey Vincenzo sounded like, simply shrugged his shoulders and told Jeff, “That doesn’t matter.  I’m not the one who wants to sing.  Tony is.  And what you’re putting together isn’t Tony.  I don’t think that’s fair to him.  Or to the people who are buying his records.”
“It they can dance to it, they don’t care if they’re listening to your brother or to Clara-belle the Clown, Joey.  That’s just how it is.”
“It shouldn’t be.”
“Maybe not.  Listen, I appreciate that you’re so...honest.  Really, I do.  But you’re not gonna change the record business, Joe.  No matter how many tantrums you throw.  You’ll get people mad at your brother, and that’s all.”
“It will change,” Sam said.  “Someday people will insist on knowing when they’re getting the real thing.”
“Someday.  Not today.”
Leaving Jeff to his coffee and donuts, Sam swallowed his temper and walked out of the control booth to join Tony in the studio.  Tony greeted him with an enthusiastic thump on the back and a wide grin, as if he hadn’t seen his brother in months.  “What was all that about?” he asked, nodding toward the control room.

“Difference of opinion,” Sam told him.

“About what?”
“I gave him some...creative input, and he didn’t agree with me.  It’s nothing.”
“You didn’t piss him off, did you, Joe?”
“No.  I think he’s okay.”
Tony shuddered slightly, then recovered and rubbed his upper arms, as if he thought the air in the studio was too cold.  “Don’t piss off my producer, huh, Joe?  You’ll get us thrown out of here.”
“He mentioned that as an option.”
Tony peered at him.  Apparently, Sam realized with an unspoken “oops”, Joey Vincenzo had never been much in the habit of using words like “option.”  Or “creative input.”  But before he could come up with a way to cover his tracks, Tony had gone on to another thought.  Beaming, the elder Vincenzo brother pointed out the thick collection of sheet music he had been studying.  “This is gonna be a great album, don’tcha think, Joey?” he asked.  “The girls back home’ll go crazy.”
“If they can tell it’s you,” Sam murmured.

“Huh?”
“Nothing.”  Sam shook his head.  “Sure, it’ll be great.  You’ll sell a million copies.”
“Two million.  Five million.  A billion.”  Toy dragged a second bar stool over beside the one he had been sitting on and ushered Sam onto it, then shoved some sheet music into Sam’s hand.  “Listen, Joey, I know you sang all the other stuff separate, with the rest of the backup guys.  But this one — you and me, we always sang this one together back home.  It’s Ma’s favorite.  You know, `cause it’s her sister’s name and all.  So I told Jeff, I need you in here for this one so you can do the background harmony right at the same time that I’m singing.”
Feeling unavoidably trapped, Sam looked down at the sheet music.  “Okay.  I suppose.”
“You don’t want to?  You know that song in your sleep.”
“I...sure.  Of course I want to.”
“Great.”  Tony adjusted the boom microphone arm so that the mike was midway between him and Sam, then gestured to Jeff, who had been rejoined in the control booth by his recording technician and a young redheaded woman he had identified to Tony and Sam only as being “from the record company.”  Jeff responded with a go-ahead wave of one hand and mouthed the words, “Rolling tape.”
Sam had discovered to his enormous relief that morning that not only did he know how to read music, he remembered how to read it, and had grown comfortable enough with Tony to be able to sing with him without feeling like a Grade A fool.  He leaned a little toward the music stand, let Tony carry the first couple of bars of introduction, then picked up the background as Tony moved into the melody.

Tony was right, he realized: he did know the song they were singing.  It had been written a few years back (back from 1963, that was) by a Mexican teenager named Ritchie Valens.  The girl whose name was in the song title had been Ritchie’s girlfriend.

Sam had hit about his fourth “ohhhh, Donna...” when the biggest hole in his Swiss-cheesed memory suddenly collapsed in on itself.  He managed to finish the song without giving in to the urge to throw up, though he had no idea how.  When he slipped down off the bar stool, the back of his shirt was soaked with cold sweat.

“Hey,” Tony asked him softly.  “You okay, Joe?”
“No,” Sam murmured.

“What’s the matter?”
Sam lifted his gaze to Tony Vincenzo’s face.  The completely genuine concern he saw written there made him feel even worse, if that was at all possible.  “I remembered somebody,” he whispered.  “I remembered somebody I had no business forgetting.”
“Who?  Denise?”
“Denise?” Sam echoed.  “Yeah...Denise.”
“Well, geez, Giusepp,” Tony said worriedly, “don’t fall apart.  I know you liked her a lot.  But it’s not like you two were married or anything.”
Sam shook his head.  “No, Tony.  That’s exactly what it’s like.”
*  *  *

The night sounds here were all wrong, he realized after a while.  Back on the farm in Indiana, he could lie in bed with his window open and listen to the lulling sounds that nature made after dark: cicadas, mostly, and a calm, intermittent mooing from one or two of his father’s cows.  The wind in the trees.  Here, perched above Los Angeles, there seemed to be no sound but traffic.  Way too much traffic for eleven-thirty at night.

He couldn’t see the stars, either, the way he’d been able to back home.  There was so much city light, and so much haze in the air, that he figured he was lucky to be able to find the moon.

Sam sighed quietly and sat down at the edge of Tony Vincenzo’s swimming pool.  He’d exchanged his jeans for a pair of swim trunks but had pulled on a Disneyland sweatshirt in deference to the cool night air.  The shirt was the only warm article of clothing he could find in Joey’s closet, other than a well-worn denim jacket lined with imitation sheepskin.  After a moment of thought, Sam decided that wasn’t odd; Tony and Joey had probably left all their cold-weather gear back in Philadelphia.  They certainly didn’t need it here.

The pool water was warm when Sam lowered his feet into it.  His original intention had been a midnight swim, but now that he was here, he realized he wasn’t at all motivated to immerse anything more than his feet.  He settled, instead, for watching the flicker of the underwater lights on the gently ripping surface of the water.

“Sam?” Al’s voice said from behind him.

He didn’t bother to turn.  “Where’ve you been all day?” he asked without much interest.

“Did you need...”
“No.  I didn’t ‘need.’  I just asked where you were.”
“Working,” Al said.  “Running scenarios with Ziggy.”
“I see.”  Sam leaned back on his palms.  “Tony and I had a recording session this morning,” he went on conversationally, though he was aware (and inwardly pleased) that there was a distinctly nasty tone in his voice.  “Most of the day, actually.  It went very well.  I enjoyed most of it.  Once I got done arguing with Tony’s producer — the guy whose middle name seems to be ‘Overdub’.”  Without waiting for a response, he went on, “When the session was over, we went down to Grauman’s Chinese to see the stars’ footprints in the cement.  Then we had a couple of burgers.  Then we came back here and watched TV for a while.  Tony went to bed about half an hour ago.”
Al asked after a moment, “What happened to the girls?”
“Ginger and Dixie?  We took them home last night.  I don’t know where they were today.  You may find this astounding, but I was actually very relieved that they didn’t show up.”
“No,” Al said.  “I don’t.”
“Really?” Sam shot back.  The sharp tone in his voice had gotten a lot stronger.  “You don’t care that I had the chance to have a lot of very enthusiastic sex with a cute little brunette, and I passed it up?”
“She’s underage.  You did the right thing.”
“I did.”
“You did, Sam.  What do you want me to say?”
“I don’t know.  Maybe you could tell me what you think Donna’s opinion would be.”
“Donna?” Al echoed thinly.

“My wife.  Donna.”  Now Sam turned around, pulling his feet up out of the water and resting his forearms on his knees.  “You expressed a great deal of concern that I couldn’t remember Professor Hoberman’s research assistant.  Somebody who seems to matter to you.  ‘Mary Kate mentioned...’ ‘I had dinner with Mary Kate.’ ‘Mary Kate had an idea for improving Ziggy’s response time.’  Why is it that you talk about Mary Kate at great length every time I see you — and you say not one word about my wife?”
Al replied quietly, “Because she made me promise not to.”
“What?”
“Donna made me promise never to tell you about her.  She said you wouldn’t be able to act freely if you knew you were married.”
“`Act freely’?  What does that mean?”
“That you wouldn’t want to go through with these Leaps if you felt guilty about leaving her alone.”  Al let his voice trail off.  Several seconds went by before he continued.  “And in some of the Leaps — a lot of them — you have to become involved with other women.  You’ve...cheated on her, in a sense.”
“In a sense?” Sam shot back, glaring up at his friend’s face.  “What, didn’t it count because I didn’t remember there was somebody to cheat on?”
“No, Sam.  But she understands.”
“I don’t.”
“Sam...”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Sam demanded.

“Because I promised.” Al began pacing alongside the pool, back and forth, a line about two yards long.  He wanted badly to sit down, but there was nothing in the Imaging Chamber to sit on other than the floor.  “Sam, believe me.  I never felt right about it.  But it seemed like you weren’t intended to remember.  So I didn’t do anything to push it.  I never lied to you, Sam.  I just didn’t help you remember.”
“So I haven’t been able to communicate with her all this time.  What’s she been doing, Al?”
“Waiting.”
“Just waiting?”
“And working.  She’s here, at the Project.  She helped you set the whole thing up.  Now she helps run it while you’re...away.  She’s in the Control Room.”
“Can she hear you now?”
“No.  The speakers aren’t on.”
“Why aren’t they on?”
“Because I didn’t want the people in the Control room to be able to hear me.”
Sam turned way again and let his gaze fall on the underwater lights.  “Tell her...tell her I love her.  And I’m sorry.  For all of this.  Tell her I remember everything.”
“Do you?”
“Tell her she doesn’t have to go on waiting.”
“I think it’s her choice, Sam.”  Al stopped pacing and shook his head wearily.  “I don’t think you want her to decide to walk away.  Not like Beth did, when she thought I wasn’t coming back from Vietnam.  I think you want her to wait for you, no matter how hard that is, or how long it takes.”  His voice wavered on the last few words, and he waited until he was sure it would be level again before he continued.  “If you care about her, you want her to be there.”
“It’s not fair to her, Al.”
“It is fair,” Al insisted.  “Don’t choose to let go if you don’t have to.”
“What if I never get home?”
“You will.”
“Neither of us knows that, Al.  Every time I Leap, I hope it’s the time I Leap home.  That I’ll open my eyes back at the Project.  But it doesn’t happen.  It just doesn’t happen.”
“You can’t give up hope, Sam,” Al said firmly.

Sam looked at him blearily.  “I remember her eyes, Al,” he said with a catch in his voice.  “I remember the way she looked at me the first night we spent together.”
“And you want to let that go?”
“No,” Sam murmured.

“Then don’t,” Al said, trying to muster some sense of conviction.  “Women have been waiting for their men to come home for thousands of years, Sam.  Maybe that should work the other way around, too, but it seems to always be the women.  It’s the way things are.  Donna made up her own mind.  She’ll wait for you as long as it takes.  Let that keep you going.”
“And what about...Dixie?”
Al ignored the point of that question and gestured with the handlink.  “Dixie ends up marrying a guy named Wally, and she has five kids.”
“Just so long as none of them are mine.”
“They’re not.  You said you didn’t sleep with her.”
“No.  And I don’t plan to.”
“Fine.  Then you’re not cheating on anybody, with anybody, and you can concentrate on what you’re here to do,” Al told him.  “You can, can’t you?  Do what He sent you here to do?”
“It doesn’t seem like I have much of a choice,” Sam replied.

“I know,” Al said heavily.  “At least about being here.  But you can control parts of it.  You don’t need to set eyes on Dixie again, and according to Ziggy, you probably won’t.”  He paused.  “It’s Ginger you need to worry about.  Ginger and the...other six people who...get killed on Thursday.”
“When on Thursday?” Sam asked.

“Seven twenty-six p.m.”
Sam got up from the edge of the pool and did some pacing himself before coming to rest near the row of patio chairs.  That strange expression was back on Al’s face — the one that seemed closer to grief and despair than simple weariness.  It was out of character enough to distract Sam almost completely away from the pain of remembering Donna.  When Al noticed his friend’s scrutiny, he shifted his eyes away and pretended to be concentrating on the handlink.

“What is it about that accident, Al?” Sam asked.  “You don’t want me to prevent it, do you?”
“You have to,” Al replied.  “It’s what you’re here for.”
“But you don’t want me to.  You want something different.  Why?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Tell me,” Sam insisted.

Al lowered the handlink.  He let it dangle from his hand for a minute before he stowed it in his pocket.  Then, slowly, he lifted his gaze to meet Sam’s.  “One of the people who dies in the accident is an insurance salesman named Alex Miles.  After his death, his wife mourns for a year.  Then she remarries, a guy named Peter Monaghan.  They have two children.  A girl and a boy.  The girl’s name...”  He stopped.  “The girl’s name is Mary Katherine.  If you prevent Tony from causing the accident on Thursday, Alex Miles won’t die.  His wife won’t marry Peter Monaghan.  And Mary Katherine — Mary Kate — will never be born.”
“Are you sure?”
“I ran it eleven times,” Al said miserably.

Sam responded, “That’s why the speakers are off in the Control Room.  You don’t want her to hear you.  You don’t want anybody to know.”
“How do you tell somebody they’re going to cease to exist in three days?” Al asked sharply.

“You don’t.  I wouldn’t.”
“I’m not going to.”
“I can’t not prevent the accident, Al,” Sam said after a moment of pained silence.  “If that’s what I’m here for — I can’t allow these people to die if God wants them not to.  And it’s more than just those seven, isn’t it?  Their families’ lives are all affected.  Tony’s one mistake ruins dozens of people’s lives.”
Al muttered, “As opposed to just eliminating Mary Kate and her brother.”
“Is there another way?”
“No,” Al said.  “I spent all day trying to come up with one.”
“There must be something.”
“There’s only one ‘something.’  I’ll locate Alex Miles for you, and you go and kill him.  That would do it.”  He waited for Sam’s response, expecting the younger man to be shocked, but there was no shock in Sam’s expression, just sadness.  Al covered his mouth with his hand for a moment, resting his chin in his palm.  “There is no other way,” he said finally.  “You’re right.  Tony’s ‘mistake’ ruins a lot of lives.  Including his own.  If the accident happens, Tony’s singing career is over.  He’s brought up on vehicular manslaughter charges and convicted, and spends three years in jail.  He never manages to turn his life back around, and dies in 1974 at the age of thirty-three.  Joey goes back home and ends up working as a night manager in a convenience store near his old neighborhood.  He’s killed in a robbery the day after his fortieth birthday.  That’s it, Sam.  There’s too much at stake.”
“Al,” Sam said, and produced what he hoped was an encouraging expression.  “Don’t choose to let go if you don’t have to.”
“But I do have to,” Al said, vaguely pleased with himself when his voice didn’t waver.  “I know how the rules go.  He won’t let me do anything to change my life.  Even when I just want it to stay the same.  what I want doesn’t matter.  That seems to be one of His rules.”
Sam said, “How do you know that?”
“He wouldn’t let Beth go on waiting for me.  And you wouldn’t help me change that.”
“I tried.”
“Not hard enough.”
“Maybe Beth was meant to be with someone else.  Maybe...”
Al shook his head, hard.  “Forget it, Sam.  Just do what you have to do.  Do what He wants you to do.  I’ll get over it.  I always get over it.”  He paused, and gave Sam a strange, haunted smile.  To Sam, he sounded like he was trying very hard not to fall off the edge of a cliff.  “The best part of it is, when the time stream changes, I’ll change right along with it.  It seems to take a little longer for me than for everybody else, but it happens.  When seven twenty-six goes by and there’s no accident, the time stream will change.  It might take a few minutes, or an hour, but I won’t remember that she ever existed.  I won’t remember her at all.”
Something in Al’s tone, instead of convincing Sam, swayed him in the other direction.  “You won’t?” Sam ventured.  “But you keep telling me you remember both timelines.  When I saved Tom...you remember how it was before.  You remember not knowing Tom.”
“Not really.”
“What if you don’t forget?”
“I’ll forget,” Al insisted.

Sam shuddered.  “I can’t let it happen, Al.  We’ll think of something.  What can I do?”
“You can turn your back,” Al replied.

“What?”
“Just do your job, and don’t worry about me.  Or about Mary.  There’s not much point in worrying about her — she’ll just blink out of existence on Thursday.”  Al paused.  “Thursday for you.  It’ll be Saturday where she is.”
“I can’t...”
“It’ll be all right,” Al insisted.  “You’ll go on to your next Leap and I’ll be there, same as always.  And I won’t remember.  I won’t.  It’ll be just like you and Donna.  Except that the memory won’t ever come back for me.  It’ll be easy, Sam.  Three more days, and it’s over.”
“There’s got to be another way,” Sam persisted.

“No,” Al said.  “There isn’t.”
*  *  *

“I don’t get it, God,” Sam said to the wind.

After Al had left him, about two hours ago, Sam had gone back into the house and helped himself to about half of the prodigious quantity of beer he found in Tony’s Vincenzo’s refrigerator.  He’d never been much of a drinker, but this occasion made him remember people he’d encountered in college.  Drinking was a problem solver there; the people who indulged in it had seemed to think that if you couldn’t eliminate your problems, you could at least pickle them.

So half of Tony’s beer was now in Sam’s stomach.  And Sam found himself amazed that he had even managed to get himself out of Tony’s house, let alone walk the half mile up Mulholland Drive that brought him to the overlook where he was now standing.

Well, where he was now swaying.

“I think my mother would be pleased,” he said slowly, watching the twinkle of lights down below, in the San Fernando Valley, and not terribly interested in how much his words were slurred.  “She’s always been a reasonably religious woman.  I think it would please her, to know that her little boy grew up to be the right hand man to the Big Guy.”
He grinned.  “Samuel John Beckett, the right hand man to God.”
Of course, no one answered him.

“But I don’t entirely get it, You know?” he went on.  “You would think that since I’m so important to this entire scheme of Yours, You’d at least let me in on some of the reasoning behind it.  I’ve tried figuring it out on my own, but I’m missing something.”
When all he could hear in response to his musings was the muffled sound of traffic, he sat down slowly and carefully on the pebbly dirt of the overlook and took a long swig from the bottle he had brought with him.  A lot of time seemed to have passed since he’d taken the bottle out of the refrigerator; the beer was no longer even cool.  He considered that for a second, then went on drinking.

“My life,” he said when the bottle was empty.  “My life hasn’t been that bad, on the whole.”
Off in the distance, a car horn sounded.

“I agree,” Sam nodded.  “Not all that bad.  My father died, but people’s fathers die all the time.  I wasn’t really prepared for it, but what can you do.  I’ve got my mom and my sister, and You let me have my brother Tom back.  You let me have Donna back, too, didn’t You?  I lost her the first time, but we changed it.  I think I remember that.  And I have my work.  I had a theory that almost nobody believed, and You let me make it real.  I made it real,” he whispered.  “I’m in 1963.”
He stopped and listened again.

“Did You send all the cars here, God?” he asked, vaguely aware that his voice was much too shrill.  “There are way too many cars here.”
He peered into the beer bottle and jiggled it experimentally, then turned it upside down.  The last drop of beer dribbled out and plopped into the dust alongside his leg.  Sam sighed heavily and set the bottle down.  Obviously, something was very wrong with either his own equilibrium or the bottle’s; it leaned precariously for a second, then toppled, coming to rest against the roots of a nearly-dead shrub.

“Ooops,” Sam said.

For a moment he debated trying to retrieve the bottle, then decided against it.  He went on watching it for several minutes, though, almost as if he expected it to get up and move of its own accord.

“You don’t like Al much, do You?” he asked after a while.  “You gave me a good life.  But Al...Al’s life is a mess, God.  It’s a real mess.  He doesn’t have much of anybody.  His mother left him, and his father died.  And his sister died.  Then You made Beth leave him.  That doesn’t seem right, Y’know?  People pass in and out of Al’s life like...weather.  He’s got nobody.  And now You want to do this to him.  That’s what I don’t get.  I just don’t understand that.  You want to explain it to me?  I’d appreciate that.”
A rustling sound nearby startled him, and he nearly toppled over like the bottle had.

There were eyes watching him.

Huhhhh? he thought.

Then, squinting, he realized what the eyes belonged to: a crow, sitting on one of the lower branches of a scrubby pine tree at the edge of the overlook.

“Nice try, bird,” he whispered.

The crow went on watching him, and he stared back at it until doing so began to make him unaccountably sad.  Turning so that he could see the bird only out of his peripheral vision, he propped his arms on his knees and looked out over the San Fernando Valley once more.

“I don’t get it,” he murmured again.

The bird began fidgeting around on its perch, scraping at the branch with its beak.  Sam did his level best to ignore the sound.

“He’s a good man, God.  You have to give him a break.”
And he thought, There’s just too many cars here...

“You let me have Donna back.  I could figure that’s a dirty trick, too, because I’m here and she’s there and I can’t even talk to her.  But she’s waiting, right?  She’s waiting for me.  You gave her back to me, so I don’t figure you’ll turn around and give her to somebody else.  I don’t figure Your sense of humor is that black.”
No one answered him.

“Is it?” Sam whispered.

The bird settled down and went back to watching him.

Sam was silent for a long while, coughing now and then as the dusty air of the overlook irritated his throat.  Finding some more beer to wash the dust down with seemed like a good idea, until he considered how long a walk it was back to Tony Vincenzo’s refrigerator.  Thinking about the refrigerator began to depress him too, and he was unable to explain that until he recalled pulling a couple of bottles of Heineken from another refrigerator and handing one to Al Calavicci.

“It just doesn’t stack up, God, the way I see it,” he snuffled, then sneezed.  “Al’s got nobody.”
Except you.

His head snapped around and he stared fixedly at the crow.  Unimpressed, the bird poked around in its feathers, preening.

“Me...” Sam muttered.

You.

“Me,” Sam said blearily.  “Sam Beckett.  I’m the one he loses all that sleep over.  He’s always around to help me.  Well...almost always.  I figure I owe him a payback, God.  I owe him.”  He stopped.  Some small part of him wondered if he was getting himself into trouble, but that part was surrounded by an alcoholic haze.  “Here’s the deal, God, the way I see it.  I know You’re not big on making deals, but this is how it is.  I owe Al one.  No...I owe him about a hundred.  I’m Your right-hand guy, and I help You out all the time, but this time I want You to help me out.  You fix this for Al, or I’m not gonna stop that accident.  I’m not even gonna get out of bed anymore.  Tony Vincenzo can get in his car and run a demolition derby if he wants to.”
There was a rustling, again, in the pine tree.  The crow was peering at him curiously.

“What’d’ya think?” Sam asked it.  “Sounds reasonable to me.”
The crew cocked its head as if it were thinking.

“That’s the deal, God,” Sam said.  “You fix this, or Samuel John Beckett resigns.  Tilt this thing Your own way if You want.  You can even make me forget Donna again if You want.  I’ll work with that.  I don’t like it, but I’ll work with it.  She’ll work with it too.  She’s been waiting all this time without hearing from me, so she must be good at it.  This is all just for Al.  And Mary what’s-her-name.  You can’t just blink her out of existence.  That’s not right.  You really need to fix this.  Fix it for them.”
He waited.

“You’re not easy to work with, God,” Sam sighed.  “Okay, think about it.  I need to go to sleep now.”
Slowly, he picked himself up off the ground.  He wobbled alarmingly at first, and came close to falling face-first in the dirt, then managed to steady himself and looked around until he could determine which direction to head in.

In the morning, when he awoke with a hangover the size of Montana, he would not remember making a deal with God.  He wouldn’t even remember having left Tony Vincenzo’s house.

*  *  *

They were laughing together.

Al stood in the doorway and watched them, letting smoke collect around his cigar.  They were leaning close together, like two smallish football players in a huddle, laughing so hard that Donna had tears dribbling down her face.  The laughter made them seem very much alike, though physically they didn’t resemble each other at all, beyond their both having dark hair.

“Donna?” Al said finally.

Donna Alessi straightened up and turned to face him, wiping at her face with the heel of one hand.  “Sorry.  I couldn’t help that.  M.K. just told me the best story I’ve heard in a long time.”
“Did she.”
“Did you want something?”
Al nodded.  “I need to talk to you.”
She took a step toward him and totally misinterpreted the look on his face.  “Is it Sam?” she asked, frightened.  “Has something happened to Sam?”  Before she finished speaking she had crossed the rest of the distance between them and taken hold of his arm.  “Al?”
“No.  No, he’s fine.”
“What, then?”
“He...”  Something on the far side of the Control Room caught Al’s eye.  Red.  Mary Kate had a red sweater on underneath her lab coat.  She was watching him steadily, and had obviously been as unnerved by his demeanor as Donna.  “He remembers.”
“You didn’t tell him,” Donna said.

“No.  He remembered on his own.  I’m not sure how it happened, but when I saw him last night, he was furious.  Just like the last time.  He wanted to know why I hadn’t told him about you.  I told him you made me promise.”  His gaze wandered again.  He and the two women were alone in the Control Room, but the place had begun to feel unbearably crowded.  “When he settled down, he said to tell you that he loves you, and he’s sorry.”
Donna’s hand went up over her mouth.  Nodding, she told Al in a voice barely above a whisper, “Thank you.  Excuse me...I need to...”
She was gone a second later.

“Does he really remember?”  Mary Kate asked.

“Yeah,” Al said.

“That really kills things, doesn’t it?  I don’t think she wanted him to remember.”  She paused, looking at the door Donna had disappeared through.  “I had dinner with her last night.  We talked for a long time.  She surprised me — I think she’s more devoted to the success of the Project than all the rest of us put together.”
Al replied, “Because it’s Sam’s dream.”
“Is he coming back, Al?”
Al shook his head.  “Sometimes I wish to hell I knew.”
“Donna doesn’t think so.”
Frowning, Al told her, “Of course she does.  She knows he’ll come home eventually.  God won’t hold onto him forever.”  He paused, then said firmly, “None of us believes that.  Even Sam.  Especially Sam.”
“It’s not that.”
“What do you mean?”
Mary Kate turned away from him for a moment and ran a hand over the edge of the control console.  When she began speaking, her back was still to Al.  “It’s not a question of what God is doing, or intends to do.  It’s Dr. Beckett.  Dr. Alessi — Donna — said this Project isn’t just his dream.  It’s his whole life.  She said the whole time she’s known him, his heart has been with Quantum Leap.”  She hesitated again and turned around.  “He came home once.  She said that gave her some hope, until he decided to leave again.”
“He did it to save my life,” Al told her.

She shook her head.  “Donna says he did it because there was no way he could stand in the Imaging Chamber and watch somebody else do his work for him.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“Is it?”
“No,” Al sighed.  “It’s not.”
“And you just confirmed it for her.  `He said to tell you that he loves you, and he’s sorry.’”  Mary Kate sagged a little, letting her palms rest against the top of the console.  “He could have stayed here.  He could have sent somebody else into the Accelerator to help you.  That’s a tough thing to look at, Al.  He went back in because there were things more important to him than staying with Donna.”
“You’re right,” Al said quietly.

“But she’s dealing with it.  I think she has more strength than all of us.  She loves him enough to let him have his dream.  Even if that means she’ll never see him again.”
Al replied, “He’ll be back.”
“To stay?”
“Yes.”  A small smile found its way across Al’s face.  “I have no idea when, but he’ll be back.  He’ll be sent back.  God changed things once for Sam, so that Sam and Donna could be together.  Eventually, He’ll change things again.  For Donna.”
“And you believe that?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Then you have a lot of faith.”
“Sometimes.”  Al took a drag off his cigar, which had been silently filtering ash down onto the formerly spotless floor of the Control Room.  He thought fleetingly that if Sam had been there to see that, he’d be run through the wringer within a very few minutes.  As it was, he just pushed at the ash once with the toe of his shoe, then forgot about it altogether.  “Sometimes I have none at all,” he added.

“Why?” Mary Kate asked.

“Because He does too may things that don’t make sense.  He does things that aren’t at all fair.”
“Maybe there’s a point to that.”
“Really?” Al countered.  “What is it?”
“I don’t know.”
“That’s the point,” Al said.  “It’s damned hard to cooperate when you don’t understand the rules of the game.  I’ve been in the Navy most of my life, but I’ve never been much for the ‘just do it’ line.  I need to understand why.”
Mary Kate replied, “We all do, Al.”
He looked at her for a long while, standing in the room that was the embodiment of Sam Beckett’s dream.  He was completely aware of how much he himself hadn’t explained to her over the last couple of days, as well as the fact that he had no intention of explaining.  Finally, with his cigar dropping more ash onto the white linoleum, he told her, “I love you, Monaghan.”
“I know you do,” she said.

*  *  *

They probably heard Ginger scream all the way to Sacramento, Sam would figure a little later.  It was Wednesday afternoon, and he was out by the pool again, pretending to read a copy of LIFE but unable to concentrate on either the pictures or the words, when the shrill sound of her voice erupted from inside the house.  Dropping the magazine, he ran inside to find Tony and Ginger wildly embracing each other and dancing around the telephone, which for some reason was lying on the living room floor.

“What happened?” Sam gasped.

“‘Bandstand’!” Ginger squealed.  “Tony’s gonna be on `American Bandstand’!”
Then Tony screamed too.

Sam, utterly baffled, picked up the phone and set it on the table where it belonged.  “What are you talking about?”
“I’m gonna...” Tony began, and immediately ran out of air.  He stopped for a moment, grinning ridiculously at Ginger, and bobbed up and down on his toes until he could speak again.  “That was Danny — my agent — on the phone.  It’s gonna be on on Saturday afternoons instead of during the week.  And I’m gonna be one of the first Saturday guests.”
Ginger screamed again.

“Stop that,” Sam told her.  “Tony, that’s great!”
Tony hugged him fiercely.  “You bet it’s great!  We have to fly back to Philly — we’ll go a couple days early so we can make sure Ma has a new dress.  You and Ma have to sit right up front in the audience.”
“Philly?  Why do we have to go to Philly?”
“For the TV show, you fish brain.”
“But,” Sam said puzzledly, “we’re in Hollywood.  Don’t they tape ‘American Bandstand’ in Hollywood?”
Tony’s eyebrows slid so far up his forehead that they threatened to disappear into his hairline.  “You know, Joseph,” he said in an exasperated tone, “sometimes I think you ain’t my brother at all. I think you’re a Martian who’s taken over Joey’s body.  I don’t know what ‘tape’ is — they’ve been broadcasting ‘Bandstand’ live from Philly every afternoon, Monday to Friday, ever since we were kids.  You know that.  Unless you’re a Martian.”
“I’m not a Martian.”
“Good,” Tony replied.  “I’m glad we figured that out.”
“Tony,” Sam said abruptly.  “Why don’t we go now?  Spend some extra time at home, with Ma.  We can see everybody.  Play some ball with the guys.  It’ll be great.”
“We can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because,” Tony said with a catch in his voice.  “We’ve got three more recording sessions to do before the show.  Tomorrow, Friday and next Tuesday.  If we cancel the studio time, they won’t be able to re-book till next month.”
“Then we’ll do it next month.”
“They want the album out by November.”
“We’ll work faster next month,” Sam prodded.  “It’ll get done.  If it needs to get done, there’s always a way.  Come on, Tony.  Let’s go home.”
Tony sat down on the end of the coffee table.  “You go.”
“Not without you.”
“I can’t go, Joe.”
“Hey!” Ginger blurted.  Up to this point, she had been observing the discussion in puzzled silence.  An only child, she had no experience with sibling disagreements, and since she had only known Tony and Joey for a week, she had no understanding of what motivated either one of them.  So she opted for the only way she could think of to put an end to the bad feelings in Tony and Joey’s living room: to sidestep the problem entirely.  “It’ll be fine,” she bubbled.  “You guys can do your recording session tomorrow, then we can go down to the beach and meet everybody like we planned, for my birthday party.  We’ll watch the sunset and play volleyball.  You guys’ll have a great time.  Trust me.”
Sam echoed softly, “The beach?”
“Yeah,” Ginger grinned.

“Tomorrow at sunset.”
“Uh-huh.  Come on, Joey, you remember.  I told you all about it last week, down at the Burger Shack.  I’m gonna be twenty-one.  About fifty of my friends are gonna be there.  You guys said you could come.”
Tony told her, “He probably can’t remember.  He’s got a memory like a gravy strainer.”
“I remember,” Sam said.  “Of course I remember.”
He didn’t, actually; he’d been in another Leap last week, and Ginger had spoken to the real Joey.  What he did remember was Tony’s preferred route to the beach from either their house or the recording studio.

Straight down Sunset Boulevard.

*  *  *

“I thought you died in there,” Tony said.

Sam shrugged noncommittally and slid into the front passenger seat of Tony’s blue Cadillac convertible.  Ginger was in the back, contentedly munching on a fat cheeseburger, with an order of fries on the seat beside her and a cup of Coke carefully balanced on the floor between her feet.  Tony’s burger, as well as the food he had ordered for Sam, was on the front seat between them.

“Are you happy now, you went to the bathroom?” Tony asked.

“I guess so,” Sam replied.

“Can we please go now?”
Sam had completely run out of options.  History, he had discovered during his Leaps through time, had a tendency to remain true to itself.  Ideally, he would have been able to look Tony in the eye and say “Let’s not go to the beach,” and Tony would readily agree.  But Tony was doing no such thing.  The first time around, Tony Vincenzo had been on Sunset Boulevard at 7:26 p.m. on August 8, 1963, and though Sam had been trying mightily for the past twenty-four hours to steer him in another direction, time was ticking on toward 7:26 and Tony was once again aiming for Sunset.

And Al, who ordinarily would have been nearby, offering his own advice as well as Ziggy’s, was notably absent.  He had been since leaving Sam at the swimming pool.

I can’t blame him, Sam thought.  If it were me, I wouldn’t try to interfere — but I sure as hell wouldn’t be interested in helping.

I could use somebody’s help, though.  A lot of it.

“Ummmm...yeah,” he told Tony.  “I guess so.”
With a long sigh of relief, Tony started the convertible up and pulled out of the Burger Shack’s parking lot into the traffic heading west.  It was a little after seven p.m.  Sam had been Tony’s perpetual shadow since the two of them got out of bed early that morning.  In the original history, according to Ziggy, Tony had had three or four bottles of beer before 7:26 p.m.  So far today, Tony hadn’t drunk any beer at all.  That seemed like a good sign, in a Leap that was very short on good signs.

“You going down Sunset?” Sam asked.

“Of course I’m going down Sunset.  We’re on Sunset,” Tony said around a mouthful.  “How the hell else would I go?”
“Can’t we go down Santa Monica?”
“What for?”
“Variety,” Sam said.

Tony rolled his eyes and gulped down his mouthful.  “Jesus in a handcart, Joe.”
“Can we?”
“No, we can’t.  You get yourself a car, and you can go to the beach any damn way you want.  But as you may notice, we’re in my car.  So just sit there and count Buicks or something.  We’ll be there in a few minutes.”  Tony took another huge bite of burger.  “Ginger, baby doll, give me that bottle that’s under the seat back there, would ya?”
“Uh-huh,” Ginger said, and produced a bottle of beer.

Sam snatched it out of her hand before Tony could get to it.  “You can’t drink that while you’re driving,” he said firmly.

“Says who?” Tony demanded.

“If the police see you...”
“They’re not gonna see me.  What d’ya’think I’m gonna do, wave it at ‘em?  Quit this crap, Joe, and take the top off that bottle and give it to me.”
“When we get to the beach,” Sam told him.

“I’m gonna punch your goddamn lights out when we get to the beach.”
“Fine,” Sam said.

“What’s with you, Joe?” Tony asked shrilly.  “You’ve been acting like a jerk all day.  All week, for that matter.  First you get rid of Dixie, then you pick fights with my producer.  Then you want to go running home to Ma.  I can’t figure you out, Joe.  I don’t know who the hell I’m talking to.”  They were approaching an intersection at which the traffic light had already gone yellow.  Rather than stop, Tony shoved the accelerator down and the Cadillac roared through the crossing.  He went on ranting at Sam for several more miles down Sunset, with Ginger doing her best to eat her dinner, and not wear it, in the back seat.

They had crossed into Beverly Hills when Tony abruptly demanded, “Are you jealous, Joe?  Is that it?”
“No, Sam said.  “Why would I be jealous?”
“Because I’m going on ‘Bandstand’ and you gotta sit in the audience.”
“Tony,” Sam said, “I have absolutely no desire whatsoever to appear on ‘American Bandstand’.”
“Then what’s eating you?  Huh?”
“I think you should pull the car over.  Stop somewhere.”
“Like so much hell.”  Tony muttered something more under his breath and made a sudden grab for the beer bottle, which was in Sam’s right hand.  Sam saw the move coming and swept his hand out above the car door, well beyond Tony’s reach.  Infuriated, Tony slammed on the brakes.  The bottle flew out of Sam’s hand and exploded on the pavement of Sunset Boulevard about a yard in front of the car.  Ginger, who had no seat belt and was bounced off the back of the front seat, emitted a loud squeal.  At the same moment, the cup of soda between her feet toppled over, producing an enormous puddle of Coke and half-melted ice on the floor of the Cadillac.  Tony’s and Sam’s burgers and fries landed up underneath the dashboard.

“That’s great,” Tony spat, and clenched the steering wheel with both hands.  “That’s just fucking great.”
“They’ll have more beer at the beach,” Ginger offered feebly.

“Are they gonna clean up my car, too?”
“I can do that for you.”
“No,” Tony snapped.  “Forget it.  I’ll just drive it into the fucking ocean.”  Ignoring the growing line of drivers honking their horns behind him, he glared out over the hood of his car.

Stall, Sam thought.  Just keep stalling.

And he dropped his eyes to his wristwatch.

An instant later, Tony had Sam’s wrist in his hand and was shaking it like a terrier with a rag.  “Are we late?” he shouted.

“Tony,” Sam said.  “Tony, calm down.”
Tony took his foot off the brake and slammed it down on the gas pedal.  With a screech of protest from the tires, the Cadillac rocketed ahead.  Tony’s grip on the wheel was so tight that all the veins stood out on the backs of his hands.

“Tooonnneee,” Ginger hissed.

“Slow down!” Sam insisted.

“We’re late,” Tony shot back.  “And it’s my fault.  I wasn’t the one who stalled at the recording studio, and I wasn’t the one who wanted to stop for food, and I wasn’t the one who had to go to the goddamn bathroom.  And I sure wasn’t the one who wanted to jerk around with the beer.  But it’s my fault we’re late.”
“It’s okay!” Ginger squealed.  “Slow down, you’ll get us all killed.”
“No way,” Tony said.  “I’m the Golden Boy.”
“‘Golden Boys’ die all the time,” Sam told him nervously, and looked again at his wristwatch.  It read 7:25.  One minute before the accident he was supposed to prevent, and he, Tony and Ginger were trapped in a car that seemed to be traveling close to the speed of sound.  Am I doing it, Ziggy? he thought frantically, Am I changing anything?  Anything at all?  “James Dean died in a car accident,” he said thinly.

“It’s planes that’s the problem, Joe, not cars,” Tony said in a tone that was midway between blithe and hysterical.  “They all go in plane crashes.  It’s those goddamn little planes.  Remember Ritchie?  And Buddy Holly?”
“And Ricky Nelson,” Sam said.

Tony’s head snapped around.  “What?”
Then Ginger screamed.

*  *  *

“It’s seven eighteen, Admiral Calavicci,” Ziggy said pleasantly.

“I know,” Al replied.

“Dr Beckett has not yet succeeded in preventing the automobile accident.  The probability is still one hundred percent that it will occur at the same time it did in the original history.  The location has shifted somewhat to the east, however.  There is an eighty-four percent chance it will now occur a the intersection of Sunset Boulevard and Copley Drive.”
Al asked slowly, “Are the same people involved?”
“No, Admiral.  There are now four fatalities, in two vehicles.  Anthony Vincenzo.  Joseph Vincenzo.  Ginger Rae Brown.  And Philip Martinez, the driver of the other vehicle.”
Donna Alessi Beckett put down the clipboard she was holding and turned to look at Al.  For that matter, everyone in the Control Room was now looking at him.  He had told them almost none of the original details of the accident Tony Vincenzo had caused, but they all knew that Sam Beckett had Leaped into Joey Vincenzo.  The real Joey Vincenzo was nearby, in the Waiting Room.  If Tony’s car collided with Philip Martinez’s eight minutes from now, the second fatality on Ziggy’s list wouldn’t be Joey.

It would be Sam Beckett.

“Al?” Donna said softly.

“I can’t do anything, Donna,” Al replied.  “I can’t change a thing.  It’s up to Sam, just like it always is.  All I can do right now is wait.”
How long? he wondered.

Mary Kate was watching him too, from a position alongside Gushie. 

He’s changed history, Al thought.  Alex Miles doesn’t die.  So how long till the changes catch up with us?  Five minutes?  Ten?  An hour?
“Seven twenty,” Ziggy said.

“Shut up, Ziggy,” Al snapped.  “If I needed a countdown, I’d ask for it.”
Then he took one last look at Mary Katherine Monaghan, snatched up his handlink, and strode out of the Control Room and into the Imaging Chamber.

Ziggy dutifully deposited him on someone’s front lawn at the western edge of Beverly Hills in August of 1963.  Less than fifty yards away, Sunset Boulevard made an abrupt, ninety-degree turn from west to north.  Al swept a look around.  Neither Tony’s Cadillac nor Phil Martinez’s Ford were yet in sight.  Al waited.  Several other cars passed him, all at or near the legal speed limit.

He waited.

Tony’s Cadillac soared into sight, doing sixty-seven miles an hour.  Tony’s head snapped to the left, toward his brother — toward Sam.

Ginger screamed.

The Cadillac wasn’t turning.  Tony’s eyes were on Sam.

“Stop that car, Sam,” Al said through his teeth.

An instant before the Cadillac would have crossed the center divider into a collision with Philip Martinez’s Ford, Sam seized the steering wheel and jacked it to the right, out of Tony’s grasp.  At the same moment, he kicked out with his left foot and knocked Tony’s foot off the accelerator.  Ginger, cowering in the back seat, went right on screaming as the Cadillac took the curve to the north, screeched across the easternmost lane of Sunset Boulevard, careened up over the curb, took down a six-foot wide section of shrubbery and dug itself to a halt about forty feet from Al Calavicci.

Sam was slumped against the seat when Al reached the car.

“Sam?  Sam!  Are you all right?”
Shaking, Sam reached over once more and shifted the Cadillac into park.  He nodded at Al, then turned his attention to Tony and to Ginger, who was sobbing convulsively in the back seat.  Once he had determined that neither of them was badly hurt, he got out of the car, took a few wobbling steps, and sat down hard on the grass.

Al crouched down beside him.  “Sam?”
“I’m all right,” Sam muttered.  “My nerve endings are fried, but I’m all right.”
“It was close.”
“No kidding.”
A crowd had begun to gather — notably the owner of the property the Cadillac had come to rest on, who was loudly berating Tony for having destroyed his shrubbery and his lawn.  No one paid the man any attention whatsoever; the crowd was all far more interested in Tony’s now severely scratched and dented Cadillac and in the howling Ginger.  After a couple of minutes Sam pulled himself up off the grass.

“Nobody died?” he asked Al somberly.

Al shook his head.  “No.”
“I wish I could have...”
“It’s all right,” Al said, and forced a frail smile.  “You did what needed to be done.  Nobody died...and they’ll probably all have a bunch of kids they didn’t originally have.”  When he went on, his voice was barely audible.  “It’s not any worse than before.  Just different.  And I won’t remember.”
Sam stretched out a hand in Al’s direction.  There was no way he could make any physical contact with the hologram of his friend, but he wanted — needed — to make the gesture.  Al looked down at Sam’s hand in silence, moved his own hand a couple of inches, then drew it back.  “What are you going to do?”  Sam asked finally.

“Stay in here for a while.  In the Imaging Chamber.  When I come out, I figure she won’t be there.”
“I’m sorry.”
“So am I.  Now go talk to Tony so you can get out of here.”
It took Sam a long minute to turn his back on Al.  Finally, Al shooed him away.  Sam nodded reluctantly and walked back over to the Cadillac.  Tony’s forearms were resting on the steering wheel, his head pillowed on his arms.  Silently, Sam opened the driver’s door, took hold of Tony with both hands and moved him out of the car.

Tony looked at him miserably.  “I coulda hurt you,” he muttered.

“Yeah,” Sam said.

“Are you okay?  You didn’t get hurt?”
Sam looked across the lawn at Al, gratified when Al didn’t look away.  “No.  I didn’t.”
“God, Joe, I coulda killed you and Ginger both.  I’m sorry, Joe.  God, I’m sorry.  Over beer.”  Tony’s face fell and he began to cry.  He pressed his hands against his face, then pulled them away and stared hopelessly at Sam.  “I coulda killed you over beer.”
“It wasn’t about the beer,” Sam told him.

“Yeah, it was.”
“No, it wasn’t.  It was about you being in a place you don’t want to be, and letting people jerk you around for all the wrong reasons.  I’m not jealous of you, Tony.  I’m your brother, and I want you to be happy.  All that fuss over the swimming pool and the beach — that’s just a smokescreen, isn’t it?  You’re the homesick one, not me.  You don’t want to be out here.  You want to be home with Ma, in the old neighborhood.  Even if you have to live over a butcher shop.”
“I’m gonna be on ‘Bandstand’,” Tony said vaguely.

Sam reminded him.  “‘Bandstand’ is in Philly.”
“So...what?  You figure I should be a big star in Philly, instead of here?”
“Wherever you want.”
“And I should listen to advice from a Martian who took over the body of my kid brother?”
“I’m not a Martian,” Sam smiled.  “I’m from the future, and I know all the answers.”
“You are so full of shit,” Tony told him.

Wait for me, Donna, he thought as he Leaped.

*  *  *

The Imaging Chamber was empty.

Empty of holographic images, at least.  Until Ziggy was able to locate Sam Beckett in time and link up with Sam’s mind so that what surrounded him could be projected in the Chamber, the Chamber was nothing but a vast, black room.  Four walls, a ceiling, and a floor.

And Albert Calavicci.

His body had been crying out for sleep for hours now.  If he went on refusing to retreat to his bed, sitting down on the Chamber’s smooth floor and simply closing his eyes would have been good enough.  But he could do neither.  Remaining awake seemed like a test of his endurance, like all those days spent in the cage in Vietnam.  This time, he had decided that he simply would not give in to whatever someone, or something, else wanted him to do.

He would make the decisions here, deep within the complex that was Project Quantum Leap.

He would stay awake, and he would remember.

“You know,” he said quietly, addressing the vast darkness around him.  “I’ve heard a lot of people say that You don’t burden anyone with more than You think they can handle.”  He paused, and gnawed at his lower lip.  “If that’s true, then You must have some really overblown impression of me.”
Of course, no one answered him.

It seemed like Nothing, this room, he mused.  With the door closed and the holographs out of operation, there wasn’t so much as a single candlepower of light in the Chamber.  Just acres and acres of uninterrupted black, and a silence so complete it made him imagine he could hear the rhythmic thumping of his own heartbeat.

“My parents.  My sister,” he whispered.

If he had bothered to shout, there would have been an echo.  With a whisper, there was nothing.

“Beth.”
Just his heartbeat.  And the whisper.

“Sam.  You took my best friend.  I can talk to him, but it’s not him.  It’s a hologram.  I can’t shake his hand.  I can’t hug him.  I can’t sit down and have a drink with him and talk.  You took everyone.”
The whisper.

“And You’re taking her.  You’re taking her, and she deserves to have a life, even if it’s not with me.  It’s too much.  Do you under-stand?  It’s too much.”
It’s too much.
Behind him, the Chamber door slid upwards in its track, allowing a fierce rectangle of fluorescent light to break into the blackness, flowing across the floor to just beyond Al’s feet.  Al had never noticed before how noisy a thing it was, the damned door, but he noticed it now, right before he snarled, “Close the door and leave me alone.”
The door closed a second later.

He let the darkness and the silence envelop him again, his head lowering a little as if it had become too heavy for him to hold up.

And he realized he was not alone.

“Go away,” he said sharply, but softly, out of respect for the silence.

Cushioned footsteps crossed the Chamber floor.  He counted them: fifteen, sixteen, seventeen.  Seventeen was the last one.  Then whoever had opened the door rested a hand on his shoulder.  Missed it slightly and relocated.  The whoever couldn’t see him.  The whoever had pretty damn good sense memory, though.  Seventeen steps and bingo.  He would have suspected that the whoever was Gushie, except that he would have been able to smell Gushie.  And Gushie wouldn’t have been able to find his own shoulder in the dark, let alone somebody else’s.

“What’s wrong, Al?”
He swung around, toward where she had to be, though he couldn’t see her any more than she could see him, wishing fervently that one of his captors had lost enough patience with him to have killed him in Vietnam thirty years ago.

“How long does it take?” he cried out, his voice rising until it cracked.

“How does what take?  Al?  Please answer me.”
Shaking, he pulled away from her hand.  His legs gave out on him, finally, and he slid into a graceless heap on the Chamber’s feature-less floor.  She came down too, found his hands and grasped them.  “No more,” he murmured.  “I already said goodbye.  I can’t do it again.  Please don’t make me do it again.”  He tried pushing the hands away, without success; they simply grasped him more tightly in different places.  He was vaguely aware of hearing his own name repeated several times.  She was frightened, but that didn’t impress him.  His babbling as a source of terror didn’t stack up to diddly squat compared to what God wanted him to put up with.

“No more,” he said insistently.

Then, mercifully, his eyes slid shut.

No more...

When they flickered open again, he was in the Project’s version of a sickbay, tucked into a rock-hard hospital bed with his head propped up by a rock-hard pillow and the needle of an I.V. feed sticking into the back of his left hand.  His vision drifted in and out of focus several times, until his stomach did an impressive half-gainer and threatened to upchuck whatever meager contents it was still holding.

“Al?”
No more, God.  Don’t do this.  It can’t possibly take this long for the time stream to catch up with me.  It never has before.

Please.  No more.

“Al?  It’s all right.”
No, it’s not.  It’s...

She took hold of her right hand, the one that didn’t have any needles sticking into it.  “You’ll be all right.  Can you talk?  Should I get the doctor?”
It was her voice, and her hand.

And something told him firmly that he was right: too much time had gone by.  Had gone by while he was still in the Imaging Chamber.  Far too much.  Awe swept into him and left him astounded, the way it had when he’d stood inside St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York City at the age of three, craned his small head back and gazed up at a ceiling that seemed as far away as Heaven.

You answered me,  he thought.

“Al?”
You changed it.  For me and for her.  He let his mind go blank, not certain what he expected by way of a response, and was not very surprised when he didn’t get one.  Thank You.  I know it’s not much...but thank You.

He made a noise that reasonably approximated a groan.  His head felt every bit as much like concrete as did the pillow underneath it.  On his second try, he managed to produce what sounded like, “Nnnhhmmpff?”
“Well...I guess that’s a start.”
He forced his head to half-flop, half-slide a little to his right so that her face, completely unfocused, floated into his field of vision.  She seemed to be smiling, but he wouldn’t have laid any large amounts of money on whether that was true or not.  He made another, more distressed, noise: the new position his head was in was sending arrows of pain down his neck and into his head.  The needle in his hand began to feel as big as a harpoon.

“You scared me,” Mary Kate said softly.  “You passed out in the Imaging Chamber.”
“Mary,” he murmured.

“How do you feel now?”
“Lousy.”
“Do you want some water?”
He squinted at her, hard, until his vision finally agreed to clear somewhat and he no longer felt as if he were looking at the world through cheesecloth.  “No.  Yes.”
Carefully, she slid an arm under his shoulders and levered him up off the pillow a little so that he could drink without choking.  Where she’d gotten it from, he wasn’t sure, but she had in her hand a plastic cup with a bendable straw.  The water was lukewarm and flat, but he sucked it up through the straw until she took the cup away from him and laid him back down against the concrete pillow.

“Better?” she asked.

“I suppose.”
She stood there looking at him for a minute, then tugged a chair up alongside the bed and sat on it.  That done, she retrieved his hand and laced her fingers with his.  His hand was damp with sweat.  The sheets seemed to be, too.  He grimaced at that and wondered if he had been here long enough for anyone to consider changing the bed.

“You didn’t have anything to eat for almost three days,” Mary Kate pointed out after a while.  “And no sleep.  I think you were having hallucinations.  You were in the Imaging Chamber by yourself for almost seven hours.  The doctor said it was no wonder you fainted.”
“How long...?  When...?”
“Saturday night, around eleven o’clock.  It’s Tuesday morning now.”
“I’ve been out for two days?”
“Almost two and a half.”
Al groaned again and tried gamely to sit up.  He didn’t succeed at raising his head more than a few inches before it shot pain into his neck again and forced him to lie back down.  “Sam,” he said urgently.  “I have to...”
“No, you don’t,” Mary Kate told him.  “Gushie is taking care of Dr. Beckett.”
“Where is he?”
“Gushie?” 

“Dr. Beckett,” Al sighed.

“February of 1971.  He’s in Montana, stuck in a blizzard at a truck stop cafe with three nuns, two waitresses named Mickey Sue and Janeen, and a huge guy with a tattoo of a chainsaw on his chest.”  She produced a lopsided smile and went on, “Gushie says he keeps holding his head in his hands and saying, ‘Oh, boy,’ but he’s fine.”
“I need to get out of this bed, Monaghan.”
“Forget it, Admiral.”
Ignoring the look she gave him, Al slowly pushed himself up onto his elbows.  “This bed is like a slab.  I’m losing all the flexibility in my spine.  If you won’t let me cut and run, at least help me sit up.”  Mary Kate rolled her eyes at him, but a minute later he was sitting, hands braced against his thighs, staring at the offensive I.V. needle.

“Don’t you dare pull that out,” Mary Kate warned.

“I won’t if you go and bring me back a meatball sandwich.  And some coffee.”
“You’ve been unconscious for two days,” she sputtered.  “You’re not going to be able to eat a meatball sandwich.”
He grinned at her.  “Watch.  Me.  Try.”
“No, Al.”
“I’ll pull rank.”
“Try,” she countered.

“Jesus, you’re tough, Monaghan,” he sighed.  Before she could argue with him any further, he seized the control box for the bed and raised its upper half enough for him to lean back and still remain sitting.  That seemed to be what his body was asking for; the pain in his neck and back settled down to a dull ache.  “Did Ziggy run a final scenario on the Vincenzo brothers?” he asked after a minute.  “After Sam Leaped out of there?”
Mary Kate nodded.  “Tony moved back to Philadelphia and had another couple of minor hits before the British invasion knocked him off the charts.  He’s a real estate salesman now.  Joey went into the recording business as a producer, is on his third wife, and has a big house in Malibu.”
“That’s good.”
“Aren’t you going to ask me for the rest of it?”
“What ‘rest of it’?” Al asked quietly.

“Like, why am I still here?”
“Why...why wouldn’t you still be here?”
Mary Kate rubbed hard at her eyes with the ends of her fingers.  For a moment she looked tired enough to make Al wonder if she had gotten any sleep herself during the two days he’d been out of touch.  “You wouldn’t tell me what was wrong — you wouldn’t tell anybody else, either.”  So after they brought you here, I asked Ziggy.”
“It was Sam.  And Donna.”
“Sam and Donna?  Then why did you ask Ziggy all those questions about my mother’s first husband?  Alex?  And about my parents?”
“Curiosity,” Al said.

“You’re a bad liar, Al,” Mary Kate replied.

“I didn’t want you to know.”
“Then maybe you should have left town.  You did everything but paint a sign on your forehead.”  She paused.  “What happened to Alex in the original history?”
“He was part of the accident — the chain reaction — that Sam prevented.  His car collided head-on with Tony Vincenzo’s Cadillac on a curve on Sunset Boulevard.  He died about ten minutes later.”
“And you figured...”
“That if he wasn’t killed, your mother wouldn’t have married your father.”
“What made you think that?”
“Because she would have stayed married to Alex.”
Mary Kate shook her head.  “My mom divorced Alex a few months after they got home from L.A.  He’d insisted that they go down there on vacation to `work things out’.  But Mom says he was a jackass.  She decided she couldn’t stand him about a week after they got married.  She knew my dad the whole time, from before she became involved with Alex.  They were good friends.  They got married the day after her divorce from Alex became final.”  She paused.  “Mom gets a Christmas card from Alex every few years.  She says he’s still a jackass.”
“So I was worried about nothing.”
“No.  You didn’t know it was nothing.  And it might not have been.  My mother was probably in the car with Alex that day in ’63.  If the collision had happened differently, my mother might have been killed.”
“But there was no collision, the way Sam fixed it.”
“No.”
And You changed more things than Sam did, Al thought, and wondered, Did her mother think Alex was a jackass the first time around?

Neither of them said anything more for several minutes.  By then, Al had found a considerable source of motivation for not lying still any longer in two things: the grumbling sounds issuing from his belly and the need to celebrate his life being “set right” by getting the hell out of the infirmary.  Turning, he ventured sweetly, “Monaghan...Mary Kate...sweetheart...if I can’t have my meatball sandwich, what can I have?”
“Soup.”
“Soup?”
“Take it or leave it.”
“With croutons?”
“Crackers.”
“All right.  But no jello,” Al said firmly.  “This isn’t a real hospital, so don’t pull any hospital-standard food on me.  No lime jello cut into little squares.  And no white bread.  And none of those tiny cups of grape juice.”
“Soup,” Mary Kate repeated.

“With croutons.”
“I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”
Al waited long enough for her to have reached the elevator, then slipped carefully out of bed, disconnected the I.V. needle from his hand, located his clothes in the locker-like closet beside the bathroom door and hauled them on, leaving his hospital gown abandoned in a lump at the end of the bed.  The instant his shoes were on he hustled out the door into the corridor.

And ran smack into Mary Kate.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she asked him politely.  “Admiral?”
“To tell...to check on Sam.”
“Al...”
“You can bring me my soup in the Control Room.  Don’t forget the croutons.”
Her voice went up half an octave.  “Al...”
“You know,” he told her pleasantly, “it’s nice to know that nobody around here ever forgets my name.  Notably you and Sam.  But, listen, sweetheart.  I promise to eat.  I promise to sleep.  But I have to get down to the Control Room and talk to Sam.  He can’t work with Gushie.  He can’t deal with Gushie.  Now haul some butt and get me my soup, would you?  And meet me down in the Control Room.”
“Any particular temperature you’d like the soup to be?” Mary Kate asked dryly.

“Hot.”
“I see.”
“Hot,” Al repeated significantly.  “Like I expect to be in a few hours.  The minute I know Sam is okay for a while.”  After a moment of thought, he added, “How much trouble could he get into in a diner full of nuns?”
Mary Kate replied, “Well, there is that guy with the chainsaw.”
“I thought you said it was a tattoo.”
“Things change.”
“I know it.”  Al gave her a gentle nudge in the direction of the elevator and said, “Soup.  With croutons.  And no lime jello.”  She shook her head at him, sighed, and headed off down the corridor.  “Later,” he called after her.  “We’ll talk.  You can make some coffee.  I can have my meatball sandwich.  And we’ll talk.  About...things.”
“You bet we will, Admiral Calavicci,” Mary Kate said over her shoulder.

*  *  *

DO NOT LEAP GENTLY...

JULY 10, 1989

It felt like a Saturday morning.

One from a long time ago, when he’d been about twelve, and would stir not quite all the way out of sleep to feel the heat of the Indiana summer around him.  That heat had hung on tenaciously all night, and even though he’d slept in his underwear, with nothing but a sheet covering him, he’d produced enough sweat to make the bed damp and clammy.

But not unpleasant enough that he wanted to leave it.

Sam Beckett murmured something that didn’t come anywhere near being words, squirmed over onto his belly, bunched up the pillow underneath his head and prepared to go on sleeping.  This morning still had another hour or two of serious snooze time left to it.  And with any luck, he thought distantly, his brother Tom was still asleep too, which meant he’d be safe from the threat of flying objects launched at him from various points around the room.

He had no idea how much time had passed before he realized that he was not in his own bed.

Not in Indiana.

And Tom was nowhere nearby.

Damn, he thought.

It was the smell that nudged back into reality.  The bed was sweaty, all right, but Sam knew he hadn’t been in it long enough to accomplish that.  The clamminess and the aroma were totally somebody else’s doing.  With a long, tired sigh, Sam shifted over onto his back and opened his eyes.  He had the somebody else’s thin cotton pajamas on, and they were every bit as ripe as the bed.

“And here I thought You were giving me a break,” he muttered.

Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, he pushed himself up onto his elbows, took a look around, and realized to his distress that the looking fostered more questions than it answered.

The room he’d Leaped into seemed to be part of an old house, built something like a hundred years ago.  Dark, carved woodwork made up the door and window frames.  Both windows were tall and narrow, and both were open halfway to admit a feeble, humid breeze.  Cream-colored wallpaper dotted with a tiny blue and green pattern covered the walls.  The floor, uncarpeted, was of polished hardwood a shade lighter than the woodwork.  There were two doors, one closed and the other open, allowing a very limited view of what seemed to be a hallway.

That was all normal enough.  Sam had been in houses like this, back in Boston, during his years at M.I.T.  Had spent a weekend in one, in fact, as a guest of one of his professors.

Smithton?  Smithfield?

He groped for the name for a minute, then let the fragment of memory slip away.

The name didn’t much matter, after all.

That house had had no hospital beds in its bedrooms.

There were two of them in this room: the one Sam was lying in, and another nearby that was unoccupied.  Someone had arranged clean sheets and a thin, pale green blanket on it with almost military precision; Sam suspected he could have bounced a quarter off its taut surface, even from this distance — if he’d had a quarter.

“I’m in a nursing home?” he guessed aloud.

He sat up the rest of the way and listened for sounds that would tell him there were other patients nearby.  Or staff.  Or anybody.

Nothing.

Just outdoor sounds.  Summer sounds.  Traffic.  Children’s voices, a dog barking.  Music, probably coming from the radio of a passing car, that he thought was familiar but couldn’t put a name to.  None of it was very close by.

“All right, then.”
With an idle thought about Mohammed going to the mountain, he slid out of the hospital bed.  As soon as he was standing upright, he began flexing kinks out of his body that made him wonder again how long he’d been here.  At first he’d been sure the Leap had taken place maybe fifteen or twenty minutes ago.  Now, fifteen or twenty hours seemed more reasonable.

But that wasn’t possible.  Was it?

Sam pushed the question aside and went to the nearest of the two windows, resting a hand on the frame as he gazed outside.  He was looking out on a broad expanse of carefully tended green lawn, bordered by a long ribbon of flower bed filled with summer flowers in a dozen different colors.  Near the point where the lawn reached the sidewalk at what seemed to be the edge of the property, an enormous weeping willow tree trailed its delicate branches down almost to the ground.

“New England, someplace,” Sam decided.

He looked around for the children whose voices he had heard but they were nowhere in sight.  Neither was the barking dog.  A couple of cars passed by, though, down past the weeping willow tree — models late enough to indicate to Sam that he’d landed sometime during the ‘80’s.

Sam sighed quietly.  “I could use some help here, Al.”
He waited.  No Al.

No surprise, Sam thought.  He’s probably off amusing himself with...

“David?”
Sam turned his head, but remained leaning against the window frame.  Standing in the doorway leading to the hall, hands dangling at his sides, was a slender young man with curly, sandy-colored hair, dressed in faded jeans and a clean white t-shirt.  His mouth was lolling open and his eyes were wide.  Clearly, he had not expected to find the person Sam had Leaped into gazing out into the window.

“Uh...hi,” Sam said, and smiled.

The young man went on gaping at him.  “You’re up?”
Sam’s smile faded considerably.  He had already checked the room for a mirror or some other reflective surface in which he could catch a glimpse of his current alter ego, but there was nothing like that available.  Now he wished he’d searched a little longer.  Does this guy not have any legs, like that Vietnam vet I Leaped into a while ago?  What’s the problem here?  I’m just standing by the window.

“It’s a nice day,” he told the young man, with the feeling that he was digging himself into a deeper hole with every word he spoke.  “I got kind of warm lying in bed, so I got up to stretch.”
“Okay,” the young man replied.  “That’s... uh...fine.”
“Are you sure?” Sam asked.

“Hey, if it’s what you want, who am I to say anything?”  With a gesture that looked a lot like a shudder, the young man produced a bizarre imitation of Sam’s smile, walked over to the bed Sam had vacated and began yanking the sheets off.  “Makes it easier for me to change the bed for you, anyway.  If you get tired and you want to sit down, let me know.”
Sam nodded.  “Okay.”
The bed was freshly made up in less than five minutes, though, Sam observed thankfully, not as rigidly as the empty one on the other side of the room.  The young man had kept one eye on him the whole time he was working, as if he half expected Sam to fall out the window into the yard.

I must be about a hundred years old, Sam thought.  He’s actually waiting for me to...

“This is completely amazing,” the young man said.

“What is?”
“You.  That you can manage this.  I mean, I’ve seen people get a little of their strength back, but never like this.”  Smiling a lot more genuinely this time, the young man made a thumbs-up gesture and reached out to give Sam an amiable pat on the back.  “So, what do you think?  Want to try to make it to the bathroom?”
Sam asked, puzzled, “What’s my other option?”
“The dreaded bedpan.”
“I can make it to the bathroom,” Sam said, and added silently, If you give me a clue where it is.

“That’s great.”
“That I’m going to the bathroom?”
“That you’re going anywhere.  You haven’t been out of bed in what, like two weeks.”  Sam took a tentative step away from the window, but the young man held out a hand, palm toward Sam, to stop him before he could venture any farther.  “Hang on,” he said.  “Let me get George.”  With a bundle of dirty sheets tucked under his arm, he hustled out into the hallway and called out, “George?  Hey, c’mere, will you?  David needs some help for a minute.”
A moment later he returned to Sam’s room, followed by a well-muscled black man who had to be almost seven feet tall.  Like the curly-haired young man, he was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt.

“God have mercy, “ George announced when he saw Sam.

“Ahhh...morning, George,” Sam responded, at a loss for anything else to say.

“It is that,” George said, shaking his head in wonder.  “And this is just the damnedest thing I have ever seen.  But I’ll tell you, man, if anybody deserves a little bit of a reprieve, it’s you.  You’re a good soul, David.  You deserve a little time.”
Sam ventured, “Time to do what, George?”
“Whatever the hell you want.”
“He wants to go to the bathroom,” said the curly-haired young man.

“We’re goin’, we’re goin’.  Just calm yourself.  You know what, Steven, you should go down and tell the doc about this.  This is gonna blow her socks right into the next county.”  Without waiting for a reply, George crossed the room in a couple of long strides and took hold of Sam’s elbow.  His grip was surprisingly gentle for someone so huge.  To Sam’s chagrin, though, George didn’t let go even when they’d entered the bathroom.  George had been instructed to help him, and help him George did,.

On the walk back down the hallway, Sam tried reminding himself that he had been embarrassed far worse than this on a number of occasions.  However, thanks to his Swiss cheesed memory, he could recall not a single one of them.

When George steered him back into the room that contained his bed, Sam’s audience had increased yet again.

“Well,” said the newcomer.

This latest addition was female, in her early forties, Sam figured, with thick dark hair pulled into a knot at the nape of her neck.  In keeping with what seemed to be the local uniform, she was wearing jeans with a pale yellow blouse, covered by a white lab coat.  She and Sam studied each other for a minute with the peculiar scrutiny that belongs to scientists.  She could not have been more obviously a doctor, Sam thought, if she had had the word tattooed on her forehead.

“It’s a miracle, Doc,” George told her.

She smiled at George and gave him a nod that seemed to be intended to indicate he’d done a good job, then returned her attention to Sam.  “Are you tired, David?” she asked him.

“Not particularly,” he replied.

“Maybe you should sit down.”
The words “don’t push this too far” entered Sam’s mind.  He’d found no mirror in the bathroom (if there’d been a medicine cabinet at some point, it had been removed) and he still had no clue what he’d done to so astound these people.  But, he thought ruefully, he’d probably be best off to start acting sick, or disabled, or whatever was wrong with the real David.

Sam nodded at the doctor.  Taking his cue from that, George steered him over to the bed and sat him down on it.

“Thanks,” Sam told the big man.

“Any time,” George said cheerfully.

George and Steven stood in silence, eyes on Sam, as if they were waiting for the opening curtain of a Broadway musical.  After a minute of that, the doctor smiled at both of them and said mildly, “We’ve got some other people here who need attention too, guys.  Why don’t you check on them, and let David get some rest?”  When they had gone, she closed the door behind them, then approached the bed.  “I think you took us by surprise, David.”
“I didn’t intend to.”
“No, I’m sure you didn’t.  How do you feel?”
Sam considered the question briefly, then shrugged.  “A little creaky.”
“No pain?”
“No,” Sam said.

“That’s certainly a blessing.  It could be that the morphine hasn’t quite worn off, but I don’t think so.”
Morphine?  Sam thought.  What would…
But she didn’t give him a chance to go on wondering about that.  When she continued to speak, he was distracted enough that he lost track of the thought.  “It could be more along George’s line of thinking.  Miracles happen now and then.”  She smiled warmly at Sam.  At the same time, something flickered through her eyes that made her look very tired.  “If you like, I’ll have George bring up a chair so you can sit by the window for a while.”
Sam nodded.  “That’s fine.”
“Are you hungry at all?”
“A little.”
“Then we’ll bring you something.  Just take it easy till George gets back.  Don’t try to get up on your own, all right?  I don’t want you to fall.”  When he nodded agreement, she turned toward the door, then stopped and gave Sam a look he couldn’t interpret.  She seemed ready to speak again, then thought better of it, smiled at Sam once more, and left the room.

“Where are you, Al?” Sam asked softly.  “I really need to know why I’m here, and what I’m doing wrong.”
Eleven hours later, after night had fallen, he was still waiting for the Observer.

At the urging of the doctor (her name was Elizabeth Bowman; that was one of the very few bits of information Sam had picked up), George had returned him to bed, pointing out the ready availability of a cup of ice water on the night table, as well as a selection of almost-current magazines he had enthusiastically fetched from downstairs.  Downstairs was as mysterious to Sam at this point as some ancient Biblical city — George and Steven had both referred to it a number of times but had supplied no details as to what might be down there, other than magazines.

Maybe, Sam thought tiredly, the whole ground floor of the house was filled with magazines.  And a kitchen.  Or at least a microwave.

He was immediately sorry that he’d thought about food.  The “something” the doctor had okayed that morning was a small bowl of thin soup and some crackers.  At midafternoon he’d been able to talk George into fetching a cup of grape juice.  The day’s entree never appeared.  For a couple of hours he’d been hungry enough to consider gnawing on the woodwork.  After a while, though, that passed.  Right now he was more worried than hungry.

Al had never taken this long to show up.  Never.

He tried not to dwell on the conclusion that frightened him the most: that something bad had happened to Al.  If that were true, and the people he’d left in charge at Project Quantum Leap needed to send someone else in as Observer, Ziggy would need time to connect that person’s brain waves with Sam’s.  That would explain the delay.

Something’s happened to Al.

The thought refused to be pushed aside.  Sam’s head had begun to ache; when he closed his eyes in deference to that, all he could see was Al’s face.

Heart attack? he wondered.  With all the smoking he does, and the booze — it’s not impossible.

“Al?” he said softly.

Nothing answered him but the sound of a television set being played quietly somewhere else in the house.  Or outside, maybe.

He turned a little, glancing at the window.  He couldn’t see anything beyond it; with nothing but darkness outside, and the slightly amber glow from the lamp on the bedside table filling the room around him, all he could see was the reflection...

“Reflection,” he whispered.

Slowly, he pushed the sheet aside and slid out of bed.  When he reached the window, he eased it closed so that he was facing a full pane of glass.

And David.

Oh, God.

David’s last name was Milner.  Sam had picked that up from the envelopes of a pair of greeting cards tucked inside the drawer of the nightstand.  He’d been here almost half a day and that was all he’d learned about the person into whose life he’d Leaped.  Just a name.  And now, after half a day, there was a face to go with the name.  A face that had given up youth, and health, and the ability to smile.

David Milner was dying.

He was down to not much more than a hundred pounds.  He might have been Sam’s height originally, but was several inches shorter now, his body curling unavoidably in on itself, no longer able to remain upright.  Whatever muscle tone he’d had was almost completely gone.  So was his hair.  He looked a hundred years old, as Sam had guessed that morning.  But that wasn’t right.  Somehow, Sam knew in his heart, it wasn’t anywhere near right.

“No wonder they were all so surprised when you got out of bed,” Sam said to the glass.  “You probably don’t have the strength to lift your head.”
David’s reflection blinked at him.

“Maybe that’s the delay.  If you turned up in the Waiting Room unconscious, or if your heart stopped because of the Leap, maybe they’re all busy trying to keep you alive.  That’s got to be it.  Because if you die in the Waiting Room, in 1999, I’m stuck here.”  Sam stopped, and lifted a hand to his mouth.  “I’m stuck here.  With your aura.  But if you die, your aura would probably disappear.  Then I’d be stuck here as myself.  And there’s already a me somewhere.  There can’t be two of me existing at the same time.  So I’d have to...”
Cease to exist???

“Ohhh, boy,” he murmured.

The headache had gotten worse.  Rather than go on facing David Milner’s reflection, Sam retreated to the bed and crawled back in under the sheet.  A while ago the sheet and the cotton pajamas had made him too warm; now they didn’t seem like enough protection from the cold.

It’s not cold, a corner of his mind protested.  It’s summer.  It’s not cold.

Something twinged in his stomach.  Grimacing, Sam rolled onto his side and drew his knees up a little.  That maneuver didn’t help; if anything, it made the growing discomfort in his belly more obvious.  He tried dismissing it as hunger pains, but there was enough of his medical training left in his patchworked memory to tell him he was mistaken, so he considered the possibility of an ulcer.  From stress, he thought.  He’d been through enough stress over the last few years to create a regular tapestry of holes in the lining of his stomach.

“You okay, Dave?”
Sam jerked, hard; he hadn’t heard Steven come in.  But Steven was there beside the bed, looking concernedly down at him.

“Hurts,” Sam muttered.

“Yeah,” Steven said.  He pulled the chair George had brought into the room that morning over beside the bed, perched on it, and grasped Sam’s hand in his own.  “Hang on,” he told Sam.  “If it gets really bad, I’ll get the doctor.”
Bad...?  Sam thought distractedly.

The pain kicked in in earnest a minute later.  It was unlike anything he’d ever felt in his life.  At fourteen, he’d suffered through acute appendicitis.  And his body had taken a great deal of abuse during the Leaps: he’d had the stuffing kicked out of him by people twice his size, fallen down a flight of stairs, broken the windshield of a car with his head during an accident that had originally happened to someone else, had even gone almost all the way through childbirth.  None of that even came close to what was happening now.  He was being tied in knots from the inside out.

Steven held his hand through all of it, talking to him quietly.  Sam couldn’t make out words, but understood that that didn’t matter; it was the tone of Steven’s voice that was meant to help him.

The pain seemed to originate somewhere deep in his gut and radiated outward from there so that not a square inch of his body was left unaffected.  It made him feel as if he were drowning in boiling water.  He wanted badly to scream, but when he tried, his vocal cords refused to obey the command from his brain.

All he could do was cry.

Steven wanted to sympathize with that, too.  He shifted his grip slightly and held on.

“It’ll pass,” he said.  “Hang in there.  It’ll pass.”
It did, after what seemed like hours.

Sam, drenched in sweat, remained huddled on his side.  Most of the pain had ebbed, but threatened to reassert itself, and changing positions from the one that offered the most comfort seemed like an astoundingly bad idea.  So he lay there, shaking, knees pulled up near his chest.  Steven let go of him just long enough to fetch the green blanket from the other bed and spread it over Sam, tucking it gently around Sam’s shoulders.  Then he sat back down on the chair and picked up Sam’s hand again.

“I’m sorry, David,” he told Sam.  “I thought — I guess we expected too much.  You had a good day.”
Sam peered over at him.

The words “and now it’s over” were in Steven’s blue eyes.

“Steven?” Sam whispered.

“Yeah, what is it?”
“What’s wrong with me?”
Steven misinterpreted the question.  “Nothing,” he said heavily.  “Not a thing.  I didn’t know you before you came here, but it seems like you did everything right.  You had a lot of people who loved you.  You didn’t do anything to deserve what happened.”  He stopped and blinked hard a couple of times.  “Like Doug.”  Then he turned away a little, toward the wall at the head of the bed.  Sam could still see most of Steven’s face, but his vision was unfocused enough for him not to be able to make much out of Steven’s expression.  Steven turned back around after a minute and said waveringly, “Try to sleep, huh?  It’s easier if you sleep.”
Sam managed a nod.

“It’s easier,” Steven said again.

The night went by, along with most of the following day, as Sam either slept or drifted somewhere just below the surface of consciousness.  During the time that he was almost awake he was able to think, the way he could between the Leaps, without having to focus on the needs of his body — or on the needs of anyone else.

I’m not sick, he reminded himself over and over again.

David Milner was sick, certainly.

But I’m not him.  This isn’t his body, it’s mine, and mine is healthy.  There’s nothing wrong with me.

He’d been physically affected a couple of times before by the auras of people whose lives he’d inhabited: the pregnant teenager (Billie something)  whose child he’d sworn he was going to give birth to.  And an older man, a lawyer whose name Sam could not make himself remember.  The man had come close to having a heart attack in the Waiting Room, and Sam had been nearly driven to his knees by the pain.  He suspected there’d been more but that those experiences had been Swiss-cheesed out of his memory.

But there had never been anything like this.

The first time, with Billie, Al insisted that the symptoms Sam experienced were all in Sam’s imagination.  They decided afterward that Billie’s baby had been in limbo somewhere, waiting for its mother to return to her proper place in time so that it could emerge from her body and begin its own life.  But wherever the baby had actually, physically, been, the sensations of giving birth had been all too real.  So had the constricting pain in his chest during the lawyer’s attack.

It’s the pain, Sam thought.  If the pain is strong enough, it breaks through, and I feel it at the same time they do.

What David Milner must be going through, in the Waiting Room, he couldn’t even imagine.

The Waiting Room...

Al would be there.

He doesn’t need you there, Al, Sam thought.  He doesn’t know who you are.  And you can’t help him.  You’re not a doctor.  Let the doctors take care of him — and you come take care of me.  Please. 
Time went on slipping past, and Sam was vaguely aware, in some visceral sense, that no one who knew Sam Beckett was there with him.  Steven came and went several times, he sensed.  So did George, and Dr. Bowman.

But no Al.

Not that Al could have done much other than talk.  He couldn’t even provide what Steven did: the extra blanket, a sip of water, the warm and comforting touch of his hand.  All Al could have done was talk.  And even that only to Sam himself.  He could have communicated nothing to the people of this time, this place.

All he could have done was be there.  Be a reminder of who Sam was, and who he was not.

It’s just the aura, Sam told himself fiercely.  It’s not me.  There’s nothing wrong with me.  There’s nothing wrong...with...me.

Something brushed against his face.

He concentrated on that and was able to identify the sensation after a while.  Someone, most likely Steven, was bathing the sweat from his face with a cool, damp washcloth.  The touch of it felt both good and bad at the same time.  Sam attempted to communicate that to Steven, but knew that nothing was coming out but a half-conscious mumble.

Then he sank into sleep again.

When he opened his eyes the room around him was washed with the pale half-light that marked either the beginning or the end of another day.  Elizabeth Bowman was standing beside his bed with his wrist in her hand.  Sam peered blearily at her until she finished taking his pulse, then murmured something she didn’t understand.  Frowning, she leaned closer and asked quietly, “What is it, David?”
“Nothing wrong with me,” Sam whispered.

“Ahhh, David,” she said softly.  She let go of Sam and pushed her now-empty hand through her hair, scooping it back off her forehead.  Sam watched her as closely as he could manage.  She would have been lovely if not for the exhaustion that had ground itself into every one of her features.  Why she had decided to devote herself to this place, Sam had no idea.  She’d certainly been given her choice of specialties when she’d earned her M.D.  Why choose something that was what his mother had always called “earning your chair in Heaven?”
I’m unselfish, Sam thought.  At least I think I am.  But I could never do this.  Spend my days and nights watching people wither away and die.

“Why are you here?” Sam asked.

“What?”
He shifted his position a little, making the muscles in his back sing in protest.  “You could be somewhere else,” he said, aware that his voice was so weak that if she backed off even a couple of inches she would be unable to hear him.  “Delivering babies.  Or doing family practice.  Or something.  Better than this.”
She shook her head slowly.  “I don’t know, David.”
“Doesn’t it hurt you?”
“Always.”
Sam fell silent again, and waited, half expecting Elizabeth Bowman to back away, to go off and tend to someone else.  But she didn’t move, just stood watching him.  After a minute or two he asked her, “How old am I?”
“Don’t you remember?”
“No.”
“You were twenty-seven in February.”
So what he had seen in David’s reflection was true.  David wasn’t an old man.  And this place wasn’t a nursing home, it was a hospice.  Everyone under this roof was dying, except for the people who had chosen to work here.  And in some sense, Sam thought, those people were dying too.

“Do I have cancer?” he asked the doctor.

If she thought the question was odd, she made no sign of it.  “Yes,” she told him.

“But I don’t.”
“David.”
“You don’t understand.  I know I probably can’t make you understand.  But I’m not sick.  There’s nothing wrong with me.  I need to believe that,.”
Dr. Bowman nodded slowly.  “If that helps.”
“I need to believe it.”
“All right.”
Then she did pull away and leave him.  She might have been selfless to a point that Sam couldn’t understand, but he did understand that there was no way she could stand there and play “Let’s Pretend” with him.  She wasn’t looking at Sam Beckett, after all.

And neither was anyone else.

Except the people in the Waiting Room in 1999, who were seeing his — Sam’s — aura around David Milner.  It’s all backwards, Sam thought.  I’m healthy, but I look like I’m dying.  He’s dying, but he looks like me.  Like all he really needs is a good night’s sleep and a couple of days out in the sunshine.

Distantly, he wondered how difficult it was for the Project doctors to minister to David Milner, hidden underneath the healthy aura that belonged to Sam Beckett.

And why Al Calavicci found it so necessary to remain there to watch them do it.

“I’m scared, Al,” he whispered.  “I need you here.”
No one answered him.

“I don’t know why I’m here,” he went on, uncertain whether he was actually speaking the words, or merely thinking them, or a little of both.  “I’m always supposed to set something right.  But I don’t know how I’m supposed to do that here.  I can’t get out of bed any more.  I don’t think I can change anything that happens here, unless I can do it just by talking to someone.  I can’t even talk very much.  And I only see three people.  Is it one of them?  Am I supposed to tell them something that makes a difference?  Which one?  And what do You want me to say?  I know You have a reason for sending me here, but I don’t understand what it is.  I need You to help me.  I really need that.  If Al can’t come, then I need an answer some other way.  You can see that, can’t You?  Please?”
“You talking to Al?”
Sam shifted his head a little.  Steven, who had exchanged his t-shirt for a well-worn flannel one with rolled-up sleeves, was standing in the doorway with a tape player dangling from one hand.  When Sam didn’t answer him, Steven crossed the room, grabbed the chair that was once again sitting alongside the window, turned it around and straddled it, resting his arms along its back after he had deposited the tape player on the floor.

“So who’s Al?”  he asked amiably.

“A friend,” Sam replied.

“Must be somebody important.  You kept asking for him in your sleep last night.  How come he’s not here?”
“I don’t know.”
“He doesn’t know you’re here, does he?”
Sam shifted his shoulders but didn’t quite manage a shrug.  “I guess not.  I don’t know.”
“I don’t get that,” Steven said, and rested his chin on his forearms.  “Wanting to go through this by yourself.  People love you, David.  I know you wanted to save them from seeing you like this, but you can’t figure it’s fair for us to have to call your family and tell them what happened after it’s over.  They’d want to be here if they knew.”
“Maybe,” Sam murmured.

“They would,” Steven said firmly.  “It’s harder to stay away than it is to be here.”
“That’s not true.”
“Yeah, it is.”
“How do you know that?”
Ignoring the question, Steven got up from the chair, moved his tape player to the table beside Sam’s bed and switched it on.  “My sister sent this,” he explained as the music of a single piano came out of the player’s little speakers.  “She’s big on classical music.  She sends some pretty bizarre stuff sometimes, but this isn’t bad.  I thought you might want to listen to it.  You said you know how to play the piano pretty well.”
Sam listened to the tape for a minute, then asked, “What is it?”
“Rock something, she said.”
“Rachmaninoff?” Sam guessed.

“Yeah, that’s it.  It’s not all him, though.  Just that one piece.  The rest of it is the soundtrack from a movie Jeannie likes.  It’s not bad.  You want to listen to the rest of it?  I’ll let it play.”  When Sam nodded, Steven adjusted the volume on the player slightly, then sat back down on the chair.  “If you don’t want company, tell me.  But Doc said you were awake, and talking.  She asked me to come up and see...”
“She got upset when I told her I’m not sick.”
The latter part of that statement went over not much better with Steven than it had with Elizabeth Bowman.  The young man looked away from Sam for a moment, then rubbed at his eyes with the thumb and forefinger of his left hand.  Something that was left behind in his expression when he finished doing that said that he had heard a similar line from someone else.  “I don’t know what you want to call it,” he sighed.

“It doesn’t make sense to you.”
“Is it supposed to?”
“I’m sorry it doesn’t,” Sam said.  “It’s just something I need to believe if I’m going to get out of here.”
Steven looked at him oddly.  “David, you ain’t getting out of here.”
Slowly, half expecting to be knocked flat by the pain in his gut again and enormously relieved when he was not, Sam pushed himself up onto his elbows and glared at Steven.  The back of his mind went on being surprised that he could accomplish the move; apparently, the real David Milner was either deeply unconscious or the Project doctors had pumped him full of painkillers.  “I have to,” Sam told Steven, his voice rising in pitch as he went on.  “I can’t believe anything else would happen.  I’ve done everything I was supposed to.  I objected a few times, but I did everything the best I knew how.  I can’t believe it would end up like this.  And it’s not going to.”
“Uh-huh,” was all Steven could think of to say.

“He’s not going to leave me here to die.”
Steven straightened up in the chair, laying his palms on its back.  “Who’s ‘he’?”
“Whoever sent me here.  God.”
“Uh-huh,” Steven murmured.

“I could explain everything to you, but you’d think my mind was going.”
This time Steven didn’t respond.

“Dammit,” Sam said hotly.

“Look, David...”
Sam pushed himself the rest of the way into a sitting position, braced his elbows against his knees and cupped his chin in his palms.  “I don’t know what to tell you, Steven.  Except that what you think is real isn’t what’s real.  I can’t just lie here and take this.  I’m here for a reason, and I have to figure out what the reason is.”
“Learning,” Steven replied.

“What?”
“We’re here to learn.  That’s what George keeps telling me.  It’s why he figures he’s here, anyway.  He screwed up a long time ago.  He hurt a bunch of people, and he’s here to try and make up for that.”
Sam frowned.  “He hurt someone.”
“Yeah.”
“In another life?”
Groaning loudly, Steven replied, “No, man.  Get a grip on things, would you?  He held up a convenience store.”
“And someone died.”
“Yeah.”
“Then maybe I’m here to help George.”
“Help George do what?” Steven said shrilly.

“Turn his life around.”
“It’s already turned around.”  Steven pushed himself up off the chair and reached out to snap off the tape player.  “He turned his life over to God while he was in jail.  Now he says he’s making up for his mistakes by being here.  I don’t know what you figure you could help him do.”  He began pacing off ovals on the floor, the soles of his sneakers padding softly against the bare wood, both of his hands clenched close to the pockets of his jeans.  His eyes began to fill up; when he realized Sam had seen that, he retreated to the window and stared out across the lawn.

“I’m sorry, Steven,” Sam said after a minute.

“Sorry for what?”
“For whatever I did that...”
The younger man pivoted on one heel.  The tears were spilling out of his eyes now, but he made no effort to wipe them away or to keep Sam from seeing them.  “You’re not Lazarus, man, and this isn’t Highway to fucking Heaven.  You’re not here for a `reason’.  You’re here because you didn’t want to die in the hospital.  Four days ago you were so far gone you couldn’t even roll over when you had to puke.  Now I keep thinking you’re gonna tell me you want to go on a camping trip to Yosemite, and the doctor is gonna tell me I have to take you.  I don’t get this.  I don’t get it at all.”
Sam replied quietly, “There’s an explanation.”
“Yeah, I know, I know.  But I wouldn’t believe it.”
“Do you want to try?”
Shaking his head, Steven snagged a tissue from the box on Sam’s bedside table and blew his nose loudly.  “I don’t know what I want.”
“I’m not David,” Sam told him.

“Right.”
“My name is Sam Beckett.”
Laughter bubbled up out of Steven’s mouth, making the tears roll faster down his face to drip off his chin onto his flannel shirt.  He went on laughing until the sound had become more like a cascade of sobs, then scrubbed at his eyes with the back of one hand.  His eyes didn’t leave Sam’s face for an instant during all of that.

“I was born in Elk Ridge, Indiana, on August 8, 1953,” Sam went on.  “I graduated from M.I.T. with high honors in 1972.  I hold six doctorates: in quantum physics, mathematics, medicine, music, ancient languages and artificial intelligence.”
Steven snorted at him but said nothing.

“My father, John, died in 1972.  My mother lives in Hawaii with my sister Katherine and her husband, Jim Bonnic.  My brother Tom lives in San Diego.”
“And where do you live?” Steven shot back.

“Stallions Gate, New Mexico.”
“Who’s Al?”
“My best friend.  And my partner.  Admiral Albert Calavicci.”
“He in New Mexico?”
“Yes.”
“Right now?”
Sam thought that over for a moment.  Even though he’d lost track of the exact date, he knew he was still somewhere in July 1989.  At that point, construction on what would become Project Quantum Leap hadn’t even broken ground yet.  In the summer of 1989 he and Al had both been still living in Washington D.C.  “No,” he told Steven.  “He’ll be in New Mexico in about another four years.”
“In 1993.”
“That’s right.  October, I think.”
“How do you know where anybody’s gonna be in 1993?” Steven asked, close to breaking into laughter again.

“Because I left New Mexico four, no, five years ago.”
“In 1984.”
“No.  In the spring of 1995.”
A broad grin found its way across Steven’s face, making him look very much like a small boy enthralled by a bedtime story.  He snuffled once and wiped the last of his tears away with the tissue he’d been holding wadded up in his palm.  “I’ve seen some really good ones.  But I think this is the wildest one yet.  And the best part of it is, it sounds like the truth.  Not like you think it is, but like you believe it.”
Sam replied mildly, “It is the truth.”
“So how’d you get here?  You build a time machine or something?”
“That’s right.”
“Like H.G. Wells.”
“Bigger than that.  And a lot more expensive.”
“It’s in New Mexico?  Is that right?”  Sam nodded, and Steven grinned again.  “I love it.”
“But you think I’m making it up.”
“What would you think, if you were me?  It’s just way too weird, David.  People don’t travel in time.  It’s like that movie.”  Steven jabbed his thumb at the tape player.  “It’s called ‘Somewhere in Time.’  Christopher Reeve — you know, Superman — falls in love with a picture of Jane Seymour, and he thinks himself back in time so he can be with her.  It’s a very romantic movie.  My sister cries every time she watches it, and I think she’s seen it like sixty times.  That doesn’t mean she thinks it’s for real.”
Sam asked, “What could I say that would make you change your mind?”
“Nothing.”
“I’m not David Milner.  I don’t know anything about David Milner except what you and George and Dr. Bowman have told me.  If his family walked in the door” — Sam tipped his head toward the door to the hallway — “right now, I wouldn’t recognize them.  I wouldn’t know their names.”
“But you know these Beckett people.”
“Yes.”
With a long sigh, Steven turned back to the window, one hand resting against the frame.  “If you’re telling the truth, then I guess you made a big mistake.  Coming here.  Out of all the places you could have picked...”
“I didn’t choose it.”
“That’s right, God did.”
Annoyed at the growing note of ridicule in Steven’s voice, Sam pushed the bedcovers away and slid his legs over the side of the bed.  After a few seconds he stopped worrying about whether David Milner would suddenly wake up again, and concentrated instead on proving his point to Steven.  With Steven watching him like an amoeba under a microscope, he set his feet on the floor and stood up, gratified when he didn’t waver.

“My name is Sam Beckett,” he said firmly.

“And you’re here to help somebody.”  The expression on Steven’s face flickered a little.  He was trying to smile but not coming anywhere near succeeding.  “God works in strange and mysterious ways, isn’t that what they say?”
“Something like that.”
“You want to go to Yosemite now?”
“No.”
“Then what do you want?”
“I want to go home,” Sam replied heavily.  “But I’d settle for just having my friend show up.  So I could worry about what I’m supposed to be doing here, instead of having to worry about whether something’s happened to him.”
Steven asked, “Does he have to use the time machine too?”
“No.”
“He just shows up.”
“It’s more complicated than that.  But that’s kind of the end result.”
“But he hasn’t shown up.”
“No,” Sam said.

The sound of humming from somewhere out in the hallway caught Steven’s attention.  With one eye still on Sam, he crossed the room in a few quick steps and quietly closed the door, then stood with his back against it.  He seemed not to know what to do with his hands for a moment, then settled for burrowing them into the pockets of his jeans.  As he had on Sam’s first morning in David Milner’s life, he was waiting for Sam to fall.  Like that first morning, it didn’t happen.

“I’m going downstairs for a minute,” Steven said softly.  “I’ll be right back.”
“You’re going to tell the doctor there’s a problem.”
“No,” Steven said.  “No, I’m not.”
“Then why are you going downstairs?”
Five minutes later, Steven returned to Sam’s room with a manila file folder, a pen and a yellow legal pad in his hand, and again closed the door carefully behind him.  Pulling a sheet of paper from the folder, Steven held it out in Sam’s direction and explained, “David signed a bunch of papers when he came here.  If you’re not him, if you don’t know anything about him, then you can’t match his signature.”
“You’re right.  I can’t,” Sam agreed.

Steven held out the pen and the legal pad.  “Then take these.”
Nodding, Sam took the pen and paper, resting the pad against the window frame and wrote “David Milner” on the top sheet of paper, then handed the pad back to Steven.

Steven sat down on the end of Sam’s bed and held the pad and the form David Milner had signed alongside each other on his lap.  In Sam’s far from tidy handwriting, David’s name was dark and sprawling, with large capital letters and tall, wide loops on the second “D” and the “L.”  David’s own signature was small, faint and ragged, written with almost no pressure placed on the pen.

“You know anything about graphology?” Sam asked.

“Yeah.”
“How much?”
“Some.  My...a friend of mine was really into it.  He could tell you about your whole life just by studying a few words.”  Steven paused, looking at the two sheets of paper.  “He could tell for sure.”
Sam, who had caught the “was” in Steven’s words, ventured, “But you’re just guessing.”
“I said I know a little.”
“And...?”
“It looks like two different people wrote these.”
“Two different people did,” Sam replied.

* * *

“It started out as a joke,” Sam said around a mouthful of tuna salad sandwich.  He was sitting cross-legged near the head of the bed, with the contents of a brown paper deli bag spread out in front of him.  Steven was sitting on the chair again, pulled up close to the bed, and his lunch was spread out alongside Sam’s.  On the bedside table, Steven’s tape player was accompanying their meal with another of his sister’s classical music tapes.

“Something to pass the time,” Sam went on.  “We had a lot of time to pass, between each step of the funding, and when we were programming the computer, Al noticed it first —he was trying to make rhymes out of everybody’s last names.  Then he noticed that each of our last names started with a different letter of the alphabet.”  He paused long enough to wash down the mouthful of sandwich with a swig of iced tea, then went on, “So we started putting in special requests to the Committee.  They had no idea what we were doing — but when we were finished, we had twenty-six people on the primary team, with last names running from A to Z.”
Steven grinned at Sam.  “Bet you had a hard time finding an X.”
“No,” Sam said, and thought for a moment.  “Bob Xavier.  He was one of the first ones the government sent us.  Kind of fell right into our laps.”
“So which one was the hardest?”
Musing over the question as he continued munching on the sandwich Steven had brought him, Sam said finally, “I think it was J.  With all the Joneses and Johnsons around, we figured that would be an easy one.  But it wasn’t.”
“Who’d you get?”
“Jahnke.  Debbie Jahnke.”
Steven took a sip from his paper cup of Coke.  “You know, `Sam’, I think you’re putting me on again.”
“Why?”
“Because you remember all these people’s names too well.  Considering you told me your memory is...what is it?  Swiss cheesed.”
“It’s a mnemonic trick,” Sam said.

“A who?”
“Mnemonics.  Things that help you remember words, or names, or lists.  I used to use it to help me go to sleep, instead of counting sheep.”  A wry look crossed Sam’s face.  “I remember all the names, and almost none of the people.  Alessi, Beckett, Calavicci, Didion, Eisner, Feiner, Gushman, Hillman, Imperator, Jahnke, Kramer, Lauder, Monaghan, Norris, Ortega, Petrowski, Quinn, Ringer, Sayles, Tate, Udall, Vacarro, Washburn, Xavier, Youngblood and Zane.”
Around a handful of potato chips, Steven asked, “How many?  Out of all those?”
“Just Al.  And Gushie.  And Verbena Beeks.”
“How come those three?”
“They’re the only ones I’ve seen in five years.  I didn’t remember who Al was the first time he showed up.  He had to remind me.”
“That’s rough.”
“Yeah.”
“Wait a minute.”  Steven gestured at Sam with what was left of his handful of chips.  “You said Beeks.  Somebody named Beeks.  Your name’s Beckett — that’s two B’s.”
“We put her down as Hillman.  Her maiden name.”
“That’s cheating.”
“No, it isn’t,” Sam grinned.

“Yeah, it is.”
“No, it’s not.  We did the same thing with...”  Sam’s voice trailed off, and his expression grew suddenly somber.  He put the remainder of the tuna sandwich back down on the waxed paper it had come wrapped in, but left his hand on it, as if he wasn’t sure whether to pick it back up again or not.

“What’s the matter?” Steven asked.

“Nothing.”
“Who else’s name did you change?” Steven persisted.

Shaking his head, Sam wrapped the remnant of sandwich in the waxed paper, stuck it into the paper bag along with his empty cup and held the bag out to Steven.  “I’m tired,” he told the younger man; the look on his face did nothing to belie that statement.  “I think I want to rest for a while.  Thanks for bringing this.”
Steven asked again, “What’s the matter?”
“Nothing.  Just go.  Please.”
It took Steven a minute to gather up what was left of his lunch and stuff it into the paper bag.  When that was done, he turned off the tape player but left it sitting on the bedside table.  “If I said something...” he began.

“You didn’t.”
“Then...”
“Alessi.  It’s her maiden name.  Okay?  Now can I rest, please?”
“Sure,” Steven said.  “I’ll go.”
The young aide was halfway to the door when it opened suddenly.  Elizabeth Bowman took a step into the room, sniffed at the air, and gave a long, stern look to Steven and his paper bag.  “What’s in there?” she asked.

“Lunch,” Steven replied.

“Whose?”
“Mine and Sam’s.  David’s.”
The doctor’s expression passed from stern to furious as she ushered Steven out into the hallway.  She tugged the bag out of his hand, opened it and peered inside, then hissed at Steven, “Tuna sandwiches?  You were feeding him a tuna fish sandwich?”
“He was hungry.  That’s what he wanted.”
“He can’t digest anything like that, Steven.  You know that!”
“It’s what he wanted,” Steven insisted.

“Steven...”
“He says he’s not sick.  He doesn’t act sick.  We’ve been sitting there talking for almost an hour.  He’s not in any pain.”
Dr. Bowman pressed the bag back into Steven’s hands and pointed down the hall in the direction of the stairs.  “Take that downstairs,” she said through her teeth.  “Then get Mr. Turner a fresh pitcher of water.  If you can manage that without making any more judgment calls.  Use your head, Steven.”
After Steven had gone, she returned to Sam’s room and stood just inside the door, looking at him.

“You didn’t need to do that,” Sam told her.

“You can’t...”
“Digest the sandwich?  I heard you.  There’s nothing wrong with my hearing.  Of course I can digest it.”  Sam paused.  She was trying to be as angry with him as she had been with Steven, but wasn’t succeeding at all.  “You know,” he went on, “what I really wanted was a nice big steak, medium rare, with a baked potato and a cold glass of beer.  But I didn’t figure there was anyplace in the neighborhood where Steven could get that as take-out.  So I settled for the sandwich.”
Her hands had been burrowed in the pockets of her lab coat; now she pulled them free and folded her arms across her chest.  “I really don’t know what the hell is going on here.”
“Because it doesn’t agree with what you can see?” Sam asked.

“With what I know.”
“And you know David Milner is dying.”
“Yes.”
“And there’s no room in your mind for leaps of faith.”
She pulled in a long breath, held onto it for a second, then let it shudder its way out.  “Strange things happen all the time, David.  I’ve seen a few.  I’ve had people tell me about others.  I didn’t expect you to rally like this.  It just...I just didn’t expect it.  No, it’s more than that.  There’s no way for this to be happening.  You were...”
“Go ahead,” Sam prompted her.  “You won’t upset me.”
“You were too far gone.”
“Now I’m changing all the rules.”
“Yes.”
Changing them in spades, Sam thought.  But You changed them first.

Her expression shifted a little.  She was doing what Steven had done a couple of hours ago: waiting for him to fall, even though he was sitting down.  She was far too tired to be fascinated by what was happening to the man she thought was David Milner; now she simply wanted the predictable, the normal, the acceptable to start happening again.

Is it her? Sam wondered.  Am I here to wake her back up?  Is that it?

“How long have you been here?” he asked.

“Why?”
“How long?”
“Almost four years.”
“Do you hate it?”
“No.”
Sam leaned back a little, so that he was resting against the heap of pillows at the head of his bed.  “What, then?  I don’t understand what you’re doing here.  Did you become a doctor so that you could watch people die?”
“No,” she said sharply.

“Then why does it bother you so much when I act like I’m not going to?”
She was startled, but only for a moment.  “I...”
“Why?” Sam demanded.

“I don’t...”
Something Al had said pushed its way into Sam’s mind.  It’d been a while ago, and he couldn’t recall Al’s exact words, but he remembered being convinced that Al was right.  He’d been in pain, because of the elderly lawyer who was close to having a coronary in the Waiting Room.  Al’s face had been pale with worry.  Over and over, he had encouraged Sam to rest.  To be careful.  For a reason he had never entirely explained, he had been frightened that Sam himself was perilously close to a heart attack.  Sam, whose heart was perfectly healthy.

But that was impossible, wasn’t it?  As impossible as his giving birth to Billie’s baby.  The pain was real enough, but there was no physical illness behind it, not on Sam’s part; there was just the effect of the old man’s aura.

“I am not going to die,” Sam told Elizabeth Bowman.

“David...”
For the second time that day, he pushed himself off the bed and stood in his bare feet on the hardwood floor.  “There is nothing wrong with me,” he said tersely.  “Not a damned thing.  I don’t care what your eyes tell you, or what you think is the truth.”
She took a step toward him.  “Please don’t...”
“I’m tired of playing this game!”
“What game?” she murmured.

“Being somebody else!  It wasn’t what I wanted.  Not years of it.” Sam’s  voice hardened as he went on, until it sounded as if he were biting the words off one by one.  “It was just supposed to be one day.  Or a couple of days.  The retrieval program should have worked!  I didn’t want this.  Not years and years of being somebody else.  Not years of having nothing.”
Elizabeth’s head moved a little.  “I don’t understand.”
“Neither does anybody else,” Sam said bitterly.  “Nobody really has a clue what this is like.  I haven’t been in any one place for more than a couple of weeks in five years!  Haven’t been able to build a relationship with anybody.  I live other people’s lives.  I wear their clothes.  Sleep in their beds.  I fix things that they screwed up the first time around.  But I didn’t want this job.  I didn’t do anything to justify my being trapped like this.  The worst I did was rush my own experiment.  That’s all.  And it was just me that I risked.  Just me.  Nobody else would have been hurt.  Nobody else got hurt!  Just me.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Elizabeth said softly.  “You lived in New Haven most of your life.”
“I’ve never even been to New Haven!” Sam shouted.

“I think you should go back to bed, David.”
“And do what?  Think?”
“Rest.”
Sam made a noise that was intended to be a laugh but came out sounding more like a shriek.  “Rest up to die?  Is that it?  I don’t need to rest.”
“You’re going to wear yourself out.”
“I would if I was sick.”
“You’re sick, David!” the doctor said shrilly.

Trembling with rage, Sam took the few steps that brought him up almost nose to nose with her.  “My name is Sam Beckett,” he snapped.

“Your name is David Milner.”
“Sam.  Beckett.”
George’s huge form appeared in the doorway.  The big man’s face was lined with worry, and he looked from the doctor to Sam several times, unsure who he ought to try to protect.  “Is everything okay?” he ventured after a moment.  “All the noise...it’s got Ellis all upset.”
“It’s all right, George,” Elizabeth said quietly.  “See if you can calm Ellis back down.”
“George?” Sam said abruptly.

“Yeah?”
“You believe in things you can’t see, don’t you?”
George thought that over, then nodded and offered Sam a friendly smile.  “Sure I do.”
“Like what?”
“I believe God loves me.”
“What else?  Something scientific.”
“Scientific?”  George frowned, thinking again.  “Well, I don’t know a lot about science.  I wasn’t much good at it in school.  But I guess I believe things like...like everything is made up of atoms and molecules.”
Sam persisted.  “Why?”
“Why is everything made up of...”
“No.  Why do you believe it?”
George shrugged.  “Because people with more brains than I’ve got say it’s true.”
“You just take it on faith.”
“I guess.”
“You believe everything is made up of microscopic particles that are constantly in motion, even though when you look at it, everything looks solid.”
“Yeah.”
Elizabeth Bowman half-turned and rested a hand on George’s forearm, urging him away from the doorway.  “Go look after Ellis, would you?  Let me know if he needs anything.”
“You okay, then?” George asked Sam.

“No,” Sam told him.

That was the last thing he said before he passed out.
*  *  *

In the beginning, there had only been the three of them.

Alessi, Beckett, Calavicci...

He took Donna’s leather tote bag away from her and slid the wide strap over his shoulder.  His own carry-on he was holding in his left hand, leaving Donna to carry only her purse and sweater.  The aisle of the plane was still clogged with people inching their way toward the exit.  Smiling wryly, Donna leaned against Sam and brushed a kiss against his cheek.  He smiled back, not much more enthusiastically, and rested his head against hers.  He would have embraced her, but had no free arms with which to do that.

“We’ll be home soon,” she told him.

He nodded.  “Hmmmm.”
“I’ll make you some tea.  Why don’t you take a couple of hours and start reading that book Katie gave you?  The revisions on the proposal can wait till after dinner.  I’ll be done answering those letters then and I can help you.”
“Okay,” Sam murmured.

“I love you, Sam.”
“Love you, too.”
“Everything’ll work out.  You’ll see.  I’m sure it’s just a question of getting to the right people at the right time.”
Sam leaned against the back of the seat in front of him and shook his head at Donna.  “Sometimes I think I’ve already heard from the right people,” he said in a low tone, to avoid being overheard by too many of the other passengers.  “Those guys from SONY offered me a bundle.  I could have a great future working with the Japanese, developing the perfect home entertainment system.”
“With holography that you won the Nobel Prize for?” Donna whispered back.

“Nobody else seems to want it.”
An opening in the crush of people appeared.  Donna grasped Sam’s upper arm and tugged him into the space.  A moment later they were moving, although just one step at a time, toward the front of the plane.  “They’ll come around,” Donna said close to Sam’s ear.

“Huh,” was Sam’s only reply.

They had barely emerged from the jetway when a familiar voice greeted them.  “Sam!”
Sam looked around, couldn’t find the source of the voice, and said puzzledly to Donna, “Al?  What’s Al doing here?  He wasn’t supposed to meet us.”
Then Al was in front of him — behind him — alongside him, grinning like a fool, pulling the carry-on bags away from Sam and tossing them aside, into the paths of other passengers who muttered four-letter words at him.  Donna, no less baffled than Sam, retrieved her bags as Admiral Calavicci went on dancing in circles around her husband.

“Sam!” he bubbled.  “I tried calling you on the plane, but those damn phones never work like they’re supposed to.  I ended up talking to somebody on a flight to Sri Lanka.”
“ Al...” Sam began.

“Your flight was twenty minutes late, did you know that?”
“Yeah,” Sam said.  “I knew that.”
“And the traffic, driving over here...”
Frustrated, Sam seized his partner by the elbows and held him firmly in place.  Al’s feet, encased in spit-shined shoes, went on beating time against the thin beige airport carpet.  For the first time Sam noticed that Al wasn’t in street clothes; he was wearing his Navy dress whites.  Wheels started to turn inside Sam’s head — there was no reason for Al to be wearing dress whites at four o’clock on a Sunday afternoon, unless...

“Al?” Sam squeaked.

“We got it!” Al told him, and went on grinning.  “Dodson’s office called me at ten-thirty this morning.  I had to go down and meet him at his house.  Great house.  Right on the water.  I kissed up to him and his wife and kids for an hour and admired every frigging knick-knack he had in his den, and right before he gave me lunch he told me yes.”
Donna echoed, “Yes?”
Al grabbed her and kissed her resoundingly on the mouth.  When he let her go he turned back to Sam, and for a moment looked as if he were considering kissing Sam too, but settled for flinging his arms around the younger man and hugging him fiercely.

“We’re going underground,” he hissed.  “No more begging for private funding.  Quantum Leap belongs to Uncle Sam now.”  He paused, trying to read Sam’s expression.  “And Uncle Sam’s big wallet belongs to us.”
“It’s not that easy,” Sam warned him.

“I know.  We’re going to have to start kissing butt big time now.  But at least it’ll almost always be the same butts.”
“He really said yes?”
Al embraced Sam again, oblivious to the fact that the two of them were being stared — and scowled — at by almost everyone who had to pick his or her way around them to reach the airport concourse.  Donna, a couple of steps away with the carry-on luggage at her feet, raised a brow at Sam when he glanced in her direction.  Sam shrugged and grinned crookedly in return.  They were both more than a little surprised by this sudden display of enthusiasm and affection from their friend.  While Al was certainly not reluctant to indulge in physical contact with other people in private, all of those people were women.  He was not at all comfortable with accepting anything more than a thump on the back from another man.  Certainly, he’d never initiated anything more than that.  The fact that he was doing so now, in a crowded airport, was...astounding.

Sam, who was not at all uncomfortable with hugging anyone he was even mildly fond of, took a step back from Al and held him at arm’s length with his hands on Al’s shoulders.  “I think we should go now,” he said firmly.  “We’re in the way.”
Al frowned at him.  “Aren’t you excited?”
“Yes.  And no.”
“Why ‘no’?  There’s no reason for ‘no’.”
Reaching out to take Donna in tow, Sam gave Al a push toward the concourse.  “A man who’s been in the military all his adult life...”
Al stopped moving and looked at Sam somberly.  “It’ll be all right.”
“How many people are on this butt-kissing list, exactly?” Sam asked.

“The President.  But you get along with him, Sam.”
“And how many more?”
“Two, three dozen.  Tops.”
“Oh, boy,” Sam said softly.

Alessi, Beckett, Calavicci...Didion, Eisner, Feiner, Gushman, Hillman...

Donna...

You made me forget Donna.

Donna.

I could call her.  I know the number.  My voice wouldn’t sound right — it’s his voice.  David’s.  But I could hear her voice.  Talk to her.  Make up some kind of story and keep her on the line for a while.  Just to talk to her.  Just to hear her.  I wouldn’t tell her anything.  I promise, I wouldn’t tell her anything.

Donna...

“Can’t have two B’s,” Sam,” Al said.

Donna grinned at him indulgently.  “Then put me under Wojohowicz.  That’s my real name, anyway.  Alessi is my mother’s name.”
“We’ve got a W already.”
“Then use Alessi.”
“We’ve got an A, too.”
Sam’s voice echoed out from inside the computer console.  The whole upper half of his body was hidden inside the cabinet, where he was rerouting a connection with the not-quite-adequate help of a tiny flashlight.  “No, we don’t,” he said.  “Addings turned the job down.”
“He turned it down?” Al snorted.  “How could he turn it down?”
“I don’t know,” Sam mused.  “Maybe you made him crazy.”
“I made him crazy?”
“Yeah.”
“How?”
“Maybe it’s those damned cigars.  Stop dropping ash on the floor, would you?” Sam said, although Al, his cigar and the floor were all well out of Sam’s line of sight.  “That stuff gets into the relays.  This is supposed to be a clean room, you know.  No dust.”  Al muttered something in response that Sam couldn’t quite hear.  Sam chuckled softly and went on fiddling with the connectors.  “We have a P?” he asked after a minute.

Donna replied, “Petrowski.”
“Right.  What about Y?”
“Youngblood,” Al muttered, and blew a billowing cloud of cigar smoke into the air above the console.  “We’re missing I, R and V...”
“Call the Committee,” Sam said.  “Talk to Vicki.”
“Vicki?” Al said.

“Vicki.  Your friend, Vicki? The one who’s so fond of pink silk underwear?”
Donna crouched down in front of the console and moved her head up close to the opening that Sam’s body filled half of.  “Al and Vicki had a disagreement two days ago,” she told Sam conspiratorially.

“Al,” Sam sputtered.

“It was her fault,” Al replied.

“What, did she find out about you going to Vegas with Rhonda?”
“No.”
“What, then?”
“She wanted me to spend a whole afternoon shopping with her.  I hate shopping.”
“Because you can’t do it in bed.”
“Of course he can,” Donna put in, smirking over her shoulder at Al and his cigar.  “He’s got that enormous, wide-screen television in his bedroom.  And the cable system here has three home shopping networks.  All you need is the phone and a credit card.”
“Call Vicki, Al,” Sam said.  “Tell her we need three more people.”
“Sam,” Al groaned.

“Would you just call her?  Please?”
“I don’t need more hassles from women, Sam.”
“You’re gonna get a hassle from me if you make me crawl back out of here before I get this connection fixed.  Stop whining and go call her.  Have her fax the resumes down here this afternoon.”  Sam waited a minute, listening to the diminishing sound of Al’s muttering and his footsteps on the tile floor, then the whoosh of the electronic door as it opened and closed.  “Is he gone?” Sam murmured.

Donna murmured back, “He’s gone.”
“How long do you figure he’ll be on the phone?”
“At least twenty minutes.”
Looking enormously satisfied, Sam slid out of the computer console and gathered Donna into his arms.  “Hello, Mrs. Beckett,” he grinned.

“Hello, Dr. Beckett.”
“Twenty minutes?”
“At least.  But about the connection?”
“It was fixed five minutes ago.”  He cupped her head in his hands and sat there silently for a while, drinking in the sight of her.  Her gaze drifted away from his, slowly — not because she didn’t want to meet his eyes, he knew, but because she wanted something more.  Like she wants to crawl inside me and never come out, Sam thought.  Gently, he tipped her head and pressed his lips to hers.  They were still kissing when she shuddered a little.  “What’s the matter?” he whispered.

“I don’t ever want to lose you, Sam.”
He drew back just far enough to meet her eyes again.  “You won’t.  I promise.”
I promised.  I promised not to leave her.

No, that wasn’t quite right.

I promised I’d come back.

Is she watching him now, in the Waiting Room?  Watching him gets worse?  She has to be scared.  If he goes, then I’ll never be back.

Don’t do this.  I have to go back.

I have to.
* * *

They were doing this all wrong, Sam decided.  Elizabeth, and Steven, and George.  Mostly Elizabeth.  From their own points of view, they were doing the right things, but they didn’t for a minute stop to consider that this was all a gigantic, cosmic juggling act — that everything they did needed to be counterbalanced with what the Project doctors were doing eleven years in the future.

But nobody was counterbalancing anything.

Of course — how could they?  The right hand didn’t know what the left hand was doing.

All wrong, Sam thought.

He felt giddy, in an odd, distant sort of way, as if he’d dropped off to sleep in the middle of a hysterically funny movie.  He was aware there wasn’t much that was honestly funny going on, but that didn’t diminish his wanting to giggle every time a new thought crossed his mind.

Last chance passed us by, he thought.  If I could’ve done anything to help anybody here, that’s all done with now.  Because I said too much, and You didn’t let Al show up to help me.  Now I can’t do anything to help anybody.  Because there’s waaaay too much morphine in my system.

Somebody turned him over onto his right side.

George, he decided.

George had been in the room a handful of times.  Sam knew that, because George hardly ever stopped making music.  The big man had an inexhaustible repertoire: spirituals, show tunes, classic rock and roll.  This time he had picked a song in which Janis Joplin had originally asked the Lord to give her a Mercedes Benz.  George, however, had skewed the lyrics a little and seemed to be asking for a red Mustang convertible with leather seats and extra horses.

“Ohhh, yeah,” George crooned.

Sam cracked one eye and peered at him.  George smiled in return.

Somewhere along the line, George had been in here to clean up the results of the tuna salad sandwich.  He’d hummed while he was doing that, too: a medley from “The King and I.”
“Time is it?” Sam muttered.

George moved his left hand, and his wristwatch, close to Sam’s face.

“Can’t see it,” Sam told him.

“Two-thirty.”
“Fuzzy.”
“What’s fuzzy?” George asked.

“My head.”
“Yeah, well,” George said, and shrugged.  “Its the dope.  Enjoy it, why don’t you.  Just let go and float.  You’re not missin’ a whole lot of anything.  Unless you got a soap opera you need to see, like my momma.  Two o’clock every afternoon, that woman’s life just screeches to a halt so she can watch her ‘program.’  You call her then, she don’t answer the phone.  The house could burn right the hell down around her ears, and she’d still be sittin’ in front of the TV, watchin’ her soap opera.  ‘Moments to Live.’  That’s her show.  I had to take her all the way into New York City last Thanksgiving, so she could be in the audience and see that Kyle Hart guy on the Phil Donahue show.  Do you believe that?”
“Kyle Hart?” Sam murmured.  “I was him once.”
“That old woman makes no sense.  Been married to my dad for almost forty years, and she made me take her all the way into New York City in the rain and the cold to see some skinny white boy.”
Sam told him distractedly, “My mom is in Hawaii.”
“No kidding.”
“Honolulu.”
“She watch the soap operas?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Just as well.”
With considerable effort Sam managed to snag George’s hand and held onto it tightly enough to make George stand still for a moment.  “She’s giving me way too much morphine, George,” he whispered.  “It’s not doing anybody any good if I spend all the time floating.”
“What else you got to do?” George asked.

“I don’t know,” Sam sighed.

“I’ll tell her if you want,” the big man shrugged.  “But I’ll tell you, if I was feeling like you felt last night, I’d be begging for that stuff.  I’d want her to run a damn pipeline into me.”
“Last night?”
“You don’t remember?”
“No.”
“Then that’s just as well, too.”
“I need to help somebody, George.  And I can’t figure out who, or how.”
George patted him on the shoulder.  “That’s okay.”
“No, it’s not okay.  If I don’t help whoever I’m supposed to help, I can’t Leap.”
“Leap?” George said.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” Sam told him miserably.

“Go to sleep, Dave,” George replied.

“I can’t.”
“Yeah, you can.  Just go on to sleep.”
Before Sam could do anything to stop him, George had gathered up the sheets he’d exchanged for clean ones on Sam’s bed and left the room, his humming reduced to a few stray notes as he passed through the doorway.

“Don’t leave me,” Sam begged, but George was already too far away to hear him.

He spent several minutes huddled underneath the clean sheet, feeling more isolated than he ever had before in his life.  It occurred to him that although David Milner’s motives might have been good in refusing to allow his family and friends to be nearby, the act itself was an incredibly stupid move.  At the very least, the alternative would have allowed someone, anyone, to be there for David.  And since David was eleven years in the future, it would have allowed someone to be there for Sam.

As it was, David had the undivided attention of everyone at Project Quantum Leap.  And Sam had nobody.

“Something went wrong,” he murmured.  “They wouldn’t have left me alone if something hadn’t gone wrong.”
Out in the hall, George and Steven were talking.

“Not fair,” Sam said bitterly.  The two aides just went on talking, not loudly enough for him to make out what they were saying.  Growing annoyed, and then angry, with the fact that he was not involved in their conversation (or anyone else’s), Sam ground his teeth together and tried pushing himself up onto his elbows.  He managed to lift his back a couple of inches away from the bed before his vision fogged over and his stomach began to cramp.  He dropped back down onto the mattress; after a minute his vision cleared again and he gave it another try.  This time he got a little farther.  Then the strength in his arms gave out entirely.  “Stop it!” he said fiercely.  “I don’t know what You’re trying to prove, but I want You to stop this.  The joke’s not funny any more.  And if You’re punishing me, I don’t know what for.  I’ve always done what You wanted me to do.  So just stop it.”
When he stopped railing, he could again hear George and Steven.  They were closer now, near the door to his room.

“You’re supposed to be looking after Mrs. Conway,” George said in what he probably thought was an “I mean business” tone of voice.

“She’s sleeping.”
“Come on, Steve, you know what Doc said.”
“Yeah, I know what she said.”
“Then what’d you do it for?”
“Because it was what he wanted,” Steve snapped.

George groaned.  “He wants to go home, too, but that’s not gonna happen.  Hell, Steve, I want a new car.”  He paused; when he spoke again his voice was softer, almost apologetic.  “And you want Greg back.  But it’s not gonna happen, man.  It’s just not gonna happen.”
“It was just a goddamn sandwich.”
“Steve,”  George said.  “The guy’s got more cancer in him than he’s got insides, any more.”
“He said...”
“I know.  He said he’s not David.”  There was another pause.  “He read those magazines for a couple of hours the other day,” George mused.  “Maybe next he’ll tell you he’s really Bill Cosby.  Or Princess Diana.  He tried telling me a few minutes ago he was the guy on my mom’s soap opera.”
“Maybe he just needs to believe he’s gonna get out of this.”
“Well,” George concluded softly, “if he figures out how to do that, you come let me know.  I figure we could all use an escape plan.”
Then Steven was in the doorway, by himself, with his arms folded across his chest, watching Sam with a distant, unreadable expression on his face.  He had a rolled-up magazine in one hand.

“You had me going,” he told Sam.

“What?” Sam muttered, not entirely interested.

Steven crossed the room, unrolled the magazine, and held it down to a point where he thought Sam would be able to make out what was in front of him.  Sam squinted at it.  Under the word HEROES was the headline CONGRESSMAN TAKEI’S LIFESAVER IS A GENIUS OF ALL TRADES.  “You told me a pretty good story,” Steven frowned.  “I didn’t know you read it all in People magazine.  Everything you told me is here.  About ‘your’ family.  All the Ph.D.s.  And there’s pictures.  Dr. Beckett and his brother Tom, shooting hoops, with his wife cheering him on.  There’s even a picture of the mysterious Al.”
“I remember,” Sam replied.

“You really had me going.  Guess that makes me chump of the year.”
“No, I mean I remember when they took the pictures.”
“Give it up, man,” Steven groaned.

Sam persisted, as vehemently as he could manage, “I was on a plane with a congressman from Hawaii.  I was coming back home from visiting my mom on her birthday.  The congressman started having chest pains, and I took care of him till we landed.  The media got wind of it and decided I was good human interest material.  A couple of weeks later I was in People magazine.  I didn’t read it.  I lived it.”
Steven dropped the magazine on the bedside table.  “What’s the point, man?”
“Of what?”
“Lying.”
“I’m not lying.”
“Well,” Steven said, his eyes narrowing, “if you’re not and you’re not sick, you’re a damn good actor.  You did a great job screaming last night.  And it took George an hour to clean up what came out the other end.”  He stopped then; whether he was simply worried about being overheard, or was genuinely convinced he had gone too far with somebody he ought not to be hassling, he made no sign of.  Either way, when he went on, his tone was almost regretful.  “Look, I know you’re scared.  I don’t know what I’d do if I was in your place.  I’d probably be half nuts.  But, David, you don’t have to make up stories.  We won’t leave you alone.”
Sam mumbled, “You don’t know me.”
“No.  I don’t.  But you brought it on yourself.  You’re the one who wants to do this on your own.”
“You’re right,” Sam said ruefully.

“We can still call ‘em, if you want.”
“No.  It wouldn’t do any good.”  Sam moved his head side-to-side against the pillow.  “And you’d probably be setting up a paradox.  I don’t know what would happen then.”
Steven’s eyes dropped.  His shoulders started to sag, too, as if he no longer had the inclination to stand anywhere near erect.  His upper teeth drifted against his lower lip and his eyes closed for a moment, then opened again.  Sam still had no firm indication that it was Steven he’d been sent here to help, but he had the distinct feeling that he was headed rapidly toward ruining Steven’s life instead of improving it.  He puzzled over why that was happening; no one he’d told the truth to in the past had reacted this way.

“Steven?” he ventured.

The younger man’s body twitched.  “What?”
“I’m not lying to you.”
“Sure,” Steven scoffed.

“I’m scared.  Of losing myself.  I could have pretended.  Let you think I was David.  I’ve pretended to be a lot of people.  But I can’t, this time.  I can’t.  You don’t have any idea what this is like.  I’m more alone than you can imagine.  I’m starting not to remember what I really look like.”
Frowning, Steven scooped up the magazine and held it close to Sam’s nose again.  Staring back at Sam was a palm-sized black and white photograph of himself, wearing an M.I.T. sweatshirt and a sheepish expression.  Alongside it was a smaller photo, the one Steven had mentioned before, of Sam and an obviously laughing Tom, playing one-on-one on the grounds of a high school near Sam and Donna’s Washington apartment.

“Happy?” Steven asked.

“No.”
“The doc calls this ‘denial’,” the younger man said, letting the magazine curl back into a roll that he thumped against his free hand.  “I’ve seen people do that.  Everybody does it.  But man, you’re taking denial to whole new heights, you know?  You’re turning it into a goddamn art form.”
“You’d rather have me just shut up and die?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because then I wouldn’t have to think any more.  I wouldn’t keep getting dragged through things I made peace with.  That’s why.”
Sam asked gently, “Who did you lose?”
“Nobody.”
“Now you’re lying.”
“Shut up,” Steven said through his teeth.  “Just shut the hell up.”  He stood staring at Sam, growing more and more upset, until his body began to shake almost imperceptibly.  When he couldn’t tolerate simply standing there any longer, he pivoted on one heel and hurled the magazine across the room to rebound with a thump off the wall beside the door.  “Goddamn you,” he said to Sam.  Then the last of his energy ran out and he crumpled down onto the floor, burrowed his face into his hands and started to sob.

A minute later Elizabeth Bowman came running into the room, summoned there by Steven’s shouting.  She tossed an unreadable look at Sam, then crouched beside Steven and tried putting her arms around him to gather him up as if he were her child.  Muttering something that didn’t manage to be words, he shoved her hands away, then slapped at them, but didn’t move to get up off the floor.

Obviously Elizabeth understood a great deal more of what was happening than Sam did, because she withdrew immediately, stood back up, and said evenly, “Go on downstairs, Steven.  It’ll be all right.”
The young man wiped at his nose with the back of his hand, then, pretending to ignore both the doctor and Sam, pushed himself up to his knees, then his feet, and shambled out of the room.

“I don’t know what I said,” Sam told the doctor.

“Don’t worry about it.”
“I should let you do that?  Is that what you’re saying?”
“Just stop this, David.  Please.”  She looked at Sam fixedly.

“Tell me what I did wrong!” Sam insisted.

Elizabeth sighed heavily and ran a hand through her hair.  “Steven’s an intelligent man.  He’s very grounded.  But people grasp at straws sometimes, David.  They try to believe things that they know aren’t possible, because it helps them to do that.  It’s a way to avoid reality.  I think Steven wants to believe this story of yours.  He wants to believe that you’re some kind of guardian angel who bounces around in time, repairing people’s lives.  If that’s the truth, then you could repair things for him.”
“I can try.”
“You can’t repair something that happened two years ago.”  When Sam prompted her with a raised eyebrow, she went on haltingly.  “Steven lost his lover to AIDS two years ago.  He went through a lot of pain, but he’s done all right the last year or so.  He decided he wanted to work here, to help other people.  To help them let go.  He did remarkably well at it until...”
“Until I said I wasn’t David Milner.”
“Yes.”
“I didn’t mean to hurt him.”
“I suppose not.  But you’ve knocked him for a loop, David.  He’s starting to think there’s a way he can have Greg back.  Greg’s not coming back.”
Sam asked, “Do you want me to tell him I lied?”
“It would help.”
“Even if it means my letting go of who I am.”
“You’re going to have to do that anyway.”
Sam half-smiled, then let his gaze drift over to the far side of the room, where Steven’s discarded magazine lay in disarray on the floor.  “That’s pretty cold, Dr. Bowman.  Considering that you’re supposed to be here to minister to people who haven’t got much time left.  You’re supposed to be compassionate, not give me lessons in what’s fair to somebody else.”  He paused, waiting for her to reply.  She said nothing, but the lines around her eyes deepened a little.  “You know I’m not David Milner, don’t you?” Sam asked.

“Not at all.”
“You won’t admit it, but you know.”  Again, she didn’t reply, but the look in her eyes was enough.  Sam felt a small sense of victory, but realized at the same moment that whether Elizabeth Bowman believed him or not ultimately didn’t mean a thing.

“You’re still in the body of a very sick man.”
Sam rocked his head against the pillow.  “I’m in my own body.  What you see is the physical manifestation of David’s aura.  His life force, I guess.  His body is in the future, surrounded by my aura.”
“Your aura,” Elizabeth said.  It wasn’t a question.

“I don’t know how to explain it.  Except that it’s David who’s supposed to be here, in this place and time, and not me.  So everyone sees him.”
“That’s convenient.”
“I guess so.”
Her expression had gone almost flat as she moved around to the side of the bed and slid her right hand underneath Sam’s, her index and middle fingers extended.  “Squeeze my fingers,” she told him.

“Why?”
“Just to humor me.”
Sam curled his fingers around hers and squeezed.  He couldn’t manage much pressure; the bones in her fingers were in no danger at all of being broken.  He debated trying again but decided there was no point in it, took his hand back and rested it on his chest.

“I can’t do it without help,” he sighed.

“Squeezing my fingers?”
“Fixing things.  I’ve always had Al, and Ziggy — the computer.  They could check the personal histories of the people around me and decide what needed to be set right.  Without them, I have no idea what I’m supposed to do.  I don’t know what happens to you, or Steven, or George in the future.”  He paused.  Elizabeth’s expression was still very blank.  She was listening, but if the listening fostered any kind of a reaction in her, she was keeping it buried way below the surface.  Professional detachment, Sam supposed.  He’d been trained in that, too, during med school, but had always been lousy at it.  That had been one of the many reasons he’d veered away from medicine as a life’s work.  “I guess I’m stuck,” he said after a moment.  “Al obviously isn’t coming.  I don’t know what happened to him, but he’s not coming.  God is letting me flounder through this on my own.”
Elizabeth told him mildly, “That’s all any of us can do, David.  We don’t get answers supplied to us.”
“Because you’re living your own life.  I’m not.”
“I think you are.”
“I’m not David.”
“Even if I agree with that — you said it’s your body.  And your consciousness.  What makes this” — she gestured with both hands to take in the room around them — “not yours?  Because you’re not with your family, your friends?  I’m not either.  My family is in Michigan.  My ex-husband is in Atlanta.”  She smiled wryly, without amusement.  “I think.  At any rate, you’re here.  You’re awake.  You’re interacting with the people around you.  I think that makes this a part of your life.  Do you figure that’s wrong?  Where is it wrong?”
Sam admitted, “I don’t know.”
He began thinking the question over.  Elizabeth seemed content to let him do that, and busied herself briefly by opening the room’s two windows a few inches wider and standing in front of one of them to let the humid breeze blow against the front of her blouse.  Sam watched her for a few seconds, then let his gaze drift up to the ceiling.  There was a yellowed water stain up there, near the point where the ceiling met the wall, that he’d spent a great deal of time studying over the past few days.

Maybe she’s right, he thought, trying to read the water stain like a Rorschach inkblot.  An elm tree.  No; more like the head of Mickey Mouse.  Maybe this is all just part of my life.  It’s just sort of out of the ordinary.  Which fits.  I’ve always been sort of out of the ordinary.

An ache that had been lingering behind his eyes began to announce itself more vehemently, and Sam stopped looking at the water stain.

Al wouldn’t think it was Mickey Mouse, he thought.  He’d say it was Minnie’s...

“Al,” he muttered.

Elizabeth turned back to look at him.  The look on her face had finally thawed.  “What?”
“Al.  My friend.  I told him once I didn’t think I could make it through this without him.  I was right.  I don’t know what I’m doing.  You’re right, too — I’m really sick.  At first I thought it was just the severe pain that would break through from him to me.  But it seems like it’s everything.  I feel lousy.  I can’t even sit up any more.  I can’t do what needs doing.  So I’m not going to be able to Leap out of here before David dies.”
“I’m sorry.”
“No, you’re not.  You’re just humoring me.  Does it interest you at all that I’m scared?”  She opened her mouth to reply, but he cut her off.  “I’m scared, Dr. Bowman.  I need something more than someone patting my hand and saying, ‘It’s okay.’  Do you understand that?”
“More than you know,” she replied.

“How?”
“Because I’ve been here a long time.”
“That doesn’t sound like much.  It sounds like it’s all just work.”
“You’re wrong,” Elizabeth told him.  “I grieve every day of my life for the people who’ve come here.  It never gets any easier — but I don’t let it get any harder, either.  The day that I can’t stop it from getting harder, I’ll leave.”
“At least you can leave,” Sam murmured.

Something in his tone made her abandon the window and return to the bed.  She rested a hand on his forehead, looked into his eyes for a moment, then leaned a little closer to listen to his breathing.  By the time she finished doing that, he could no longer focus clearly on her face.  He knew what she was hearing: his breathing was becoming labored, and had a distinctly wet, rattling sound to it. 

They’re losing him, he thought.

“Don’t leave me alone,” he whispered to Elizabeth.

“We won’t,” she told him, and added, “Sam.”
* * *

The phone rang three, four, five times.  It had an odd trill to it that Steven wasn’t familiar with; vaguely he wondered if the people on the other end had some sophisticated cellular job that did everything but the laundry.  The magazine article had said Beckett was a certified genius — maybe he was building weird phones as a sideline.

Finally, someone at the other end picked the phone up.  “Hello,” a woman’s voice said.

“I’d like to speak to Sam Beckett.”
“Ummmm...sure.  Hold on.”  There was a pause, then the woman’s voice called, “Honey?  Sam?  Phone.”
Another pause, then: “Hello?” in another voice.

“Dr. Beckett?” Steven asked tremulously.

“Yes.”
“Uhhh...you don’t know me, exactly.  But I read about you in an old issue of People magazine, and I wanted to call you.  To...ummm...wish you luck with your work.”
“Thank you.”
Despite doing everything he could to keep his voice level and calm, Steven was certain he came across sounding like someone Samuel Beckett, he of the multiple Ph.D.s, didn’t need to waste his time talking to.  On the other hand, Beckett’s voice held no hint of impatience, or of worry that this mysterious caller was a lunatic who intended to do him harm.  The guy probably got a lot of calls from nut cases after the magazine article appeared,  Steven supposed.  It was a wonder he had a listed phone number.

“Dr. Beckett?”
“Yes?”
“This time travel thing.  Your `hobby’, the article said it was.  Is that for real?”
“You mean do I think it’s really possible?”
“Yeah.  Yes.”
“Yes, I think it’s really possible.”
“I hope you’re right.”
There was one more silence at the other end, then Sam Beckett laughed.  Softly, both out of genuine amusement and something else deep in his soul.  It was a pleasant laugh.  One that would make people really enjoy being around this guy when he was in a good mood, Steven decided.

“So do I,” Beckett said.

“Well, that’s...I guess that’s all I wanted.  Sorry if I interrupted anything important.  Thank you for your time, Dr. Beckett.”  Beckett offered an acknowledgement.  Steven moved the receiver away from his ear, intending to hang up the phone, and heard the woman’s voice say on the other end, “Who was that, Sam?”
An instant before the connection was cut, Sam Beckett told his wife, “Beats me.”
* * *

The Control Room was cool and dark and silent.

All the console lights were on, of course; the console hadn’t been shut down for a moment since they’d first turned it on four months ago.  But their rainbow glow did little to chase away the shadows that filled the rest of the room.  In fact, Sam thought, they were like Christmas tree lights, casting tiny pools of red and green and amber on the tile floor.  He’d loved lying on the floor in the darkness as a child, on the night before Christmas, gazing raptly at the colored lights and dreaming not only of what the following day would bring, but what his entire future held in store.

There was no time to lie on the floor now, even if he’d been inclined to.  It was two o’clock in the morning, and none of his hand-picked staff was due to return to the Control Room for another six hours, but he knew the instincts of those hand-picked people almost as well as he knew his own.  Someone would come.  Someone, consciously or not, would know what he was up to, and would show up here to stop him.

He couldn’t allow that.

Slowly, tremulously, he reached for the buttons of his soft cotton shirt and undid them one at a time, then slid the shirt off and stood with it dangling from his left hand.  He was inclined just to let it drop onto the floor and leave it there, but suspected that might tell the people who found it that he had been in a little too much of a hurry.  Hadn’t taken time to think this out.  And that wasn’t true.  He had taken time, a lot of it.

“Dr. Beckett.”
Ziggy’s voice caressed him in the darkness.  The computer’s personality had been Sam’s idea; its voice, Al’s.

“What is it?” he replied quietly.

“This is ill-advised, Doctor.”
Sam carefully laid his shirt on the back of a chair behind the control console, then flipped open the button on his pants and unzipped the fly.  He hesitated for a moment before he kicked his shoes off and stepped out of his pants.  Ziggy didn’t have eyes, just sensors.  And Ziggy wasn’t a woman.  But it felt odd, being in the dark and taking his clothes off to the accompaniment of a voice that was like brandy washing over silk.  More than odd.  It prompted reactions from his body that he didn’t have time for.

“Thanks for the advice, Zig,” he said with a sigh and draped his pants on top of his shirt.

“The Accelerator has not been properly tested.”
“Yeah.”
“I would strongly advise continued...”
“Ziggy,” Sam said in a tone that was meant to cut the computer off at the pass, “we’ve done all we can do.  There’s no way to test the Accelerator any more completely without...”  He paused.  When he went on, his voice quavered slightly.  “Without a guinea pig.”
“The use of a rodent at this point would be infinitely more sensible than what you intend to do.”
“Rodents couldn’t tell us what happened.”
“You may not be able to, either.”
“Don’t argue with me, Ziggy.”
“Shall I call Admiral Calavicci?  I’m sure he would be more than willing to comply, if you would rather conduct this discussion with another human.”
“Al’s in Las Vegas.”
“He’s wearing his wristlink.”
With a loud groan, Sam reached down and peeled off his socks.  That left him standing in nothing but his shorts.  The night-cool air of the Control Room raised gooseflesh on his arms — at least he told himself that the bumps were caused by the below-seventy-degree air.  As if it could tell what he was thinking, the computer said helpfully, “You’re frightened.”
“No.”
“Your pulse rate...”
“I have to do this, Ziggy.”
“Because the Committee intends to ‘pull the plug’ on Project Quantum Leap?”
“Yes.”
There was a moment of silence, filled only by the soft whirring of the equipment inside the console, as Ziggy did the computer equivalent of thinking that over.  “You’re about to risk your life because of money.  I don’t believe I understand that, Doctor.”
“If they pull the plug, Ziggy, my dream dies.”
“So you would rather die yourself.”
“I’m not going to die.”
As Ziggy was rather proud of announcing from time to time, it had an ego, but no emotions.  It was therefore incapable of experiencing fear, or pity, or regret.  Unfortunately, it was also incapable of decorum.  “There is a sixty-seven point one chance that...”
“That’s enough.”
“Enough what, Doctor?”
Trying not to shudder, Sam stepped quickly into the Fermi suit he had brought into the Control Room, tugged it into place, and zipped it closed.  The thin fabric did little to warm his upper body and nothing at all to warm his bare feet.  It’s not too late to stop, he thought.  Ziggy’s right.  This is really stupid.  You have no real idea whether the Accelerator works or not.  You could get fried.  They could open the door at eight o’clock and find nothing left of you but a charcoal briquette.

He waited, but Ziggy didn’t say anything.  Still, he had the sense of being closely watched as he moved his hand onto the console and pressed the first of the keys that would bring the Accelerator on line.  The console hummed a bit louder.  Sam bit down hard on his lower lip and pressed another key.

“I take it you want me to run the entire sequence myself,” Ziggy announced.

“You have to,” Sam said.  “My arms aren’t long enough to reach over here from the Chamber.”
“Then Dr. Alessi isn’t coming.”
“Dr. Alessi is asleep.  I want her to stay that way.”
“Have you discussed this with her?”
“No,” Sam said sharply.

“I do not believe she would agree with this course of action.”
Sam went on keying in the initiation sequence.  “She doesn’t want Quantum Leap to end any more than I do.  We’ve spent a lot of years putting all this together, Ziggy.  If they shut it down, it’ll all have been for nothing.  I can’t let that happen.”  He paused and took his hand away from the console.  “Maybe you’ll understand this: if the Project gets shut down, you get shut down.”
“I’m a computer, Dr. Beckett.  I have no fear of the end of my `existence.’
“Then you don’t care.”
“Strictly speaking, no.”
“Then just humor me,” Sam said firmly.  “This is my dream.  I’ve wanted this all my life.  My gut says this is going to work.  I’m not suicidal.  I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t think it would succeed.  You’re going to run the program, and I’m going into the past.  When Gushie and Donna and the others show up at eight o’clock, they’ll initiate retrieval and bring me back.  And I’ll be able to tell the Committee that they haven’t wasted their money.”  He took a step away from the console, toward the Accelerator Chamber, and concluded with a note of smugness that both he and Ziggy observed, “I’ll have been in the past.  I’ll be able to prove to them that Quantum Leap works.”
Ziggy responded, “Yes, Doctor.”
“Thank you, Ziggy.  Now do it.  Run the program.”
“Yes, Doctor.”
A minute later he was inside the Accelerator Chamber, listening to the Chamber door slide closed.  Like most of the rest of the rooms on this level of the Project, it had white walls and a white linoleum floor.  The soft glow of the lights around the base of the walls, though, turned everything a pale blue.  No longer cold, Sam moved to the center of the Chamber and positioned himself on the wide disc that he and Al had referred to with wry humor as the “launching pad.”
“It’s gonna work,” he whispered, squeezing his eyes shut, then repeated, like a mantra, “It’s going to work.  It’s going to work.”
The disc under his feet began to glow.

Please, God.  Let it work.
The blue lights came up brighter then, and the Chamber was filled with a hum that he could feel as well as hear.  He stopped breathing for a moment, until he reminded himself that it would help no one, least of all himself, as if he passed out from lack of oxygen.  He let his mouth open a little and pulled in air that way, his eyes still closed, listening to the rising hum of the Accelerator.  Then the next step of the program kicked in and the disc beneath his feet seemed to vibrate with life.

He had no way of knowing that the “someone” whose arrival he had been one step ahead of was now standing behind the control console, staring at it through eyes wide with horror, his face gone the color of overripe beets.

Sam Beckett’s mind began to fill with disjointed thoughts.  Images of his family.  Bits of music.  The feel of a firm handshake as he was awarded the Nobel Prize for his achievements in the science of holography.  The feel of Donna’s tears against his cheek.

“It’s only six hours,” he whispered.  “Six hours.”
Less than a hundred feet away, the man Sam had never called anything other than “Gushie” was dripping tears onto the control console.  Al Calavicci had just told him to do nothing, which was exactly what he felt capable of doing.  As Gushie watched with numb and hopeless fascination, Ziggy dutifully continued to follow the instructions issued by its creator.  The time readout on the console scrolled downward through the last few seconds of the countdown.  If a human had been involved in the process, the word “Fire” would have been spoken.  As it was, the only word spoken in the Control Room the moment the readout hit zero was not “Fire.”
“Sam,” Gushie said miserably, and buried his face in his hands.

Sam Beckett opened his eyes and smiled.  He’d really had no idea what Acceleration would feel like.  He had a vague fear that it would be painful, but that proved to be wrong.  It was like being in a strong wind, blowing up out of the disc beneath his feet, lifting his arms up, first perpendicular to his body, then further up as if he were reaching for the sky.

 Then it got better.

Sam’s smile widened to an almost ridiculous extent, and he laughed out loud.  Leave it to Albert Calavicci, he mused, to help him create something that felt might damned close to an orgasm.

The sense of pleasure disappeared abruptly.

It’s happening, Sam thought.

Something swirled around him, enveloping him, making him both warm and unbearably cold at the same time.

Don’t let me die, he thought.

And Leaped.

* * *

His life had come full circle.

During the nine months before August 8, 1953, his world had been limited to his own body, surrounded by his mother’s womb.  The world seemed no much larger than that now.  He could feel the bed underneath him and the sheet on top of him only as a vague pressure.  He could see nothing, smell nothing.  His hearing hadn’t given out yet, but the sounds that made their way to his brain were muffled.

For the last time, Steven was holding his hand, but he was unaware of that.

Elizabeth Bowman came into the room, moving silently across the bare floor, and stopped at the foot of the bed, her hands in the pockets of her lab coat.

“Steven?”
Steven Conner turned, nodded in acknowledgement of her presence, and said quietly, “He’s sliding really fast, Doc.  I don’t think it’s gonna be much longer.”
“Do you want to stay?  You don’t have to.”
“Yeah, I do.”
“I’ll stay.  You can...”
“I want to stay,” Steven said firmly.  “I’ve been with him this long.  And I want to see if anything happens when he...”
Elizabeth sighed, circled around the bed, and rested a hand on Steven’s shoulder.  She expected him to flinch at her touch, but he didn’t.  In fact, he reached up and laid his hand on top of hers.  “You don’t honestly still believe what he told you,” she said after a moment.

“I have to.”
“Why?”
“I have to believe in things I can’t see,” Steven replied.  “I have to believe Doug is someplace other than in the ground.  I have to believe God is fair, and this isn’t all just for nothing.”
Sam’s hand shifted in Steven’s grasp.

“Go for it, Sam,” Steven whispered.

Sam’s eyes were half open but focused on nothing.  They hadn’t been focused on anything in this room for almost twelve hours.  Now they strayed a little, from left to right, as if he were looking for something and had no clue where to find it.  Steven leaned in closer and watched him curiously.

Sam’s lips moved.

“What?” Steven asked.

The same movement happened again, this time accompanied by a small breath of sound.  “Dad?” Sam murmured.

Steven’s head dropped.  “Shit.”  Elizabeth didn’t ask for an explanation, but he told her, “His dad died in ’72.  If he’s seeing him now, he’s not gonna Leap.  He’s gonna go be with his father.”
“Maybe not.”
“It’s okay.  If he can be with  his dad...”
Abruptly, Steven laid Sam’s hand flat against the sheet, pushed up out of the chair, went to the window and leaned against the frame, his forehead resting against the wood.  His chest heaved once, but he managed not to make a sound.  Elizabeth stood looking at him until he shook his head, hard, and fixed his attention on the view outside the window.  Nodding, she took his place in the chair and picked up Sam’s hand.  She was close enough now to hear the rattling noise of Sam’s breathing.

Dad? Sam thought.

The glimpse of his father had come and gone very rapidly.  He seemed to be standing nearby, dressed in overalls and his favorite red and blue plaid flannel shirt, the one Sam’s mother had mended a hundred times, until it was composed more of mends than of shirt.  He’d been well into his fifties when he died, but he looked a lot younger than that here, now — still dark-haired and reasonably slim, the way he’d looked when Sam was a toddler.  For a moment he’d been there, smiling, and then he was gone.

Don’t go, Dad.  Wait for me.

He waited, but his father didn’t come back.

He looked around, first right, then left, but was unable to fix on anything.  He knew he was lying in bed in a room, somewhere, and that other people, people who cared about him, were nearby, but all he could see was a gray haze.  There were sounds, though: voices.  Some sort of mechanical whirring.

“It’s all right, David,” one of the voices said.  “You can let go.”
But I didn’t fix anything.

“Sam?”
He looked again.  His father was back, and had one hand outstretched.

“Dad.”
Sam reached out too, with both hands, let his father pull him in and embrace him.  Something that felt like static electricity rippled through him and made him shudder.  He winced; that made his father hold him tighter and pat the back of his head reassuringly, the way he had when Sam was small.

The wince made Steven turn away from the window.

Elizabeth was sitting frozen in the little wooden chair.  She had retrieved her hand and pressed it hard against her mouth.  The other hand was clenched against her chest.  She had entirely stopped breathing; when her vision began to swim she pulled in air through her teeth.

“Dear God,” she hissed.

Steven came to stand behind her, leaning against the chair, using it to keep himself from falling.

David Milner’s aura was gone.  In front of them, lying motionless with his hazel eyes locked on a point just past the foot of the bed, in the place of David Milner, was a tall, slender man with chiseled, handsome features.  His brown hair was badly tangled, and the lower half of his face was dark with several days’ worth of beard.

“Sam?” Steven squeaked.

“Sam.”
The electricity coursed through his body again, stronger this time. 

“It’s time to go, Sam,” his father said.

Sam nodded.  “I did the best I could, Dad.”
“He knows that, son.”
“I love you, Dad.”
He intended to say more, but his father had vanished.  With a long sigh that no one heard, Sam Beckett closed his eyes...

And Leaped.

* * *
EPILOGUE: PROJECT QUANTUM LEAP

AUGUST 8, 2000

Warm...and cold.

That confused him, being both warm and cold at the same time.

A corner of his mind informed him that he hadn’t been planning to feel either hot or cold, that he had expected to feel nothing at all, but he overlooked that new conflict and went on thinking about the first one.

Warm.  And cold.

Warm was certainly preferable; it made him think of blankets, and fireplaces, and the heat that emanated from his mother’s stove, always laced with good, hearty cooking smells.  His mind balked at conjuring up anything more detailed than that, but it did allow him to decide that warm was better.  Warm was...safe.

So he tried to ignore the cold, to focus instead on the comforting warmth and then to let himself drift some more and escape into the place he’d always gone between the Leaps, the place where there were no physical sensations, just pure consciousness.  He’d been terrified the first time he found himself there, a little less so the second.  By the third time, the void had become almost familiar.  After fifteen or twenty Leaps, he discovered that being in the void for a little while was a relief.  All his physical senses were lost to him there, but he didn’t need them.  He could just drift, and think, and rest.

He wanted very much to go there now, to rest and think for a while.

No,  a voice in his head told him.

He shivered.

Then the warmth became more noticeable.  Warmth and...pressure?  Someone was holding him.  Someone who smelled like flowers.  That was confusing too: the fact that he still had a sense of smell, and could feel the restraint of someone’s arms around him.  He hadn’t expected that.  But it was real.  Someone was definitely holding him, stroking his hair, murmuring to him.  He tried to make out words, but there weren’t any, just soft comforting sounds.

The someone began rocking him, gently, back and forth.  That made him want to cry. 

Don’t like this,  he thought vaguely.  There’s too much here.  Want to go back to sleep.  Don’t want all this.  So tired...just want to sleep.

“Honey.”
His mind twitched.

“We need to take him upstairs.  Come on...let’s get him up off the floor.”
“No.   No, not yet.  I just want to hold him.”
Two different voices.  Neither one of them seemed to be addressing him, which was a good thing, he supposed, since he was completely unable to reply.  Both seemed familiar, but he was unable to decide who they might belong to.  One of them came from very close by — from the someone who was rocking him.  A woman.  The other voice was male, a little more distant.  Both of them sounded fuzzy, as if he were hearing them through a thick blanket.

Who....?

“The floor’s cold, sweetheart.  Come on, now.  They’ve got the gurney outside.  Let’s take him upstairs.”
“I don’t want to let him go.”
The owner of the male voice had moved closer.  He could hear the rustle of cloth — clothing, and an odd smell that was both familiar and unpleasant and made his nose prickle.  The someone who was holding him stiffened and held on tighter at the nape of his neck and the small of his back.

Upstairs?  What’s upstairs?

Something bad, obviously, because the person holding him seemed to care about him and didn’t want to let him be taken up there.

“Here, then.”
More rustling.  The woman’s grip shifted again, and the funny smell came closer.  Wrapped itself around him.  No...it was cloth that was being wrapped around him.  Cloth that had the distasteful smell clinging to it.

Cigar smoke.

The cloth was a jacket, and it reeked of cigar smoke.

Cigars.

Al.

All at once, he knew the other smell too.  The flowers.  No, not flowers, but perfume.  He’d given it to her, in a tiny amber bottle that had cost a ridiculous amount of money.  For her birthday.  The purchase had been on his credit card, so the price was really just an abstraction — and he’d stopped worrying about it altogether the moment he saw the expression on her face when the little bottle lay in her hands.  A while later she’d come to him wearing nothing but the perfume.

Donna.

He was with Al and Donna, and they weren’t holograms, they were real, because he could feel them and smell them.

I’m home.

You let me die...and then You sent me home.

Grief swept through him and over-whelmed him.

Not fair, God.  Not fair at all.  It was Dad who was waiting for me.  You were supposed to let me go with Dad.  Not send me back here.  It would have been easier if You just sent me with Dad.  Why did you send me back here?  Now she doesn’t want to let me go.  It’s going to hurt her.  And Al.  Why did You do this?

Upstairs...the doctors were upstairs.  They’d want to find out what had killed him.

They were going to do an autopsy.

But I can feel! his mind screamed.

“Donna.”
“Please, Al.  Just for a minute.  It’s all right — he’s asleep.”
No, I’m not.  I’m dead.  I’m dead, but I can feel and I can hear and I can smell...  Oh, God, it’s not supposed to be like this.

Please.  It’s supposed to be all over.

“We have to find out...”
“Al.  It’s been almost six years, Al.  Please.”
Please...

“What are you...?”  There was a long silence.  When Al’s voice came again, it was closer still, almost as close as Donna’s.  “He won’t want to go back in, sweetheart.  Not after all this.  There’s no one in danger this time.  He won’t go back into the Accelerator.  He has no reason at all to go back.  Come on, now.  We have to wake him up and find out if he’s all right.”
His heart was pounding.  Al, he thought frantically.  Why didn’t you come to me before, when there was time?  Before David’s aura took over?  I could have Leaped.  It would have been all right.  I could have...Leaped.

“He’s all right.  His vital signs are all steady.”
“Donna.”
No, not steady.  My heart is going crazy...  My heart?  I can feel my heart beating.

I’m breathing.

“Sam.  Sam, can you hear me?  It’s Al.  Wake up, Sam.  It’s time to wake up.”
I’m not...

“Sam.”
I’m not dead.

The wonder of that surrounded him for a minute.  At least, he thought it was a minute.  It might have been a lot more, or a lot less.  When the awe faded a little, he pushed his mind back into gear.

He was on the floor, in Donna’s arms.  The snug feeling, the warmth, around most of his body meant he was wearing the Fermi suit he’d had on when he entered the Accelerator Chamber in 1995.  The suit only came to his ankles, though, and his feet were bare, which was why they were cold.  Al’s jacket, pungent with cigar smoke, was wrapped around his shoulders.  His head was on Donna’s right shoulder, his forehead resting against her cheek.

“Donna,” he whispered.

“I’m here, darling.  I’m fine.”
Her hand, the one that had been at the back of his neck, moved to his face, her thumb against his lips.  She began to softly murmur his name, over and over, and she was crying, the tears dribbling from her face onto his.

“Donna.”
“Sam.  You okay, Sam?”
He opened his eyes.  Al was crouched on the floor arm’s length away, watching him.  Slowly, and distantly surprised at the fact that his body would obey his mind’s commands with almost no effort at all, Sam shifted his arm, reaching out so that he could grasp Al’s hand.

“We thought we lost you,” Al whispered.  “The guy in the Waiting Room...died.  He was here for eleven days, but he was so far gone...Ziggy couldn’t find you.  When the guy died, we thought we’d lost you.”  Al took his hand back and used it to cover his mouth for a moment.  When he spoke again, his voice was full of pain.  “We didn’t...know...”
“You thought I was dead.”
Al nodded.

“So did I.”
For an instant he considered telling Al more, but the stricken look on Al’s face made that seem like the worst possible idea.  Instead, Sam produced a smile and began disengaging himself from Donna’s embrace.  She tried to hang on, but he shook his head.  “Help me up,” he told her.  “My feet are frozen, and my legs are going numb.  I need to get some other clothes.  Or at least some socks.”
Donna nodded reluctantly, and somehow, together, they got up off the floor.  Al did likewise a moment later.  Still smiling, Sam slipped Al’s jacket off his shoulders and held it out to him.

“Take this,” he said.  “It smells terrible.”
Al took it, but let it dangle from his hand, trailing on the floor, as if he had no clue what he ought to do with it.

“I’m home, Al,” Sam said.

“Yeah,” Al whispered.

* * * * *
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