A Dozen Points in Time #6

What Are You Doing New Year’s Eve?

***************************************
Eyes That See Another Place
Thursday, December 31, 1953

There were no chores to be done — not this late, not on this night.  She knew without asking that he had pulled on his coat and gone outside simply to be outside, to stand on the bottom step of the porch with his hands tucked into his pockets, watching the snow fall onto his land.

Why anyone called what was happening a “snowstorm” was a mystery to Thelma Beckett, had been since she was a child.  There was nothing stormlike about it: no sense of violence.  No wind at all.  She had listened to the radio for a while as she cleaned up the supper dishes, to the weather reports issued for tonight and tomorrow.  The snow would end before morning, would amount to maybe six or eight inches at best.  Not enough to worry about.  Not enough to block the roads, to make tending to the animals any more difficult than it normally was.  Since tomorrow was a holiday, getting the roads plowed might take a little longer, but most folks who lived outside of town had enough sense to keep several days’ worth of extra food and supplies around the house.  Nobody in these parts had been born yesterday.

Even the small, blue sleeper-suited form she held in her arms, who would be five months old in a few days.

She wanted badly to join John out on the porch, to stand with him as the snow fell in whispers on the house and the barn and the yard and the dirt road that led up off of the farm.  Being out there to see the snow drift lazily out of the sky had a magic about it, a wonderful spell that made her feel not much more grown‑up than Tommy, who had spent half the afternoon building a lopsided snowman outside the back door.  When she was Tommy’s age she had found magic in a lot of things, but one by one all of those illusions had left her, as fragile in the face of reality as soap bubbles.

Her gaze drifted across the room to the Christmas tree, decorated with snowflakes made of white paper and aluminum foil.  The remnants of Tom’s Christmas still lay underneath — those things he hadn’t insisted on spiriting away to his room.  She and John had made sure to have gifts for each other this year, not wanting to repeat last year’s Christmas, when in the midst of chortling over a firetruck and a set of green plastic soldiers Tom had suddenly burst into a fit of tears.  Not until an hour had gone by did he calm down enough to give the reason for his grief: Santa didn’t love Momma and Daddy, he wept.  Hadn’t left them any presents.

She and John had been impressed, then wounded, over what a five‑year‑old had observed and misunderstood.  Money had been hard to come by.  She and John were adults.  Knew what the columns of numbers written in John’s ledger boiled down to.  There wasn’t much to spare.  What there was would buy toys for Tommy.  She and John didn’t need gifts; they had each other, had a warm, solid home, a healthy son, their own health.  Neither of them had been five years old for a long time.  They understood all too well what a year of little rain did to the numbers in the ledger.  Christmas would be for Tommy, and they would find joy in his joy.

Instead, they had to dry tears that flooded over a small face that saw far more than they had anticipated.  So this year under the tree were several packages addressed to Momma and Daddy.  This year the numbers had been better, but there were extra expenses — come August there were four Becketts instead of three.  But Santa left gifts for all of them, mostly from the five and dime; large, bulky boxes because six‑year‑old eyes were more impressed with size than price (which was, all in all, a good thing).

Come Christmas morning, of course Tom remembered last year.  He’d gone on being suspicious of Santa in the privacy of his own head and had insisted on being taken to the five and dime so he could purchase gifts for Momma and Daddy with the two dollars John had given him.  He’d bought nothing for his new brother, but neither Momma nor Daddy worried about that; after all, the baby seemed unimpressed with anything he could not cram into his mouth.  But come Christmas morning there was an extra package placed carefully in front of the bulky, shiny boxes: a small, lumpy thing wrapped in a scrap of paper that seemed to have been rescued from the wastebasket.  It was addressed in Tom’s labored first‑grade scrawl:

SAM

FRoM ToMMY

Inside was one of his toy soldiers.

Sam, when this bounty was placed into his small hand, had flailed the air with it for a minute, then broke into an enormous grin.  Thelma and John did not bother telling their older son that the baby was only smiling because all the big faces around him were smiling at him.  They didn’t bother because maybe that wasn’t true.  The baby looked from one face to the other, still grinning like a fool, then announced loudly and firmly, “HA!!”  Then his fat arm folded in, and Thelma intercepted the soldier an instant before it would have disappeared.

The front door opened, then closed, almost without sound; Tommy had gone to sleep a couple of hours ago after a busy day and his parents had crept around after that to avoid waking him.  Then John’s footsteps passed through the house, aiming for the mud room next to the kitchen, where he would leave his coat.

Finally, he came to the parlor and stood in the doorway, his face ruddy with cold.

“Is it letting up?” Thelma asked him.

“Some,” he shrugged.

“Are the angels gone?”
John half‑turned and looked in the direction of the front door.  “He can make new ones in the morning.”  That said, he moved into the parlor and sat on the easy chair that faced the couch, folding his hands in his lap, his weight tipped forward as if he intended to be ready to flee.  Thelma smiled at him, remembering a younger John — still much older than the girl he was nervously trying to court — perched on a chair in her parents’ house.  That shy man, who liked to wring things in his big hands and sometimes wore the same searching but patient expression as her father’s old hound dog, was visible less and less these days.  Time had tucked him away, Thelma supposed.  Hidden him underneath somebody who needed to get things done and had not a lot of chances to simply be.

“Is he all right?” John asked.

Thelma lifted her head; her eyes had wandered down to the placid face of her baby, who didn’t need to do anything from one day to the next other than be.  And learn, she corrected herself.

“He’s fine,” she murmured.

“Cold’s gone.”
“Oh, yes.”  He’d had the sniffles at Christmas, picked up from Tom, who had picked them up at school.  But his breathing had been clear for a couple of days now, and he had stopped frowning.

John sat there, on the edge of the easy chair, watching her and the baby as if they were some sort of museum exhibit instead of his wife and son.  She had been relentless about persuading him to touch the baby, to hold him, to deliver an occasional kiss on the cheek or the forehead, so that the baby would grow to know him as a loving daddy instead of a stranger who appeared occasionally in Sam’s peripheral vision.  She had done the same after Tommy was born, but John was no more comfortable with following her instructions now than he had been six years ago.  She didn’t want him to take care of the baby, she told him, didn’t intend for him to take time away from farm chores to feed or bathe or diaper.  All she wanted was for him to hold his son, but he was no more at ease with that than he would have been climbing into a cage at the zoo and cuddling a hippopotamus.

“John?” she suggested.

“No,” he said.  “You’ll wake him up.”
“And he’ll fall right back asleep.”  Shifting her weight carefully, she got up from the couch with Sam cradled securely in her arms and stood in front of her husband, waiting, until he sighed and sat back into the chair.  “Here.”  Sam didn’t stir as she deposited him into his father’s arms, but once he was settled there his eyes opened as if he had been awake all along.  His eyes, which were no longer as vividly blue as they had been when he was born, took in John’s skeptical expression as if it were nothing at all unusual — which, of course, it was not.

“Baba,” he murmured.

Thelma, who had folded her now-empty arms across the front of her sweater, smiled at that.  “Baba” wasn’t Sam’s name for his father, at least not specifically; he tended to call everything that fell under his scrutiny “baba”, or his other current favorite babble, “babanum.”  But there was a look of such self‑satisfied contentment on his small, round face that he might as well have dubbed John something that was actually a word.

“He won’t bite you,” Thelma told her husband.  “He hasn’t got any teeth.”
“He...”
Thelma shook her head and sat back down on the couch, knowing John would not attempt to get out of his chair with the baby in his arms.  He needed Sam to be older: to be someone he could toss a ball to, or teach to hammer a nail into an old chunk of wood, or how to approach a cow.  A baby this small was no more useful to him than a cashmere sweater, and as much a mystery to him as women were.  He loved Sam, as much as he loved Tom and loved her; nothing he had ever said, or done, gave her cause to doubt that.  When Sam got older — around his second birthday, maybe — he would graduate to being John’s Son.  Right now he was someone John would be polite to but remain at arm’s length from, like he had been with Thelma’s aunt Caroline, who had come to visit for a month last summer.

“Maybe you ought to put him down for the night,” John suggested.  “It’s late.”
“I will,” Thelma said, but she didn’t move.

“Here, Thel.”
“Mmmmm.”
“Come on, Thel, take this baby, so I can...”
She raised a brow, daring him to complete the sentence.  He had nowhere to go, no one to meet.  Didn’t even need to use the bathroom, because he’d been there barely twenty minutes ago.  And he wasn’t tired.  He’d been up since before five this morning, but his face hadn’t settled into an obvious need for sleep.  He wanted to stay up to welcome the new year, had told her that was his plan, as it had been every December 31st of his adult life.  After a minute he sighed, surrendering because he had no other choice.  Sam beamed up at him then, as if he were in cahoots with his mother and knew Baba was giving in.

Baba, to Baba’s own mind, gave in a lot.  More than he ought to, he thought.  Gave in to women and small children.  Gave in to being wheedled and manipulated, when any self-respecting grown man would stand his ground.

“Bebadum,” Sam told him.

That made him sigh again.  Again, Thelma thought of the shy man who had approached her after Sunday services, after many Sundays of observing her silently and offering a quiet “hello” and a tip of his head in lieu of a conversation.  It had taken her a long time to get more than three or four words out of him at a stretch.  John Beckett was a good man, her parents told her: hard‑working, persistent, and loyal, and for good measure, kind and polite.  His sandy hair had begun to thin out long ago, but he still had a sweet smile and beautiful eyes.  Why he’d chosen her out of all the available girls in Elk Ridge, she wasn’t sure.  But there he was.  He’d been in the Service, according to her father — had put in time in Europe in a war that, even though she read the papers and listened to the radio news as diligently as anyone she knew, seemed somehow to take place in another world.  What John had seen over there, what he had done, he had put behind him.  Now he was home again, master of the farm he loved, and wanted a wife and a family to love it with him.

“You won’t find better,” her father had told her.

That was all her father felt he needed to say on the subject.  Like that of most of the men around Elk Ridge, his view of people, and of life in general, was very plain and straightforward.  Something (or someone) would either Do or it would Not Do.  That philosophy worked with cars, with Christmas trees, with an ear of corn chosen from the steaming heap on the plate at one end of the dinner table.  “This one will do.”  From Thelma’s father, “You won’t find better” was high praise indeed.  Two other young men seemed to think she would do, but she gently turned them away in favor of John Beckett.

With the baby happily settled in John’s lap, Thelma leaned over to pick up the teacup she had left sitting on a magazine on the end table beside the couch.  She held the cup in both hands as she left the parlor, smiling at John’s dismayed frown, and returned a couple of minutes later with a fresh cupful of tea that she sipped at contentedly as she snuggled back in on the couch.  Her husband’s frown had deepened a little but he said nothing; he’d known the moment she reached for the cup that she didn’t intend to retrieve Sam from him.

“When does school start up again?” he asked when her tea was half gone.

“Monday.”
“Who’s this Sally Tom keeps talking about?”
“Sally Goodwin,” Thelma said, and took another sip.  “Mary and Art’s youngest.”
“He says they’re engaged.”
“I know.”
“Was this her idea, or his?”
“Hers, I think.”
John snorted at that, a sound Sam greeted with a delighted chuckle.  “I suppose I ought to talk to the boy,” he told Thelma.  “Warn him about letting a woman rope you in.”
“As I remember it,” Thelma replied, “you roped me in.”
“Hmmmpppfff,” John told her.

“Bob Thompson needs some help over the weekend,” she went on.  “I saw Alice yesterday — she said all that wind the other night broke a big branch off that tree next to the house and it did some damage to their roof.  Bob patched it as best he could, but they need some help pulling the shingles off and doing it right.”
“Why didn’t he call?”
“He didn’t want to bother anyone so close to New Year’s.”
“It’s a day,” John said.

“I told Alice Bob could count on you.”
“That’s fine.”
“Um,” Sam announced.

His mother laughed softly.  Her expression turned nearly solemn as she examined the baby’s face, intent upon John’s.  “Look at him.  He looks like he understands every word you’re saying.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Thelma,” John groaned.  “You said the same thing about the cat.”
“No, look.  Look how serious he is.”
“He’s not ‘serious.’  He’s probably filling his pants.”
“Look,” Thelma insisted.  Returning her cup to its place atop last month’s copy of Good Housekeeping, she took the few steps that brought her over to John’s chair and crouched down in front of him.  Sam’s eyes remained locked on his father’s face for a moment, then shifted over to hers.  “He studies things.  More than Tommy ever did.  He’ll watch for the longest time, as if he’s trying to figure something out.”
“Like what?” John asked skeptically.

“I don’t know.  What the thing is, how it works.”
“Thelma.”
“Well, now, that’s what it looks like to me.  You don’t see him all day like I do.  When he’s in his crib he studies that mobile.  And the cat, he’ll watch her.”
“You mean he watches things that move.”
“It’s more than that.”
“More than that.”
“Yes.”  Thelma nodded firmly.  “He’s different from Tommy.  Tommy always wanted to grab.  I never saw him study things the way Sam does.”  When John’s expression didn’t change, she said, “I know, I know, I sound like I’m making too much out of it.  But he...he seems awfully bright to me.”
John shook his head.  “Maybe you ought to send him over to fix Art’s roof, then.”
“I wish you’d take me seriously.”
“He’s four months old, Thelma.”
“I know that.”
“You want to ship him off to school on Monday?”
“No, John.”
“What, then?”
Thelma climbed to her feet and wrapped her arms around herself.  The parlor was cool, and she felt herself longing to crawl into bed, into the warm security of wool blankets and the quilt her mother had made for them as a wedding gift.  She wanted, too, to take Sam there with her, to hold him close to her through the night.  She doubted Sam would mind, but his own small bed was warm enough.  He was almost five months into being on his own now.  Into being Sam Beckett.

“I want...” she began softly.

“Don’t get weepy, now, would you, Thel?”
It wasn’t a criticism, just a request.  He’d been more than tolerant of her, she thought, before her babies were born, as well as after.  Some men, she knew from chatting with their wives, had no patience for women’s moods, expected life to go on as usual during a pregnancy and afterwards, while the baby was still dependent on constant care.  She had been weepy, now and then, for no good reason, and once or twice had even sat down and sobbed into her hands.  The second time, Tommy had appeared at her knee, his own face streaked with tears and holding out to her a vanilla wafer cookie.

“Don’t cry, Momma,” he told her.  “Don’t cry.”
It didn’t occur to her until several hours later than Tommy could not possibly have gotten the cookie down off the top shelf of the pantry on his own, even if he had dragged one of the kitchen chairs in there and stood on it on tiptoe.

There’d be no vanilla wafer this time, but John’s voice was calm: nothing in his tone said he thought she was being foolish, that she was honestly seeing things in her children that weren’t really there to see.  Maybe he saw them too, or wanted to.  But he was the man of the family.  It was his place to be pragmatic, to maintain a place in the world as it was, not as he wanted it to be, or wished it could be.  He might have wanted to see miracles in his children’s eyes, but life had deposited him in a place that was not so much a seventy‑year-old farmhouse outside of Elk Ridge as it was a structure built of philosophy and tradition and other people’s expectations.  If she honestly needed to cry, if there were something to cry over other than “baby blues,” he would be the first to comfort her, to support her.  The good man her father had decided would do for her would never refuse her a shoulder to weep against.  But, too, he expected back from her the same things he offered: strength, and commitment, and loyalty, and an absence of what he called “foolishness.”
She smiled at him as she picked her cup up one more time.  “I need to rinse this out,” she told him.  “So the tea won’t stain.”
She glanced at the cuckoo clock that had been her grandmother’s on her way to the kitchen.  Ten minutes to twelve.  Ten minutes left to 1953 — ten minutes until 1954.

A quiet year, she hoped.  A good year.

A quiet one.

The kitchen pipes clanked and banged several times before they surrendered a gush of water into the teacup.  Behind her, the refrigerator hummed louder than she thought it ought to.  She’d have John look at it in the morning.  Little Sally’s mother had a new refrigerator, the latest model from G.E.  Nice that they could afford it, Thelma thought ruefully.  This one was second-hand, as its predecessor had been.  Some women, according to Good Housekeeping, complained about “practical” Christmas gifts, a new iron or a toaster.  They wanted bottles of perfume.  A gold necklace.  A fancy ring.

“Put Romance Back in Your Marriage”, the article was titled.

Maybe those women lived in New York City.

Their husbands wore suits and ties to work (the man in the illustration did).  Had desk jobs at companies that paid well.

For them, rain was a nuisance.

The creak of a stair made her turn around.  Tommy, in his footed cowboys-and-Indians pajamas with the afghan from his bed slung over his shoulders like Superman’s cape, had crept down and was shuffling toward the parlor, no doubt still half asleep.  Thelma followed him and found him leaning against his father’s chair, peering into the wide eyes of his baby brother.

“Did you see it?” he asked.

“See what?” John responded.

“The New Year.  Mommy said you and her wanted to see the New Year.”
“It’s not here yet.”
“Can I see it?”
“You should be asleep.”
“I want to see.”
After exchanging glances with John, Thelma went to the couch and sat down, then extended her arms.   “Here,” she said to Tommy.  “Come on.”  He shuffled over obediently, clambered up onto the couch and snuggled into her embrace, allowing her to tuck the afghan in around him.  “You can see the New Year,” she told him, “but then you go back to bed.”
“Sam has to go to bed too.”
“He will.”
To her surprise, after a couple of minutes had ticked by, John rearranged the baby in his arms and came over to the couch to settle in close to her and Tommy.  Sam, now pressed against his father’s chest with his small head tucked in underneath John’s chin, issued a soft coo of contentment and went limp as if he had fallen asleep.  When John looked down to confirm that, though, Sam murmured “Beba” into the “V” formed by the neck of John’s flannel shirt.  “Ba ba ba ba ba,” he trilled.  “Ba ma ma.”
“That’s silly,” Tommy muttered.  “That doesn’t mean nothing.  That’s Daddy, Sam.  Say ‘Daddy.’”
“Na ba,” Sam replied.

“He’s dumb,” Tommy told his mother.

“No,” Thelma said.  “He’s not dumb at all.  That’s baby language.  He’ll learn real words, just like you did.  You talked just like that when...when you were a baby.”  She had originally intended to say “when you were Sam’s age,” but that wasn’t true.  Tommy’s venture into babbling hadn’t begun until he was nearly seven months old.  His first real word had come at nine months.  True to Tom’s nature, it was “no.”
Of the four of them, Sam paid the most attention when the cuckoo clock started to sound off the hour.  The clock had startled Tommy, and often provoked him to tears as an infant.  Sam, however, loved its peculiar noise.

“Eeeeee ba,” he sang.

He squirmed around inside the circle of John’s arms until he was again sitting in John’s lap, and began to wave his tiny fists in the air as he continued to shrill, his face reddening with his enthusiasm.  When the cuckooing finished, he frowned at the silence that replaced it, then settled for continuing with his own sound effects.

“That’s it,” John told Tommy.  “The New Year is here.”
“Where?” Tommy asked.

“Here.  It’s 1954 now.”
“But what do you see?” Tommy demanded, scowling, as if his father had pulled the wool about halfway down over his eyes.

“I...”
“I don’t see anything.”
“Well,” John replied, “there isn’t anything to see, not really.  It’s an expression, ‘seeing in the New Year.’  It means we’ve gotten through the old year, and we’re welcoming in a brand new one.  That’s all.  There’s nothing to look at.”  He glanced down at Sam, who had grown suddenly very still.  Sam’s no‑longer‑blue eyes were fixed on one of the aluminum foil snowflakes on the Christmas tree.  “I guess Sam sees something, though,” John commented.  The baby’s hand had curled around his index finger and was holding onto it as if he needed it to anchor him to the couch.  Slowly, John moved his free hand to stroke the soft blondish down on Sam’s head.

Tommy, noting the object of his brother’s interest, hopped down from Thelma’s lap and plucked the snowflake off the tree.  “Here, Sam,” he said, holding the ornament within Sam’s reach.  Both his parents were ready to seize it before it could make its way into Sam’s mouth, but instead of grabbing it, Sam pushed his small hand out and touched the snowflake with the tip of his finger, his eyes wide with wonder.  “It’s pretty, huh, Sam?” Tommy offered.  “All shiny.”
“Ba ba na,” Sam agreed.

His fascination lasted less than a minute.  The late hour took its toll on him then, and he sagged back against John, attempting to cram most of his fist into his mouth as he drifted off to sleep.

“Time for bed,” John told his older son.

“Sam too,” Tommy instructed.

“Yes, Sam too.  And Momma.  And me.  There’s chores to be done early.”
“Can we go to the store tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow’s New Year’s,” John said.  “All the stores are closed.  And I have to go help Mr. Thompson fix his roof.  No time for shopping.”
Tommy considered the matter as he retrieved his afghan from Thelma and tugged it over his shoulders.  “Can I help?  I can hold the nails.”
“We’ll see.”
“I’m a good helper.”
Smiling, John reached out to ruffle the boy’s hair.  “I know you are.”
“Then can I help?”
“I think it’ll be okay.  As long as it’s okay with Mr. Thompson.  Maybe we’ll bring Momma and Sam along too.”  When Tommy began to frown, John explained, “They can visit with Mrs. Thompson while we men work on the roof.  Go on, now.  Back up to bed.  We’ll be up in a minute, after we turn the lights off and make sure everything is closed up for the night.”
Happy with the promise of tomorrow’s adventure, Tommy scooted off toward the stairs, the soles of his footed pajamas making a soft scuffing sound against the wood as he climbed them.

“There’s nothing he loves better in the world than helping you,” Thelma said quietly.

Her husband nodded.  “I know.”
“Here, I’ll take the baby.”
“It’s all right.  I’ll carry him.  Just turn off that light.”  Ignoring Thelma’s expression, he waited for her to switch off the lamp, then followed her toward the stairs.  She raised a questioning brow as they passed the front door; John shook his head in response.  “I checked everything before.  Everything’s closed up and locked.”  Still, she hesitated, not moving any further toward the stairs.  “I can manage this baby, Mother,” he said.  “I’m not completely incompetent.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“Besides,” he commented, “he’s good and warm.  Better than a hot brick under the covers.  It’s cold tonight.”
“John!”
He grinned at her and gave her a nudge.  “Go on.  At this rate, we’ll still be down here when the sun comes up.”
He followed her to their bedroom, one corner of which was filled with the crib Sam had inherited from Tommy.  Slowly and carefully, he laid the baby down on his belly and tucked soft blankets up around him, then gently stroked Sam’s head and back until he was sure the baby was deep in sleep.

“Some babies do things earlier than others,” he murmured as he turned away from the crib.  “Walk, or talk, or get their teeth in.”
“It’s more than that, John.”
“Did you ask the doctor?”
“He said the same thing you just did,” Thelma said, slipping out of her thick sweater.  “This is something a mother notices.  He’s different.  Sam is different.”
“That’s not always a good thing, Thelma.”
“We can make it a good thing.”
As if he had decided the matter wasn’t worth discussing any further, John moved over near the bedroom window, lifted the curtain aside and looked out across his snow‑covered field.  The snow had almost stopped falling; if the sun came out in the morning, as the weather forecasters had promised it would, maybe half of the new coverage would melt by dinnertime.  Of course, there was likely to be more next week, and the week after that.  Springtime was still a long way off.

“We’ll do the best we can,” John said.

“Yes.”
“Although,” he added as his wife began to brush out her hair, “I don’t know if I want to have a son who’s smarter than I am.  Bad enough to have one who keeps trying to outsmart me.”
“He’ll need to go to a good college,” Thelma said.

“He will, either way.”
Thelma nodded at that, set her hairbrush down, and began to turn down their bed.  With one eye on her, John stood beside the crib again, then crouched beside it and peered into the placid face of his second son.

“Doesn’t look like a whiz kid to me,” he whispered.

“I’m right,” Thelma told him.  “You’ll see.”
There was a broad smile on his face as he shifted back up to his feet.  His arms slid around her and he hugged her in close for a moment, then pressed a kiss against her lips.  “I don’t doubt that at all, Mother,” he said.

By the time the cuckoo sounded one o’clock, they were asleep.  Outside, the snow finally stopped falling on the farm that had been John Beckett’s dearest love until he had brought his brown‑haired bride home to it.  Near the back door, a lopsided snowman was frosted with white dust.  And near the front door, the outlines of four snow angels were still visible.

* * * * * *

Between the Lines
Tuesday, December 31, 1974

Sam had not watched his sister Katie pitch a fit in something like a dozen years, but beyond a shadow of a doubt he was going to watch her pitch one now.  Or hear it, at the very least, if he kept his eyes on the television screen.  Katie had been moving in and out of his peripheral vision for the last several minutes, wraithlike in her ivory-colored satin bathrobe, traveling between the bedroom and the kitchen.

“What do you want me to do?” she demanded.  “Go downstairs and spend New Year’s Eve with those old people?”
A metallic sound erupted from the kitchen to answer her: the clean roasting pan being put into its proper place in the now-cool oven, Sam guessed.

“Eula and Ben were kind enough to invite you.  I doubt their intention was to punish you.”
Another clang.  The potato kettle.  The drawer below the oven.

“We have dinner with them every single Thursday.  Isn’t that enough?”
Sam lifted his gaze away from the TV.  Just once, and just for a moment.  Yes, he confirmed, Katie was definitely going to blow, and the countdown had dropped down to less than a minute.  Way less than a minute.  Sam sighed softly and tried to burrow himself a little deeper into the armchair that had belonged to his father until two years ago.  The chair wouldn’t be enough protection, he knew; a six-inch-thick steel wall wouldn’t have been enough.  Katie’s voice had gone shrill, like the shriek of a boiling teakettle.  She wanted what she wanted, and if the rest of the world wasn’t going to give it to her, then the rest of the world would suffer.

“You hate him,” she said in a surprisingly even tone of voice, though with enough bite to have earned herself a sharp crack on the behind if she’d been ten years younger.  Sam wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t get her behind blistered for her meanness now — obviously, their mother was lingering in the kitchen to avoid bringing her hand into striking distance.  “You hate him,” Katie went on, undaunted.  “You’ve hated him ever since you met him.”
This time, nothing answered her but silence.

A wraith darker than Katie’s moved into the edge of Sam’s vision.  Thelma, in a dark blue cardigan sweater clutched tightly around her as if she were numb with cold, standing in the kitchen doorway.  Her hands were invisible, but Sam could see round lumps in the sweater’s big pockets.  And his mother’s face was as crimson as Katie’s.

She said nothing.

“Maybe they don’t want to punish me,” Katie snapped, “but you do.”
Silently, Thelma walked across the living room to the front door, opened it, and left the apartment.  The door thumped shut behind her.  It would have made a more impressive noise if the frame hadn’t been lined with weather-insulator strips.

“Dammit!” Katie shrieked.

Sam raised a brow, not entirely at her, then got up from his chair and followed his mother.  She’d made it down to the foot of the stairs and was standing in the small foyer there, her hands still clenched inside her pockets.  Sam stopped on the third step from the bottom, looking at her until she turned her head to look at him.

“I can’t stop her,” Thelma said.

“Of course you can,” Sam replied.  “Tell her she can’t go.”
“And expect her to obey me.”
The brow crept up again.  The rest of Sam’s face filled with a broad expression of amazement.

“Things are different, Sam,” Thelma murmured.

“Not everything.”
“Would you listen?  Hmmm?”  One hand slid out of its hiding place.  A kleenex was crushed between Thelma’s fingers; she used it to blot hurriedly at her eyes, then thrust the tissue back into her sweater.  “I can’t give orders any more, Sam.  Just advice.  And she doesn’t want either one.  Not on something as simple as which blouse looks better with one of her skirts.  Not on whether she ought to go to this party.”  She was silent for a moment, her attention wandering away from Sam and toward the door that led outside.  “I’m not doing it to spoil her fun.  Is that so hard to believe?”
“Of course not.”  Sam shook his head.

“She won’t listen to anything.  Nothing at all.”
“Maybe if...”
Thelma shifted her weight and took a step toward the door on the other side of the foyer.  A hubcap-sized Christmas wreath, bright with ornaments and red velvet ribbon, had been fastened there, surrounded with Christmas cards thumbtacked to the wood.  “I’m going to spend a little time with Eula and Ben.  You’re invited too, you know.  Come in if you like.”  Her voice dropped then.  “They’re nice people.”
“I know they are.  Katie knows they are.”
“I don’t know what she has to be angry about, Sam.”
“Maybe she doesn’t either.”
“Are you coming in?”
“Not right now.  I’ll go back upstairs.  Give her somebody to yell at.”
“Don’t spoil the neighbors’ holiday with noise, Sam.”
She wanted to cry.  That was as plain as if she had painted a sign saying so and hung it around her neck on a string.  Instead of letting Sam continue to observe the look on her face, she turned her back on him and rapped gently on Eula and Ben’s festive door.

Sam slipped back up the stairs before Thelma’s knock could be answered, his shoeless feet making almost no sound as he climbed.  As he expected, Katie was standing sentinel a few paces beyond their door, arms braced across her chest and her face no less filled with fury than it had been a couple of minutes before.

“Kate,” Sam said, “I think you’re making way too much out of this.”
“Oh.  You do.”
“Yes, I do.”
“Well, thank you for the input.  Being the source of wisdom that you are.”
“Don’t be a bitch, Katie.  Mom’s crying.”
“Maybe she ought to.”
“That’s a nasty thing to say,” Sam told her.  “This is one New Year’s Eve party.  Not the Inaugural Ball.  So you bought a new dress.  It’ll keep.  Or you could wear it over to Mary Lou’s.  Sibby told me she’s having a party.  I don’t think she’d mind at all if you came.  I’ll call her if you want.”
Katie snapped back, “No, I don’t ‘want.’”
“Maybe that’s just as well.  I wouldn’t want you at my party, in the mood you’re in.”
“And what the hell do you know about it?”  Katie jabbed a finger in Sam’s direction.  “Huh?  What do you know about anything?  You show up here for ten days at Christmas, and figure you know exactly what goes on here the whole rest of the year.  Well, I’m sorry to break this to you, genius that you are, but you don’t know shit.”
Shaking his head again, Sam returned to his father’s chair, slouched into it and propped his socked feet up on his father’s hassock.  “Thanks.  I appreciate the vote of confidence.  I may not be here most of the time, but you’re still the sister I grew up with.  Or aren’t you?  You’ve got a nastier mouth than I remember.”
“That’s too bad, isn’t it?  Do I make your ears burn?”
“Want to make me cry too?”
She would have had to fly at him.  Take eight, maybe ten steps.  Even then she wouldn’t have a clear shot at any part of his body because of the way he was sitting.  Unless, he decided with a detached, wry amusement, she wanted to drop down to her knees and bite off one of his feet.  The same thoughts might have run through her mind.  Whether they did or not, she didn’t move toward him.

“It’s just a party, Kate,” he said after a minute.

“It’s not.”
“Why not?”
“Because...”
“Because of what?”
Katie stared at him for a minute, wearing a child’s scowl, then turned on one heel and stalked off into the bedroom.  Sam expected the door to slam, and his jaw clenched in defense against the noise, but it never came; instead, after another minute, he heard water running in the bathroom.  Though he was sure continuing to watch the evening news would be a far less frustrating option, he left the security of the living room and took up a position in the bathroom doorway, leaning against the doorframe.  His sister was slightly more than arm’s reach away, her dark hair pulled back into a rubber band, dousing her face with water.

“Kate...”
She pretended to ignore him, but he could see her shooting intermittent glances at his reflection in the mirror over the sink.

“The roads are a mess, Katie,” Sam went on.  “All that ice.  There’s a travel advisory out for the whole county till tomorrow morning.  And it’s a long ride to Bentleyville.  That’s what Mom’s worried about.  It doesn’t have anything to do with whether she likes Chuck or not.”
“Doesn’t it?” Katie retorted.

“She doesn’t want you to get into an accident.”
“Chuck’s a good driver.”
“That doesn’t really make a lot of difference.  You have to go through that whole stretch past Anderson Ridge that’s not well lighted.  And there’s ice out that way.  Then coming home...there’s gonna be a lot of drunks out there.”
After another glance at her brother’s image, Katie reached for a towel to dry her face.  “I told her I’d stay over in Bentleyville.  She didn’t like that either.”
A voice crept into Sam’s mind: his father’s, from a long while ago, telling one of them (or maybe all three of them, at various times), “Your mother’s name is not ‘She.’”  Since he doubted reminding Katie of that prohibition would have any effect at all, he let the memory fade without acknowledging it aloud.  Katie, still pretending to be disinterested in anything Sam might do or say, began to pull a collection of small pink makeup containers out of the medicine cabinet.

“There’s nothing we could do in Bentleyville that we couldn’t do here,” she announced offhandedly.

Apparently, she intended the statement to prove she was a modern, liberated woman, and not a seventeen-year-old girl.  She might have a woman’s body, Sam thought, with the right kind of curves in all the right places, but she was still a kid.  Trying to fight her way out of the cocoon of being a kid.  And staring at his reflection in the mirror, daring him to ask — daring him to want to ask — whether she and Chuck had “done anything” either here, or in Bentleyville, or anywhere else.

He told himself he didn’t want to know, that the answer to that question was none of his business.  He decided it was his mother’s business because she was legally responsible for Katie’s welfare, although that would cease to be true in a few more months.

He dropped his gaze for a moment.  When he brought it back up, the dare was still hanging in front of him.

“She only wants...” he murmured.

“Oh, for crying out loud,” Katie said.

“What?”
She had a mascara container in her hand and used it as a pointer to gesture at him.  “‘She only wants what’s best for you.’  That’s the rest of the line, isn’t it?”
“It’s true.”
“She wants me to be eight years old forever.”
“No, Katie.”
“She does.  Because I’m all she’s got left.  I’m the last one, and she wants to keep me here.  She doesn’t want me to have my own life.  She doesn’t want me to grow up.  Well, I’ve got news for her.”  She snorted then, and pushed her belly up against the edge of the sink so that she could lean closer to the mirror.

The voice meandered into Sam’s mind again, and this time he passed the message on to his sister.  “Her name isn’t ‘She’,” he said softly.

Katie whirled around.  “Who are you?” she demanded.

“I’m just trying to...”
“You’re trying to be Dad.”
“No I’m not.”
“Oh, the hell you’re not,” Katie winced.  “Since when are you the wise old man?  Huh?  You’re twenty-one.  That’s all.  Twenty-one.  A couple years at M.I.T. doesn’t turn you into one of the village elders.  Give me a break.  Stop lecturing me.  I get lectured all day long.  I don’t need more of it from you.”
Sam persisted, “Well, it seems like you need it from somebody.  If you’re not going to use any common sense.”
“According to who?”
“Going out on a night when traveling is dangerous, all the way to Bentleyville, just to prove some kind of a point.  I don’t even know what the point is.  You’re not dumb, Katie.  There are parties here in town.  If you don’t want to go to Mary Lou’s, call some other people.  The Douglases always have a party on New Year’s.  Didn’t you used to like Joey Douglas?”
Katie popped open one of the pink containers and began to daub pale beige foundation onto her cheeks.  “You seriously want me to invite myself to somebody’s house for New Year’s.”
“It’s not like you’re a stranger.”
“Sam,” Katie said, turning around to face him, “I was invited to a party in Bentleyville.  I’m going to go to Bentleyville.”
“I’ll take you.”
“You won’t do any such thing.”
“Are these all college kids?  Is that what the big deal is?”
“Maybe,” Katie said.

“Is that why you’re using all that makeup?”  Sam pointed to the collection of jars, tubes and bottles Katie had lined up.  “You don’t wear all that stuff every day.  Do you?  You don’t need all that.  You’re going to look like something out of an old movie.”
Her eyes widened.

“Come on, Katie,” Sam said.

“Excuse me for wanting to look nice.”
“You’re gonna look like Carol Burnett doing Norma Desmond.”  Sam widened his own eyes and lurched forward, arms extended in front of him, imitating the comedienne’s takeoff of a scene from “Sunset Boulevard.”  “That ought to impress Chuck’s friends.  You won’t even have to put a lampshade on your head.”
“I hate you,” Katie told him.

“No you don’t.”
“What, do you think you’re going to charm me into staying here?”  Her voice trembled a little on the first few words, but she managed to bring it under control.  “You’re not funny, Sam.  You’re not funny at all.  Go away and leave me alone.  Go downstairs and visit Eula and Ben.  I bet they’re having a real riot down there.  Just leave me alone.”
Sam shrugged and leaned against the doorframe again.  “I will if you answer me one question.”
“Go away, Sam.”
“Why’s this party so important?”
“It’s not important.”
“Is there even a party?  Are you going somewhere to spend the night with Chuck?  Is that it?”
For a moment he thought Katie was going to blurt out the information he didn’t really want to hear.  Then, before he could react, he found himself shoved backward into the bedroom.  He stumbled, recovered his balance, and moved toward the bathroom door in time to have it slammed in his face.

“Kaaaaatie,” he protested.

“Leave me alone,” she shouted back.

Unwilling to abandon his sister in favor of a cheery collection of network newscasters he had never met, Sam sat down on the edge of her bed.  It creaked under his weight, which he’d anticipated; up until a couple of years ago this had been his bed.  The one beside it, the one his mother slept in now, had been Tom’s.  There was no space in this small apartment for the bed his parents had shared, or for any other bed at all; Sam had spent the last several nights on the sofa.

On moving day, Thelma had doggedly filled the apartment with as many bits and pieces of her former life as she could — “putting ten pounds of sugar in a five pound sack”, her husband would have called her efforts.  The maple rocking chair in the corner had once stood near the fireplace in the “front room” out on the farm.  The framed photographs that now hung on the wall had formerly lined the mantel.  One of Tom’s basketball trophies, and one of Sam’s, stood on Thelma’s dresser.  Between them were a wedding portrait of the elder Becketts, three pairs of bronzed baby shoes, a wooden box containing John Beckett’s cufflinks and wristwatch, a lumpy clay ashtray Katie had made in second grade art class, and a large pine cone whose origin Sam couldn’t remember.  Every other flat surface in the apartment was similarly cluttered, to the point that it all seemed like twenty pounds of sugar in a five pound sack.

The rest of Thelma’s belongings, her “B” list, Sam guessed — the things she could get along without seeing every day but couldn’t bear to sell — were stored in a friend’s barn.  It seemed to Sam, especially tonight, that her heart was stored there too.

“Katie,” he said to the bathroom door.

Several minutes had gone by when Katie finally emerged, still wearing the bathrobe but fully painted and lacquered.  Sam had to mull over the makeup job she’d performed on herself for a moment before deciding that the best word he could use to describe it was “inept.”  Tom would have told her — Tom would have stood toe to toe with her and said, “Bear, you look like a hooker.”  And the thing was, she would have let him say that.  She might have dribbled out a tear or two.  Stuck out her lower lip.  Maybe, if Tom had been here, she wouldn’t have painted herself up this way to begin with.

Sam sighed at that.  He could stand up in front of his sister, certainly.  Could issue the same announcement Tom would have.

And Katie would punch his lights out.

As if she had entirely forgotten he was there, she jerked open the closet door and pulled her new black dress off its hanger, then shrugged out of her bathrobe.  A large white manufacturer’s label still hung from one armpit of the dress; clad in nothing but her slip, Katie walked past her brother, located a pair of sewing scissors and clipped the label off, dropped it into the wastebasket and pulled her dress on over her head.

“Zip me up,” she said to Sam.

He blinked at her a couple of times, as if she’d spoken to him in Portuguese.

“I can’t reach the zipper,” she told him.

Tom would...
Slowly, he got up off the bed and closed the zipper for her.  She craned her neck to study her back in the mirror over Thelma’s dresser, as if she suspected Sam of having done a substandard job.  Apparently his work passed muster, because she switched her attention to a drawer of her own dresser, where she began to root for a pair of stockings.

Tom would...
Sam sat down on the bed again.  Tom would what?  Let her go?  Pick her up in his arms and carry her there?
“Are you at least going to be careful?” he muttered.

“Careful about what?” Katie said, with a pair of pantyhose clenched in each hand.

Tom would just say it.
“Birth control,” Sam sighed.

Thelma’s bed squeaked when Katie sat on it.  Pulling her legs up, she began to roll the stockings into her hands.

Just like a...
Well aware that his ears had turned the same color as the giant bow on Eula and Ben’s Christmas wreath, Sam left his sister’s bed and headed for the living room as rapidly as he thought he could without looking like he was fleeing.  He was a couple of yards from his father’s chair when Katie’s voice trailed out after him.

“Right,” she scoffed.  “Like I’m supposed to go to Doc Berger and say, ‘Oh, hi, Doc, how’s everything?  Is Skipper’s paw any better?  How about those Cubs, huh?  And by the way, can I have some birth control pills?  So I can finish high school without getting knocked up.  You understand.’”
“He would understand,” Sam mumbled, unaware that Katie was now standing in the bedroom doorway.

“Because he’s a doctor.”
Sam turned around.  His face, he was sure, was generating enough heat to keep the apartment warm for the rest of the night.  “Yes,” he told Katie.

“What planet do you live on?” Katie asked him.

“You can’t just...” Sam blurted.

“Are you careful?”
“What?”
“You heard me.  Are you careful.  When you have sex.”
Sam’s mouth opened slightly.  He intended to say something; at least he thought he did.  But no words found their way to his lips, and after half a minute had gone by he wondered whether he’d entirely forgotten how to speak.  Katie must have begun to wonder the same thing, because her eyes narrowed and she peered at him for a long while before she broke into a wide grin.

“Are you a virgin?” she asked.

“None of your business,” he told her in a tone he hoped sounded somewhere vaguely near nonchalant.

“You are, aren’t you?”
A commercial for breakfast cereal blared out of the TV as Sam took refuge in his father’s chair.  He started to pull his feet up onto the hassock, then, because that seemed to be the first step toward curling into the fetal position, put them down on the floor.  His eyes strayed to the TV screen, but trying to look at a collection of children shoveling down Sugar Frosted Flakes made him wince.

“Well?” Katie persisted.

“I’m not,” Sam said.

“Then why are you so embarrassed?”
“I’m not embarrassed.”
“Liar, liar, pants on fire,” Katie replied dryly.

“It’s not something I care to discuss with my sister,” Sam scowled.

“You would have talked about it with Tom,” Katie pointed out.  Sam let the statement go by without responding to it, even though he wasn’t convinced it was true.  His few conversations with Tom on the subject of sex had been mostly composed of Tom talking and Sam listening.  “That’s great,” Katie went on, misinterpreting Sam’s silence.  “That’s just great.  You know how stupid that is?  I’m a girl, so I’m not even supposed to be interested in the whole subject, let alone pursuing it.  Who made that rule up, anyway?”  This time she didn’t offer Sam the opportunity to reply before she sputtered on.  “It’s not such a big deal, anyway.  I don’t know what all the fuss is about.  I don’t.  I’ve had bowel movements that were more interesting.”
Then she was gone, back into the bedroom, where she began to produce a collection of loud clattering noises.  Sam, unable to decide what she was doing, was reminded of a “National Geographic” TV special he had watched the night before, one segment of which had focused on members of an isolated jungle tribe attempting to ward off evil spirits by banging on drums, cooking pots, and each other.

Gradually, to the accompaniment of Katie’s cacophony, Sam started to mull over what his sister had told him.  No matter how determinedly he tried to avoid it, he could only reach one conclusion.  He went to stand in the bedroom doorway as if he were a drowning man about to go under for the third time.

“I wish Tom was here,” he said.  “Tom, or somebody you’d listen to.”
“Listen to about what?”  Katie folded her arms over her chest.  She’d put one shoe on; the other was clutched in her left hand.  “I don’t need to listen.  What do I need to listen to?  You telling me about how I ought to be a good girl?  Why don’t you go back to your books and your TV.  That’s about all you’ve done since you got here, read and watch TV.  Don’t pretend you’re trying to solve my problems for me, Sam.  I don’t need that.  I can work things out for myself.  I don’t need help from somebody whose idea of dealing with a problem is to go back to Massachusetts.  If you’re worried about me, and you’re worried about Mom, then you should have stayed here with us.”  Pleased with the way Sam’s expression had changed, she gestured at him with the shoe in her hand.  “Did you ever stop to think about that?  Good old Sam.  The bright one, the one who’s going to set the world on fire.  You’re a fat lot of help, good old Sam.  If Mom’s feelings mean so much to you, you should have stayed here after Daddy died, instead of running off and leaving her.”
It took Sam a long moment to say anything.  “I had to go back to school,” he murmured finally, his eyes downcast.

“What for?”
“To finish...”
“Finish,” Katie snorted.  “Finish what?  That was two years ago, and you’re still not ‘finished.’  You just keep collecting more degrees.  Why don’t you give that stuff up, Sam, and find a job?  Some of us don’t get to be professional students, you know.  Some of us don’t get to ‘finish.’  Some of us get to work twenty hours a week in the goddamn K-Mart.”  Grumbling under her breath, she leaned down to slide the shoe onto her foot.  “‘Finish.’  And what’re you gonna do when you ‘finish’, if any of us live that long?”
“I don’t know yet,” Sam confessed.

“I didn’t think so,” Katie said smugly.  “I don’t guess you have any plans to work at the K-Mart, though, huh?”  She paused long enough to fish a gold chain necklace out of the jewelry box on top of her dresser and dropped it around her neck.  “Really, though.  You don’t need to waste any of that amazing brilliance of yours worrying about me.  Just because some of us aren’t up to your level doesn’t mean we’re plant food.  Chuck knows where the drugstore is.  He knows how to buy rubbers, and he even knows what to do with them.  Surprise, surprise.”
She intended to walk past him, out into the living room, but he caught her by the wrist before she could escape him.

“Don’t do this,” he told her.

“There’s a party, Sam,” she said.  “In Bentleyville.  At a friend of Chuck’s.  His name is Chamberlin.  They call him `Bomber’, but it’s Doug.  Doug Chamberlin.  I’ll give you the phone number if you want it.”  When that didn’t force any enthusiasm out of him, Katie went on, “They’ve got a big split-level with a family room.  The party’s in the family room.  Bomber’s parents are going to be in the other part of the house.  Is that better?”
“A little,” Sam said.

“I’ll give you the phone number.  You can call them every twenty minutes if you want.  They’ll make sure I’m not doing anything you wouldn’t do.”  She tugged, but he didn’t loosen his grip on her hand.  “It’s a party, Sam,” she told him heavily.  “I want to go have some fun.  Is that so terrible?  Is it?”
“No.”
“Then why can’t you let me make my own decision?”
“I...”
The physical tension between the two of them slackened; she was no longer trying to break free.  There was something else in her eyes now, too: not just the stubborn petulance that had filled them for the last half an hour, but something that made the hair on the back of Sam’s neck stand on end.  For a moment (and he chided himself silently for thinking such a ridiculous thing) she looked like an animal with its leg caught in a trap.  Hurt, and frightened, and desperate.

“If it was another night,” he told her, “Mom wouldn’t have any problem with you going.  She doesn’t stop you from going out with your friends, does she?”
“She tries.”
“Come on, Katie.  Mom’s never been like that.”
“She wouldn’t have been, with you,” Katie replied, the anger still gone out of her voice.  “Or Tom.  Tom got to do whatever he wanted.  She let Tom go into the Navy, and she never wanted him to do that.”
Her expression dared him to disagree.  Frowning, he dug back into his memory for bits and pieces that would tell him whether Katie was right or not.  He found images of his parents greeting Tom at the bus station, and the Fort Wayne airport, welcoming their boy back home for the various visits he’d made before being shipped to Vietnam.  They’d been beaming and laughing and crying — yes, Dad had cried too, a little, insisting that dust in the air had made his eyes water.  A lot of hugs had been exchanged, and pats on the back.  Dad had been extraordinarily proud of Tom’s serving his country,  though he was worried, too: he himself had been sent to France during World War II and knew firsthand that Tom wasn’t simply playing soldier.

But before...before that?

It took him what seemed to be a long while to find the right picture among the collection in his head.

Tom.
Standing in the kitchen with one hip propped against the edge of the sink, munching a handful of Oreo cookies.  And Mom, coming in the back door, her arms heaped with clean, fresh laundry.  A kiss on the cheek for him, one for her.  And Sam, sitting at the kitchen table, bent over a textbook.

“How was College Day?”
“Good.  It was good.”
“Did you talk to the man from Indiana State?”
“It was a woman.  Yes.”
“And what did she say?”
“That she and her husband had seen me play, and setting up a basketball scholarship for me would probably be a cinch.  She said they haven’t had a really outstanding player since Hoffman graduated in ‘sixty‑two.”
Mom, beaming at him over the bundle of clean sheets.  “That’s wonderful, Tom.  Isn’t that wonderful, Sam?  They’re willing to give Tom a scholarship for college.”
Sam’s head had lifted, away from the pages of his history book, his eyes locking on Tom’s, which told him two things:

I’m not going to Indiana State
     and

Keep your mouth shut.
He frowned at that.  To distract him, obviously, Tom had flipped him an Oreo like a big black-and-white tiddlywink.  Sam caught it in his palm and sat looking at it as if he had no clue what to do with it.  Unaware of the message that had been passed between her sons, one almost seventeen and one just turned ten, Thelma had walked on out of the kitchen, headed upstairs to fold and put away her laundry.  Tom followed her, and they didn’t get as far as the stairs.

“I talked to somebody else, too.”
“Another school?”
“Well...no.  But he was a recruiter.  Patterson, his name was.”
“Oh.”
Oh.  The word was bright and cheerful, an invitation to say more, but noting that the “more” might not be the best news she had heard today.  Or this week, or this month.

“A Navy recruiter,” Tom said.

“The Navy.”
“Yes.”
A pause.  Then: “Well, now, Tom...”
“He was the most interesting person there.”
Another pause.  Sam couldn’t see her, or hear anything that would tell him so, but Sam would have bet six months’ allowance that his mother was rearranging the sheets just to have something to do with her hands.  After half a minute of silence, during which Sam watched the second hand sweep around the face of the kitchen clock, she spoke again.

“I don’t think you should decide your future just on the basis of whether or not this Mr. Patterson was a good salesman.”
“Captain Patterson.”
“Captain Patterson, then.”
Slowly, softly, Sam pushed his chair away from the table, got to his feet and moved into the little hallway that separated the kitchen from the foyer.  Neither his mother nor Tom looked in his direction; whether they knew he was there or not, he couldn’t tell.  Mom had a tighter grip on the sheets, and her arms were trembling.

“I think you should talk this over with your father.”
“I’m gonna do that.”
“Go do your chores, now.”
Tom nodded, swallowed the last bite of his cookies, and moved past Sam back into the kitchen.  He paid no more attention to his brother than he did to the framed portrait of Grandma and Grandpa Beckett that hung on the wall behind Sam’s head.  After he heard the back door bang shut as Tom left the house, Sam crept into the foyer and took a closer look at his mother.  She smiled at him, an expression that had a phony edge to it.

“Help me with these for a minute, would you, Sam?”
She was holding the laundry out to him, and he took it.  He was only ten years old, but people had been telling him for a long time that he was bright.  He knew they meant with schoolwork, but he was still smart enough to read his mother’s mind, even though her expression changed three or four times before she moved out of his line of sight.  He went upstairs with the sheets piled up to his chin, laid them on his parents’ bed, and then frowned at his reflection in the mirror over his mother’s dresser.

The Navy.
Tom didn’t want to go to State and play basketball, he wanted to be In The Service.

He’d wear a uniform.

Get to go overseas.

People would call him “sir.”
Dad would like that, Sam decided.  Dad had been In The Service, too, in “Double‑U Double‑U Two”, but Dad had been Army, not Navy.  That brought up a chuckle: during the Army‑Navy football games, Dad and Tom would have to root for different sides.  And no matter who Sam chose to root for, he’d be in Dutch with somebody.

But they never got a chance to watch the Army‑Navy game together, the three of them.

“She hated the idea,” Sam told his sister.

“But she never said so.”
“No,” Sam said.  “I don’t think she did.”
“She should have said so.”
“I don’t know if it would have changed anything.  That’s what he was set on doing.”
“It might have.”  Katie began to sag.  After a minute it seemed that the doorframe and Sam’s hold on her wrist were the only things keeping her from collapsing bonelessly to the floor.  “If he hadn’t gone, maybe Daddy wouldn’t have died.”
“Dad was sick, Katie.  Tom’s being home wouldn’t have made him any healthier.”
“It might have.”
“Katie...”
Finally (as if she’d been waiting for the right opportunity) she jerked her hand back.  He let it go, relieved when she didn’t fall.  Rage was rising in her face again.

“I don’t want...” she began sharply.

The phone rang.  It made her start, hard, and her head connected with the woodwork with a loud thud.  Tears flooded into her eyes, and Sam reached out to touch her shoulder, but she shook him off.  When she made no move to answer the phone, Sam went to do it.

Silence greeted his quiet “Hello.”  Then, just before he would have repeated the greeting, a voice he identified as belonging to his sister’s boyfriend said, “This weather sucks.”
“Yeah,” Sam agreed mildly.

“Can’t get out of the driveway.”
Sam knew the explanation for that statement even though Chuck didn’t provide one: Chuck’s parents’ house was down in the woods, about two miles this side of Bentleyville.  Their property — Sam had seen it once, during the summer — was breathtakingly beautiful, something out of an oil painting.  In fact, someone had painted it, and the result hung in a gold-edged wood frame over the Millers’ enormous fireplace.  Deer wandered by the house regularly, as did a wild turkey or two.  The only disadvantage to the place was that it lay at the foot of three quarters of a mile of winding, uphill road.

There was a second explanation, too, judging by the inflections in Chuck’s voice: he’d started celebrating the New Year a little early.

Silently, Sam handed the phone to Katie.

He heard her end of a brief, unhappy conversation, trying not to pay attention to her words.  Then she banged the receiver down and stood next to the little telephone table with her hands balled so tightly that she must have cut off all the circulation into her fingers.  The continuing flow of tears melted her mascara and produced muddy trails that ran down to her chin but she made no sound at all.

“I’ll take you,” Sam said.  “If you really want to go.  Chuck can walk up through the woods, and we’ll pick him up at the main road.”
“He doesn’t want to go,” she told him bitterly.

“He’s probably been out spinning his wheels on the ice, and he’s upset about it.  He’ll calm down.”
That suggestion was perfectly sensible, Sam thought, even though it didn’t agree at all with what he’d heard in Chuck’s voice.  Chuck hadn’t sounded distressed; in fact, he was practically floating in good cheer.  He wasn’t alone, either; Sam had heard laughter in the background, and suspected Katie had heard it too.  For Katie’s sake, he gave thanks that the other voice wasn’t feminine.

As if she had read his mind, Katie snapped, “Bobby’s there.”
“Who’s Bobby?”
“His best friend.”
She twisted the words into knots.  Then she reached down and took off both her shoes.  She intended to hurl them at something, both of them, and looked around for a minute, trying to choose the best target.  With a bit of luck, Sam hoped, that wouldn’t turn out to be him.

It turned out to be nothing.  She stood clutching her shoes, one in each hand, as she continued to cry.  Her makeup job, as bad as it had been to begin with, was ruined now.

“Why don’t you go wash your face,” Sam ventured.  “I’ll take you to Mary Lou’s.  Sibby said they were really planning to put on a good party.  Lots of food, and that great punch they had last Fourth of July.”
She didn’t seem to hear him.

“And music,” he went on.  “Sibby said Mary Lou’s dad got a new stereo system.”  Again, she didn’t react, so he approached her.  “It’ll be fun.  You’ll know everybody there, I’m sure.”
“And they’ll all know I didn’t get my ring,” Katie shrilled.

Sam stopped in his tracks.  “What?”
“I was supposed to get my ring tonight.  At the party.  He promised me.”  She wasn’t at all interested in Sam’s response; before one could rise to his face, she had turned her back on him, dropped onto the couch and began to wail into the black high‑heeled sandals that would have been useless to her out on the ice.

“Ring?” Sam said.

“Ring,” she repeated.  “My ring.”
“Oh, God,” Sam muttered.

Her sobbing got louder, partly out of complete despair and partly, he was sure, out of a theatrical bid for sympathy, not particularly from him, but from the world at large.  She wanted to marry Chuck?  He was going to give her an engagement ring?  That was the reason for all this?

Maybe not, he argued.  Maybe “the ring” was one of those...what did the girls call them?  Sweetheart rings?  They had a diamond in them, too, but barely larger than a grain of sand.  An engaged-to‑be‑engaged ring, something that could be bought for less than a hundred dollars.  He’d seen one up close last spring, at a jewelry store in Cambridge.  He’d tagged along there with Professor LoNigro, who was picking up a pair of gold cufflinks he’d had engraved.  The only other customer in the small store was a mortified teenage boy with red hair and freckles.  Younger than Chuck, Sam decided.

The boy had one of those rings in his palm.  “I have to return this,” he whispered to the salesman.  “My mom won’t let me give it to her.  To my...to Linda.”
The boy’s heartbreak had reached across the few steps that separated him from Sam and wrapped itself around Sam like a soggy blanket.  The boy, eyes glistening with tears, took his refunded money and crept away, leaving the ring on the glass top of display case.  Sam leaned toward it and looked.  The band was barely thicker than a strand of copper wire, the stone almost invisible.  What could it hurt, Sam wondered, to give such an unimpressive thing to a girl?

“We have several different styles of these,” the clerk offered.

Sam’s head jerked up and his eyes locked with the clerk’s.  In his peripheral vision, Professor LoNigro was smiling benignly as he examined his cufflinks.

“No,” Sam stammered.  “I don’t...I...that’s okay.”
“There’ll be somebody,” LoNigro told him as they left the store.  “Don’t worry.  After you’ve finished working on everything that’s floating around up here” — and he cuffed Sam lightly on the side of the head — “there’ll be somebody waiting for you.  I guarantee it.”
Somebody...

“Do you love him?” he asked Katie.

“Yes,” she said.  “Yes.”
“Really?”
She didn’t answer him right away, but her crying started to sound more like an aftermath than an event, and she seemed less in danger of destroying her shoes.  Then her attention drifted to the television, where an ad for that night’s episode of “Happy Days” was playing.

“He makes me laugh,” she murmured.

“So does Dick Van Dyke,” Sam pointed out.

Her head began to wobble, like the head of the tiny figurine of Bambi she kept on her dresser.  She stood up, stared down at her shoes for a moment, then approached Sam and turned her back to him.  He hesitated before granting her unspoken request and opening the zipper of her dress.

When she returned to the living room a couple of minutes later she was wearing jeans and a thick pink sweater.  Her face had been scrubbed clean; her cheeks and forehead were chafed red from the abrasion of the washcloth.  Her feet were covered with thick white socks.

“I don’t want to go anywhere,” she announced.  “I don’t want to talk to anybody.  If you want to go to Mary Lou’s, then go.  Nobody needs you to stay here.”
“I thought I’d watch `Happy Days’,” Sam offered.

“It’s a rerun,” Katie sighed.

“I don’t think I’ve seen it.  I’m usually busy when it’s on.”
“Studying.”
Sam shook his head.  “I tutor on Tuesday and Thursday.”
“Old brainy Sam,” she muttered.

Neither of them said anything more until after their mother’s cuckoo clock had chimed off the half‑hour.  Then Sam began to move toward the front door, watching Katie over his shoulder.  “I’ll be right back,” he told her.  “I’m going down to wish Eula and Ben a happy New Year.”
“You mean you’re going to tell Mom I’m not going to Bentleyville.”
“It’ll put her mind at ease.”
“Yeah,” Katie said.  “Nothing makes her feel better than knowing she doesn’t have to let out any slack on my leash.  Go on, go thrill her to death.  Tell her I’m going to spend New Year’s Eve watching television with the other watchdog staring at me.”
“I’m not going to stare at you.  I’m going to Mary Lou’s.”
That statement had exactly the effect Sam had suspected it would.  Katie’s eyes opened wider, just for a second, then narrowed again.  She was good at the “I don’t care” game: had been good at it for a dozen years.  To underline her point, she reached out for the TV guide that lay on the coffee table and began to examine it fixedly.

He was standing in Eula and Ben’s living room — which was no less cluttered than his mother’s — accepting the gray-haired couple’s wishes for his continued success at M.I.T. when they heard the sound of Katie’s footsteps coming down the stairs.  Thelma thought her daughter had relented; that was clear by the way her expression opened up.  Eula began to shuffle toward the apartment’s entry door, intending to open it for the youngest Beckett, but before she could get there, Katie had let herself out.  The rattle of the outside door told all four of them that Katie was no longer in the house.

Thelma’s face collapsed immediately.  She was holding her breath, waiting to hear the engine of what was still the Beckett family station wagon.  One of the car’s two sets of keys was in Sam’s pocket.  The other belonged to Katie, who drove the car to work four days a week.

“Oh,” she murmured.

She must have told the elderly couple a least a few details, because Eula quickly wrapped an arm around her shoulders and whispered something into her ear.  The message was meant to be comforting, Sam thought, but didn’t quite do the trick.  His mother smiled, but the misery in her eyes made her look like an old, disappointed dog.

“I’ll get her,” Sam said.

He went outside before anyone could stop him, assuming he’d find Katie at the wheel of the station wagon and hoping she hadn’t yet backed it into the street.  He was confused to see the car still locked up and dark.

“Katie?” he called.

She didn’t answer until he’d said her name three times.

“Stop it.”
He looked: she was standing alongside the big maple tree at the far edge of the apartment house’s front lawn, her arms folded tightly over the front of her coat.  She’d put boots on, and gloves, but no hat; snowflakes had dropped onto her dark hair and shone there in the glow of the streetlight.

“I thought you were going to watch TV,” Sam commented.

“I changed my mind.”
“It’s a lousy night for a walk.”
“I’m not going for a walk.”
Her right hand moved up to brush the dampness that was both melted snow and tears from her cheek, and Sam caught a bright flash of metal: the car keys were clasped in her palm,  her fingers wrapped so tightly around them that Sam would have had no hope of wrestling them away from her.

“Don’t take the car, Kate,” he warned her quietly.  “You’ve only been driving at night for a few months.  You don’t know how to handle...”
“But you do,” she countered.  “Of course you do.  There’s nothing you can’t do.  Perfect Sam: he sings, he dances, he plays the piano at Carnegie Hall.  The boy wonder of M.I.T.”  When he took a step toward her, she backed away.  “You can do everything,” she repeated, with a rising sharpness in her voice.  “But nobody wants to marry you, do they, Perfect Sam?  You’re here following me around because nobody asked you to spend New Year’s Eve with them.  You don’t really want to go to Mary Lou’s, because you’d be there all by yourself, while everybody else is with somebody.  It doesn’t do you any good to be so perfect, does it?  Because you’re all alone on New Year’s Eve, and I’ve got somebody who wants to marry me as soon as I’m done with school.  How’s that make you feel?  Huh?  Maybe you ought to look at your own life before you tell me how to run mine.”
Stunned, Sam stood gaping at her with a growing chill in his arms and legs that had nothing to do with the inclement weather or the fact that he had no coat on.

“Here,” Katie snapped.  Her hand came up again and she hurled the keys at him.  The thick metal ring struck just below the hollow of his throat and fell onto the snow at his feet, jiggling faintly on the thin layer of ice.  “I’m not taking the car.”
She’d gotten about halfway down the block when Sam caught up with her.  He reached out to seize her upper arm, spun her around, and did something he had never done before to anyone: slapped her across the face.  The blow, less than carefully tempered, wasn’t hard enough to hurt her, but produced a sharp, satisfying noise.

“You son of a bitch,” Katie snarled, eyes wide with astonishment.

This time, her attempt to break free worked immediately.  Sam’s fingers loosened, which she had not expected, and she stumbled backward, losing her footing and tumbling onto her backside in the hard‑coated snow.  The fall seemed to cause more pain than Sam’s slap had, because she blinked rapidly several times and more tears leaked out onto her reddened cheeks.  Rather than help her up, Sam took a step back and stood watching her with his arms folded across his chest.  With her features set into a mask of rage, Katie pushed herself to her knees, slid again, recovered her balance and managed to climb to her feet.

“I hope you’re real proud of yourself,” she muttered fiercely.

“I could say the same thing to you,” Sam replied.

“Where’d you learn to hit girls, Perfect Sam?  Do they teach that at M.I.T.?”
“Don’t call me that.”
“Why?” Katie taunted.  “Are you going to knock me down again?  Go ahead, try it.  Then you can go back to Massachusetts and tell everybody how you beat up your sister.  Go ahead, hit me again.”
“If I did,” Sam said, “it’d be because you had it coming.”
For a moment he was sure she was going to hit him back.  Her smaller stature — he was seven inches taller than she was — had her at a disadvantage: about the only place she’d be  able to hit him effectively was in the middle of the chest.  She could, of course, aim lower, but her footing was still unstable.  Trying to land a knee in his crotch would land her back down on the ground.

Instead, her expression changed.  Instead of retaining her anger, just for a second, she looked like their mother had, standing in the middle of Eula and Ben’s crowded living room.  Like life had taken a route she had never anticipated and had not figured out how to react to.

So instead of fighting back, she turned away and began to walk down the middle of the sidewalk.  Her arms hung uselessly at her sides for a minute, then she lifted them up and used them to hug herself.  Then, as if that gesture had not helped her at all, she let them drift again.

“Katie,” Sam said.

She didn’t stop.  Didn’t hesitate.  Didn’t respond.  He hadn’t thought she would.

“Katie,” he said again.

He set off after her, moving at about the same pace that she was, so that the distance between them remained the same.  She reached the end of the block, stopped, stepped off the curb, made her way across the street and began negotiating another block.  She slipped a couple of times but didn’t fall; Sam, behind her, saw the slippery places and crossed them safely.  How long she would walk, he didn’t know — as long as she didn’t need to continue in one direction, she could walk through Elk Ridge for hours.

Straight on till morning, Sam thought.

His palm stung from the slap, tempered as it had been, and intermittently his heart stung too.  John Beckett’s lesson to his sons had been a plain one: that they were never to strike a girl, not for any reason.  The “why not” seemed to have something to do with chivalry.  At least it had when the lesson was taught.  But Sam, who had begun studying martial arts a year ago and was reasonably well aware of what his body could and could not do, understood now that chivalry was combined with a strong dose of common sense.  Even at the age of sixteen he had had more upper body strength than any of the girls he knew.  Now, at twenty‑one, he could have hurt Katie badly without a lot of effort.

Could have, but hadn’t.

Could have.

Wanted to, just for a moment.  Wanted to, because what she had said to him had hurt as much as a blow.  Hurt because it was the truth.  Hurt because an ice storm, a flurry of frozen precipitation that was now over with, had kept his sister away from the someone who wanted to marry her.  Because he, Sam, had no someone, here in Elk Ridge or anywhere else, no matter what the weather happened to be.

Hadn’t had anyone last New Year’s Eve, either.

And next year?

And next year...

He stopped walking and curled the offending hand into a ball, then wrapped the other hand around it.  His father would be ashamed of him, he thought.  So would Tom, whom Sam had watched pummel the daylights out of another teenage boy in the parking lot of an auto parts store.  “Ashamed”, though, didn’t seem to be the right word for how his mother would feel.  If he told her what had happened.  If Katie told her what had happened.

Katie’s words rang in his ears, the echo even more of a condemnation than the original sound.

“Perfect Sam.”
Perfect Sam

Perfect Sam

Perrrrrfect Saaaammmmm
Quickly, smoothly, he turned on one heel and began to walk back toward the apartment house.  He didn’t care where Katie went, he told himself.  And it didn’t matter.  Elk Ridge was a small town, a quiet town.  She wouldn’t get into any trouble, not even walking around by herself late at night.  No one would bother her.  If they tried, powered by a few too many New Year’s Eve drinks, she could always defend herself with her mouth, the weapon that seemed to work the best for her.  At worst, she might slip on the ice and fall down a few more times.

He didn’t care.  Let her fall, he thought.

Let her fall.

When he was still four houses away from the four-unit apartment building his mother and sister called home, he stopped once more.  The cold was beginning to seep through his jeans and sweatshirt, and up through the soles of the shoes he’d put on before going down to Eula and Ben’s.  He couldn’t decide what to say to his mother, and certainly he was going to have to say something to her.  He’d gone outside to retrieve his sister, and had returned without her.  Maybe Ben would go after Katie then: Ben, who would not let a young girl stay outside alone at night, even in as benign a place as Elk Ridge.  Ben, who was in his eighties and had a bad hip.  A fall on the ice would do him a lot more damage than it had Katie.

A fall on the ice for Ben would be all Sam’s fault, because he’d gone out to retrieve his sister, and had let her go wandering off down the street instead, headed toward a destination she would probably not find.

Perrrrfect Saaaammmm.
She’s right, he thought.  That’s your answer to any problem that comes up.  Walk away from it.  Let somebody else solve it.  Pretend it doesn’t exist.

Or act like a bully and...
Katie had clobbered him once, he remembered.  Just once.  He’d had any number of tussles with Tom, both of them ending up with bruises and scrapes, a badly twisted wrist, a black eye, a bloody nose or two — but those fights had been not much more than the scuffles baby animals indulged in.  He and Tom had been testing their manhood.  Katie didn’t have any manhood to test... but she did have pride, which seemed to be pretty much the same thing.  She’d taken him by surprise.  He’d been expecting the sniffles, a wounded expression, maybe an anguished cry of “Moooommm!” before she ran off to tattle about the wretched thing he’d done to her.  A wretched thing he couldn’t even recall.  But when he turned halfway around to watch her flee, her small, adrenaline-driven fist connected with his chin.  Driven from below, her hand made his jaw crunch together, and he bit deeply into his lower lip.

“You’re gonna get it,” he told her, nursing the wound with his tongue.

She’d gotten it now, he supposed.  Gotten it from old Perfect Sam.

He couldn’t see her any longer.  She’d turned a corner, taken a new direction.  If she turned a couple more, she’d end up back at the apartment house.  But that wasn’t likely.  She’d walk out of town before she’d go home.  Or maybe she did intend to go home — out to the farmhouse, where somebody else now occupied her bedroom under the eaves.  And another somebody occupied his bedroom, the one closest to the stairs.

Moving faster than he had all evening, he found Katie’s set of keys in the snow and carried them to the station wagon.  The engine didn’t turn over till the third try, but that didn’t surprise him; the car hadn’t been used all day and was too old and had far too many miles on it to cooperate well when it was cold.  He let it run for almost a minute before he shifted gears and backed the wagon out of the driveway.

“Get in,” he told Katie when he found her.

“Go to hell,” she replied.

“I mean it.  Get in.”
She ignored him and went on walking.  He trolled alongside her: the street was narrow enough that he could keep the station wagon in the proper lane and still be only a few yards from Katie.  With the driver’s window rolled down, he watched her stomp along, her head bent forward, her face contorted into an expression she probably thought was impressive.  After several minutes of that, Sam fed the car a little more gas and turned it into the side street Katie would have to cross to continue her progress, neatly blocking her path.  Instead of skirting around the station wagon, or choosing another course, she took up a position at the curb and scowled at him.

“Why did you bother to come back at all?” she demanded.

“I don’t know,” Sam replied.  “It was Christmas.  I thought I should be here.  I thought I should be with you and Mom.  Now I don’t know.”
To his surprise, she walked around to the passenger side of the car and got in.  She offered him no clue to why she’d surrendered; probably, he decided, it was something as mundane as needing to go to the bathroom.  He didn’t ask for an explanation.  Nor did she ask why he aimed the car north instead of south, which would have taken them back to the apartment house.

Half an hour of careful maneuvering over snow, ice and football-sized potholes brought them to the juncture of the four-lane county road and the narrow private road that led down to the farmhouse.  Sam let the car idle there for a minute, then took it a little farther down the county road and turned off onto what was not much more than a path through what the Becketts and their neighbors had always referred to as “the woods.”  He proceeded as far as he dared, then shifted the old wagon into Park and cut off the engine.

Katie pretended not to be interested when he got out of the car, circled around to the back, opened the hatch and took out something he’d spotted earlier: a big, age- and use-blackened cookie sheet.  What it was doing in the back of the wagon, he didn’t know, but he was as grateful for its presence now as he’d been for any of the gifts he’d received a week ago.  “Come on,” he told Katie.

She followed him out of curiosity, he was sure, and for no other reason.  Only the crunch of her footsteps in the snow told him she was behind him; he didn’t turn around to look.  Above them, the heavy cloud cover had begun to break away, allowing enough moonlight through to show Sam where he was going.  When he stopped walking, Katie moved up closer to him.

“Now what?” she asked in the most normal tone of voice she had used all evening.

Off to the right, the farmhouse was visible.  Its current owners were home: the lights in the downstairs rooms (and in Sam’s old bedroom) and the pair of cars parked near the barn betrayed that fact.  Something like an ache rose in Sam’s chest until he took his eyes away from the house.  He hadn’t been headed there; there would have been no point to that.  Instead, he’d come here, to the top of the best hill on John Beckett’s land, with an old, dented cookie sheet held out in front of him like a shield.  Slowly, he turned around and smiled at his sister, then leaned over and laid the cookie sheet on the ground.

“You’re gonna go sledding on a cookie sheet?” Katie asked, one eyebrow raised.

“No,” Sam said.  “We are.”
“I don’t want to.”  She shook her head, but her expression belied her words.  “I have to go to the bathroom.”
“So go.”
“Here?”
“Yes, here.”
She probably followed the suggestion just to spite him.  He heard her stomp off, and waited patiently for her to stomp back, which took less time than he expected: the cold had prompted her to speed up an awkward process.  She certainly hadn’t wasted a moment worrying about whether anyone could see her.

“Go ahead,” she told him.

“We’ll fit,” Sam replied.

“I told you, I don’t want to.”
“Yes you do.”
And she really did — he could see that in her eyes, behind a scrim of stubbornness and pique.  She’d always loved sledding as much as he and Tom did, and would trudge back up the hill for another run long after the two boys had tired of it.  Nor did having to use a cookie sheet bother her; during one long-ago weekend when her sled was broken, she’d used a flattened-out cardboard box.  Knowing she’d give in if he held out long enough, Sam sat down on the cookie sheet and folded his legs up onto it.

After a minute of standing her ground she joined him.

“What’re you doing back there?” Sam asked with a frown; she’d sat down behind him and twined her legs around him.

“I’m not sitting in front,” she told him archly.  “If we hit something, you get to hit it first.”
“What are we going to hit?” Sam asked.  “There’s nothing down there.”
“I’m not sitting in front.”
“Suit yourself.”
“I am.”
Stifling a sigh, Sam used his hands to tug the cookie sheet forward, poising it at the top of the slope.  He didn’t have to inquire if Katie was ready; her arms curled around his chest and her legs around his hips.  When her head settled on top of his shoulder, he inched their makeshift sled forward a few more inches, then gave a final hard push.

A few seconds later, thoroughly thumped and bumped and tossed off the now even more battered cookie sheet, they reached the bottom.  Sam, whose butt had gone almost completely numb from mistreatment and cold, lay on his back on the snow, staring up at the wide, cloud-dusted expanse of indigo sky.  His earlobes, his nose and his toes were burning: the former two were bare and the latter not at all well protected by his shoes and socks.  The air around him was raw and damp but not as biting as it might have been, and there was no wind.

Slowly, he pushed himself up onto one elbow to look at his sister.  The last bump they’d careened over had separated her from him, and she was lying on her back now too, one hand grasping the lip of the cookie sheet as if she thought it might escape of its own accord.  Or that Sam might take it from her.

“Not bad,” he murmured.

“Hummmm,” she said.

“Want to go again?”
She peered at him for a minute, without any evident emotion, then ran the fingertips of her right hand across the slick surface of the snow.  Without answering him, she pushed herself into a sitting position and crossed her legs Buddha-style.

“Again?” she said.

“I’m game if you are.”
“Tell me something, o brilliant one,” she told him dryly.

“What’s that?”
She pointed to his loafers.  “How’re you gonna get back up to the top in those?”
“I...”
“Well?”
“Carefully,” Sam replied.

“Get serious.  You can’t climb up that hill in regular shoes.  And if you fall down and kill yourself, I suppose you want me to drive you to the hospital.  You can forget that.  I’m not spending my New Year’s Eve in the emergency room with you.”
Sam pushed himself up onto his frozen rump and considered her skeptically.  “What, are you just going to leave me here?”
“The Newsomes’ll find you in two or three days.”
“But you’re not going to bother calling them to tell them I’m out here.”
“Not on New Year’s Eve.  I’m not going to bother those people on New Year’s Eve.  Forget it.  Maybe they’ll see you tomorrow.  But I wouldn’t figure on them coming out here till Thursday.  There’s football on TV tomorrow.”
“And the parades,” Sam pointed out.

Her mouth opened again, as if she intended to keep their round of banter going, but after a moment it drifted shut and her eyebrows began to knit together.  She got to her feet carefully, watching the cookie sheet, her brother, and the treacherous ground in turn.  “I ought to leave you here,” she announced to Sam.  “I ought to.  You hit me.”
“I’m sorry,” Sam said, pushing himself first to his knees, then to his feet.  The sentiment in his voice was genuine, and she seemed to understand that even if she didn’t quite accept it.  “I’m sorry,” he repeated.  “I had no business doing that...no matter what you said to me.”  He was very well aware that every word Katie had spoken had come from her heart, too.  The trouble was, he was also aware that his name wasn’t alone on the list of Things Katie Resented.  “You can’t lash out at people like that,” he told her, “and expect them not to fight back.  I’m sorry things are the way they are.  But it’s not my fault.”
Her expression tightened a little more.  “I was going to go to State,” Sam went on.  “Mom and Dad and Tom insisted on me going to M.I.T.  It was their idea.  It really wasn’t mine.”
“But you’re done there,” Katie said.

“No,” Sam replied softly.  “No, I’m not.  I can’t come back here, Kate.  There’s not...I can’t do what I need to do, here in Elk Ridge.  I just can’t.”
“And why is what you need to do so important?  Why is it more important than me and Mom?”
“Because I need to prove something.”
“Prove what?”
“A theory.”
“Theory?  What theory?”  Katie scowled at him for a moment, then asked disdainfully, “You mean that string thing?  Is that what you’re worried about?  How’re you gonna prove that in Massachusetts, and not here?  All you do is scribble equations on sheets of paper.  You could do that on a boat out in the middle of the ocean.”
Sam shook his head.  “I need help.  People I can consult with.  Like Professor LoNigro.”
“You can’t call him on the phone?”
“No.”
“You mean you don’t want to.”  She snorted at him, then bent to pick up the cookie sheet.  “You just want a place to hide.  You just want to be far enough away that you don’t have to deal with anything that happens here.  You don’t care that if you came back here, you could probably find a really good-paying job so we could have a house again and we wouldn’t have to live in that building full of old people.  Well, you’re gonna have to give it up someday, Sam.  Someday you’re gonna have to find a real job, because people are gonna stop handing things to you.”
He didn’t reply immediately.  Her voice was every bit as venomous as it had been before he’d struck her, but he had no desire to lash out at her again.  He was vaguely, distantly surprised that all he felt now was hurt.

“You have no idea what it’s like for me,” he murmured.

“You’re right,” she said.  “I don’t.  Nobody hands me anything.”
“Except their friendship.”
“What?”
“People who enjoy being with you.”
Katie grimaced.  “What’s Sibby?  An eggplant?”
“He’s married.”
“So?”
“He’s not...”
Sam’s voice trailed off.  He and Sibby had talked several times during the past few days, but Sibby had repeatedly steered each conversation to the subject of Cathy, the pretty blonde he’d exchanged vows with two months ago.  True, he’d dropped in a number of comments about Mary Lou Metzger’s New Year’s Eve party, but seemed to see the party mainly as an opportunity for Sam to pay homage to Cathy.  Sam had played along at first, then became bored, then annoyed.  They’d been friends not so long ago, he and Sibby and Herky.  Good friends.

Midway between Christmas and New Year’s, he realized that that had never been true.  What they’d been was buddies.  Fellow members of the basketball team.  When they talked, they talked about basketball, or about people all three of them knew.  A friend, Sam thought now, would be someone he could confide in, someone who would understand him.  Someone to whom the theory Sebastian LoNigro had helped him fine-tune over the course of an entire year, the theory he had taken his entire life to develop, would be something more than “that string thing.”
He had confided in Tom, what seemed like a century ago.  Tom hadn’t understood him, not really — occasionally didn’t even pretend to understand him — but at least Tom had listened.  Tom had never belittled him.  Tom, Sam thought, was the only friend he had ever had.

And Tom was dead.

“We need to go home,” he told Katie.

She didn’t disagree, just stood looking at him with the cookie sheet clutched tightly to her chest.  She wanted more from him, obviously — wanted him to go on arguing with her, or debating her, or even taking another swing at her.  Whatever works, he thought distractedly.  Why she thought meanness worked best with him, he didn’t know.  If he’d been Tom, she would have gone another route.  Wooed him.  That had worked with Tom, every time.

“I’m tired, Katie,” Sam said.  “And I’m cold.”
“Well,” she replied, “you’re the one who came out with no coat on.”
“What do you want me to do?” he sighed.

She began to walk away from him, and for a moment he believed she was simply abandoning him down there in the field, leaving him to pick his own way back uphill to the car in his well-scuffed, leather-soled shoes.  He couldn’t quite convince himself that remaining down here alone was a bad idea; once Katie was gone, the field would be quiet.  He’d have the stars to look at, and the barely discernable sounds of nature to listen to.  Eventually, he’d fall asleep, and eventually, he’d freeze to death, while the Newsomes watched football on TV.

That would pretty much solve everything, he thought.

Then Katie, who had never been entirely willing to listen to anyone except Tom, turned and looked over her shoulder, and Sam understood what she was doing: stomping depressions into the snow.  He could follow, even in his leather-soled loafers, placing his feet into the tracks she had formed, and with a little luck make his way back to the car without falling.  She kept looking toward him only long enough to watch him take the first step.

It was nearly eleven o’clock when they reached the apartment house.  Eula and Ben’s lights were out; so were those in the other flat on the ground floor.  On the second floor, though, light bled around the heavy curtains of Thelma’s living room.

“She’s up,” Katie said, the first words she had spoken since they’d left the farm.

“Of course she’s up,” Sam replied.

She made a disgruntled noise in her throat, stuck her key into the lock of the front door and let herself into the house.  Once inside the foyer, she reached down to tug off her boots, one eye on Sam as he closed and re-locked the door.  When she hesitated, he moved ahead of her and climbed the stairs carefully to avoid making noise.  He was halfway up before she began to follow him.

Thelma was sitting on the couch, watching television with the volume turned almost completely off.

“It’s okay, Mom,” Sam told her softly.

“You were out all this time with no coat,” she observed.

Sam offered her a brief smile.  The station wagon’s heater, which was reliable even if deafeningly noisy, had thawed him out very efficiently on the way home.  For the last half-mile or so, he’d been almost too warm.  “I’m fine,” he assured her.  “I come from tough stock.”
Thelma’s eyebrows slid up, and almost immediately came back down again.  Then her gaze drifted on past her son to land on her daughter.  “There’s a note by the phone, Katherine,” she said.  “Chuck called.  He’ll come by tomorrow.”
“Maybe I don’t want him to,” Katie sniffed.

“Katherine...”
She vanished into the bedroom without responding.  The bathroom door thumped shut a moment later, then water began to sing through the pipes.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Sam said.

“It’s not your fault.”
“Maybe it is.  A little bit.”  Slowly, he sat down on the sofa near his mother.  “Maybe I can ...I’ll come home.  In the spring.  I’ve got some things to finish up.  I can’t just abandon the people I’m tutoring.  But when the semester’s over, I’ll...I’ll come back.  To help you and Katie.  I think Herky’s father could an extra set of hands over there.  Then I’ll find something...”
“Why?” Thelma asked him.

“Why what?”
“Why do you want to come home now?”
“Because...”  Sam let his voice trail off.  “To be with you and Katie.  To help out.”
She studied him carefully, with almost no expression on her face, for nearly a minute.  Then she leaned over, wrapped her arms around him and embraced him.  After she’d let go, she told him, “You can help me best by doing what you set out to do.  By making a name for yourself.”
“I don’t know that that’ll ever happen, Mom.”
“Of course it will.”
“But I can be of more use here.”
“Did your sister tell you that?  Is that why you were out there so long?”
“No.  Not really.”
“Sam...”  Thelma drew back a little, resting against the collection of needlepointed throw pillows tucked into the corner of the couch.  “Sam.”  She stopped again, as if she needed to tell him something she knew he wouldn’t like.  “I miss you.  I’d love to have you here all the time.  To see you at dinnertime, and hear what’s happened to you during the day, like I used to.  I’d love to...”  Her voice caught, and she reached up to touch the corner of her left eye with the tips of her fingers, a movement that was as furtive as she could make it.  “I’d love to have all of you with me.  But I can’t.  Having you here with me wouldn’t do anything for you.  And that’s what’s important.  What I want for you — what your father always wanted for you — was for you to follow your own path.  Wherever that takes you.  Even if it meant I’d never see you again.”
“But I can...”
Thelma shook her head.  “No.  You can’t.  I think we all figured that out a long time ago.”
“I’m not even sure what my `own path’ is, Mom.”
“It doesn’t lie here, in Elk Ridge.”
“It could.”
“No.”  She shook her head again, firmly, and deliberately took her eyes away from him for a moment.  “Don’t make choices for the wrong reasons, Sam.  You can mean well.  You can have all the best intentions in the world, and still make a choice for the wrong reasons.  I couldn’t stand that.  I couldn’t...stand anything happening to you like what happened to the Walters boys.”
Sam frowned at that, puzzled.  “I’m not going to rob the bank, Mom.”
“Not literally.”
“Not even figuratively.”
“You wouldn’t be happy here, Sam.”
“I’ve always been happy here.”
Slowly, she reached out and took his hands in hers.  She studied them for a minute, then lifted her gaze and examined his face.  After what seemed like a long while, her lips curved into a faint smile.  “You look just like your father, do you know that?  Your hair’s a little darker — and you’ve got more of it — but you look almost exactly like him when I first knew him.  He was a good man, Sam.”
“I know that,” Sam said.

“He wanted you to have everything the world could give you.  All of you children, but you especially.  It took me a while to convince him that you weren’t just another boy, but once he saw that...he wanted you to go as far as your dreams could take you.”
Sam nodded.  His father had told him that, not in so many words.  “Did Dad have dreams, Mom?”
“If he did, he never told me what they were.”
“I mean...he had the farm, and he had us, but that’s not much of a dream.”
“Maybe his dream was you.  You, and Katie, and...Tom.”
Her voice broke again, speaking Tom’s name, and she rested her face in her palms, hiding it there.  Her shoulders trembled a couple of times.  Too much thinking about Tom did that to her, always — Sam had seen that.  Other adults had told him, out of earshot of his parents, that there was no pain worse than losing a child, and that seemed to be true.  Even the loss of her husband didn’t seem to wound Thelma as deeply as the loss of her oldest son.  And it had wounded John too.  All the light went out of his eyes the day the news about Tommy reached the farm, and some of it never came back.  The day after Tom’s funeral, Sam walked out across the field to fetch his father for supper and found him sitting huddled under a tree, weeping into his hands.  The sound he was making was anguished, bitter, tortured.  Sam had heard that sound once before, from someone else.  He would hear it again, too.  Coming from other people, and finally, coming out of his own throat, because of the loss of someone who on New Year’s Eve of 1974 he had not yet even met.

“Mom?” he said softly.

She lifted her face and did her best to smile.

“I feel like I’m letting you down.”
That seemed to startle her.  “No,” she said.  “Never.  All you’ve done...how could you be letting me down?”
“By not being here.  Like I wasn’t here to help Dad.  If I’d been here, maybe he wouldn’t...”
“He was proud of you, Sam.”
“But I wasn’t here when he needed me.”
Thelma wiped at her eyes again, then got up off the couch and began to move around the living room, tidying a stack of magazines, straightening the throw pillows, adjusting the position of a china figurine sitting on top of the TV set.  “Nothing turned out quite the way we wanted it to, Sam.  Nothing happened the way we expected.  I think we expected life to go on the way it did when your father and I were children, and when our parents were children.  That all of you would grow up and marry someone from here in town, or nearby, and give us grandchildren, and we’d see you on Sundays and holidays.  We’d help you out when you needed a babysitter, or when your house needed painting.  But life seems to have a way of not turning out to be ordinary when you expect it to.”
She paused, and managed to produce another smile, this one a bit more fixed than the first.  “I’d enjoy having you close by, Sam.  I love you dearly.  You know that.  But...  I don’t have any college degree, but I can still figure this out.  Maybe I read it in a magazine, and it made sense.  If you gave up your dreams and moved back here just so I could see you every night for supper, you’d resent me.  And your sister.  After a while, you’d hate both of us.”
“I could never...” Sam began.

“Yes you could.  You don’t owe me anything, Sam.  I’m not wondering where my next meal is coming from.  It’s warm here, and comfortable, and I have friends close by.  I’m doing all right.”  After a moment of thought, she amended her statement to, “I’m doing fine.”
“What about Katie?” Sam countered.

“Katie is seventeen,” Thelma said, as if that explained everything.

“She wants to marry Chuck.”
“I know she does.”
“Soon.”
“Yes,” Thelma sighed.  “I know.”
“Are you going to let her?”
“She’ll be eighteen in a few months.  If I refused to sign the papers for her, all she’d have to do is wait a little longer.  A few months is nothing.  If I made her angry enough, she’d go off and live with him.  This way...”  She glanced toward the bedroom, then lowered her voice.  “If I don’t tell her `no,’ maybe she’ll wait.  Think things through.  She doesn’t see it, but she could accomplish a lot more with her life than to get married at seventeen.  This is the worst time for us, Sam.  For our relationship.  It’s a terrible time.  She looks for every opportunity she can to defy me.”
Sam offered, “But maybe if I was here...”
“You think she’d listen to you?”
“No.  I guess not.”
“She’s...”
The loud chime of the doorbell cut Thelma off.  Her hand flew to her mouth; the noise had startled her as much as if it had been a gunshot.

“I’ll get it,” Sam told his mother.

He found his sister’s boyfriend at the front door, bundled into a heavy coat, his head and hands bare.  Chuck’s eyes were a little too bright, Sam thought, and he couldn’t have been out of the car long enough for the weather to explain the high color in his face.

“Hey, Sam,” he said cheerfully.

“It’s late, Chuck,” Sam said, without any cheer at all.

“It’s New Year’s Eve,” Chuck quipped.  “Nobody goes to bed early on New Year’s Eve.”
Stifling a frown, Sam gestured to the homes on both sides of the apartment house, and those across the street from it.  “A lot of the people in this neighborhood do.  What do you want?  You’re not taking Katie to that party now.  It’s almost midnight.”
Chuck stared at him for a moment.  “No, I’m not.  But I figured maybe my girl would like to kiss me at midnight.  I know she’s disappointed about the party.  I was going to come in the morning, but I didn’t want her to spend the whole night being hurt.”
“You brought the ring?”
“The...she told you, huh?”
“She’s seventeen years old, Chuck.”
“My mom was seventeen when she married my dad.  I don’t think your mom was a lot older than that.”
“Yeah, well,” Sam said, “it’s not 1947 any more.”
“You trying to tell me your sister’s one of those liberated women?  She’s never seemed like it to me.  She does a lot of talking about getting married and having kids, and she reads those `Modern Bride’ magazines with all her girlfriends at lunch.  Seems to me it doesn’t matter to her that she’s seventeen.”  When Sam’s dour expression didn’t change, Chuck reached out and thumped him amiably on the shoulder.  “Come on, Sam, lighten up.”
“I don’t want my sister to get hurt,” Sam announced.

“Who’s gonna hurt her?  Me?”
Chuck’s eyes were wide and surprised.  There was something in them Sam didn’t like, but it was nowhere near the surface.  Before he could even try to identify it, it disappeared, leaving behind only the expression of someone who seemed to be hurt by Sam’s suggestion.  Maybe Chuck was right to be surprised, Sam thought.  He was good to Katie; at least he had been during the brief times Sam had seen them together.  He was an “old-fashioned boy”: held doors for her, helped her on with her coat, brought her little gifts.

And he made her laugh, an accomplishment that wasn’t far short of a miracle.

“Do you love her?” Sam asked.

“Yeah,” Chuck said without hesitation.  “Yeah.  I do.”
Then his eyes shifted away from Sam, to the stairs inside the house.  Sam turned to look: Katie was standing about midway down, wrapped in her bathrobe, and Thelma was in the doorway at the top.

“What are you doing here?” Katie asked, sounding more tired than anything else.

“I came to see you,” Chuck replied.

“It’s late.”
“You Becketts are good at keeping track of time, aren’t you?” Chuck said, and sighed.  “It took me almost an hour to get out of the driveway, Kate.  I had to dump a whole fifty-pound bag of cat litter and the whole barrel of sand my dad had in the garage before I could get any traction at all.”  When that didn’t earn him any sympathy from anyone in his audience, he sighed again.  “Geez, Katie, don’t I get points for coming all the way over here?”
Katie still said nothing.  Instead, her mother said, “Sam,” and moved out of the doorway.

Sam passed his sister on the stairs.  He glanced over his shoulder as he reached the top: she’d gone down, and Chuck was in the process of wrapping his arms around her.  Her head was tipped down, not allowing him to kiss her.  He could stand there and watch them, Sam supposed, for all that would accomplish.  Instead, he went inside the apartment, closing the door softly behind him.

To his astonishment, it opened again just a few seconds later to admit Katie.

She was alone.

“Where’s Chuck?” Sam asked.

“I sent him home,” she told him dully.  “It’s late.  I’m tired.  I don’t want to talk to him now.”
“But he brought...”
They stood not far from the door, only a few steps apart but still very much apart — the three of them, all that was left of John Beckett’s family.  The three of them were silent, watching each other, with the dull murmur of the television and the steady ticking of the cuckoo clock as accompaniment.  When the clock announced the half hour, as if that had been a cue of some sort, Katie began to cry.  She pushed the door shut with her back, then slid down along it until she was curled into a miserable ball at its foot, her face buried in the ivory-colored quilted satin folds that covered her knees.  She had something — or maybe it was nothing — clenched in her right hand.

She had been sobbing for almost a minute when Thelma went to her, sitting beside her on the floor and gathering the girl into her arms, whispering to Katie as she stroked her hair.

“Did he say something?” Sam asked.

Thelma raised her head a little and shook it.  “No,” she said.  “No.”
“Then...”
“It’s a bad time, Sam.”
He knelt down on the other side of his sister, unsure what he ought to do, unsure he ought to do anything at all.  Nobody had ever come to him for comfort, though he’d received enough of it as a child to know what the procedure involved: exactly what his mother was doing right now.  Gentle touches, gentle words.  He ought to let his mother go on dispensing those, he thought.  So he sat back on his haunches and listened to the sound of his sister’s grief.  Katie’s hand loosened after a while and he could see: it was empty.

Then her head rolled against Thelma’s shoulder and she looked at him.  He had never seen a more miserable human being in his life, he decided — that wasn’t at all true, but he believed it anyway.

“Bear...” he murmured.  “I’m sorry, Bear.”
He sat down the rest of the way, his back against the door, moving himself against the side of Katie that was unprotected by their mother.  Without being entirely aware that he was doing so, he began to echo his mother’s sounds and gestures.  Gradually, Thelma fell silent, but Katie went on crying.

“I don’t want...” she gulped.  “I don’t want...”
“It’s all right, Bear.”
Tom had called her “Bear.”  Tom had made her laugh, too.  Had been her hero.  He was ten when she was born, nearly a grown man when she was no longer a toddler.  She wanted to see Tom holding her now, Sam believed; Tom, and not him.  If Tom were here...

She leaned in his direction and wept against his chest, filling her fists with clumps of his sweatshirt.

“Hey...”
They would know what to do, what to say.  The ones who weren’t here any more.  They’d know.  They would know.  They would...

“Hey, Bear, what’s the matter?”
They would know how to fix this.

“No, see, here.  Look.  It’s not broken.  It’s just pulled apart.  It goes right back in here like this.  See?”
They would...

Be here.

If they could.

He would have sworn that they had only been sitting there on the floor, the three of them, for a few minutes.  But then the cuckoo began to cheerfully sound off the hour.  It had done the same thing at more than six thousand midnights while he was living in the farmhouse, but he had heard only a few of them, and he barely heard this one.

Midnight, the beginning of 1975.

Already the New Year wasn’t what any of them might have predicted.

His own eyes were filmed with tears as he gathered his sister in and let her go on crying against his chest.  Thelma was simply leaning against her daughter now, one hand resting on Katie’s shoulder.

“Mom?” Sam whispered over Katie’s head.

She looked at him but said nothing.

“I’m going to come home,” he told her.  “In May, after the semester’s over.  I’ll finish things up and come home.”
“Sam...”
He shook his head.  “You need me here.”
“You need to finish your studies.”
“No,” Sam said.  “I want to come home.  I’ve been studying for most of my life, Mom.  I want to spend some time doing something else.  I want to be with you and Katie.”
As if she had heard nothing except her name, Katie twisted her head and peered blearily up at him.  It was a good thing she’d washed the makeup off, Sam thought; swollen and blotchily colored both red and blue from her crying, her face looked enough like an expressionistic painting without the help of streaked mascara and eye shadow.

“There’s no room,” she muttered.

“Then I’ll sleep in the car,” Sam told her.

Leaving her in Thelma’s care, he pulled himself up off the floor, went into the bathroom and soaked a washcloth in cold water.  When he returned to her he crouched down, intending to give the cloth to Thelma.  Instead, he reached out tentatively and wiped the tears from Katie’s cheeks.

“I love you, Bear,” he said softly.  “I’ll try to help.”
“I...”
That was all that got out, just that one word.  She stared at him after she’d said it, her face filled with challenge.  What she was thinking (even if only subconsciously) was plain: that he was only second best.  Or third.  Maybe he wasn’t on her list of people to turn to at all.

Old Perfect Sam, he thought.

“We’ll make room,” Thelma said.  “We’ll work it out.”
“Yeah,” Sam said.

When he took the washcloth back to the bathroom a few minutes later, Thelma followed him.  As soon as his hands were empty she took him into her arms and held him tightly, her head pressed against his shoulder.

“I don’t know if I can solve anything,” he murmured.  “I really don’t.”
“You don’t need to.”
“I want to.”
She took a step back from him and looked into his eyes for a long moment, then reached up and held his face between her hands.  It seemed, for the few seconds before she turned away, that that was all she needed from him: for him to want to help.  Her shoulders were still slumped as she walked away, but she had smiled at him.  Without regret, without grief.  For those few seconds, she looked like she had eleven years ago, coming in from the yard with her arms full of laundry, asking Tom how College Day had gone.

She smiled again as she passed the threshold into the living room, looking at him over her shoulder.  Beyond her, in the kitchen, the teakettle Katie had put on to boil began to whistle.  “I love you, Sam,” she said.

Then she left him alone.

* * * * * *

Julie, Julie, Julie, Do You Love Me?
Wednesday, December 31, 1975

All I asked Santa for that Christmas was a chance to see Julie Moore naked.

Of course, when Christmas Day had come and gone and my wish hadn’t been granted, I wasn’t at all surprised.  In fact, I’d expected not to get what I’d asked for, because of three things:

First, on Christmas Day I was in Elk Ridge, Indiana and Julie was in Newport, Rhode Island.  (Though I suppose I could have believed this was a minor technicality.)

Second, for every Christmas of my life (so far), Santa had made a habit of not quite giving me what I’d asked for.

Third, “Santa Claus,” at least for me, my brother and sister, has always been my mom, Thelma Beckett.  And while nobody has ever accused Mom of not living in the real world, if I’d told her what I really wanted for Christmas in 1975 was a long, uninterrupted look at the naked body of the ‘Cliffie I’d been tutoring for the past fifteen months, I would have gotten an “Oh, Sam” from “Santa.”  That’s all.  Just “Oh, Sam.”
So the twenty‑fifth of December came and went.

I got a new pair of boots and a couple of shirts and a pocket calculator to replace the one I’d worn out.  A set of dishtowels and potholders for the kitchenette of the one‑room apartment I’d been living in since September.  A sweater from my sister and her husband.  New gloves from my friend Sibby and his wife, who had also given me gloves the year before.

But no Julie.

I spent the week between Christmas and New Year’s without seeing Julie at all, naked or otherwise.  The distance factor resolved itself on December the 30th, when I said goodbye to my mother and sister, put myself on a Greyhound bus and returned to Cambridge.  Julie had come back sometime earlier; when I walked past her building en route from the bus terminal to my apartment, all her lights were on.  That was Julie, lights blazing twenty‑four hours a day.  New England Power & Light must have loved her.

So did I.

Well, no.  That’s not true.  I can’t say “I loved her,” even if it sounds better than “I was a walking river of raging hormones that all flowed straight in Julie’s direction.”  I didn’t love her, not a bit, and she beyond a shadow of a doubt didn’t love me.  She was in love with Eric Montgomery Faulkner The Third, the man — the law student — her Mother and Daddy approved of, and to prove it, she’d been wearing Eric’s diamond engagement ring for more than a year.  As long as Eric was in the picture, I figured, my chances of ever seeing Julie in the buff were pretty much nonexistent, hormones or no hormones.

I stood outside her building for two or three minutes on the 30th of December, staring up at her window while snow fell on my head and my suitcase.  Then, for no particular reason, I shook the snow out of my hair, told myself to grow up, grabbed my bag and kept walking.

My apartment was less than a mile from hers, but I reminded myself as I unlocked my front door that Julie Moore and I might as well have lived on different planets.  She’d never been inside my place, which was just as well; the sight of it probably would have made every perfectly coiffed mahogany-brown hair on her head stand on end.  Julie, I had realized the day I first met her, liked style and order and sophistication.  My apartment didn’t boast any of that.

It didn’t boast, period.

The plumbing, the wiring and the fixtures dated back to the Thirties, and the paint job seemed even older.  Originally (I could tell by looking into the back of the kitchenette’s lone cupboard) the rooms had been yellow, but over time they’d faded into the color of manila file folders.  And that color was everywhere: whoever had painted the place had been a madman with a brush.  The outside of the bathtub, the towel racks, the toilet paper holder, the light fixtures, the switchplates, the woodwork, the doorknobs, the doors, everything was file-folder manila, and the faded blue curtains that hung at my two small windows did nothing to liven things up.  Neither did the ratty furniture, all of which had come with the room: a blue-and-green plaid sofa that served as my bed, a $49.95 dinette table with two chairs; one upholstered chair with an upended apple box acting as its end table; a three‑drawer dresser with blue cabbage roses stenciled on its sides.  Even I thought the place was hideous, although most of the time I didn’t much care.  It was a place to sleep.  A place to come in out of the rain.

Rain had been pounding down on Cambridge the first time Julie surrendered to letting me come inside her apartment.  She would not go to the library to study with me, she told me over the phone.  The weather was miserable, and she felt “punk.”
“I’ll come over there, then,” I said.

There was an interminable silence at her end, leading me to think that we’d been disconnected.

“Julie?” I ventured.

“Oh, all right,” she said, and sighed.

I liked rain, I told myself.  I’d been brought up on a farm and had been taught to think of rain as a gift, a nourisher of growing things.  At least once a summer I’d seen my father standing outdoors with his head tipped back so that the water would fall into his face, and a couple of times I’d joined him, enjoying both his company and the pattering of the rain on my skin.  Even if the moisture that fell out of the sky in Cambridge made my two windows impossible to open, and even if the only crop the rain gave life to here was mildew, I liked rain.  Or so I told myself as I pulled on a jacket and my Cubs cap, wrapped the textbooks I’d need into a plastic bag and trudged off to Julie’s.

She admitted me into her home with all the enthusiasm she would have shown to a process server.

“You’re dripping,” she told me.

I looked down at myself to check, even though I knew she was right.  “Do you have a towel?  I can...um...I’ll leave my shoes in the hall, if that helps.”  She didn’t move.  I cracked a smile, hoping the brilliant sunshine of my personality would crack the grimace she was wearing.  “Or I could just stay out in the hall, and we’ll do this with the door open.”
“I told you,” she said.  “I don’t feel well.”
That apparently translated as: “You’re not funny.”
“Wait there,” she added.

They probably built the Pyramids in less time than Julie took to locate a towel.  She had huge stacks of them in the bathroom, I saw later, but they were all soft and fluffy and monogrammed with her initials.  Not something she’d turn over to be used to wipe down my jacket and jeans.  She stood watching me with her arms folded over her chest while I made myself non-dripping and presentable, then gestured me into her living room as if she were waving off some enormous and extremely disgusting bug.  If that had been my first encounter with Julie, I would have gone home holding back an urge to slap her.  But it wasn’t, and I didn’t.

Feeling “punk,” I knew, meant she had her period, but neither one of us was about to broach that subject.  She was obviously physically uncomfortable, and for that if for no other reason, she was cross from the moment I cracked open the first book.  It’s hard to teach someone who’s in that kind of a mood.  She barely listened to anything I said.  But that didn’t bother me, because I was distracted too.

Partly by my surroundings.  As I said, her apartment was less than a mile from mine.  But mine was a nightmare, and hers was...a page out of a decorators’ catalog.  Everything placed just so, as if this were a set for a Broadway play and not a home, and everything coordinated.  Every blessed thing.  The upholstery and the carpeting and the drapes (yes, real drapes, to the floor), the objets d’art, the throw pillows.  Everything in the same three colors: rose, muted sage green, and ivory.  (She told me that later; I would have said “pink, green, white.”)  The afghan she had probably been curled up under before I arrived, which now lay folded on the sofa, matched too.  Even her sweater matched.

Hell, even Julie matched.  Her skin was normally fair and pale, but there was a lot of unnecessary forced-air heat billowing out of the duct near the television and it was giving her a very noticeable flush.

I wanted to hug her, I thought.  She looked miserably unhappy.  Not just uncomfortable, and not bitchy.  Unhappy.  Like her life wasn’t what she wanted it to be.  At the very least, this day wasn’t.  A hug might help.  But I had a good idea how she’d react to a hug from me.

Still, I kept glancing at her as I tried to coax her through some new equations.  She was forcing herself to go on with the lesson I’d outlined for her, and I wasn’t sure why.  She’d canceled sessions with me several times before, and if she honestly didn’t feel well, she could have done it again.  But she was pushing this time.  Needing to accomplish...something.

“I need some tea,” she blurted.

Before I could respond, she’d relocated herself in the kitchen and began to clatter around with the teakettle, a cup and saucer, the box of teabags.  She clattered so much that I got up from the table and went to stand in the doorway to keep an eye on her.  A hot drink was probably the last thing she needed; I was beginning to worry that she’d turn around too fast, lose her equilibrium and keel over.

“Maybe you ought to turn the heat down,” I suggested.

“Do you want some tea?”
She had the box in her hands, as if she’d forgotten what to do with it.  When I didn’t answer quickly enough to suit her, she scowled at it, then thumped it down on the counter next to the stove.

“We don’t need to do this today,” I told her.  “If you don’t feel well, I’ll go home.  We can finish on Thursday.”
“No.”
“It’s okay, Julie.  I don’t mind.”
She didn’t seem to think it was okay at all.  But instead of answering me, she picked up the cup and saucer and let them vibrate in her hands, chittering against each other.  They were thin and delicate, more than likely expensive (and decorated with pink rosebuds).  So that they wouldn’t end up in a thousand pieces on the floor, I took them away from her and set them on the counter.

“Go sit down,” I instructed.  “I know how to make tea.”
To my surprise, she let me do it.  Then she let me turn the heat down and open one of the windows a couple of inches to admit some fresh air.  She sipped at the tea for a minute and seemed to like it; long before her cup was empty, though, she abandoned it, got up from the sofa and stuck her hands in her hair.  She looked like she’d rehearsed for that Broadway play her apartment was decorated for, and was ready to do a scene that called for her to be “frantic.”  Her hands kept moving: from her hair, down to dangle at her sides, cramming into fists and then opening up again.

She had beautiful hands.  Well cared for, manicured.  Delicate.  I stared at them as she fluttered around the room, then began to watch the way she moved.  How her steps were all the same size.  How she would roll onto the balls of her feet and then down onto her heels.  She’d had dancing lessons as a kid — I would have laid money on that.

Then I noticed her breasts.

Her sweater had caught my eye a few minutes before because it was the same stupid pink as the chair cushions, the drapes, the vase on the mantel, the rosebuds on the teacup.  It had to be cashmere, I decided — Julie never wore anything other than linen, silk, cashmere — and was probably baby-skin soft.  I’d had a two-second vision of myself stroking it, then went on to study the rest of the room because it didn’t interest me especially.  Cashmere or not, it was a sweater.  The girls back home in Elk Ridge wore sweaters; my sister wore them, and so did Lisa Parsons, the cheerleader who’d taught me to French kiss.  What Julie had on was just a round-necked, short-sleeved sweater, in a color I didn’t particularly like.

But I did like what was underneath it.

She was retaining water, I thought.  It was that time of the month, and the excess fluid was making her...

Round.

And soft.

My right hand twitched a little, because it wanted to touch what I was looking at.  God, I wanted to put my hands on her.  And not because the cashmere would feel good.  I wanted to yank her sweater up over her head and fill my hands with her breasts, because, water retention or not, they were the most perfect breasts I had ever seen.  Or at least, had ever seen the outline of.  I had no idea why I had never noticed them before.

“I don’t want to do this,” she said.

I had to look her in the eye then, because she was talking to me.  I didn’t think she’d noticed me staring at her chest.  Part of me wanted her to notice — wanted to turn this into a scene from a porno movie, in which she would haul her sweater up over her own head, grab me and bury my face in between those unbelievable breasts.  The word “horny” didn’t even begin to describe how I felt then; every nerve ending in my body felt as if I’d taken sandpaper to it.  Instead of groping her, I started to grope for something else to focus on.  Something that would allow me to continue explaining the intricacies of calculus, or even to discuss the fine art of brewing tea, instead of growing a boner bigger than my forearm.

Calculus, I thought.  What in the world did she want to learn calculus for, anyway?  Or, more accurately, what did her father want her to learn it for, since he was the one who was paying me?

It wasn’t like she intended to be an engineer.  Or a banker, like her dad.

Or...

Or...

Her bedroom door was closed.  I didn’t know what lay beyond it, though surely there would be a real bed.  With a pink and green and white bedspread.  And a canopy.  Lace, maybe.  Feminine things.  Taking her there would be more like a page torn out of a Harlequin Romance novel than a scene from an X‑rated movie, but my hormones and the small, shrieking voice inside my head weren’t interested in whether or not I added some romance to this picture.

Julie’s lips were moving, but all I could hear was my body insisting that I needed to get laid, preferably within the next thirty seconds.

“Julie?” I muttered.  “I need to...could I use the bathroom?”
“If you have to,” she said.

Yeah, I had to.  I fled before she could reconsider and locked myself inside the room that was as far away from her as I could get without leaving the apartment.  There, completely out of sight of Julie’s pink sweater, I forced myself to take long, deep breaths.  To look around.  To forget about breasts while I found some humor in the fact that, in this room too, every-everlasting-thing matched.  The towels Julie wouldn’t let me use (white trimmed with tiny rosebuds and her initials embroidered in green silk) were stacked up on a white-painted wicker stand.  The rug and the shower curtain were green, the same green as everything else.  Even the soap was the same pink as everything else.  And the room was as spotless as if no one had ever used it, except for three pinhead‑sized white spots on the mirror over the sink.

The bathroom window (framed by white-and-green curtains) was easily large enough for me to crawl out of, and since the apartment was only on the second floor, I knew I could drop to the ground without breaking anything major.

I could get out of here.

Escape.

Run home and hide.

And Julie would think I was a nut case.

After all, I was twenty‑one, not fifteen.  I wasn’t an ex-con, and I hadn’t gone to an all-boys school.  I’d seen girls before, touched them, fondled them, kissed them.

Well, okay, it’d been a while since I’d done any of that.  But I still didn’t need to overreact like this, in a way that was so ridiculously visible that it, and I, were most definitely going to stay locked in here until I got myself under control.  No matter how long that took.  With any luck, Julie wouldn’t need to use the bathroom before...oh, Sunday.  I wouldn’t have to confront her — wouldn’t have to risk her seeing the result of my runaway hormones.

She’s probably seen a hard-on before, you jerk, I tried to tell myself.

Sure she had.  No question.  She wasn’t one of those girls who walks around lost in some faraway, sexless dimension, like Emily Margaret Mott, who’d sat in the front row in my Spanish class in ninth grade.  Emily Margaret had two claims to fame, the first being that she got conversational Spanish down pat even faster than I did.  Maybe living in a fog let her do that.  I never found out what happened to her after ninth grade — she left school in November, the day after the annual Bentleyville game.  Elk Ridge lost to Bentleyville, as usual, but not by much.  When a bunch of us who were happy with small victories crowded outside the locker room to congratulate our team, Emily Margaret was there.  She was standing near the locker room door when Doug Willitts, who was my friend Sibby’s cousin and a good friend of my brother Tom, came around the corner with sweat streaming off him and a flagpole in his shorts.  Emily Margaret took one long look at him and passed out cold.

Julie, I was sure, wasn’t another Emily Margaret Mott.  On the other hand, I didn’t think she’d be thrilled by my condition.  She was engaged to a law student whose family had a house in Newport.

My family — what was left of it — didn’t have a house anywhere.

The more I thought about where I’d come from, and what I didn’t have, the more I felt like a character from “Green Acres.”  A rube.  A redneck.  A guy from the wrong side of the tracks.  A guy who didn’t eat in restaurants where the waiter puts your napkin in your lap for you.  Didn’t shop at I. Magnin.  Didn’t own anything made out of real gold.

Dropping out the bathroom window started to sound better and better.

I heard a noise out in the bedroom, and for a second I expected Julie to come to the door and ask if I was all right.  Then I realized she wouldn’t.  She’d wait for me, because it would be improper for one of the Boston Moores to ask me through a closed door why I was taking so long to pee, and even more improper for her to stand outside and listen to me.

She’d wait.

When I finally left Julie’s bathroom, with my self-esteem shriveled up smaller than my private parts, she was back at the table in the living room, staring at the textbook we’d been working from.  She didn’t say anything until after I’d reclaimed my chair.  Then she frowned at me and announced, “I understand it now.”
That wasn’t exactly a shock; Julie was no dummy, and I’d been in the bathroom long enough for her to have figured out The Meaning Of Life.

“That’s good,” I told her.

“See,” she said, picking up a pencil and turning her notebook around.  “It’s...”
And she explained the equation to me.  Got all of it right, too.  She wasn’t just reciting, she understood the math.  One equation certainly doesn’t a mathematician make, but for the first time since we’d begun working together, she seemed to have a grasp of what the numbers meant.  That, like words, they stood for something.  This wasn’t a moment from “The Miracle Worker” — I hadn’t (and the numbers hadn’t) changed the course of Julie’s life — but she smiled, and for a second I stopped being a rube.

“You must make jokes about me after we have these lessons,” she commented.

I shook my head, trying not to do it too vehemently.  “No.”
“Like, what is this all for.”
“It’s to improve your GPA,” I said.

“My GPA.”  She sighed.  “It really doesn’t make a lot of difference what my GPA is, does it, as long as I don’t disgrace my family.”
“Don’t you want to be proud of yourself?”
“For what?” Julie asked.

“Being an intelligent woman.”
She blinked at me a couple of times, as if I’d said something completely ludicrous.  Then she picked up her teacup and saucer, got out of her chair, and carried the dishes into the kitchen.  “I think,” she said when she came back to the doorway, “that all I need is to be intelligent enough not to let other people take advantage of me.”
I didn’t think she meant me, but who she did mean, I didn’t have a clue.  The college?  Her family?  Eric?  Humanity in general?

“You can do more than that,” I offered.

“What are you, my guidance counselor?”
“Just a friend,” I said.

Her lips formed the words:  A friend.  When she spoke out loud, her voice was filled with wry sarcasm.  “And what do you think I ought to do, Doctor Beckett?”
“Whatever interests you.  And as much as you can.”
“What interests you?”
“Everything,” I said.

“That.”  She pointed to the textbook.

“That.  Yes.  And music.  I love music.”
“Yes.  I know.  You played Carnegie Hall.  They told me.”
“And archaeology.”
“What else?”
“Everything.”
“So why do you waste time here?”
“What, in Cambridge?”
“No,” she said.  “Here.”
“With you.”
“Yes.  With me.”
I thought about it for a minute, then gave her the truth.  “I need the money.”
She was surprised for less time than it takes to sneeze.  “Well.  That’s refreshing.”
“What did you want me to say?  That I spend an hour twice a week trying to teach you calculus because I’m in love with you?”
  “You’re not?”
“No.”
That was God’s honest truth.  Like I said, “love” wasn’t involved.  She wasn’t Nicole, who still appeared in my dreams when I least expected her to, even though she’d left my life six years ago.  She wasn’t even Lisa Parsons, who had called me “Honey Bunny Bear” once.

“Well.”
She couldn’t have been disappointed; it seemed to me that having Sam Beckett be secretly in love with her was about as desirable a thing as having the Roto Rooter man fall for her.  Maybe, I thought, like a lot of pretty girls, she simply expected everyone who saw her to fall for her, and considered it a peculiarity when someone didn’t.

“Astronomy,” I said.  “My dad taught me the names of all the constellations when I was a kid.  They’re beautiful, you know.  Do you ever go out at night and look at the stars?”
“You can’t see them here,” she replied.

“It’s hard,” I conceded.  “The city lights really interfere.  But if you go out into the country, you can...”
“The Big Dipper.  I know that one.”
“There are more.”
“I know that.”
“There’s a place out in the Berkshires.  Professor LoNigro — he’s my...”  I stopped; “mentor” sounded a little pretentious.  “We worked on my...we worked together.  He has a cabin in the Berkshires, on this little lake.  At night there, you can see a lot more than here in the city.”
Instead of being impressed, she was annoyed.  She brought her arms up and folded them across her chest, then told me, “I’ve been out of the city.  We go skiing in the wintertime.  Colorado.  Try that, if you want a view.”
“I’ve never been there.”
“Your life’s not over, Sam.”
That took me by surprise.  “I...”  I muttered.  “I know it’s not.”
“You like archaeology.  Ever been to a real dig?”
“No,” I said.

“Vienna?”
“No.”
She disappeared again, into her bedroom.  When she came back, she had a piece of paper in her hand, which she tucked into the pocket of my jacket before she handed the jacket to me.  “Here.  I think I want you to go now.  I’m tired.  I’ll call you tomorrow night and let you know if I want to do this on Thursday.”  The look on her face didn’t invite me to disagree, so I pulled the jacket on and gathered up my books.  Then I put the books back down on the table, took the piece of paper out of my pocket and looked at it.

It was a check for a thousand dollars.

“I can’t take this,” I told her.

“Of course you can.  Call it a bonus, if that helps.  It’s drawn on my account.  Nobody’s going to question it.”
“But I can’t take it.”
“Take it.  It’ll get you to Europe, if you’re careful how you spend it.”
“I don’t want to go to Europe.”
“Then go to Colorado.”
“I don’t want to go to Colorado.”
She groaned.  “Go wherever you want, Sam.  Take the money.  Go look at the stars from someplace interesting.”
“And don’t come back?”
“I didn’t say that.”
Time skipped a beat then.  She was standing a few feet away from me, watching me turn the check over in my hands.  Then she wasn’t a few feet away from me, her hands were holding the back of my head, and her mouth had found mine.  I was nothing less than awestruck: first a thousand bucks, now this.

I intended to say something when she let me go, but all I could do was wheeze.  And think: If Eric gets that all the time, I want to be him in my next life.  Hell, I want to be him in this life.  I want to be him right now.
“Ummmm...” I said.  “Ummm... ummmm...”
“You’re a good kisser,” she told me.

“You were doing most of it.”
“Not really.”
“I could...” I began.

Then I heard a key turning in Julie’s front door.

Eric.  Had to be Eric, who thought it the height of humor to interrupt Julie’s lessons with his presence.  Eric, the guy who got to neck with Julie (and more, I guessed) on a regular basis.  The guy who was going to kill me if he found me with my hands anywhere near his fiancée.

I flung myself into a chair so fast I almost fell out of it.

The door opened, and instead of Eric, a woman with a bubble of dark hair the same shade as Julie’s walked into the apartment.  If finding me seated at Julie’s table, with my jacket on and my face the color of a fire hydrant, surprised her, she didn’t show it.  Actually, she paid no attention to me at all.  She shrugged out of her coat (which was unmarked by even a single drop of rain), laid it across the back of a chair, and reached up to pat hair so heavily and thoroughly lacquered that not even Hurricane Camille could have disturbed it.

“Julie, dear,” she announced, “I’ve been talking with Peter.”
That made Julie wince.  “Uhhhnnn,” she said.

The woman’s hands came up again, and she was holding a leather-covered portfolio I could have sworn had not been in her grasp a few seconds ago.  “We really need to decide on these swatches.”
“I don’t care,” Julie said.  “You choose.”
Then the woman’s eyes fell on me.  They were Julie’s eyes, but surrounded by a network of tiny crinkles that probably got drowned every night in Oil Of Olay.  “Hello,” she said, in a tone that added: Explain yourself.
“I’m Sam Beckett, Mrs. Moore.  Julie’s tutor.”
“Well, yes, I knew that.”
We had never met before, but I knew her too: her picture was in the Boston paper twice a month for accomplishing things my own mother would never have bothered with.  Things my mother had never had time for.  This woman, though, had all the time in the world.  And a secretary, a housekeeper, a driver, a personal hairdresser, a manicurist, a therapist.  Designer clothing, designer hair, designer nails.  As she moved closer to Julie and me, I caught a whiff of designer perfume.  I wanted to turn my nose up at it and couldn’t.  She smelled wonderful, and she undoubtedly knew that.

I waited to see if she’d betray some sign that she didn’t want me in her daughter’s perfectly coordinated apartment, sitting on one of her daughter’s three hundred dollar chairs.  Instead, she flipped the portfolio open.

“Which do you like?” she demanded.

Inside the folio were sixteen small pieces of fabric about three inches square, all in different designs but all in the same shade of blue and/or the same shade of green.

“Which...” I murmured.

“Never mind,” she told me.  “Julie, darling, if you want this work finished in time, you’ve got to make up your mind.  You can’t waffle about this any longer.”
“Not now, Mother,” Julie said.

They volleyed for almost ten minutes, a game I was sure took place every time they were together and the score of which was still tied when Julie dragged a coat out of the front closet, yanked it on and yanked me out the door.  The door banged shut behind us, leaving Priscilla Moore on her own inside the apartment as Julie propelled me down the hall.  When we got to the street she let go of me, turned suddenly on one heel and bolted off down the sidewalk.

It would have been easy enough for me to bolt in the other direction (and I definitely considered doing that), but I took the more difficult route and followed Julie.  My legs were longer than hers, and I caught up with her before she’d gone a full block.

“Julie...”
“She’s going to drive me insane,” she replied without slowing down.

“What are the samples for?”
“She wants to redecorate my apartment.”
“Can’t you just tell her you don’t want it redecorated?”
That stopped her, a couple of steps short of the curb at the end of the block.  She turned and looked me in the eye, half-disgusted and half-disappointed.  “No,” she said.  “I can’t.  It doesn’t work that way.  You don’t tell my mother ‘no.’”
“Change the locks,” I murmured.

“Sam,” she sighed.

I still had the check with me, and could feel it under my fingers when I stuck my hands in my pockets.  The rain had let up almost completely, I noticed; a good thing, because Julie’s coat didn’t look water-resistant and she had nothing on her head.  Neither did I, for that matter: my Cubs cap was back in her apartment with my textbooks.

“I guess you don’t want to go home right now,” I said.

“No.”
“Do you want to go somewhere?  I mean...there’s a coffee shop down there.”  I pointed in the proper direction.  “We could sit for a while.  They have great pie a la mode.”
She let me hug her then.  I had to; tears had welled up in her eyes and she started to droop.  I’d never seen anybody cry at the mention of pie a la mode, although I had gotten a lot of strange reactions from women to the suggestion of a date with me.  Not that this was a date.  This was getting in out of the rain.  This was pie a la mode in the Parkside Coffee Shop.  This was...not a date.

“Keep the check, Sam,” she told me when we came back out into the rain.  “You earned it.”
“How?” I asked her.

The question never got answered.  Julie canceled our session that Thursday, and sent my books and cap over by messenger.  The following Monday night, though, she called to say that she was ready to continue investigating the mysteries of calculus.

We met at the library, as we always had.  Julie made no mention of the encounter with her mother; why should she.  I’d witnessed a conflict I was no more involved in than if I’d found two people quarreling at the bus stop.  I had a relationship with Julie — sort of — but her relationship with her family was none of my business.  That didn’t stop me from forming opinions, though.  I liked her father.  Her mother, I thought, was one of those useless society women for whom picking out “swatches” is an accomplishment.  Maybe she was likeable, maybe not.  I tried to give her the benefit of the doubt; after all, it wasn’t her fault she was useless.

Julie’s apartment was redecorated, top to bottom, before her school year ended the third week in May.  I got a look at it the day Julie got her finals grades: still coordinated within an inch of its life, but this incarnation was “ivory,” “teal” and “forest.”
Only one objet was a different color, and it caught my eye immediately.  No, I’d never been to a “real dig,” but this was old, even to my amateur’s eye.

“Eighth century,” Julie said.

It was a deity of some kind, short and squat and concrete-block gray.  Weighed about as much as a concrete block, too.  The phrase “uglier than sin” had been invented to describe it.  But it had a place of honor on Julie’s mantel.

“Do you like this?” I asked.

“I hate it,” she told me.  “Take it home.”
“I can’t do that.  It...doesn’t go with the rest of my stuff.”
“Then sell it.”
“Where?”
She let the subject drop.  The next time I visited Julie’s apartment, she was using the deity as a doorstop.  Julie’s mother was there, standing in the middle of the living room, twisting a blue dishtowel in her hands and breathing as if she were taking part in a clean-and-jerk competition.  Eric was there too, sitting on the sofa with his hands clasped between his knees.  He was wearing khakis and a “forest” polo shirt.  I got a fleeting, dismissive glance from him at the same time I was wondering whether his clothing had started out in Julie’s mother’s swatch books.

“Sam and I are going to the library,” Julie told both of them.

“I think Sam can wait,” Eric told her.

“Sam,” Julie said, “is being paid by the hour.”
That was true, sort of.

We’d almost reached the stairs when Eric hauled the door open and growled Julie’s name with as much animosity as his well-bred dignity would allow.  Julie, who was wearing white tennis shorts and a pale blue polo shirt big enough to belong to Eric (and it probably did), stopped, turned around and stared him down.  “We can finish this conversation later,” she said pleasantly.  “I’m going to the library now.  Please don’t follow me.  You’ll distract me.”
It was way beneath Eric’s dignity to slam a door, but he slammed it anyway.

“Now what?” I asked Julie when we reached the street.

“He’s a pig,” she replied.

I kept my eyes focused straight ahead as we walked to the library.  If she thought Eric was a pig (and who knew what had brought that on), it was a good thing she didn’t know the way I’d entertained myself a couple of times a week since the day she’d kissed me.  A couple of times a week...usually Tuesday and Thursday evenings.  I’ve never considered myself a good actor, never had any interest in that kind of make-believe, but I managed to act my way through that spring and summer and into the fall.  Pretending Julie and I had a cordial, platonic relationship.  That I was “a friend.”  That I was her tutor.  Knew her well enough to offer an occasional opinion without being out of line.  Well enough to know she thought my opinion was at least worth listening to.

She was the ‘Cliffie I tutored, someone who lived in a world I’d never be a part of.  (A world I didn’t really want to be a part of.)  She never touched me after that day it rained.  Let me help her on with her coat, or hand her something she’d dropped.  But nothing more intimate than that.

When I went home, though — when I was by myself, the Julie that lived in my imagination certainly touched me.

Maybe “pig” was too mild a word.

I grew very adept at studying her in my peripheral vision.  Watched her hands as she made notes in her book.  The way she sometimes caught her tongue between her teeth as she worked out a problem.  The color of her eyes.  Her earlobes.

And those breasts.

I wanted her to stand out in the middle of the Common, naked, with the summer sun streaming down over her while I walked around and around and around, drinking in every bit of her — and not in my peripheral vision.  Noting details, as if I could paint worth a damn and wanted to do a portrait of her so beautiful it would make people gasp.  The best I got, though, was shorts and sandals and once, a skimpy little shirt.  With a bra underneath, because while almost every other girl I saw went braless that summer, for one of the Boston Moores unsupported breasts would have been unthinkably slovenly.

Like my apartment.

No female, except my landlady, ever saw the inside of Chez Mildew.  Even if I had found someone to date more than once, I had too much respect for other people’s sensibilities to bring a girl home to my plaid couch and my heaps of books and my file-folder‑colored paint job.  Maybe, given the size and variety of the population, there was a girl somewhere in Greater Boston who would think my place was charming.  If there was, I never found her.  Not that I spent a lot of time looking.  Most of that year I thought of Julie, while I was standing alone in the shower or half‑asleep on the couch I had firmed up with a sheet of plywood from the lumberyard in order to preserve the health and well‑being of my spine.

By the time the Christmas shopping season rolled around, I told myself that the only gift I wanted was to look at her, my own personal ’Cliffie, Julie of the perfect breasts.  The idealist in me wanted to take her away from the life she obviously wasn’t happy with.  To show her the wonders of being a member of the middle class.  But the realist in me (which spoke up more often, and louder) always reminded me that Julie and I had nothing in common.  We had nothing to bind us together.

So I just wanted to look at her naked.

Then take her to bed and make wild, passionate love to her.

I had no reason to see her during the holidays; the fall term of her sophomore year was over and she’d managed to pull a “C” on the exam she took before Christmas.  We agreed that our sessions would resume in mid‑January.

Still, she didn’t looked surprised when she opened her door on New Year’s Eve and found me standing on her threshold with a book in my hands.

“Hi,” I said.

And immediately knew I had made a mistake.  She was furious; her eyes were filled with storm clouds.

“I’ll...” I began.

I was going to turn around and leave.  I was going to pretend I hadn’t noticed the condition of her apartment, or the condition of her, and just leave quickly and quietly, as if I’d never been here.  I’d see her in two weeks, aiming to get her through another half‑year of mathematics she couldn’t possibly have a use for.

But her eyes held me riveted.  Whatever she was angry at, it wasn’t me.

And she wasn’t slamming the door in my face.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Bastard,” she said.

She didn’t mean me.  I was as convinced of that as I’ve ever been of anything in my life.  When she turned around and walked away I followed her, closing the door carefully behind me so that it wouldn’t make a noise.  Then I stood just inside the threshold, taking stock of what I saw.  For a minute I thought the apartment had been ransacked by thieves.  One of the straight‑backed chairs (the ones that used to have pink and white cushions) was lying on its side.  A lamp I had last seen sitting on the small round table beside the sofa was now in shards on the floor alongside the fireplace.  One of Julie’s sneakers sat on the throw rug, all alone, as if it were meant to be there.  And the air was filled with a bad smell, as if Julie had attempted to cook something and had turned it to charcoal.  The white wall in between the draperied windows was marked with a huge brown splash that ran in trickles down to the baseboard.  And there was clothing everywhere.  Absolutely everywhere.  I doubted anything was left in the closets.

“Did somebody...what happened?” I asked.

It was entirely possible that whoever had made a mess of the apartment had roughed Julie up too — and that turned out to be true.  The front of her silk shirt was stained with something I couldn’t identify, and the silk was badly crumpled.  The shirt was untucked.  Her hair was wild, and her face was red and blotchy.

“The bastard,” she said again.

Eric was as annoying as Julie’s mother, but I couldn’t believe he’d do this.  Creating havoc like this would mess up his own clothing.

Nope, there was no way.

Still, somebody was a bastard.

“What happened?” I pressed.

She began to pluck, with thumb and fore-finger, at the web of skin between the thumb and forefinger of her other hand.  She was doing it so stiffly that it had to hurt.  After a minute of watching her, I went to her and took hold of both her hands.  She tried to pull them away, but I held on.

“Julie,” I said.

“I hate him.”
“Who?”
“Who?” she echoed.  “Who do you think?  Who could it be?  Him.  The bastard.”  Her voice caught, and she turned away from me.  She was trying not to let me see her cry, but the rest of her body gave away her emotions as much as her eyes did.  She tried to pull away again, but I still held on, curling my fingers around hers so that I could send some warmth into them.  The apartment was warm enough, but her hands were as cold as a package of frozen vegetables.  She seemed not to want me to look at her hands either, and after a moment of thought I figured out why: she was no longer wearing Eric’s engagement ring with its pea-sized diamond.

“He broke your engagement,” I guessed.

“The...”
I cut her off.  “Yeah.  I know.  Here, come sit down.”  She didn’t resist when I steered her over to the sofa; when she sat down her head slumped and she began to wring her hands together in her lap, the way her mother had wrung the kitchen towel a couple of months ago.  I sat down too, wondering what I ought to say to make her feel better.  I couldn’t agree with her: even though I thought Eric was a self-involved jerk, for me, the words “Eric” and “bastard” weren’t synonymous.  Actually, it seemed like not having to marry Eric Montgomery Faulkner III was a good thing.  Julie had only turned 19 that fall, and ought to spend some time getting to know herself before she buried herself in being Mrs. Faulkner.  Or Mrs. anybody else.

That made me remember how I’d spent last New Year’s, and I had to hold back a sigh.  I’d given the “you’re too young to get married” speech to my sister twelve months ago, and she hadn’t listened.  (Well, maybe she’d listened, but inside her head she was probably deciding what to name her children.)  Katie hadn’t trashed the apartment, but she’d been every bit as freaked out as Julie was now.  My spending New Year’s Eve trying to calm down a hysterical female was starting to become a trend.  A trend I didn’t like.

At least Katie hadn’t trashed the place.

“Do you want me to help you straighten this mess up?” I asked Julie.

“What?” she said sharply.  “No.”
“You didn’t hurt yourself, did you?”
“No.”
Her voice was sullen, defensive.  But she had let me come in.  Let me witness this.  What the point of that was, I didn’t know, and wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

“Do you want some tea?” I asked.

“No.”
“It might help.”
“It won’t help.”  With me watching her, she got up from the sofa, wandered around in front of it for a minute, then knelt down and began to gather up a wildly strewn collection of magazines that lay near the end table.  She stopped when among the magazines she found two semi-circles of black plastic.

“I hate him,” she muttered.

She held the pieces together for a moment, and I saw them as what they’d been: a 45 record, now snapped in half.  I didn’t need to read the label to know which record, because Julie had told me the story months ago.  A year ago in October, around the time of Julie’s 18th birthday, Eric had rented an hour’s worth of time from the owner of a van with a loudspeaker, the kind that drove up and down the streets of every neighborhood in America touting the talents of political candidates.  Eric didn’t want to boost a candidate; he wanted to play a song for his girl.  It was one of the few plebeian things Eric had ever done in his life — the song was a fluffy thing called “Julie, Do You Love Me?” and had been a hit several years before for a teen-idol singer named Bobby Sherman.

I knew who Bobby Sherman was (as part of a teen magazine contest, he’d called my sister Katie on her 12th birthday, and I had happened to answer the phone) and I even knew the song (courtesy of Katie’s record player).  The picture of Eric Montgomery Faulkner III, he of the hundred-dollar loafers and the rainbow of polo shirts, sitting in the passenger seat of a battered ex-florist’s delivery truck while a tinny loudspeaker mounted on the roof belched Bobby Sherman’s voice all over Cambridge, struck me as hysterically funny.  Lame, too, but funny.  Either way, the trick worked.  The noise rousted Julie out of her house and she agreed to marry Mr. Faulkner III before the question had finished coming out of his mouth.  Now the record, which Eric gave her along with the diamond ring, lay in two pieces in her lap.  I didn’t think she’d played it in the last fourteen months, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to play it any more.

“I’m sorry, Julie,” I said, and meant it.

Her head came up and she stared hard at a point in the middle of my forehead.  “Why does he think he can do this to me?” she demanded.

“I don’t know.”
“He doesn’t worry about anybody but himself.”
I couldn’t argue with that.  If he’d been someone else, I might have defended his actions ...a little.  He wasn’t much older than she was, and, like Julie, could probably use a few more years of flying solo, of trying to understand himself, before he married anyone.  But I couldn’t defend anything Eric did, or thought, or said.  Not to her.  He’d hurt her, and she was right.  He was a bastard.

She went on staring at me as I tugged her over to the sofa and sat her down again.  This time I wrapped my arms around her and held her head against my shoulder.  She was as stiff as a department-store mannequin for a minute, not wanting my comfort, but I was determined to keep giving it until she changed her mind.  I ought to say something, I thought.  But what?  I had no real experience with being dumped, or with dumping someone else.  True, Nicole had left me, but that was...different.  She was my teacher, not my lover.

Julie made a noise against my chest that sounded like a gasp of pain.  Although I knew my grasp wasn’t tight enough to hurt her, I loosened it and looked down at the top of her head.  “It doesn’t go away,” I told her.  “But it shrinks.”
“What,” she muttered.

“The bad feeling.  It’s sort of...like it has a half-life.  After a while, there’s only half of it left.  And then half of that, and then half of that.”  I paused.  “It never goes away completely, but if you keep moving forward long enough, there’s so little of it that you can...ignore it.”  The last couple of words were a whisper.  Thinking about Nicole had shown me exactly where the tiny remaining bit of my broken heart still lived and had stoked it into a brilliant blaze.

“There’s somebody else,” Julie said bitterly.

“There is?”
“He said no.  He said we ‘have different agendas.’  But there’s somebody else.  I saw her.  Her father is one of the senior partners at the firm he’s clerking at.  Elizabeth.  That’s her name, Elizabeth.”  Then she pulled away from me, sitting rigidly with her hands clenched in front of her, as if she intended to punch me.  I would have let her, if I’d honestly believed it would make her feel better.  But it wouldn’t, any more than ruining her apartment had helped.  She could have torn the whole building down, one brick at a time, and still feel like crap when she finished.  Exhausted crap, but crap.

“What do I do?” she asked me pointedly.

“You don’t have to do anything,” I said.  “School starts again in a couple of weeks.”  That obviously wasn’t the right answer, so I suggested, “What do you want to do?  Sue him for emotional distress?”
“No,” she grumbled.  “I want to give him some emotional distress.”
“How?”
“I don’t know.”
“Can’t you let him go?”
That was a stupid, simplistic idea, and it only worked on a plane of pure logic, but it was the only one I could come up with.  From my perspective, Eric was a shallow, unidirectional pain in the ass without an ounce of creativity, original thought or honest affection he could use to turn himself into a decent human being.  He looked good, and according to Julie, his work as a fledgling lawyer was solid enough to secure him the promise of a full-time position at the firm he was clerking for, as soon as he passed the bar.  But beyond that...Julie could find herself a better companion by going down to the pound and laying down a few bucks for a dog.  I couldn’t conceive of a day when Eric would worry more about his wife’s heart than about his looks or his position in that law firm.  There were people like that even in Elk Ridge.  People who devastated their “loved ones” simply by caring about the wrong things.

I believed that, so I said something I knew had no tact in it.  “He’s a jerk, Julie.  Let him go.”
Her eyes widened for a second, then she grimaced.  “And then what?”
“Then...”
“Then.”  She lifted her hands and held her head in between them, as if she thought it might suddenly fall off her neck.  “I had everything all figured out.  All of it.  Like when you go into class the first day, and the professor hands you an outline of what’s going to happen during the semester.  I had everything outlined.  What happens next week, and the week after that, and the week after that.  And now...God.”  She gulped in a big lungful of air.  “He ruined it.  He ruined it all.”
“No he didn’t, Julie.  He changed it, that’s all.  He changed it.”
“Sleep with me, Sam.”
I didn’t say anything for a while.  First, I had to decide whether she’d really said what I thought I’d heard her say.  Then I had to come up with a sensible response.  Sensible, even when I badly wanted to say simply, “Okay.”  Sensible, because that was what my upbringing insisted on.  My dad had been a more dedicated proponent for common sense than he was for the value of dairy products — and he lived and breathed dairy products.

Use your head, Sam.
I could hear him saying that as I sat there with my hands clutching my knees, trying not to look too much at Julie.

“I can’t do that,” I told her finally.

“Why not?”
Because you’ll hate me in the morning.  Because your father will find out about it, and I’ll lose my job.  He’ll tell all his friends I had sex with his daughter, and that’ll take care of my chances of tutoring anybody else.  Because your mother has a key, and she might walk in on us.  Or Eric might walk in on us.  Or...
“Why not?” she asked again.

“It’s not right,” I said.

Her left eyebrow went up in a way that made her look incredibly like Mr. Spock.  “For whom?”
“Either of us.”
“Why?”
“Are you trying to get even with Eric?”
“Maybe.  Yes.  No.  I don’t know.  I’m not going to tell him, if that’s what you mean.”
“Then what’s the point?”
That must have gone right off the Bizarre scale, as far as she was concerned.  The eyebrow disappeared up underneath her bangs and she leaned away from me, though it seemed more like she wanted to get a better look at me instead of trying to put some distance between us.  “Don’t you like sex?” she asked me.

“Yes.  I...yes.  Of course I do.”
“You’re blushing.”
Of course I was.  She’d posed a question I didn’t know the answer to.  I could guess, but that was about it; and “yes” was the only guess I was going to give voice to.  “No,” I figured, would turn her into the Dog With Eyes As Big As Windmills.  The truth was closer to “I don’t know.”  But I had to say “yes.”  Had to.  Even though I had all of one experience to base that decision on.  (And to my chagrin, it was an experience I honestly couldn’t remember most of the details of.)  Saying anything else would disgrace not only me, but every other man on the planet.  After all, hadn’t I spent eight whole months fantasizing about...

“Damn,” I muttered.

“I’m not going to get pregnant,” Julie offered.

I hadn’t even considered that.

“I thought about you, you know.”
I lifted my head, so that I was no longer examining the toes of my shoes, and with a lot of effort looked her right in the eye.  Her voice had gotten very soft, and the sound of it hit me right where she obviously wanted it to hit me.  She thought about me??  Thought what??  And when?  I didn’t wonder whether she was telling the truth or not, just stared into her eyes.

She thought about me???

Did that mean she...that she...

“I can’t,” I stammered.  “It’s not right.  You won’t be happy about this tomorrow.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because...”
“Because you’re just my tutor?”
“Well,” I said, “yes.”
She tugged on my right hand until I surrendered and stood up, then turned me around so that I was looking into the big mirror over the mantel.  I tried to pay more attention to the reflection of that brown splash between the windows than to my own, until Julie put her hands on my shoulders.  I could feel the heat of them right through my jacket — at least it seemed like I could.  When she reached around, unzipped my jacket and slid it off of me, that became a moot point.  My coat ended up on the floor and her hands went back to my shoulders.  Yeah, they were warm.  Very, very warm.  And I was frozen every bit as stiff as that ugly gray stone deity of hers.

Which was no longer on the mantel, or near the door she’d used it to stop.  I looked.  And went on looking.  After a minute I found it on the floor, under a dent in the wall.  She must have thrown it.  No easy trick, because the thing weighed eight or nine pounds.  It must have been like throwing a shotput.

“Sam.”
“Don’t do this, okay?”  I turned around then, and stepped back so that her hands couldn’t reach me.  “I shouldn’t have come over here.  But I thought...I wanted to drop off that book.”
“What book?”
“Come on, Julie.  Don’t do this.  It’s not funny.”
“I wasn’t trying to be funny, Sam.”
“You don’t want to be intimate with me.”
That word — the one that sounded like it had come out of a magazine article — made her blink.  Then she pointed to my reflection in the mirror and said, “You’re a good‑looking guy.”
“That’s not a reason.”
“Sam...”
I shook my head, hard.  “No.  Don’t do that.  Don’t make that noise.  It’s not right, don’t you get it?”  I didn’t believe myself at first, but I built up steam as I went on, until I sounded about as righteous as Abraham Lincoln.  “If you don’t want to be alone on New Year’s Eve, I’ll stay here.  I guess that’s why I came over here — I didn’t want to be alone either.  And if...if you want somebody to hold you because you’re upset, then I’ll hold you.  But I can’t...the rest of it.  I can’t do that.  It’s not right.”  I stopped then, wondering where the hell all of that had come from and waiting for Julie to read my mind and tell me I was full of crap.

She wandered around the room for a minute, picking her way around the little heaps of clothing and things that belonged in places other than on the floor.  I saw the dancer’s grace in her again as she moved.  “Why does it have to be right?” she asked without looking at me.  “I mean...why does it have to be that involved?”
Her head shifted and she found my face, but just for a second.

“You’re hurt, and you’re not thinking straight,” I told her.

“Go home,” she snapped.  “Go on, get out.”
“Julie...”
“Get out.”
I went about halfway to the door and stopped there, waiting to see if she’d repeat the command, or throw something at me.  She didn’t do anything at all.  Her eyes shot from one thing to another (but not to me) but she didn’t move, or speak.  She didn’t give any sign that she remembered I was in the room.  Her face had started to look pinched when I went back to her, wrapped my arms around her and tucked her head in under my chin.

“It’s okay,” I said.  “I know what it feels like.”
Did she love him? I wondered.  I’d never heard her say she did, or even suggest it.  Maybe I didn’t know how she felt; maybe her heart wasn’t broken.  Maybe all Eric had done was mess up all her carefully‑arranged plans for the future.  Before I could decide one way or the other, she pulled herself out of my grasp and threaded her way to the kitchen.  She came back with hot tea, which was what I expected, but it was in a mug this time, not one of her fragile china cups.  And this time there was a second mug, for me.

“I don’t know what to do now,” she said.

“Did you love him?”
The answer wasn’t any of my business, of course, and she could have told me so.  Instead, she grimaced.  “I don’t know.  I guess so.  I’ve been going out with him since I was fifteen.  Yes.  I guess so.  I was going to marry him.”  She took a long swig of the tea, as if she was chug‑a‑lugging a beer.  “I thought I...God, I don’t know.  It doesn’t make much difference now, does it?”  Another swig, which must have emptied the mug, then she demanded, “Why couldn’t you just go to bed with me, instead of asking me all these questions?”
“Because...I’m trying to help you.”
“Don’t help me.”
“Do you want me to leave?”
“I want you to stop grilling me.”
“Do you want me to help you clean up this mess?”
“No.”
“Then what?  Tell me what I can do to help.”
Her response was to push her mug into my hand.  I was right: it was empty.  Mine was still full.  “I’m going to change my clothes,” she sighed.  “There are cookies in the kitchen if you’re hungry.  You can have them.  I don’t want them.”
I didn’t want them either — I didn’t even bother looking for them.  I drank some of the tea she’d given me, then emptied the mug into the sink and washed it along with hers.  For a minute I considered starting to tidy up the disaster in the living room.  My timing was pretty good, I thought: I’d completely missed the tirade that had brought all her clothes out here from the bedroom.  She couldn’t have simply pitched them out here, because it wasn’t a straight shot.  Almost unconsciously I began to pick her things up one by one and piled them at the end of the sofa.

“I said you didn’t have to do that.”
Her voice made me turn, like it always did, as if I were a dog following a whistle.  She was bundled into a huge fuzzy pale blue bathrobe that didn’t belong with the silk and the linen and the cashmere.  Her hair was neatly combed, and her face looked as if she’d scrubbed it.

“I’ll go home,” I offered, “if you want to go to sleep.”
“You said you’d stay.”
“Your mother wouldn’t like that, would she?  My staying here.  What if she...”
“She’s not coming here tonight,” Julie said bitterly.

“Does she know about Eric?”
“Of course she knows.  The whole world knows.”
The way she said that made me under-stand that Eric had broken off their engagement in some very public way — or that he’d done it privately, but then had made an announcement to his family.  And her family.  Maybe he’d had a town crier run through Newport.  Whatever he’d done, and however he’d done it, he’d made Julie look foolish.

Yeah, she was right.  He was a bastard.

“Have you had dinner?” I asked her.

I brought her — us — a pizza from the place next to the coffee shop, which I’d noticed was brightly lit when I passed it on the way to her apartment.  She watched me lay the pizza out on her table, along with canned Cokes and two enormous chocolate chip cookies, with a skeptical look on her face.  Not knowing what her preference in toppings might be (I forgot to determine that before I ran out), I’d had them load it with everything.

“What, no eggplant?” Julie said.

“No eggplant,” I nodded.  “No chick peas, no chocolate sauce, no okra, no brandied pears.”
That worked.  She almost, almost, cracked a smile.

Her cutlery drawer lacked a pizza wheel (which didn’t surprise me), so I portioned out our dinner with a steak knife.  Luckily, the pizza parlor had sent me off with a dozen paper napkins; Julie didn’t have any of those either.  I’d wondered during my trot back to her apartment whether she actually liked pizza — it might be way too lower‑class a meal for the Boston Moores.  Whether that was true or not, and whether she’d ever had a pizza before or not, she sucked down her half of it as if she hadn’t eaten anything at all in about three days, leaving wide smears of tomato sauce around her mouth.  The Coke, her cookie and half of mine disappeared just as rapidly.  When she was finished, she curled herself into a ball at the empty end of the sofa, legs drawn up underneath her and her arms wrapped around herself.  Since the other end of the couch was filled with clothes, I took the remaining piece of my cookie and my can of Coke to the one-and-only easy chair and sat down there.

“What do you want, Sam?” Julie asked me suddenly, after she’d spent a minute watching me eat.  “More than anything.  What do you really want.”
“I...I’m not sure.”
“I want to know.”
The look on her face said she wasn’t going to allow me to hedge, so I thought it over.  A dozen possibilities rolled through my mind.  I wanted my father and my brother back.  I wanted life to be easier for my mother and my sister.  I wanted to fall in love.

I wanted to see Julie naked.

I could still take her up on her offer, I thought.  The idea that her mother might walk in on us didn’t worry me half as much as what I didn’t know about sex.  There had only been that one time, with Ann, right after my father had died.  That night had been a lot like this one, I supposed — I had needed someone, and Ann had happened to be there.  Unlike me, though, Ann hadn’t said “I can’t.”  Or “It’s not right.”  I doubt she had sleeping with me in mind when she took me home (really, there was nowhere else to take me), but either way, she let me lose track of myself and my grief for a little while.  I don’t remember much of what I felt that night, other than grief, and a very fleeting sense of relief, but I know I didn’t launch any skyrockets for Ann.

That was the problem.  I didn’t know how to launch the damn skyrockets.  I had an approximate idea of what needed to be done, thanks to my brother, to Sibby and Herky, and to long examination of an anatomy textbook (and several issues of Playboy).  But “what” needed to go along with “how hard,” “how fast” and “for how long.”
Maybe she’d show me.

Maybe I could bluff my way through getting started, and then she’d take over.

Or not.

Maybe she would.

But I was supposed to be the teacher.

I was supposed to be the one with all the answers.

She was still watching me, so intently that I began to feel like I was naked.  There was another answer to her question, wasn’t there?  A real answer.  Something that didn’t have anything to do with my hormones.  I groped for it, trying to avoid Julie’s gaze without actually looking down.

“I want to...” I said softly, “I want to do something that matters.”
“To whom?”
“To...well, um, to the world.”
“You want to ‘Make A Difference.’”
She wasn’t mocking me, exactly.  But she wasn’t supporting the concept, either.  Obviously nobody in her family had ever gone running off to join the Peace Corps.  Or maybe they had, and that was where the lack of support came from.

“What’s wrong with that?” I asked her.

“It’s all right for some people, I suppose.”
“And what does that mean?”
“Nothing.  Is your I.Q. really two hundred and sixty-seven?”
Most people said that number quickly, tossed it off, as if it were a phone number or a zip code.  Maybe, I thought, they did that so it would become insignificant.  Julie drew it out, gave it every one of its eight syllables.  Still not mocking, exactly.

I shrugged.  “It’s an estimate.  They...the scales don’t really go up that high.”
“And what does that mean?  Two hundred and sixty-seven?”
“That I’m smarter than the average bear?” I suggested.

“Smarter than Einstein?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“No.  Yes.  What difference does it make?  It’s not something I asked for,” I told her.

“So what does someone as intelligent as you want to do to `Make A Difference’?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
“You’re going to invent something rare and wonderful?”
Enough was enough.  My empty Coke can landed on the end table.  Normally I wouldn’t have left it there, but the room was such a shambles that right now, it didn’t stand out at all.  Julie went on watching me as I collected my jacket and put it on.  Some New Year’s Eve, I thought.  Just as good as last year.  I was rapidly beginning to hate this holiday.  It had always been fun while my dad was alive — unless one of us had somewhere else to go (and we never did), he insisted on all of us sitting with him in the living room, watching TV or listening to music, reminiscing about holidays from his childhood.  A few minutes before midnight, the TV would be tuned to the celebration in Times Square and we would watch the giant ball drop, marking the arrival of the New Year.  My dad had loved New Year’s Eve.  More than Christmas, sometimes, it seemed like.

“I’m gonna go home now,” I told Julie.

“Why?”
I stopped searching in my pockets for my gloves and blinked at her.  “`Why’?”
“I thought you didn’t want to be alone.”
“I don’t,” I said.  “But I don’t want to sit here and...”
“And what?”
“Good night, Julie.”
My hand was resting on the doorknob when she caught up with me.  “Come on, Sam.  Don’t go.”
Whether she’d actually go a step further and turn the request into a plea, I didn’t know.  Her voice was light enough to say she didn’t really care whether I left or not, but her eyes said something else.  She certainly wouldn’t drop to her knees and clutch my leg, or burst into tears, nothing that dramatic.  She was a Boston Moore, after all.

But it seemed like right now, on New Year’s Eve, I was the only friend she had...for whatever that was worth.  Something she needed to hang on to.

“Don’t go, Sam,” she said again.

I let go of the doorknob but didn’t move away from the door.  “Are you going to go on picking on me?”
“Picking on you?  I’m not picking on you.”
“Are so,” I said softly.

“Why?  Because I asked you what you want to do with your life?”
“No, because of the way you asked me.”
“How did I ask you?”
“As if anything I might want to do would be pointless and ridiculous.  As if you’d have to indulge me...or maybe not.  As if it wouldn’t be worth worrying about.  I don’t think you’d like it if I belittled what you want to do.  So don’t do it to me.”
A strange, unreadable expression crossed her face right before she turned away from me.  She mumbled a couple of words that sounded like “I’m sorry” but might not have been that at all.

“What do you want to do?” I ventured.

She didn’t answer me, just stood with her back to me and her arms folded over the front of her bathrobe.

“You must want to do something,” I persisted.

“No,” she said.

“Everybody has dreams.”
“No they don’t.”
“Yes they do.”  After a minute of her pretending to ignore me, I gave up on the door and circled around in front of her.  “Yes they do,” I said more firmly.  “You look at the stars — haven’t you ever thought about being the first woman to walk on the moon?  Or...or...being a championship tennis player?”
“No,” she said.

“Then when you were little, what did you want to be when you grew up?”
“Like my mother,” she replied.

I managed not to wince.  “Okay.  Okay.  When I was really little, I wanted to be like my dad.  But when I got older...”
She waggled her head, making her hair flop against her shoulders.  “I’m not good enough at anything.  What if I said yes, I want to be the first woman on the moon?  You think NASA would take me?  They’d only want me if I could buy my way in.  You’re tutoring me for a reason, you know.  My grades are mediocre.  That’s what my father said when he told me he was hiring someone to help me.  ‘Julianna, your grades are mediocre.’  Like my life.  My life is mediocre.  Sure, I go to the movies and imagine being Robert Redford’s leading lady.  But that doesn’t make it happen.”
“It won’t as long as you don’t try.”
“It wouldn’t even if I did try.”
“Well, if that’s what you believe...”
“It’s what’s true.  Why do you care, anyway?” she said sharply.  “What difference does it make to you?  You’re getting your money.  It’s no reflection on you, whatever happens to me.”  Her eyes narrowed and she began to peer at me.  “In fact, you know, if you agreed with me, if you were nice to me, I might write you more of those thousand-dollar checks.  You ought to be nice to me, Sam.”
I could have stayed home tonight, I thought.  I could have bought a pizza for myself, and a six-pack of beer, and watched the TV broadcasts from New York.  I’d spent a lot of solitary nights in Cambridge, for one reason or another; this one wouldn’t have been all that much different from the rest.  And if I honestly felt the need to have company, there were half a dozen bars within a few minutes’ walk of my apartment.  Every one of them would be jammed with people tonight.  Strangers, but what the hell.  Toasting the arrival of the New Year with strangers would have been a lot less frustrating than this.

“Julie,” I groaned, “I don’t know what you want me to tell you.  I don’t know what you want me to do.”
“I told you what I want you to do.”
“Yeah, I remember.  And that would solve everything, wouldn’t it?”
“It would be a distraction.”
“Thank you,” I said.  “That’s the nicest compliment I’ve ever been paid.”
“If I had asked anybody else...”
“Go ahead.”
“I...”
I pointed to her door.  “No, go ahead.  There’s a bar that’s” — I let the streets scroll by in my mind’s eye — “nine blocks down.  Past the coffee shop.  It’s called Lamppost, or Lamplighter, or something like that.  I’m sure there’s a crowd of guys there right now, and some of them are probably stag.  Go on, put your coat on and go down there.  It probably wouldn’t take you more than five minutes to find somebody who’ll sleep with you.”
Then I waited.  I was sure she’d have a comeback: she’d either insult me, or tell me that she was going to call her father and make sure I was run out of town on a rail at sunup.  My sister might have slugged me.  But this wasn’t my sister.  It took me a long time to understand that Julie wouldn’t hit me, and not simply because fist-fighting wasn’t genteel.  A second after I realized that, I realized that what I’d said to Julie would have earned me a pummeling of another kind from my mother.

“I’m sorry,” I told her, and meant it.  “I was really...that was rude.  I’m sorry.”
“I don’t care,” she sighed.

“Well, I do.”
A whole speech began to form inside my head, things I badly wanted to say to her.  Things I would have gone ahead and said if she’d been my sister.  Not that I believed it would accomplish much; I’d given Katie a hundred speeches over the last few years and she hadn’t paid attention to any of them.

You’re too good for Eric.  You can find someone you’re important to.  Somebody who’ll listen to you.  Somebody who can help you...
“Why should you care?” she shot back.  “You’re...”
“Somebody your father hired.”
“Yes.  That’s all.  You work for us.  You don’t need to...”
“But I do.”
She began to move around the room slowly, reaching down to pick up her clothes one piece at a time and looking at them with a stricken expression on her face, as if she were cleaning up after a flood or an earthquake.  “I need to fix this,” she muttered.  “I have to get this all put back together before the morning.”  Her eyes found mine for a second and she said, “You should go home now,” before she looked away again.

“I can help you,” I offered.

“No.”  She shook her head.  “I’ll do it.”
“I don’t mind.  I’ll help you.”
“Go home, Sam.”
She didn’t mean that.

My sister had a bad habit of bringing home things she’d found: stray cats, a runaway dog, a ring without a stone that had been dropped near the front steps at school, broken toys, odds and ends that the other residents of Elk Ridge had put out as trash.  Katie was forever determined to repair (or nurse) her treasures and adopt them as her own, though more often than not it was Tom, or Dad, or me who ended up doing the difficult repairs while she “supervised.”  All three of us learned very quickly that when Katie said “I can do it,” what she really wanted to do was direct.

So when Julie said “I’ll do it” in exactly the same tone of voice my sister had always used, of course I didn’t go home.

There were things we couldn’t fix, either one of us.  The brown stuff (it was tea) she’d hurled at the wall had stained the paint.  The tipped-over straight-backed chair had a deep scratch in one leg, the lamp that lay near the fireplace was beyond hope.  And her fat gray stone god-of-whatever now had only one and a half feet.  I found the other half-a-foot underneath the refrigerator.

“We could get you another lamp,” I offered.  “All the stores are closed tomorrow, but they’ll be open Friday.  Will your mother be coming over here before the weekend?”
“She’d see the bill,” Julie sighed.

“Will she be angry?”
She was sitting on the sofa with her head resting in her hands.  Just as I decided she was going to let the question answer itself, she turned her head a little and looked at me through her fingers.  What she said came out so softly that I couldn’t make out the words.  Or thought I couldn’t.

“What?” I asked.

“I said, `Does a bear shit in the woods?’“
Then she started to laugh.  There was a hopeless quality to it, as if it wouldn’t take much for her to switch from laughing to crying, but that didn’t happen.  When the sound started to fade away, she stuck her foot in the direction of the stone deity, which I’d left sitting on the floor.  “I hate that thing,” she winced.  “I hated it when she brought it here, and I still hate it.  Why would she think I’d want it?  She can’t possibly like it.  It had to be Peter.  Peter told her it would fit in, and she agreed with him.  She always agrees with Peter.”
“Why?”
“Because he’s Good.”
“According to who?”
“Her friends.  And he charges two hundred dollars an hour.  So he must be Good.”
“So your mother didn’t actually choose all this stuff.”
She blew her nose on one of the paper napkins I’d brought back from the pizza parlor, crumpled it, and threw it at the head of the deity.  “My mother doesn’t make decisions,” she said.  “My mother writes checks.”
“Then why didn’t she let you decide?”
“Because.  I am a child.”
“You were going to get married.”
That made her sigh again.  “That wasn’t my decision.  That was Eric’s idea.  And it was his idea that...we’re not going to get married.”  While she was talking, she tried to make herself comfortable on the sofa, but the cushions were too stiff and solid for that to be possible.  Finally, she settled for pulling her feet up underneath her and tucking them into her bathrobe.  “I don’t decide anything,” she told me.  “My father decided where I’d go to school, and what I’d study.  I was introduced to Eric at a party, and Eric decided he wanted to `see’ me.  My groceries are delivered once a week, and the woman who does the cleaning puts them away.  I get new clothes delivered in boxes with tissue paper.  From Evelyn.”
“Who’s Evelyn?” I frowned.

“The woman who dresses my mother.  I feel like I live in a diorama.”
“Couldn’t you send the stuff back?”
“What, and be `willful’?”
“Make your own decisions.”
“What would be the point of that?”
“You could achieve something on your own.  Make your parents proud of you.  Make yourself proud of you.”
“By doing what?”
“I...I’m not sure,” I said.  “I guess you have to figure out what you’re good at, and then go do it.”
“I’m not good at anything.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“You’ve known me for more than a year.  What do you think I’m good at?”
That “more than a year” was composed of an hour twice a week, mostly at the library, mostly filled with my explaining numbers and theories and her trying to solve the problems I posed.  Although I hated to admit it, nowhere during those bits of time had I seen any indication that she had a real talent for anything.  On the other hand, an hour twice a week under circumstances that limited...

“I don’t know you that well, Julie,” I told her.

“I’m not good at anything.”
“You must be,” I insisted.  “Everybody’s good at something.  Maybe you just haven’t found it yet.  You need to try new things.  What do you like to do?  What makes you happy?”
“I don’t know.”
“Then what do you think you might like to do?  What sounds interesting to you?”
“Nothing.”
“Julie...”
I cut myself off then, and sat down with my head in my hands.  Why did I need to make this my problem? I wondered.  Julie wasn’t a member of my family; we weren’t even close friends.  I couldn’t think of a reason in the world why I ought to be responsible for Julie Moore’s life.  She wasn’t talking about committing suicide or anything similarly drastic — no one needed to help her now.  She’d make it through to the morning all right whether I (or anyone else) found any answers for her or not.  She wasn’t at the end of her rope.  She was simply...unhappy, and she had a right to be.  The man who was supposed to marry her had changed his mind, leaving her without a fiancé and without a visible goal for herself.

But she could find a new fiancé, couldn’t she?  She was pretty, and intelligent.  Dressed well.  Could carry on a decent conversation.  Someone else would certainly want to “see” her.  Want to marry her.

Maybe she couldn’t see that far ahead.

“Do you want to go down to that place?  The Lamppost, or whatever it is?” I offered.  “You don’t need to get dressed up if you don’t want to.  I’m sure there are people there in jeans.”
She shook her head.  “No.”
“It might be...fun.”
“You don’t really think that.”
“No,” I confessed.  “I guess I don’t.”
I sat down on the sofa again, mostly because I’d gotten tired of standing there, talking down to Julie.  I had in mind holding her for a while, since that had seemed to help her before.  She’d put away most of her clothes, but one pile of them still remained on the sofa and I had to push that out of the way in order to sit next to her.  When I slid my arm around her, she rested her head on my shoulder.  It felt good, having somebody so close.

Then she put her hand on the back of my neck, stretched up and kissed me.

And I kissed her back.

I left her apartment long after midnight.  Not until I reached the street and looked at my watch did I find out that it was almost four o’clock in the morning.  Her neighborhood was numbly quiet: no wind, no traffic sounds, nothing.  I stuck my hands into the pockets of my coat and started walking home, wondering if I’d find anyone along the way and figuring probably not.  The only living thing I did find was a scrawny, tiger‑striped cat out inspecting the night.  The rest of the world had given up and gone to sleep — which was what I should have done.

All the lessons I had learned from my father, and all the common sense he’d instilled in me hadn’t done much more than slow me down the third time Julie asked to make love with me.  I wasn’t sure why, because I never stopped being convinced that she’d be upset with both of us in the morning.  But I felt sorry for her.  I felt sorry for myself.  And she was a hell of a good kisser.  When she reached for me that third time, I didn’t try to stop her.  I didn’t want to stop her.  By the time we got my pants off, instead of hearing my father tell me to use my head, I was listening to my brother Tom say, “Way to go, little brother.”
Sometime before the Old Year ended, I got the Christmas gift I’d asked for: my ‘Cliffie, absolutely and utterly and gloriously naked, standing right in front of me.  Santa hadn’t goofed up after all — he was just a week late.  To balance things out, I also got an “oh, Sam.”  Five or six of them, in fact.  But none of them came from my mother.

I even launched a skyrocket or two, but that seemed more like a lucky accident than anything else.

She called me late in the morning on New Year’s Day.  Brunch time.

“Sam,” she said.

“Ummm...hi,” I replied.  It seemed like I ought to say more, but what that should be, I didn’t know.  My speechlessness was already more than twelve hours old: I hadn’t done much other than mumble since she’d taken off that blue fuzzy bathrobe.

“Are you okay?”
Am I...?  Well, no, actually, I wasn’t.  There wasn’t a coherent thought in my head.

“Sam?”
“I’m...” I murmured.  “I’m fine.  Are you okay?”
“You were very considerate, Sam.”
Considerate??  I mouthed the word, sitting on my plaid couch in a pair of old gray sweatpants and a wrinkled t-shirt, barefoot and unshaven, with my head feeling like a water balloon.  Yeah, okay, I’d only set off a couple of very small skyrockets, but considerate?  Not “incredible,” or “hot,” or even... what did they say on report cards?  “Shows promise”?  I was “considerate”?

It was a good thing my brother was already dead, I thought, because if he heard this one, he would die laughing.

“That’s...ummm...I’m glad you’re okay,” I muttered.

“It was nice.”
“That’s good,” I sighed.

“Did I wake you?”
“No,” I said.  “I was...already up.”
“Have a happy New Year, Sam.”
She was going to hang up.  If I didn’t keep her talking, she was definitely going to hang up.  But I still could come up with nothing intelligent to say.  The part of me that had been painfully awake most of the past twelve hours (and was now suffering over being called “nice”) had a few suggestions, none of which I could ever voice to a Boston Moore.  Or any other female on the face of the earth.

“You too,” was what I finally said.

“‘Bye, Sam.”
She didn’t give me time to return the goodbye.  There was a soft click at the other end, then I was listening to a dial tone.

“Shit,” I said.  For good measure, I said it again.

* * *

I was supposed to meet Julie on Thursday, January 15th for our first session of the new semester.  Late in the afternoon of the 14th her father’s secretary called me and asked me to hold on.  Thinking Here it comes I waited for Edward (“Woody”) Moore to pick up the phone.  Exactly as I expected, he told me, “Sam, we won’t be needing your services any longer.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Moore.  Sir,” I said.

“Yes, well,” he said, completely without emotion.  “I understand that you probably haven’t lined up any other possibilities, because you were expecting to continue tutoring Julianna.  If you’d like a letter of recommendation, I’d be happy to send one over.”  When I didn’t say anything, he went on, “I imagine the university can help connect you with another student.  Though I think someone of your caliber could make better use of your time than...”
“I...ummm...enjoyed tutoring your daughter, sir.”
“Yes, well,” he said again.

He’d be sending me one more check, he told me.  Severance pay, to help with my expenses until I could “get things straightened out.”  Then he wished me luck, and said goodbye.

She hadn’t told him.

Hadn’t even hinted at it, judging by his tone of voice.  Not unless he blamed the whole thing on her.  Suuuuure, I thought.  The devious, rich city girl had seduced the poor, innocent little farm boy.  What seemed way more likely was that firing me had been Julie’s idea, that her dad was distressed with her for giving up the chance of a better grade point average but had no choice but to go along with her.

I kind of liked that idea.  Julie had made a decision, and her father was going along with it.

Yeah, I liked that idea a lot.

I liked it right up until the end of February, when I made a few discrete inquiries at the dean’s office regarding Julie’s grades for the spring semester.  Julie had no grades for the spring semester, I was told.  Julie was no longer a student at Radcliffe.

No wonder her dad had sounded stiff.

Wondering what I ought to say to her to encourage her to go back to school, I dialed Julie’s phone number.  After the third ring I listened to a recording telling me that 555‑1030 had been disconnected.  Next I called the manager of Julie’s apartment building, to find out that Julie no longer lived there.  So they’d made her come home, I thought with my hand still resting on the phone.  They didn’t trust her to be out on her own any longer.  They were going to keep her under their noses until they found her another Eric.  I hated that idea.  Hated it with a passion.

That night, I explained the situation to Sebastian LoNigro over a long dinner at an Italian restaurant we both liked, and instead of garnering any sympathy (for myself or for Julie), to my surprise, when I looked up from my plate of pasta the professor was grinning at me.

“What?” I muttered.

“I thought you always told me that Katie was the one who liked to rescue strays.”
“That’s not the point.”
“I think it’s exactly the point, Sam.”
“But she wanted more of a life, Professor, not less of one.  If they’ve got her stuck in that house, she won’t be able to take a breath without somebody...”
“Maybe she’ll be more comfortable that way.”
“Nobody would be more comfortable that way.”
Sebastian was big enough to make two of me, back then.  But he devoured that enormous Italian meal with the same gusto that Julie had used on the pizza I’d brought her on New Year’s Eve.  Pasta and wine and salad and breadsticks and more pasta and more wine.  “Sam,” he said, and gave me the look that always made me glad I knew him, “you can’t judge everyone else’s life from your own perspective.  Everyone’s life is different.”
“That’s a little over‑simplistic, coming from you,” I muttered.

“But it’s true, isn’t it?”
“I just wanted to help her.”
“I know you did.  I expect she probably did, too.  But things don’t always turn out the way they ought to.  Even your own life,” he reminded me.  He paused long enough to shovel  down some more pasta, then went on.  “It can’t be all that bad a way of life, you know.  Of course it seems impossibly bland to someone with your imagination and your level of creativity, but it’s not terrible.  Look around, for God’s sake.  Look at all the people who live that way.  They don’t seem any less content than anyone else.”
I sighed.  It almost sounded like a grunt.  “I suppose so.”
“Besides,” he added, “those of us who don’t have money do tend to be hyper‑critical of those who do.”
“But it’s a waste,” I insisted.

“A lot of things are a waste.  Of time.  Of money.  Of talent.  Of energy.”
“What’s your point, Professor?”
I was trying to be stern, to stand up for my own ideals (and again feeling as righteous as any dead President you could name), but the expression on my face, instead of impressing my mentor, made him grin all the harder.  If he hadn’t been concentrating on devouring his dinner, I think he would have burst out laughing.

“That you ought to stop pining over this little rich girl,” he said.

“I’m not ‘pining.’”
“Eat your dinner, Sam.  So that we don’t waste that too.”
“I am not pining.”
“She’s out of your life.  She’ll marry another one just like Eric, more than likely, and her life will be perfectly all right.  She’ll give wonderful parties that they’ll write about in the society section of the newspaper, and she’ll go on playing tennis.  She’ll go sailing with her family on summer afternoons.  Her life is going to be fine.  If you want to focus on something other than your doctorate, Mr. Beckett, try that one there.”
He pointed across the room with his fork.  Rather than be discrete about it, he went on pointing until I half‑turned in my chair to look.  He’d picked out a redhead with glasses who was picking at a plate of spaghetti.

“She’s not alone,” I pointed out.  “There’s another plate, see?  Whoever she’s with is probably in the bathroom.”
“Probably,” he agreed.

“I’m not pining, Professor.  I wanted to help her, that’s all.”
“Which you accomplished admirably by taking your pants off on New Year’s Eve and having sex with her on the living room sofa.”  After a gulp of wine, he demanded, “Eat your dinner, Sam, and stop turning purple.  Sex is a natural part of life.  I’d be far more shocked if you’d held onto your moral convictions and kept your dick in your pants while your libido was screaming at you loudly enough to fry both your eardrums.”  Still gesturing with his fork, he said, “Every man in this room would agree with me, you know that.”
I gave up trying to disappear; Sebastian wasn’t going to let go of this until I’d agreed with him.  Or until he thought I had.  “What about the women?” I asked him, at about half the decibel level he was using.

“You’re a good-looking kid, Sam.  Want me to take a survey?”
“After you shoot me,” I told him.  He’d been right about one thing: my ears were burning, and I was sure I’d turned the same color as his wine.

As far as I know, Sebastian isn’t a poker player, but he could make a fortune at it: like all the best bluffers, he never telegraphs anything he’s thinking.  So his climbing out of his chair took me completely by surprise.  For a second I thought — I hoped — he simply wanted to go to the bathroom.  When I realized his destination wasn’t the men’s room, I called out a feeble protest, praying he’d turn around and come back.  But he didn’t.  He strolled across the restaurant as if he was taking a walk in the park and ended up at the table where that redhead was still fussing with her spaghetti.

I wanted desperately to put my head down on the table and cover it with my arms, hiding from the world like an old dog.  Instead, I continued taking tiny bites of my dinner, chewing slowly and deliberately so that my churning stomach wouldn’t toss anything back up.

Sebastian came back a minute later.  At least I think it was a minute.  That night, it seemed more like four hours.  He sat back down in his chair without a word, picked up his fork, and resumed shoveling down his pasta.

“I can’t believe you did that,” I muttered.

“Did what?”
“Went over and...”
“And what?”
“Told that girl that...”
“Told her what?”
“That...that...”
“I told her that she’d dropped something.  A credit card receipt that fell out of her pocket.  I picked it up off the floor for her.  She thanked me.  What did you think I told her?”
He’d done this to me before, baited me into jumping to conclusions.  I didn’t like it this time any more than I had before.  “You know what I thought,” I scowled.  “Just what you wanted me to think.”
“And the lesson is...?” he prompted.

“That...”  I sighed, then I shuddered, then I grabbed my glass of beer and swilled down about half of it.  “That no matter how good your intentions were, no matter how much it actually might benefit me to go along with what you wanted, what you wanted isn’t what I want.  Right now.  It just doesn’t...it doesn’t work for me.  I have to decide what’s best for me.”
“Bingo,” he said.  “Want some dessert?  That chocolate cake looks good.”
“Professor...”
He grinned at me again.  “Doctor?”
“Don’t you see?  She’d be so much happier if she...”
He shook his head, flagging down our waiter at the same time.  “And you, my young friend, would be much happier if you had someone to share your bed with on a regular basis.  That’s my point of view.  One you don’t seem to share.”
“It’s not that I don’t share it,” I protested.  “It’s that...I have too much else to think about right now.  I don’t have enough time to devote to someone else.  She wouldn’t be satisfied.  Really.  Maybe later on, after I finish the work.”
“You’ve got a long road ahead of you, Sam.  And what you’re handing me sounds like an excuse rather than a reason.”  Before I could respond to that, he reached over and patted me on the arm.  “Don’t work yourself up a head of steam,” he told me.  “I understand.  I’m a fine one to talk, somebody who kept a marriage going for all of two years because I couldn’t let go of my work.  Do what’s right for you, Sam.  But allow other people the same luxury.”  He paused.  “Or the same curse, whichever way you want to look at it.  Now, how about that cake?”
I listened to him; I didn’t have a whole lot of choice.  It wasn’t like I could march up to the Moores’ front door, insist on an audience with Julie’s parents, and tell them that I, the Great and Wonderful Oz, had decided their daughter would be far better off with me steering the course of her life.  It wasn’t like I could tell them anything at all.  I was just someone they’d hired to keep her from failing calculus.

Still, I was sure I could have done better.  So I didn’t arrange to tutor anyone else that spring.  I did odd jobs, which was fine, because the weather was good and I enjoyed being outdoors, instead of bent over a table in the library — and because the only advice I felt compelled to give had to do with a brand of weed killer my father had always sworn by.

And I tried not to think of Julie.

The first week in April, I found a picture postcard of the Eiffel Tower tucked among the usual collection of bills and advertising flyers in my mailbox.  Paris? I thought.  Who did I know that could afford a trip to Paris?  It had to be an ad.  A come-on from some travel agency.

Cash the check, Sam, it said on the back.  It’s only good for another two weeks.  The postmark said Paris.

I did some more discrete checking.  I was a lousy detective, but Sebastian knew the right people to ask.  Julie wasn’t visiting Paris; Julie was living in Paris.  By herself.  She’d been there since the end of January.

Paris.  A place where, I was almost absolutely sure, everything didn’t match.

“Don’t let your head swell over this,” Sebastian warned me.

There was enough of a bite in his tone to make me turn around.  I’d been staring out his office window, across the lawn that was starting to turn green again, thinking of Julie, in some wildly mismatched and very bohemian outfit, having lunch at a sidewalk cafe near the Seine.

“What?” I said.

“I know what you’re thinking.”
“How do you know what I’m thinking?”
“If she thought you had an important part in all this, she would have let you know sooner where she was going.  Might have even asked you to go with her.”
“And how do you know that?”
He snorted at me.  “I was young once.  Strange as that sounds.”
“I never would have expected to go with her.”
I turned to look out the window again, listening to him bang around the office behind me.  He was spring cleaning, which pretty much meant he was picking stacks of files up off the floor and putting them back into the proper drawers in file cabinets older than I was.

“I meant it,” he said.  “Don’t count this as one of the great victories in your life.”
“Why would I...”
He was trying to fit a six-inch-thick stack of manila file folders into a file cabinet drawer that didn’t have room for half of that.  His face began to turn brick red as he wrestled with his records, obviously unwilling to quit until he’d forced them in.  “Success,” he wheezed, “is a terrible thing.  The more you get, the more you want.  And somebody like you” — he glanced at me over his shoulder — “is going to get a lot of it.  If you don’t get sidetracked.”
“Sidetracked by what?” I asked.

“Rich women with fabulous breasts,” he announced.

“I have too much to do,” I told him.

“Famous last words,” he gasped.

With one final, mighty shove, he got those folders into the drawer and heaved the drawer shut.  “Paperwork,” he groaned.  “Nothing I hate more in this world than goddamn paperwork.  Listen...did you cash that check, like she told you to?”
“Not yet,” I said.

“Sam,” he told me sternly, “cash the check.  You need the money.”
“Not really.”
Sebastian jabbed a finger into my face.  “Splurge.  Buy something you’ve thought about and couldn’t afford.  The girl gave you a thousand dollars!  And before you slept with her.  It was a good will gesture, that’s all.  She wanted you to have it.  Still does, judging from the card.  Cash the check, would you?”  He waited for me to nod before he moved his hand to point at the sheaf of handwritten notes I’d brought over for his approval.  “Now what is it you want to call this thing?”
I guess he didn’t like the look on my face.  Instead of sitting down at his desk, which seemed to be his original thought, he stood in front of me and gave me his full attention, knowing exactly what that would do to someone half his size.

“It feels good,” I told him, almost as an apology.  “Knowing that she’s living someplace where she could be happy.”
“You don’t know that you had anything to do with it.”
“No.  I don’t.  But...”
He groaned.  Then he sat down, making his desk chair scream.  “Don’t let it get you into trouble.”
“What?  Rich women with fabulous breasts?”
“You know what I mean,” he said.

“Trying to help people?”
“Good intentions have destroyed a lot of people.”
“And you would know,” I said.

“Who’s the teacher here?” he countered.

“You are.”
“Damn right,” he told me.  “Now answer the question, would you, so we don’t have to spend the whole night on this?  I have other things to do with my life, you know.”
“I know,” I nodded.

“You’re calling this `the accelerator’?”
“Yes.”
He peered at me, almost angrily, the way he looked at things he’d pasted to a slide.  “Are you listening to me, Sam?” he demanded.

“Yes, sir,” I told him.

I didn’t figure out until thirty years later how much of a lie that was.

* * * * * *

Vigil
Sunday, December 31, 1978

The young man came to him a few minutes before midnight on the last day of the year.

It was unfair, Daniel thought in the moment before he swung the door wide to allow his visitor to come inside, that anyone so young should be so utterly filled with grief.  He wasn’t crying now, but he had been, and not very long ago.  Maybe as little as a few minutes ago.  Daniel had no way of knowing the particulars, but he believed he knew them anyway.

Someone had died, and it had been the young man’s fault.

The door creaked when he swung it open.  Daniel smiled at the noise, remembering an old radio show that had opened with that same sound.  On the radio, the sound meant “Be worried.  There are frightening things inside here.”  But to Daniel, all it said was that he needed to find the tiny can of 3-In-1 oil.  No frightening things waited beyond this door, not in the house Daniel had lived in almost all his life.

“It’s all right,” he said softly when the young man hesitated.

“It’s late,” the young man murmured.  “I’m sorry.  It’s really late.”
Daniel closed the door, then reached out and rested a hand on the sleeve of his visitor’s coat.  “It’s all right.  I told you you could come any time.”
“But not at midnight.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Daniel shrugged.  “I’ll stay in bed an hour later in the morning.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.”
The young man studied Daniel’s face for a long time, not moving from his position near the threshold.  He was looking for something, obviously; and just as obvious was the fact that he was holding a lot of tears inside.  It wouldn’t take a magician to make them appear.

“Come inside,” Daniel told him.  “We’ll sit down.”
Only one lamp was burning in the living room (the parlor, Daniel’s mother had called it): the one he’d been reading the newspaper by.  He’d been in the middle of the classified ads when the doorbell rang.  Why he ought to study the classified ads, he didn’t know; he wasn’t looking for a new job, certainly, nor did he want to buy a used car or a bicycle or concert tickets.  Still, he never skipped a page in the newspaper.  Something told him to read it all, every word, no matter how long it took.  (Even with his bifocals, it took hours, and on Sunday, half the day.)  The paper lay open on his ottoman now, where he’d left it.

“I’m sorry,” his visitor said again.

Had he ever been that young? he wondered.  His memory was good — he recalled events and people and places from sixty, seventy years ago as clearly as if they were snapshots pasted on the insides of his eyelids — but now and then it seemed as if he had stolen those images from someone else’s life.  People told him he was eighty-two, and he knew that was right; he could certainly subtract as well as anyone else.  But...eighty-two?  Was it really possible he had been walking around for that long?

And was it really possible he had ever been twenty-five.

“There, sit down,” he told the young man, and pointed to the chair closest to his own.  “Sit down, Sam.”
He had met Sam about eight weeks ago, back when leaves were still dropping off the trees in the park where he liked to spend an hour in the afternoon.  Daniel had been sitting on a bench near the water fountain that no longer worked, watching humanity pass him by.  That was all right with him; he didn’t particularly want to talk with any of those people, just to observe them, to guess at what was happening in their lives.  He saw a lot of students.  Young mothers with babies.  Businessmen taking a shortcut.  And Sam.  Sam, he had wanted to talk to.

“Do you want to tell me?” he asked.

Sam, who had been studying the easy chair, half-turned and peered at Daniel as if he didn’t understand the question.  “I don’t know,” he sighed.  “I...”
“Then just sit.”
Sam sat.  Slowly, as if he were suspicious of the chair; hadn’t inspected it enough to satisfy himself.  For a moment Daniel imagined him turning around and around, like a dog before it lies down.  When he was finally settled, Sam clasped his hands together in his lap and began to stare at them.  His head was bent, as if he no longer had the energy to hold it up.  Daniel sat down then, settling his rump into its depression in the seat cushion of his chair.  The only sound in the room came from the warm air billowing out of the heating ducts in the baseboard.

After what seemed like forever, Sam lifted his eyes and looked at Daniel.  “I was wrong,” he said.

“About what?”
“I can’t do this.”
“Of course you can.”
“No,” Sam said.  “I can’t.  I can’t go through this.  The research is one thing.  I like the research.  But I can’t...I can’t watch people suffer.”
“Did he suffer?” Daniel asked.

“Yes.”
“And you couldn’t help him.”
“No.”
The word was strangled, as if Sam had wrung it out of himself.  He got up from the chair abruptly and began to pace back and forth across the faded Oriental rug that had been one of Daniel’s mother’s final purchases, his hands fiercely clenched, his head lowered again.  The anger in him surrounded him like a fog.  His shoes made soft scuffing noises against the nap of the rug.

Then he stopped.  “How did you know it was a he?”
His eyes were sharp, hard, demanding.  Daniel smiled at that, knowing the anger wasn’t directed at him.  “I had a fifty percent chance of being right,” he told Sam mildly.

“It was a guess.”
“Yes, it was a guess.  I wasn’t there.”
“Nobody was there,” Sam said.

The tears started to flow, spilling out of Sam’s hazel eyes like water slopping out of a cup.  At first he didn’t bother to stop them; when they began to drip off his chin he reached up and scrubbed them away with the palm of his hand.  His nose started to run a minute later, and Daniel handed him a Kleenex from the box he kept beside his chair.

“Did they say anything to you?” Daniel asked after Sam had finished blowing his nose.

“No.”
“Nothing at all?”
“They told me there was nothing I could have done.”
“But you believe there was.”
“He looked at me,” Sam whispered.  “He looked at me, and he...”
“Died.”
“They shouldn’t have left me alone in there,” Sam said bitterly.  “I didn’t know what to do.  I don’t have enough experience.  They shouldn’t have left me alone with somebody who was that badly hurt.”
“Why did they leave you alone?”
Sam looked down at his hands again, lifted them and looked through them at Daniel.  “Somebody came in the ambulance entrance with a gun.  I couldn’t see...they all ran out there.  I think that was the stupidest thing they could have done.  Run out there to look at this guy.  What if he started shooting?”
“He didn’t,” Daniel guessed.

“No.  He waved it around.  And yelled.  He was mad at somebody.”
“They’re all mad at somebody.”
“It’s New Year’s Eve.”
Daniel nodded.  “I wouldn’t be surprised if every E.R. in the country gets somebody with a gun on New Year’s Eve.  It happened at least a dozen times while I was on staff.  Sometimes they shoot.  Most of the time they don’t.  They yell for a while, then they quiet down.  Sometimes they cry.  If they hurt anyone, they cry all the harder.”
“He didn’t hurt anybody.  The police took him away.”
“Was he drunk?”
“I suppose so.”  Sam’s voice trailed off and his expression began to look very focused and turned inward.  It was an expression he wore a lot, Daniel decided.  “No,” Sam said after a moment.  “He wasn’t.  I remember somebody saying so.  He was upset, but he hadn’t been drinking.”
Daniel nodded and settled back in his chair.  He loved this chair — the way its cushions surrounded his body.  He had fallen asleep in it on more evenings than he could count.  Falling asleep in it again tonight was tempting, but he couldn’t abandon Sam that way.  Even if Sam understood that he was old.  The old thought they ought to be excused for a lot of rude behavior, he mused.  To Daniel’s mind, though, taking up space for eighty-two years didn’t earn him the right to be impolite to anyone.  He wouldn’t fall asleep while a guest was in his living room.  Wouldn’t cut in front of anyone in line at the supermarket.  Wouldn’t pass gas in any room that didn’t have a toilet in it.

And wouldn’t forget the important things.  None of them.  Not the important things.

“Tell me the rest of it,” he offered.  “That’s why you’re here.”
“I...” Sam said.  He sounded like a leaking tire.

“Go on.”
Gingerly, as if arthritis had seized up his joints as badly as it had Daniel’s, Sam sat down on the easy chair again, perching on the edge of it with his face resting in the palms of his hands.  Getting the words out took a long time.  But that was all right with Daniel, who had nowhere to go and nothing else to do.

“The car he was riding in went off the road,” Sam explained.  “He was in the back seat.  No seat belt.  He had a lot of internal injuries.  He was screaming when they brought him in.  He wanted his mother.  That’s what he kept saying.  He wanted his mother.  They got him stabilized.  Pretty much.  They were going to take him up to surgery, but there wasn’t an O.R. available.  They got him quieted down.  Stopped all the external bleeding.  Told him everything was going to be all right.”
He stared down at his hands again.  Daniel knew without asking that it had taken three or four rough washings to get rid of the blood that had coated them.  And that he could look at Sam’s hands now with a magnifying glass and not find any blood.  He knew, too, why Sam was saying “they” instead of “we.”
“It was only going to be a few minutes,” Sam went on.  “Ten or fifteen, no more than that.  They’d open him up and fix everything.  They told him he’d be fine and not to worry.  His mother was coming, and everything would be okay.”  He paused.  Tears were still dribbling out of his eyes and he began to suck them off his upper lip.  “Then that guy came in, and it seemed like everybody in the E.R. was yelling.  They left me alone.  I guess they were coming right back.  I guess they thought it was okay, just for a second, because he was stable.  And he looked at me and said, ‘What.’  That’s all.  ‘What.’  Then he died.”
“You’ve seen death before,” Daniel ventured.

“I grew up on a farm.”
“Then you knew what happens.”
Sam shrugged and pushed out a smile that was more like a wince.  It didn’t last any longer than a sneeze.  “It’s not like in the movies.”
“Not much is,” Daniel said.

“He wanted his mother.”
“You know,” Daniel sighed, “so do I.  Almost every day.”
“He was only a kid.”
“Did she come?”
“Yeah,” Sam replied.  “I guess they didn’t live very far away.  They...”
“What?”
“They made me tell her.  They said I could use the experience.  I wanted to go jump off the roof.  I would have done anything rather than tell her.”
“But you did.”
“I told them I didn’t want to.  They said I could handle it.  That I was compassionate enough to handle it.”  His eyes, misted as they were, bored into Daniel’s.  “I don’t want that kind of experience.  I don’t want to watch people suffer.  I don’t want to make them suffer.  I’ll do research.  That’s what I wanted out of all this, anyway.”
“Book-learning.”
“That’s all,” Sam said.

Daniel picked up the section of news-paper he had laid on the ottoman, folded it carefully and set it on the end table beside his chair, then lifted his feet and laid them on the soft, cracked leather of the stool.  “You want to avoid people?” he suggested.

Sam shook his head vehemently.  “No.  But I can’t...I can’t practice medicine.  Don’t you see?  I can’t do this.”
“It’s hard for everyone in the beginning, Sam.”
The young man began to twist his fingers together.  He had a surgeon’s hands, Daniel noticed: long, slender fingers that would do well at deft work.  Surgery.  Piano playing.  Repairing watches.  Untangling the knots in a child’s shoelaces.  Those fingers were nervous now.  Restless, like the rest of their owner.

“I think that’s...” Sam said, stopped, then started again.  “I don’t think it’s ever going to be not hard.  Is it?  Can you go in there and watch somebody die and say it doesn’t hurt you?”
“Not at all,” Daniel replied softly.

“Then what does ‘in the beginning’ mean?  Does it feel any different later on?  Does it?”
“It’s...”
“Tell me,” Sam insisted.  “I want to know.  The truth.  Tell me the truth.”
“It never feels any different.”
Sam nodded vehemently, almost before the words had finished coming out of Daniel’s mouth.  It made him look like someone who had just won a vigorous (and not very amiable) debate on the floor of the Senate.  It made Sam look not very amiable for a moment; then that faded and the young man simply looked crushed and defeated again.

“You build up a shell,” Daniel told him.  “Like scar tissue, I think.  You stop being soft and vulnerable.  Things bounce off.  They hurt, but... you just go on.  You don’t give it so much thought.  You just...go on.”
“But I don’t want to do that,” Sam said.  “I don’t want to ‘just go on.’  That’s terrible!  You’d be acting like someone’s death was no more important than...than...leaving your umbrella in a cab.  I can’t do that.  I can’t not care, even if it’s someone I don’t know.  It’s terrible.  I can’t do this.  I don’t know how anyone can do this.  I can’t finish this.  I’m going to tell them in the morning.”
“Why did you start it, then?” Daniel asked.

Sam frowned at him.  “What?”
“Wait there a minute.”
In the kitchen that had been Dorothy’s favorite place, Daniel found the things he needed.  Dorothy would have found them more quickly — she had worked a lot of magic in this room.  Feeling the silence all around him, Daniel poured and mixed and heated.  Dorothy would have spent more time at this, he decided — would have been more careful.  But Sam was too impatient now for Daniel to spend too long making him something to drink.

When he held a mug out to Sam, Sam peered at it with something that looked like anger.

“What is this?” Sam asked.

“Mostly milk,” Daniel replied.  “You like milk.  You told me that, one day in the park.  Go on, drink it.  It won’t hurt you.  I think it’ll taste good.”
Sam sighed.  “I’m not really hungry.”
“If I thought you were hungry, I would have made you a sandwich.”
He tried not to pay attention to the way Sam blinked at him as he settled back into his comfortable chair and began to sip at his drink.  It had taken him a lot of years to talk out of Dorothy exactly which ingredients she put into this concoction, and in what amounts.  He was glad she’d finally surrendered her secret to him; otherwise Death would have taken that too, along with her smile, the warmth of her touch, her mostly talcum-powder scent.  He had photographs of her, and a tin of her powder, only half used when she gave in to the cancer.  But the taste of her special brew reminded him of her more strongly than anything else.  She would have liked this young man, Daniel decided.  More so than she had liked their son, who always spoke in announcements, as if he were a Western Union delivery boy.

The aroma of Dorothy’s drink must have gotten to Sam, because he lowered his head to the mug and took first a careful sip, then a longer, more satisfying draught.  “It’s good,” he confessed.

“Of course it’s good.”
“What’s in it?  Besides the milk.”
Daniel shook his head.  “My wife would never forgive me if I told you.”
“Your wife...?”  Sam looked around, as if he thought Dorothy might be standing there next to the sofa, or in the kitchen doorway, and he had somehow overlooked her.

“There.”  Daniel pointed.

Sam’s eyes found the framed photograph on the mantel.  He understood then, without asking, that he wouldn’t find Dorothy alive in this house.  “She was beautiful,” he said quietly.

“Yes,” Daniel agreed.  “She was the prettiest girl I ever saw.  She took my breath away.”
“I used to know somebody like that,” Sam murmured, setting aside the half-empty cup of Dorothy’s toddy.

“Used to?”
“She was my piano teacher.”
That brought a smile out of Daniel.  “I can’t play the piano,” he said ruefully.  “My mother tried her level best to teach me.  So did Dorothy.”  He nodded in the direction of her picture.  “But these hands can’t coax a tune out of anything.  Except the radio.”  He splayed his fingers out in front of him, leaving them that way when Sam turned to look at them.  “So why did you start it?” he asked.

“Start what?” Sam frowned.

“Medical school.”
Daniel had asked a lot of people that same question.  Mostly young men; a few young women.  Many of them had been in tears at the time.  Most of them responded the same way: “I wanted to help people.”  But he knew long before Sam’s lips began to move that Sam had an entirely different answer.

“To understand,” Sam said.

“Understand what?”
“How the human body works.”
“Then you never had it in mind to heal the sick.”
Sam’s gaze drifted around the room.  Taking in Dorothy’s piano, long since gone out of tune.  The front door, and the door to the kitchen.  The pattern in the Oriental rug.  Daniel’s cup, and his own.  His shoes.

“The truth is always better in the long run, Sam,” Daniel said.

“No,” Sam blurted.

“That’s what I thought.”
“Am I wrong?” Sam demanded, a little more sharply than he’d intended.  “Am I?  I have something I...something I want to prove.  I’ve been working on it for a long time.  It’s possible on paper.  But that’s different from...”  His hands were trembling, and he clenched them into fists on top of his knees, then burst up out of the chair and paced frantically back and forth.  Three times.  A fourth.  His shoulders vibrated in time with his hands.  Abruptly, that stopped, and he seemed to have control of himself.  “I have a theory,” he told Daniel softly.  “It was just a dream at first, when I was little.  ‘Captain Galaxy.’  Do you remember ‘Captain Galaxy’?”
Daniel nodded.  “I think so.  Wore a silver suit.  He looked like a baked potato.”
“I wanted to be like him.”
“To be a baked potato?”
Sam ignored the gentle ribbing.  “My mother gave me books.  I learned to read when I was two.  Most people don’t know what to do with textbooks when they’ve finished the class.  There’s no market for used textbooks.  So my mother got them for almost nothing.  I never cared much for novels.  I didn’t have time for them when I could learn something.  But my aunt and uncle gave me H.G. Wells one Christmas.  I started to think...I tried to figure it out.  If it was possible.  I started doing the math my sophomore year in high school.  Professor LoNigro helped me finish it.  It is possible, on paper.  But I needed to know...what kind of reaction...”
“And have you found the answer?”
“I don’t know.  I’m not sure.”
“Couldn’t you have gone to the experts and posed your questions?  Wouldn’t that be simpler than spending such a long time in the classroom?”
“The experts,” Sam repeated.

“I’m sure you know their names.  Where to find them.”
“I know where they are.”
“You’ve read their papers.”
How long it had been since his visitor had had a good night’s sleep, Daniel couldn’t even guess.  Weeks?  Months?  That wasn’t unusual for a med student, even less so for an intern.  The hours those young people put in broke every labor law on the books.  Their nerves frayed.  Their marriages turned sour and died.  They made mistakes, their tempers exploded, they sobbed like children.  All for the sake of medicine.

Sam was badly frayed now, too.  But medicine, Daniel thought, had very little to do with it.

“How do I ask if the human body can withstand traveling through time?” Sam asked softly.  “How do I do that, and expect them to take me seriously?”
Daniel turned his question around.  “Do you take you seriously?”
“Yes,” Sam said.

“Why?”
“Because I’m right,” Sam replied.

“Are you sure?”
“Yes,” Sam said.

“Because you’ve done the math.”
“Because I’ve done the math.”  He nodded once.  “And because in my heart I know I’m right.”  Then he turned to look at Daniel.  “Is that arrogant?”
“Possibly.”
“I have to believe in myself before anyone else will believe in me.  My father told me that.”
“He was right,” Daniel said.

“But it’s not enough.  I don’t have enough of a case to take to anyone.  Not yet.  I can’t go in front of `the experts’ and tell them it’s possible for a human being to travel back and forth in time.  They’d lock me up in the psych ward with those guys who think they’re Napoleon.”  Sam grimaced.  “Do you understand?  I can’t do it that way.  I have to find the answers for myself.”
Daniel nodded.  “Like a lawyer building a strong case for the defense.”
“Ummmm,” Sam said.

The well-worn old chair creaked a little when Daniel settled deeper into it.  “Well, Sam, if anyone can do that — if anyone can convince the jury, I believe you can.”
“Why?” Sam countered.  “You don’t know me that well.  We’ve just talked a few times in the park.  What makes you say that?”
“You do.”
“But you don’t know me.”
“I think I know you well enough,” Daniel smiled.  “Maybe I know you better than you think.  Maybe I’ve met other young men just like you.”
“Stubborn?”
“And bright.”
“I just want a chance to prove I’m right.”
“I suspect you’ll get it.”
Sam was quiet for a long time.  Daniel watched him closely — there was nothing else in the room that Daniel was not intimately familiar with, and besides, watching the shifting colors of Sam’s expression and the way he held his body was as wonderful as studying tadpoles in a pond had been seventy-five years ago.  There was a lot of natural grace in this man who did not want to be a doctor, an ease of motion, an utter lack of the gangling clumsiness of youth.

“Do you like to dance?” Daniel asked him.

“What?” Sam said, puzzled.

“I was just curious.”
“I don’t know what that has to do with anything.”
“You want to go back in time.”
“Yes.”
“I think you should finish what you started first.”
“I can’t, Daniel.  I can’t.”
“Of course you can.”  Slowly, because that was all his brittle bones could manage, Daniel got up from the warm embrace of his chair, went to Sam and put his hands on the young man’s shoulders.  “There’s nothing in you that says to me that you can give up.  I don’t think you’ve ever given up on anything in your life, and I don’t think you’re going to start now.  Starting a new chapter before you finish this one won’t help you.”
Sam glanced away, then met Daniel’s deep brown eyes again.  “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”
“I know you don’t.”
“I just want...I want the answers.  I want people to believe me.”
“They will.”
“Are you going to pat me on the head now?” Sam asked.

“No.”
“Then...”
“I’m going to send you home.”  Daniel offered his visitor a glowing, honest smile and gripped Sam’s upper arm in his hand.  “To rest.  Things do look better in the morning.  If you want to, come back, and we’ll go down to the harbor and have brunch.  Champagne brunch for the New Year.  I hate champagne, but what the hell.  Will you do that?  Sleep a little.  Forget what happened.”
“I can’t forget,” Sam said.

“Then learn from it,” Daniel said quietly.  “Learn that sometimes you can change things, and sometimes you can’t.”  When Sam didn’t move, Daniel patted his arm and then took his hands away.  “Go home and rest now.  You’re exhausted.  And it’s very late.”
That seemed to thrust Sam into another gear.  For a second he looked mortified.  “I shouldn’t have bothered you.”
“You didn’t bother me.”
“I’ll go.”
Before Daniel could say anything more, Sam had scuttled out of the living room.  He was fussing with the locks on the front door, trying to open them and not understanding that they were already open, when Daniel caught up with him.  He let out a soft hiss of embarrassment when Daniel reached in front of him and turned the knob.

“Good night,” Daniel said.  “Sleep well.”
Sam dipped his head in a nod.  “Good night, Daniel.”
The young man moved out onto Daniel’s wide front porch and pulled his jacket collar up around his neck.  He took a single step away, and then Daniel said to him, “Sam.”  When he turned back, Daniel hugged him and patted him between his shoulder blades.  Sam allowed the embrace for a moment, then returned it.  That bit of comfort would go a long way, Daniel knew.  It would let Sam sleep.  It wouldn’t erase Sam’s anguish, but it would close it off for a while, put it in a place where Sam couldn’t look at it.

“Thanks, Daniel,” Sam said when he drew away.

Daniel smiled at him once more.  “God bless, Sam.”
He watched Sam’s long strides take him down the sidewalk.  When Sam reached the corner, Daniel went inside and closed the door.  The silence that was more familiar to him than anything else wrapped itself around him, and he nodded in acknowledgment of it.

Before he slept tonight, he would finish reading the classified ads.  Maybe, he thought, he would find something in them that he wanted.

* * * * * *

Donna (Part One): Danke Schoen
Monday, December 31, 1984

“What’s wrong?”
Donna stopped walking a few steps from Sam’s car — though more because she had run out of energy than as a response to his question.  He stopped too; there weren’t any footsteps crunching in the gravel to tell her he was coming closer.  There weren’t many sounds of any kind now, an hour after midnight.  The first hour of the New Year.  The wind had stopped blowing.  No cars on the road below.  Donna tried to wonder why (the parties should be winding down, people roaming home) but the thought drifted away.  She didn’t honestly care where anyone else was.

“Donna?”
She turned her head slightly, not enough to bring Sam completely into her field of view.

“What’s the matter?”
“Headache.”
“Oh.”
She waited.  But he didn’t try to solve the problem.  Didn’t offer a diagnosis or a cure.

“I’m sorry.”
“Not your fault,” she murmured.

“I’ll take you home.”
Well, of course he was going to take her home.  What was the alternative?  Leaving her here, at a restaurant that would close in another hour, to hope that someone else would offer her a lift?  Or take her somewhere else.  Not to his place, certainly.  He never took her (or anyone, that she knew of) to his place, the single-windowed ten-by-twelve room that looked like the den of some small hibernating animal.

He approached her then — she thought she heard him say “’Scuse me” as he passed — and opened the passenger door of his car, a decade-old Buick not any tidier than his room.

He said something else.  She forced herself to concentrate, to look at him.  His expression said plainly that he’d asked another question.

“What?”
“You could wait inside.  I’ll warm the car up.”
“No.”  She paused, then shook her head once.  “No.”
“Well, here, then.”  He ferreted around in the back seat and produced a plaid blanket.  “Here, come on.”  He hesitated, then carefully ushered her into the car and tucked the blanket in around her legs.  The wool was as cold as a layer of snow.  The shivering it brought on did nothing to help her headache.  She crushed her eyes closed, trying to ignore the pain, as Sam thumped the door shut, crunched around to the driver’s side, and hustled in.  “The heater works,” he commented, obviously trying to be both low-key and cheerful.  The Buick’s engine coughed twice when he ignited it, then rumbled into life.  “Just a minute or two.  You can feel it already.”
What she could feel was a flutter of cold air around her ankles.  Stupid, she thought.  Why did I...
Several of the women had worn jeans with hiking boots or sneakers.  Thick sweaters.  They were scientists, working in a place that turned as cold at night as the middle of the Arctic tundra.  Most of the men, too, were dressed for comfort.  Flannels, corduroys.

Donna was wearing a slim, black knit dress that ended four inches above her knees, black hose, and elegant black shoes she had paid eighty-five dollars for two weekends ago.  She looked fabulous.  Five...no, six people had told her so, Sam included.  She had believed them.

But her feet were so cold that she felt sure that if she flexed her toes, they would snap off.

Stupid.
Finally, finally, the breeze underneath the Buick’s dashboard began to turn warm.  Donna’s toes tingled, then burned, and refused to return to being living flesh.  Gingerly, she bent down to tuck the blanket around her feet.  Sam, with one hand on the wheel, reached over to help.  For a moment, he seemed about to say something, but turned his attention back to the road without having said it.

Several minutes of winding down the two-lane driveway of The Roost brought them back to the main road.  The view from the restaurant’s parking lot was impressive, and for an instant Donna regretted having paid no attention to it.  More than a hundred miles on a clear day (or night), The Roost’s owner boasted, and it certainly was clear.  Most of the time, in fact.  The observatory had been built here because of the clear skies that allowed it a view of a lot more than a hundred miles.

Ninety-three million miles.  All the way to the sun.

The Buick rolled quietly along, belying its age and its sorry appearance, the heater making an occasional pink-tink as it chuffed out increasingly hot air.  When interior of the car had hit room temperature Sam turned the heater down, a move that prompted it to produce a torrent of tink tink tink tink tinks.

They still had a long way to go, along twisting mountain roads lit only by the Buick’s headlights.

“You don’t need to get up early,” Sam ventured.

“Uh?  No.”
“For the study.”
Donna opened her eyes and blinked at him.  Her mother had worn that look.  “Mrs. Wills can give you a make-up test, Donna Lee.  Lie down, now, you’ve got a fever.  You don’t need to think about Geography.”  She grimaced at the memory, then responded, “My frequency variations aren’t interested in Federal holidays.”
“Someone else can take the readings.”
Right.  Whoever I can find that’s not hung over.
“Don’t worry about it, Sam.”
“Fine.”
Now he’s pissed?  Why is he pissed?
He didn’t say anything more.  He opened the car door for her when they arrived at staff quarters, retrieved his blanket, returned it to its nest in the back seat.  Closed the door after she’d climbed out.  He stood there looking at her, then, still without saying anything.  He’d probably assumed that they would...and yes, she’d assumed the same thing, and...yes, yes, most of the people here were celebrating the New Year the same way.  Well, maybe not “most.”  Some.  Several.  Gilly and Jan, certainly.  And Herb, with...

Sam was looking down at her eighty-five dollar shoes.

* * *

“Do you like them?”
“They’re great.  You look great.”
She leaned in and kissed his cheek, which was still flushed with cold.  “Samuel Beckett, truly a master of eloquence.”
“You look terrific.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“You...God, you look great.”
Holding back a grin, Donna cupped his face in her palms and delivered a fleeting kiss.  “Thank you.  Thank you, and thank you.  Your sincerity is very much appreciated, and your lack of originality is overlooked.  And your presence makes up for the gallons of blood I lost shaving my legs with an old blade.”
“Why...”
“Murphy’s Law.”
“You do look beautiful.  Lacerations and all.”
“A lot of people are expecting us to show up tonight, Sam.”
“Car trouble?” Sam suggested.

“Don’t tempt the Fates.  With any luck, I’ll still look okay after midnight.”
* * *

He didn’t seem to expect her to keep her promise.  He’d been solicitous the first time they met, and that I was sent here to take care of you streak dependably resurfaced every time she displayed (or hinted at) something less than sparkling good health.  He would leave if she insisted on it, but always with a backward glance, one last attempt to keep an eye on her.  That was charming, and comforting, to an extent; her mother lived a thousand miles away, and her father was long gone.  Nobody at the Observatory could be counted on for much more than a “Hey, feelin’ any better?” even when her head felt close to going supernova.  So it was nice to have a caretaker in her life again, especially one who could dispense an M.D.’s worth of advice.

But he could push it too far.  Like now.

He’d opened her door, turned on the little crockery lamp with its 40-watt bulb (knowing that the bright overheads were the last thing she needed), brought her a glass of water and two Excedrin.  Sitting in the platform rocker that had been shuttled from home to home, beginning in Ohio, she thanked him with a smile not much brighter than the 40-watt bulb, swallowed the pills and sipped most of the water.  She closed her eyes, wondering vaguely if Sam would still be there when she opened them.

She might not, she considered, open them until, oh, maybe Thursday.

“I’ll go.”
It wasn’t Thursday.  A peek at the clock told her it was 2:18.  Monday...Tuesday.  New Year’s Day.  1985.  Whoopee, she thought.

True, true, true, she’d had the same expectations Sam had.  She would’ve agreed to be fashionably late at The Roost if she hadn’t spent three hours arranging her hair and applying makeup from a foot-long row of tiny bottles and jars.  She did look perfect, she’d decided shortly after sundown, and a whole restaurant full of people who rarely saw each other in anything but jeans were going to be impressed by that.  But after they’d been impressed, and after the New Year had been toasted in, she was going to come back here with the eloquent Sam Beckett, and they were going to...

“I’ll call you tomorrow.”
“No...”
He’d made it all the way to the door, had his hand on the knob.

“Sam.  It’s after two in the morning.”
“I’m not tired.  I’ll be fine.  I’m not going to doze off on the way.”
“Sam.”
“You don’t feel well.  You should sleep.  It’s okay.  I’ll talk to you later on.”
Don’t quibble with me, dammit! she thought, but even thinking in that shrill a tone made her headache flare.  She pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger for a minute, then shook her head — a gesture that must have been all but imperceptible — and beckoned to him.  He left the door, though his hand remained brushing the knob until the last possible instant, and knelt in front of the rocker.

“Okay,” he said.

“Just...”
He sat back on his heels, considering her; then, to her surprise, he added, “I did something wrong.”
“Ummm?”
“That’s it.  Right?  I did something wrong.”
“Sam.”
“And I ruined your evening.”
When she didn’t reply, he got up, shoved a hand through his hair, and paced back and forth a couple of times.  He stopped to look at her, but still got no response.  With a sigh, he pulled off his jacket and laid it at the end of the bed, then sat down beside it.

“I really...I suppose this puts me on the `Bonehead of the Year’ list, but I don’t...I have no idea what I did.  I’ve gone over the whole evening six times in my head, and I don’t have a clue.  I’m sorry.  For whatever I did, and for not being able to figure out what it was.  Either before I did it, so I could avoid doing it, or now, so I can feel genuinely bad.  I’m sorry.  I’m a man.  I’m sorry.  Did I wear the wrong thing?  I’m not drunk.  I didn’t insult anybody.  I wasn’t rude.  I didn’t dance on tables or wear a lampshade on my head.”
He stopped again, threw up his hands, and looked at her pleadingly.  “Help me!  Please?  I don’t know what I did.”
“You didn’t do...”
“Yes I did.  It’s written all over your face.  I did some astoundingly boneheaded male thing.”  He grimaced.  “And now I’m going to pay for it.”
“Sam, I’m really tired.”
“Then I’d better go home.”
The door clicked shut behind him before she could disagree.  She could hear his footsteps retreating along the tile floor in the corridor for a few seconds, then nothing.  Her room was more silent now than the parking lot outside The Roost had been...and far more silent than inside The Roost.

* * *

“Five doctorates, huh?”
Donna glanced over at Sam, who was frowning and intent upon whatever was being confided to him by Herb Rucker.  Sam hadn’t heard the comment, issued by Pauley Dix, who was seated at Donna’s left.

“Working on number six,” Donna confirmed.

“Overkill,” Pauley announced as he stuffed a handful of chips laden with extra-spicy salsa into his mouth.  “What the hell does anybody need all that for?  Can’t he pick a specialty and stick with it?”
“He has.”
“Which is?”
“Quantum physics.”
“Then what’s all that other shit for?”
Ignoring the beginnings of Donna’s response, Pauley grabbed his glass, gulped down the remains of his margarita, pushed himself out of his chair, and went to stand behind Sam.  Sam was still listening to Herb.  Pauley leaned in between them, one hand on Sam’s shoulder, the other on Herb’s, and paid no attention to the reactions his intrusion prompted.  “Beckett,” he said loudly enough to get not only Sam’s and Herb’s attention, but that of everyone else at the long table, “I’m confused.  What the hell does anybody need with all that sheepskin?  Huh?  Fill me in, would you?”
“Go sit down, Dix,” Herb sighed.

“No, no.  I need an answer from Dr. Beckett, here.  So what’s the scoop, Sambo?  Hmmm?”
“I’m developing a project.”
“Ohhhhhh,” Pauley said.  “That makes sense.”
Obviously, it didn’t.  The people around the table began to return to their own conversations.

“I need the knowledge,” Sam said.

“Well,” Pauley commented, “what you do, see, is hire people with the right specialties to work along with you.  You don’t need to know everything yourself.  Nobody knows everything, Sammy boy.  It just isn’t necessary.  Y’know what I mean?  You gather up all the knowledge in the world for yourself, and shit, you’re doing a bunch of other really, really good people out of a job.”  His voice grew increasingly higher in pitch as he spoke, but he was unaware of that, and of the fact that his face was about the same color as the salsa he’d eaten three bowls of.  “Get realistic, wouldya,” he concluded.

“And hire someone like you?” Sam offered.

“Well...sure.”
Someone at the far end of the table chuckled, “A loudmouth drunk.  He’s right, Sam, that’s absolutely what you need.”
A round of laughter sent Pauley — laughing along with the rest — away from the table in the direction of the bar, after he had scooped up his empty glass.  After a minute of watching his colleague stumble across the room, Herb Rucker shook his head and commented as quietly as he could, “Don’t pay any attention to Dix, Sam.  His project is on thin ice.”
Sam shook his head.  “No offense taken.”
But a moment later he left the table too.

Donna found him at the picture window at the front of the restaurant, staring out at the darkness beyond.  The glass was more a mirror than anything else, offering a view of the candlelit room behind him.

“Sam...”
He conjured up a smile.  “I’ve been ridiculed by a lot of people.  You learn to...let it go by.”
“They don’t understand.”
“No,” Sam agreed.  “They don’t under-stand.  Even when I explain, they don’t understand.  The more I explain, the less they understand.”
“You don’t have to justify yourself to Pauley Dix.”
The reflected view caught his attention again, and held it for a couple of minutes.

“What about you?” he asked finally.

“Do I have to justify...”
Sam shook his head sharply.  “No.  Me.  Do I have to justify myself to you?”
“Of course not.”
“Is that the truth?”
Donna held his gaze.  He’d had almost nothing to drink: two-thirds of a glass of beer.  He wasn’t the type to pick a fight even when he had had too much to drink; wasn’t the type to pick a fight under any circumstances.  But his feathers were ruffled now, and she couldn’t decide why.  Not because of Pauley; he’d been badgered by Pauley before.  Not because he’d been talked into spending New Year’s Eve surrounded by people who were mostly strangers to him.  She was still examining options when he wandered off again, settling into one of the big upholstered chairs arranged around the fireplace at the far end of the bar.  She followed him there, taking the chair next to his.

“I believe in what you’re trying to do, Sam,” she told him.

“I know you do.”
“But...?”
“I’m still on the outside.”
“Because people are skeptical, Sam.  You’re like the explorers who set out to prove the world wasn’t flat.  Nobody wanted to listen to them either.  The world was flat, and that’s all there was to it.”  Donna glanced around to make sure no one was listening.  The patrons at the bar were all focused on the TV set, silently broadcasting Dick Clark’s tape-delayed countdown to midnight in Times Square, where midnight had passed more than an hour ago.  “And time is immutable,” she went on.  “People travel in time only in stories.  You have to forgive them, honey.  You want to sail off to that part of the map that’s marked ‘There be dragons here.’“
“And what about you?” Sam asked solemnly.

“I believe in you.”
He smiled again, absently.  Then his attention wandered once more, this time landing on the sprinkling of couples dancing on the big square of parquet flooring in the middle of the dining area.

“Come on,” Donna offered, climbing up out of her chair, though it was so comfortable she would happily have sat there till morning, soaking up the warmth of the fire.  “Let’s dance.”
“I don’t...”
“Yes, you do.  Come on.”
He followed reluctantly and gathered her into his arms when they reached the dance floor.  The “band” (one very young-looking man at the helm of an electric piano) was in the middle of a slow song, something that sounded familiar to Donna but that she couldn’t put a name to.  She moved further into Sam’s embrace and rested her head on his shoulder.  Sam seemed to know the song too; he was humming snatches of it.

Another ballad followed that one.

Sam’s head was nestled close to hers, his face tucked into her hair.  He hadn’t covered more than half a dozen of the parquet squares, and seemed content not to.  He knew this song too, and hummed along with it: “Danke Schoen,” something Wayne Newton had recorded ages ago, when he was a boy.

Danke Schoen

Darling, Danke Schoen

Thank you for all the joy and pain...
He shifted his head away from her hair, peering at her curiously.  “What’s the matter?”
“Nothing.”
“Do you want to sit down?”
“Just follow my feet, sweetie.  See?  That’s it.  There you go.  Good!  You’ve got it.  That’s good.  There, now you’re dancing!  That’s just right.  A little more practice, and you can dance on ‘The Lawrence Welk Show.’  Wouldn’t Grandma love that?”
“Donna?”
“It’s nothing.  I...my father taught me to dance to this song.”
“Oh.”  Sam stopped moving, held her at arm’s length.  “Do you want to sit this one out?”
“Sam, just forget it.  Please.”  The harm is already done, Sam.  Stop looking at me that way!  “Please.”
She reeled him back in, holding him tightly against her so that she couldn’t see his face, and, with luck, he couldn’t see hers.  He wasn’t relaxed.  Of course not; Sam-the-Fixer wanted to soothe her feelings, solve a problem he’d had no part in creating.  Sam-the-doctor wanted to cure some-thing that couldn’t be cured.  It had been that way since the night they’d first met, when she’d made the mistake of fibbing that she was lightheaded because of low blood sugar.

...Though we go on our separate ways

Still the memory stays

For always

My heart says...
Her daddy had been dressed in his khakis.  Both of them were shoeless, she in white ruffled socks, he in thick cotton ones that matched the uniform, so her small toes could find his big ones.  He was seven feet taller than his daughter.  He pretended not to know the song, singing “boo boo boo” instead of the lyrics until she dissolved in giggles.

My heart says

Danke Schoen...
Sam took her back to the chair by the fireplace.  That might have been after “Danke Schoen,” or they might have danced another song or two.  She was unable to decide.  He pressed a glass into her hand that she ignored for a while, until she realized that it contained only water and that Sam was sitting in the other chair, waiting for her to drink it.

Don’t do this, she told herself sharply.  It’s been twenty years.  And you’re going to turn yourself into a basket case again, over a song?  Don’t do this!  It was your idea to come here.  And your idea to dance.
She forced the melancholy away as firmly as if she’d slammed a door in its face.

“More?” Sam asked when she handed the empty glass back to him.

“No.  Thank you.”
They reached the dance floor as the baby-faced pianist was finishing up “Close To You.”  Offering an encouraging smile, Sam extended a hand to her and gestured toward an open space with the other.  She had taken only one step when they realized that ballad time was over.  The pianist broke simultaneously into a huge grin and into something loud and fast that Donna had never heard before.  Sam beckoned to her, his feet already moving, but Donna shook her head.

“I can’t,” she told him.  “Not in these shoes.  And I’m no good at this stuff.”
A dozen feet away, another couple was having the same problem.  She was bouncing already, he saying no.

“Come on, baby, give it a try!”
Donna turned to the space they’d been occupying, between Herb and Pauley.  The waiter had returned with dessert, and hers was sitting unattended.  “Sam, chocolate,” she said, coaxing, tugging him toward the table.  “Let me sit this one out.  It’d be a crime to let that thing melt.  Hmmm?”
He took her back to her place and slid her chair in toward the table once she’d slipped into it.  He was trying to be attentive, but the song still had him in its clutches, as it had the female half of the other splintered couple.  The woman had lost her husband (boyfriend?) and had noticed Sam.

She was waving to Sam, with both hands.

“Honey?”
Donna, fork in hand, twisted her head.  He was pleading, like a child, like a puppy.  Can I can I can I?  The woman was a stranger (to Sam, too, she decided).  Tall, very slim, black, very beautiful.  Wearing shoes as high-heeled as Donna’s, but they weren’t hampering her dancing.  She was still trying to summon Sam.  And Sam was straining in her direction, as helplessly as if she’d switched on some enormous electromagnet that was specific only to Indiana farm boys with off-the-scale IQs.

The chocolate was calling.  Melting.  And calling.

“Go,” Donna told Sam.

“I think you lost him,” Herb commented mildly a moment later.

Donna, around a mouthful, replied, “He likes to dance.”
“He likes to dance?  That’s a big, pointed, hairy understatement, ma’am.”  Herb pointed.  Sam, the woman, and the teenaged pianist were having a grinning contest.  The woman was obviously the better dancer, but Sam was having no trouble keeping up.  Nor was the shy farm boy who claimed no one understood him, at all inhibited.  Herb chuckled and took a sip of his drink.  “Half a beer and a little loud music sure sets him free.”
“Who is that?” Donna frowned.

“The babe?  You got me.”
“He just...he likes to dance.  I can’t dance like that.  I ‘slow dance’ and I ‘free form shake.’  It gets a little freer when no one’s watching.”
“Maybe you ought to think about some lessons, then.”
“I don’t think...”
Herb hiked an eyebrow.  “There’s only two things that make me that happy.  Touchdowns.”
“You said two things.”
“Yep.  Football and sex.”
“Herb...”
Herb, finished with dispensing advice, excused himself to find the rest room.  Donna was left to nibble at her dessert, watching Sam and unable to enjoy the gooey chocolate concoction.  Sam and the woman were playing at being familiar with each other, she more so than he, her long fingers drifting along the length of his arms, her hips bouncing close to his, both of them as happy as two small children playing in mud.

Happy...  Sam hadn’t been happy all evening, but he was certainly happy now.

You ought to think about some lessons...
She took one last gulp of the chocolate, and reached down to push off her expensive shoes.  The floor was cold against her stockinged feet but she ignored it, threading her way between the tables to the dance floor.  She reached the parquet as the song ended.

The woman laughed then, a low giggle of pleasure.  Unaware of Donna’s presence (or was she?), she leaned forward and kissed Sam softly on the cheek.

“You made my night.”
“You...I enjoyed it too.  Thank you.”
“Sam?  I heard somebody say Sam.”
He nodded.  “Sam Beckett.”
Her hand reached out, curled around his.  “Verbena Beeks.  Happy New Year, Sam Beckett.”
She was gone before Sam could answer.

* * *

You ought to think about some lessons.
Slowly, Donna got up from her grand-mother’s rocking chair, went to the closet, and exchanged the black dress for dark blue sweats.  The pounding in her head had eased a little, but it wouldn’t let go completely till morning, if then.  No, she thought as she peered blearily at herself in the bathroom mirror, this wasn’t the finale she’d planned for tonight.  Headache, pantyhose ruined by snagging on the parquet dance floor, chilled to the bone, no one to hold her while she slept.  It would take another ten minutes to get ready for bed: cleaning off the makeup, brushing out her hair.  Ten more to warm up her bed.

All because of a dance.

All because of a beautiful woman whose husband didn’t want to look foolish in front of people who wouldn’t even notice.

Because...

“Damn,” she muttered.  “Dammit.”
Face clean, hair brushed, teeth brushed, she wandered back into the bedroom, turned down the bedcovers, switched off the 40-watt lamp.  The room stayed bright; the venetian blinds weren’t closed all the way, and light bled in from the parking lot.  Still muttering, she padded across to the window and grasped the wand that would close the blinds.

It had been what, fifteen, twenty minutes?

He was out in the parking lot, sitting behind the wheel of the battered Buick.

“The battery’s dead,” he told her as he rolled down the driver’s-side window in answer to her rapping on it.

Wrapped in a down parka, her feet stuffed into sheepskin-lined boots, she was still very aware of the brittle, biting temperature on the mountain.  The inside of the Buick was like a meat locker.  He was huddled in his leather jacket, without gloves, the plaid blanket forgotten in the back seat.

“So you were going to sit out here all night?”
“I...”
“For God’s sake, Sam.”
He followed her back to her room, releasing a huge shudder when he thought she wasn’t looking.

“Now that,” she told him, “was a boneheaded male thing.”
“I called the auto club from the pay phone.”
“Liar.  You did no such thing.  And on New Year’s Eve?  Out here?  They wouldn’t get here for two days.  What were you thinking of?  You were going to die of exposure in the parking lot and turn yourself into a martyr for boneheaded men everywhere?  For crying out loud, Sam.  It’s below zero out there.  You’re making me numb just looking at you.”
“All right.  All right.”  He took a couple of steps, first one way, then another, like a dog with an itch it can’t reach.  “I was working up the nerve to come back in.”
“You were.”
“Murphy’s Law,” Sam sighed.  “I was going to go home, try to get some sleep, do a couple of hours’ work in the morning, try to figure out what I did.  Come back later on, after you’d taken your readings.  Take you out to lunch.  Ruby said she was going to be open today.  But the battery was dead.  It should have gone another few months, at least.  But it happens.  The plates collapse.  I turned the key, and nothing.  There wasn’t even a gasp left in it.”  He pulled his head in a little, like a turtle’s, and shivered.  “I can call...”
Donna frowned at him.  “Who?  At three o’clock in the morning.”
“Somebody from Security.”
“At three o’clock in the morning.  Somebody from Security is going to drive fifty-two miles to come get you, then take you back.  You’d get there in time to see the sun come up.”
“I can’t stay here.”
“You have to stay here.”
“I’ll sleep in the rec room.”
“You won’t sleep in the rec room.”
“What, then?”
“There won’t be anything open tomorrow.  Wednesday morning I’ll drive you into town and you can get another battery.”
“That leaves about twenty-nine hours unaccounted for.”
“Don’t quibble with me, Sam.”
He sighed again, then looked around the room, as if he expected to find someone hiding in a corner who would be willing to help him out.  “Then will you tell me what I did?  I tried figuring it out, but I don’t reason well when I’m frozen.”
“You did...”
He was waiting, caught in between remorse and annoyance.

“You didn’t do anything.”
“I didn’t.”
“No.  You didn’t.  You had fun.  You had fun for a few minutes, and I was jealous, and it wasn’t anything unreasonable, and there’s nothing to blame you for.  You didn’t do anything.  It was New Year’s Eve.”
“You didn’t want me to dance with her.”
“I can’t dance like that.”
“It wasn’t anything.  I don’t even know her.  I’ve never seen her before, and I probably will never see her again.  It was just a dance.”
“Yes.  You’re right.”
But you were happy.  You were having a wonderful time.  Dancing.  Laughing.  You didn’t look like that all evening, until that woman started dancing with you.  It won’t matter if I take lessons — I can’t dance like that.
“Was it good?” Sam asked.

“What?”
“The dessert.  Was it good?”
“Yes.  It was okay.”
Without taking his eyes from hers, Sam shucked his coat, then slid her parka off her shoulders and tossed it onto the chair.  She didn’t resist when he embraced her, or when he rested his cheek against hers.

“Your nose is cold,” he murmured.

“So is yours.”
“I’m sorry.  It should have been better.”
“Not your fault.”
“Our first New Year’s Eve together.  That’s supposed to be a good memory.”
Her eyes welled up suddenly.  She tried to blink the tears back, and failed, jerking away from Sam so that she could scrub them away with the back of her hand.  Of course he’d seen them, even though she tried to will him not to.  He was standing too close.  And now he was bewildered.  And had every right to be.

Tell him, a voice inside her head insisted.  Tell him, so he doesn’t think you’re “on the rag.”  So he doesn’t think you’re nuts.  He didn’t do anything wrong!  It was just a dance.  Just a dance.
“My father,” she blurted.  “My father taught me to dance.  To that song. ‘Danke Schoen.’  When I hear it...it hurts.  It makes me think of him.  And...I don’t really want to think about him.”
“I didn’t know.”
Of course you didn’t.  How could you know?  How could you know.
“What can I do?”
“How can you fix it?  You can’t fix it.”
He thought that over for a moment and offered agreement in the form of a shrug.  “I guess not.  I can’t” — his voice softened — “I can’t bring your dad back.  I wish I could.”
“It’s not your fault, Sam.”
“Maybe you should get some sleep.”
She considered the bed, then him, with his shoulders slumped.  His father was gone, too, she remembered, and his mother many miles away, like hers.  She had no siblings; he rarely saw his sister.  She didn’t own a collection of doctorates, like his, but even the one made her different.  “Physics,” her mother had nodded.  “I know what that is — that’s third-year science, right?  But...’quantum’ physics?  I’m not sure what this is, dear.  Are you sure that’s what you want to do?  What kind of job do you get with a degree in ‘quantum’ physics?”
Her uncles had patted her on the shoulder.  Smiled.  Offered big smacking kisses on the cheek.  Bear hugs.  When they thought she wasn’t looking, they rolled their eyes.  Frowned.  None of them, even if they understood “quantum physics,” could figure out why she would want to study it, make it her life’s work.

“We thought you’d open a restaurant, cutie.  You’re a good cook, just like your aunt Cecile.  All that science...that’s pretty dry stuff, isn’t it?  Wouldn’t you have more fun cooking?  Seeing everyone enjoy what you make?”
She’d cooked for Sam a few times, in the badly-equipped kitchenette down the hall.  And he ate her concoctions with gusto, whatever they were.  But whatever they were, they took second place to what was going on in his head: something he was determined that Donna share.  They’d known each other only a day when he asked her to marry him.  Since then, he’d repeated the question every few days.

A few weeks ago, in passing, he had said the word “partner.”
So: the way he envisioned the future, she would fill every possible role in his life.  She would cook for him, she would sleep with him, she would work with him.

She just couldn’t make him happy.

That woman, Verbena Beeks (Donna knew the name would roll around in her head all night)  — she’d given Sam five or six minutes of pure joy.  After she’d walked away, when Sam had grasped Donna’s hand again, he’d been damp with sweat.  Sweaty, in a restaurant that was drafty even in front of the fireplace.  And...glowing.

“Sleep?” he suggested again.

She nodded.  “Yes.  All right.”
He was gone for a couple of minutes, inside the bathroom with the door closed.  When he returned, he was still fully dressed.  He wasn’t at all at ease.  He let her get into bed first, then turned off the lamp one more time and undressed in the dark.  He settled in beside her still wearing his shorts and undershirt.

“Sam?”
He shifted onto his side, facing her.  “Hmmm.”
“Are you sure I’m the one you want?”
There was puzzlement in his voice when he replied, “Yes.”
“You’re sure.”
“Yes.”
He wouldn’t bother turning the question around.  She wasn’t sure yet; if she had been, she wouldn’t answer his proposals with “I can’t make that decision yet, Sam.  I need more time.”  But is that it?  Or are you not sure that he’s sure?

You love him.  You know you love him.
“You’re the one I want to be with,” he assured her.

“Always?”
“Always.”
“Sam...”
“Ssshhh.”  He shifted again, gathering her close to him.  He’d left his socks on, too — one of them rubbed against her ankle.  “You’re tired.  Go to sleep now.”
“Sam.”
“I love you.”
But you’ll leave.  I’ll let you be so important to me that I can’t breathe without you, and you’ll leave.  Like he did.  What do I do then?  How do I get along without you?  How do I do that, Sam?  Isn’t it better to leave now, before you’re more a part of me than I am?  I don’t want to hurt like that, Sam.  I don’t want to hurt any more.  I don’t want you to leave me.
The room was silent again.  She could feel the whisper of Sam’s breath against her cheek but couldn’t hear it.

...I can see

Hearts carved on a tree

Letters intertwined

For all time

Yours and mine...
He was asleep, she thought.  He could fool her, though: be still and quiet, but not asleep, wide awake and thinking.

But the memory stays

For always...
He wasn’t asleep.  His fingertips drifted up along her face, found more tears dribbling at the corners of her eyes, carefully dabbed them away.  Then he kissed the damp spots.

“Ssshhhh.”
Don’t comfort me, Sam.  Don’t do this, as if my feelings don’t have any validity and I need to put them aside.  Don’t tell me to hush.
He was rocking her, just a little, his arms and legs wound around her.

...Intertwined

For all...
The headache had gone away, finally, but the pills were loaded with caffeine.  She wouldn’t sleep, wouldn’t be able to sleep, with millions of milligrams of stimulant coursing around in her bloodstream.  Couldn’t sleep, because she was angry, offended, how dare he hush her instead of admitting that he’d abandoned her to that gloppy soggy plate of chocolate so that he could dance with that woman.

That...
“There isn’t anybody else,” he whispered.  “There’s never going to be anybody else.”
You don’t know that.
“I love you, Donna.”
But I don’t make you happy.
“Of course you do.”
I didn’t say it out loud.  Did I?  I didn’t say it...
“Being near you makes me happy.  I’m happy, right here, right now.  Maybe I don’t...I’m sorry if I don’t show it.  This is new to me.  I’ve never been involved this seriously with anyone before.  I’m still figuring out the rules.”
“The look on your face.  When you were dancing.”
“I had a good time,” he admitted.  He was quiet for a minute, stroking the edge of her cheek.  “I used to feel like that playing basketball.  At least,” he amended, “when the game was going well.  It’s not so great when you’re getting whipped.  It’s an adrenaline rush.  It’s...”
“I can figure out the physiology of it, Sam.”
“I don’t care about that woman.  I’m not interested in her.  Any more than I was ever interested in No-Nose Pruitt.”  He smiled at her, teasingly, watching her face in the bands of light from the parking lot still bleeding in through the half-open blinds.  “I can guarantee you that that woman isn’t lying in bed right now, thinking about me.”
“You don’t think so.”
“No.  I don’t.  She’s either sound asleep, or she’s making love to her husband.”
“Husband?”
“The guy whose ring she’s wearing.  Husband.”  Her gaze flickered away from his, but he tapped her lightly on the cheek with the tip of his forefinger to bring it back.  “You want to know how to make me happy?  How to see that look on my face and know you put it there?  You can answer my question.  You can say ‘I do.’  Then take a look at my face.”  Before she could say anything, he went on, “You don’t have to do it now.  But that’s the answer.  That’s how you can make me happy.  Tell me you want to be my wife.”
“I love you, Sam.”
“I’m glad.”
“But I can’t make...”
“It’s all right.  Later is all right.  As long as I know you’re considering it.”
“I’m...I am.”
“Good.”
She heard someone walking down the corridor a little while later.  By that time, Sam was asleep, his head tucked into the nook between her shoulder and her chin.  He, apparently, was happy enough for now.

“I love you, Sam,” she whispered.

In spite of the caffeine, she fell asleep a few minutes after that, with that woman’s name rolling around inside her head, the woman Sam had never seen before and would certainly never see again.

Verbena Beeks

Verbena Beeks

Verbena...

* * * * * *

A Wish to Reclaim the Captured Soul
Wednesday, December 31, 1986

The door to the roof opened with a soft squeak.  Sam stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame, the knob still in his hand, scanning what little he could see of the roof.  Snow had blown against every vertical surface as dusty gray piles — that, as a decoration on the black tarpaper, made the top of the building about as welcoming as a haunted house.

Someone found the place appealing, though.  Laughter floated past, carried by the halfhearted gusts of a wind that had died out a couple of hours ago.

“Al,” Sam said experimentally.

No one answered him, but he knew he’d been heard, even though he hadn’t raised his voice.  With a tired sigh Sam stepped out of the doorway and let the door drift shut behind him, wheezing on its hydraulic hinge.  He could see Al now, over at the southern end of the building, his arms wrapped around someone about the same height as he.

“Al,” Sam said again.

“You got lousy timing, kid.”
Hands stuffed into his pockets, Sam strolled across the roof, mindful of the obstacles in his path: old scraps of tarpaper, the cap on a ventilation shaft, and a collection of human discards.  A crumpled paper cup.  An even more crumpled magazine.  The queen of hearts from a deck of cards.  There was more, a lot more (obviously, the roof was a popular getaway spot, and just as obviously, no one ever cleaned it up) but Sam ignored it in favor of his quarry, who was watching him approach and was growing more displeased by the moment.

“Security said you were missing,” Sam told him.

“Do I look missing?”
“No.”
Al snorted, shook his head, then returned his attention to his companion.  “I look missing to you, Gina, sweetheart?”
Gina sweetheart’s head swiveled and she tossed a broad grin in Sam’s direction.  She was familiar (from Data Processing, Sam guessed) but that didn’t make much difference; the fact that she was up here with Al didn’t mean there was a relationship brewing.  In fact, it probably meant the opposite.

“Why don’t you go tell Security that everything is just peachy,” Al suggested.  “You found me, I’m all present and accounted for, and they can untie the knots in their shorts.”
“I think they want...”
“I know what they want,” Al said sharply.

Sam stood silent for a moment, then replied, “Why don’t you come down to the party.”
“Why?  So you can keep an eye on me?”
Gina turned around then, not much less flustered than Al was.  Her clothing all seemed to fasten up the front — a military-issue parka that was probably Al’s, a glittery black blouse, a long skirt with a row of buttons — and was currently unfastened, forcing her to hold it together with her fingers to keep Sam from glimpsing a view that had been intended only for Al.

“Look,” she said, and the crooning tone in her voice made Sam blink.  She noticed that, cleared her throat, and started again, more businesslike this time.  “Look, everything’s okay.  We’re just...getting some fresh air, okay?  We’ll be down in a few minutes.  There’s no problem, um...what’s your name?”
“Sam.”
“Sam.  Give us a little time, okay, Sam?”
“Half an hour, Sam,” Al grunted.  “What, do they think I’m gonna burn the place down?  The roof’s not off-limits, you know.  There’d be a crowd up here, except it’s too damn cold.  Gimme a break, here.  Am-scray.”
He made a shooing gesture with both hands.  Most of his clothing was unfastened, too, but he didn’t bother holding anything together.

“Go on,” he commanded.  “Get the hell outta here.”
Sam went.

* * *

Al found him about forty-five minutes later, sitting alone at a table in the library, his head bent over an open technical journal.  The library door banged shut (just loudly enough for effect) as Al strode across the room and came to a halt midway between the entrance and Sam’s table, his arms clamped against his chest.

“You wanna tell me what the hell that was about?”
“I already did,” Sam replied, still focused on his journal.

“Security doesn’t give a flying shit where I am.  It’s quarter to twelve.  They probably don’t know where they are.  If anybody wanted my whereabouts, it was either Anastasio, or it was you.  You feel like telling the truth?”
Sam turned a page in the journal, pretended to begin reading it, then pushed it away.  Shifting slightly in his chair, he said evenly, “You weren’t at the party.  Nobody had seen you.”
“So you considered it your bounden duty to come find me.”
“So you wouldn’t miss the party.”
“But you’re not worried about you missing the party.  You always whoop it up on New Year’s with a hot new copy of” — Al stalked the last few steps to the table and snatched up the periodical — “the Journal of Applied Physics?  Where’s Donna?”
“At the party.”
“Alone.”
“I told her I’d be back in time for midnight.  I...”
Al had him blocked in.  He sat still, unwilling to signal retreat by pushing his chair toward the far end of the table so that he could rise out of it.  Al knew what he was doing: he was several inches shorter than Sam, but with Sam sitting down, he had the advantage.

“I told her I wasn’t good company right now.”
“Yeah?  And why is that?”
“You can figure that out for yourself.”
“I can?  Yeah, you’re right.  I can.  I was up on the roof with somebody, having a little New Year’s celebration.  Oh...I get it.  You wanted to make sure I was having safe sex.  Well, put your mind at ease.”  Al’s hand dove into the pocket of his coat and produced something that he dropped onto the table next to Sam’s forgotten journal: an empty condom wrapper.  “There.  Now you can relax.  I got it covered.  You got no need to worry about unwanted pregnancies.  Or AIDS.  Or the clap.  And you know what?  That wasn’t her idea.  It was mine.”
“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Sam said between gritted teeth.  “And you know it.”
“What I know is,” Al shot back, “that you spend too goddamn much time worrying about where I am.  Who I’m with.  What I’m doing.  What I ought to be doing, from the point of view of Sam Beckett.  It’s New Year’s Eve, dammit!  Stop sitting here like your little teenage daughter broke her curfew.  You keep talking about the party — go to the party!  Then go bang your girlfriend.  Or do it the other way around.  I don’t care.  Just stop following me around.”
The roof was eight stories above the parking lot.  The lot was liberally dotted with security lighting, but that illumination didn’t reach eight stories above the ground.  Still, the moon had been bright enough for Sam to see the bottle of champagne sitting on the parapet.  And the fact that it was empty.

“You promised,” he said quietly.

“It’s New Year’s Eve.”
“I know what day it is, Al.”
“Everybody in the place is gonna toss back a few.  Including you.  Or are you gonna tell me you’re a member of the Ladies’ Christian Temperance Movement, now?”
“I don’t have a drinking problem,” Sam replied.

“No.  Your problem is that you want to be the world’s goddamn conscience.”
Slowly, Sam pushed his chair sideways along the table, got up from it, retrieved the Journal of Applied Physics and returned it to its proper place on the shelf.  The condom wrapper he left lying in the middle of the table.

“I know what day it is,” he told Al, then walked past him and left the library.

He wasn’t moving very rapidly.  Al passed him a minute later, striding rapidly down the corridor, as if had a destination in mind that had nothing to do with Sam.  He went a dozen paces past Sam, then pivoted and stopped in the middle of the hallway.  Sam could have stepped around him, but didn’t.

“You spend a helluva lot of time worrying about what other people ought to do,” Al announced.

“Only when they’re hurting themselves.”
“Only when you decide they’re hurting themselves.”
“We’ve had this conversation a thousand times, Al,” Sam sighed.  “I’m going to take your advice.  I’m going to the party.  It’ll be midnight in a couple of minutes, and I’d like to be with Donna.  You can go wherever you like.  Do whatever you want to.  I won’t be checking up you.  You can count on that.  I don’t care what you do.  Now excuse me.  Good night.  Happy New Year.”
He skirted the older man, aiming for the elevator.  Al stood watching, not moving as Sam pressed the call button, still not moving when the doors opened.  But he was there when Sam got off the elevator.  His face was red, his breath coming hard.  He’d run up two flights of stairs and was trying to pretend the exertion didn’t bother him.

Disapproval was plain on Sam’s face, but he ignored Al, walking past him toward the big rec room at the end of the building.  The hallway was filled with the sounds of celebration.  Sam’s footsteps on the linoleum weren’t audible above them.  He stopped a few yards short of the double doors and held out a hand to halt Al.

“No,” he said firmly.  “Don’t follow me in there if what you intend to do is ruin that party.”
“Who said...”
“You’re going to follow me in there and go on yelling at me.  You’re going to get louder, and louder, until everybody else stops talking to look at you, so that all of them know just how unfair I’m being to you.  You’re going to disrupt their New Year’s Eve, because you’ve been drinking and the only person you care about is yourself.  No.”  Sam cut himself off.  “No, that’s wrong.  The person you care about the least is yourself.  But either way, I’m not going to let you destroy everyone’s New Year’s Eve.  Ruin mine if you want to; it’s already pretty well flattened.  But leave everybody else alone.”
Al raised an eyebrow.  “You want to take this outside?”
“I don’t want to take it anywhere.  I’m tired of it.”
“If you wanna think back a ways, Beckett,” Al retorted, “I never asked you to come here in the first place.  You came down here all on your own.  And you dug in all on your own.  You were gonna start up your own project.   That’s what you told me.  I never told you you oughta sign at Starbright.  So don’t act like I wrecked all your plans.  You can pack up and leave any time you want.”
“And what happens then?” Sam asked.  He had unconsciously fallen into a pose similar to parade rest, standing guard in front of the rec room.  “If I leave.”
“To what?”
“To you.”
“That’s not your problem.”
“The booze is going to kill you, Al.”
Al didn’t respond immediately.  Whatever was going on inside his head wasn’t at all visible on his face.  He’d seen this absence of expression worn by a lot of people (most of them military); Sam hadn’t, and wouldn’t know how to respond to it.

“It’s New Year’s Eve,” he said softly.

“And you’ve celebrated,” Sam agreed.  “You had your champagne.  You had a lot of champagne.  And you had sex up on the roof with a woman whose last name you probably don’t know.  Isn’t that enough?  Or did you want to have sex with some other stranger?  And drink some more.  Until you pass out?  I don’t understand you, Al.  I saved your job!  They were going to kick you out of here.  You wouldn’t have lasted here for another forty-eight hours.  I changed their minds.  But you’re determined to follow the same path.  I thought things were going to be different.  But I was wrong.”
“You were wrong.”
“I thought I saw someone who could be useful.  Somebody who could help me.”
“Help you,” Al echoed.

“Yes.”
“See,” Al said, reaching out to jab a forefinger into the middle of Sam’s chest, “that’s the deal.  It’s you.  What you want.  What you need.  What you think.  Like nobody’s opinion is worth a rat’s ass except yours.  Because you’re the genius.  You’re the one who knocks people outta their socks.  Well, fuck you, Beckett.  It ain’t all about you.”
This time it was Al who walked away.  He took the stairs again, his steps falling so heavily on the risers that Sam could hear him for several minutes, until a door banged to signal that Al had left the stairwell on another floor.  Sam, defeated, remained in the hallway by himself, leaning against one of the pale-gray walls, his eyes closed, his right hand balled tightly into a fist.

“Sam?”
He let Donna take his arm before he opened his eyes.  Was it midnight yet?  He didn’t think so — the noise level of the party hadn’t increased more than a little.  If it were twelve, there’d be shouts, cheers.

Yeah, he thought.  Happy New Year.
“Honey, not again.”
Sam slumped against the wall.  “I don’t know what to do.  I don’t know what to say.  I thought when we left Hawaii that everything was better.  After he apologized to my family...it all seemed to be okay.  He’s got something to do now — something to aim for.  We’ll have Quantum Leap on its feet in another year or two.”
“Maybe that’s it,” Donna suggested softly.  “It’s your `something’ and not his.”
“I’m making him an integral part of it.  At least I’m trying to.”
Donna shrugged.  “Maybe that smacks too much of charity.”
“So now you’re on his side?”
“I’m just saying, maybe you can’t change him.”
“He’s going to kill himself, Donna.”
Voices began to ring out of the rec room.  “Ten!  Nine!  Eight!”  Pulling himself away from the wall, Sam slid an arm around Donna’s waist, and they listened together to the rest of the countdown.  When the voices called out “Happy New Year!  Happy New Year!” they kissed, but without much enthusiasm.  They remained holding onto each other as the voices from the rec room sang a loud, off-key chorus of “Auld Lang Syne.”  Then the double doors rocked open and people spilled out into the hallway.  Within minutes the party had spread all the way down the hall to the elevator.

“Maybe I should just give up,” Sam sighed.

Hands reached in to pat him on the shoulder, on the back.  People he knew, and some he didn’t, wished him the best for the new year, and did the same for Donna.  Some of them tried to tug him along, but he resisted, and after a while the tide had gone on by, leaving him and Donna still standing near the wall, tucked into an alcove that contained the entrance to a file room.

“Maybe I should do what he says.  Leave him alone, and make love to you.”
“He suggested that?”
“Mmm-hmmm.”
“Well...it sounds sensible to me.”
Donna took a step, Sam’s hand clasped in hers, intending to take him back to their apartment.  When he didn’t move she looked at him puzzledly.

“I think I should make love to you not here,” Sam said.

“What...?”
“Not at Starbright.  I think it’s time to leave.  It’s time to move on.”
“To where?”
The question was simple enough, but (and Donna knew this) had no simple answer.  He could pack up and leave any time, as Al had told him; he wasn’t an indentured servant, and his intelligence and his resume would guarantee him a position at any school, any research lab, any project he cared to name.  He was a feather in other people’s caps, as he had been at Starbright for the past several months, as he’d been at MIT for several years.  He was an asset, anywhere he landed.  Except in the middle of Al Calavicci’s life.

The trouble was, he didn’t want to go “anywhere.”  He was thirty-three years old, and the last thirteen of those years had been carefully laid out.  Thirteen years ago, his pencil had scribbled a number near the bottom of a wrinkled sheet of tablet paper, and he had gone running to Sebastian LoNigro with the paper in his hand.  LoNigro had checked the rest of the scribblings on the page and had looked up at Sam with a broad grin.  The math had played out.  Sam was right.  On paper, at least, man could travel in time.

After that: more work.  Thousands of hours of study, on subjects that obviously connected, on others that seemed to anyone on the outside to be a distraction.  He didn’t bother to correct that assumption.  Let them think he was straying.  Let them think anything they wanted.

Thirteen years had passed.

He still had the sheet of paper, pressed carefully into a notebook.  He also had a well of information, facts, conclusions, trivia, ephemera.  He had everything he needed.

Everything except the money.

A lot of money.  A staggering amount of money.

Al had written a letter, a few months back.  In answer to that letter, Sam had received a promise for some start-up money, but in the grand scheme of things, the start-up money was (as Al would call it) chump change.  Sam, who had grown up watching his father struggle with a tiny dairy farm in Indiana, had a rough idea of How Much Things Cost.  The idea had been drilled into him every day of his life.  “No, dear.”  “Let’s take this one instead.”  “Time to go home now, son.”  He was supposed to overlook the idea, though — was supposed to concentrate on the fact that there was a roof (albeit well patched) over his head, clothes on his back, food in his stomach, and not that half of what the Becketts owned was second-hand.

He knew.  He wasn’t concerned with roofing shingles, or new bicycles, or college tuition any longer.  How Much Things Cost had evolved into something bigger, grander, almost beyond imagination.  The seed money, the answer to Al’s letter, not only wouldn’t “turn on the lights,” it wouldn’t begin to install the lights.

Not that there was anyplace to install lights in.
“I don’t know,” he told Donna.

* * *

After she had fallen asleep, he went back to the library.  He was carrying a pad of paper and a pencil.

The condom wrapper was still lying in the middle of the table.  Sam stared at it for a minute, then scooped it up and tossed it into the nearest wastebasket.  He laid his pencil and paper on the table but didn’t sit down.  Instead, he roamed back and forth, looking at the shelves of reference books that someone whose name he didn’t know had seen fit to accumulate.

Idly, he pushed his hands into his pockets and found a couple of quarters, the change left over from a trip to the vending machine for a Coke after dinner.  His brother Tom, long ago, had taught him how to spin a coin on a flat surface, and he did so now, crouching beside the table and watching the quarter rotate until it flopped sideways and lay still.

His hand had been small then, and a quarter had seemed like a fortune.

A voice murmured inside his head.  It was Johnny Carson’s, he thought, imitating something that Carl Sagan had never really said.  Billions and billions...billions...billions.
Billions??? he thought furiously.

How in the name of God was he supposed to gather up that kind of money?

Dad couldn’t even manage a few thousand.

“So here I am,” he muttered.  “Hiding at Starbright.  Working under a compromise.  They scratch my back, I scratch theirs.  Which gets me nowhere.”
“It lets you work on the holograms.”
He didn’t need to turn.  It was Al’s voice.  Al, who couldn’t let an argument drop any more than Sam could.

“For their benefit.”
“Maybe.”
Al closed the door behind him, shuffled a few steps, and sank into the only comfortable chair in the room — well worn, but upholstered.  The others were all chrome and plastic, ergonomic, supposedly, but that had to be for beings whose physiology wasn’t adult human.

“You gotta go with the flow, kid.”
“Really?” Sam said dryly.  “Did you make that up?”
“Either that, or have a telethon.”
“We’ve given up on the bake sale concept, then.”
“Starbright’s going down the crapper,” Al observed after a moment of studying first the ceiling lights, then a threadbare spot on the arm of the chair.  “You know that.  I know that.  They couldn’t make it any plainer if they painted a sign.  They had something to accomplish here, and it ain’t gonna happen.  They’re missing too many of the pieces.”  He paused long enough to produce a cigar from his pocket.  He didn’t light it, though he seemed to be considering doing that, in spite of the red, white and black NO SMOKING sign hanging crookedly between the librarian’s desk and the door.  “What you do, kid,” he went on, rolling the cigar between his fingers, “is take ‘em for whatever you can get before they fold up their tent and steal off into the night.  You need a place to work, you need a computer, they’ve got that.”
Sam made a face.  “You know what they want to do with the holograms?”
“Sure I do.”
“They want to use them as part of an...”
Al filled in, “Earth-to-outreach communications system.  A way to project images between Earth and long-distance spacecraft.”
“But there aren’t any long-distance spacecraft.  Not with humans on board.  Not with anything living on board.  So what good is a system that utilizes the neurons and mesons of the human brain?”
“Someday,” Al shrugged.

“Someday,” Sam grumbled.  “You know what they want to do with the technology in the meanwhile?  They want to use it to improve long-distance phone calls!”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“It’s...”
“I’m serious!  They told me this morning.  They’ll renew the grant if I spend all my time perfecting a system that’s ultimately going to be used to spruce up long distance phone calls.  And home entertainment.  You don’t have to curl up on the couch and watch `Star Trek’ any more, you can be a part of it!”
Al didn’t reply, choosing instead to toy with his cigar as he watched Sam stalk back and forth looking for something to kick.  There wasn’t anything available other than table legs and the bases of the bookshelves, none of which would provide a satisfying amount of destruction if Sam slammed them with a sneaker.  The only thing he’d do damage to would be his foot.  Might break a toe, Al supposed, if he swung hard enough.

“Where you gonna go if you bail?” Al asked eventually, when Sam’s annoyance had wound down a little.

“I don’t know.”
“Hmmmm?”
“I said, I don’t know.”
“But there’s a lot of emotional satisfaction in packing up your intellectual property and telling them to kiss your ass, you ain’t working for Ma Bell.”
“I’m not being petty.”
Al shook his head.  “Didn’t say you were.”
“You know what the holograms are for.”
“Yup.”
“They’re not...”
A slice of the hand holding the cigar cut Sam off in mid-protest.  Amused by the speed with which Sam fell silent (though he’d seen plenty of junior officers clam up just as fast, or faster), Al let the younger man stew for a moment, then said, “You’re letting the Worry Train run away with you, kid.  Doesn’t matter if they’ve got the technology or not.  It’s gonna be another hundred years before the economics work out.  Yeah, you can work out a system where, instead of talking to Grandma over the phone, you can be there in the room with her, but who the hell can afford that?  And who’s gonna let somebody wire up their brain to make it happen?”  He paused again, then added, “Although you’d probably get a line from here to Cleveland of dorks who’d sign up for anything that’d let ‘em fight the Klingons live and in person.”
“It’s not ‘live and in person,’“ Sam complained.

“It’s close enough.”
“You’re not getting the point.”
“Neither are you,” Al replied, depositing the cigar in his mouth and reaching for his lighter.  The reaction that got from Sam was well worth the tongue-lashing he’d get from Security later on.  The stogie fired up immediately, and he puffed on it happily, watching Sam’s jaw tighten.  “I read your contract.  In fact, you read it to me, so you know I know what’s in it.  You need to chill out.  Calm down.  Mellow out.  Don’t-worry-be-happy.  Read the fine print!  They’re letting you play in their sandbox with their pail and shovel, and when you pack up and go home, you don’t surrender the right to use any of your own ideas in any form whatsoever.”
Sam scowled at him.  “Except for profit.”
“Yeah, and since when has Quantum Leap been about making a profit?”
“It’s a restriction.”
“Christ on a bobsled.  You agreed to it.”
“Maybe in retrospect I don’t think I should have.”
Al snorted around the cigar, an explosion that resulted in cigar smoke billowing halfway across the room.  Sam grimaced at the cloud and stepped away from it.  “Retrospect will kill you every time, buddy boy,” Al announced.  “Retrospect ain’t worth diddly-squat except as a leading cause of bleeding ulcers.  You don’t want to make any money off of this thing, you told me that, you were stone cold sober when you said it, and you can’t stand there and tell me now that you changed your mind and you want to be in the Fortune Top Ten.  Money ain’t what it’s about for you, never has been, never will be.  If it was, you’d have better taste in clothes.”
“What?”
“Never mind.  You explained the whole thing to me.  Chapter and verse, in long and painful detail.  The almighty dollar does not enter into this picture.”
“Yes it does.”
“Doesn’t.”
“It does.  Because without money, all it is, is ‘intellectual property.’“
Chuckling softly, Al pulled himself up out of the badly worn armchair, wandered over past the librarian’s desk, and straightened the NO SMOKING sign.  “That’s it, then.  The truth rears its ugly head.  You were gonna sit here all night and work out another cost analysis.  You’re p.o.ed because the departure time for your Big Red Boat hasn’t been posted yet, and you’re gonna take it out on the handiest possible target: me.  You’re not gonna take it out on Donna, ‘cause she smells good and she has no visible flaws.  Nope.  Much easier to take it out on Calavicci, the unrepentant drunk.”  Before Sam could speak, Al made another slice through the air with the cigar.  “And don’t hand me the usual crap.  I’m not messing up my life.  I’m messing up yours.  That’s what curdles your milk.  Not that I welcomed in the New Year with a bottle and a broad.  That I’m not spending every waking moment trying to convert the world to the Gospel According to Sam.”
Sam opened his mouth but said nothing.

“Go on,” Al prodded.  “Deny it.”
Still nothing.

“Well?”
“I need the money,” Sam muttered.  “Is that a crime?  I need the money, or everything I’ve worked for is for nothing.  It all stays inside my head unless somebody comes up with the money.”
“A lot of somebodies, more like.”
“Whatever.”
“You ever sell anything, Beckett?  Cars?  Newspapers?  Girl Scout cookies?”
“No.”
“Nothing?”
“No.”
Al had asked that question before, in similar words and in dissimilar ones.  He could have even answered the question for himself, without voicing it, using what he had observed in Sam, and about Sam, during the last eleven months.  Sam not only couldn’t sell material goods, he couldn’t sell himself.  Every school Sam had attended had come looking for him.  So had Starbright.  He got job offers (well-paying, many of them) three or four times a week, but had never applied for a job.  He hadn’t sold himself to Donna, either, Al was fairly certain.  Sam just was, and what he was, people wanted.  A handful of people, anyway.  He’d never pounded the pavement, beat the drum, held out his hand.  He might have, Al supposed, held out a pillowcase once a year in years gone by and mumbled “Trick or treat” to folks who were willing to give him an apple or a Hershey bar.  But Sam and sales technique, beyond a shadow of a doubt, lived in two different neighborhoods.  He could be the poster boy for the old saying about not being able to sell a life preserver to a drowning man.  Left on his own, he’d be as successful as Oliver Twist, holding out his empty gruel pan and whimpering, “Please, sir, I want some more.”
“Kid,” Al said, flicking ash from his cigar into a square piece of plastic on the librarian’s desk that was intended to hold slips of memo paper but was currently empty.  “You need to pull your head out of your ass.”
“And do what?” Sam replied, without a lot of interest.

“Learn the fine art of fund-raising.”
“I...”
“You thought I was gonna take care of that?” Al supplied, though of course that had not been what Sam intended to say.  “What, so you can roam around in the middle of the night diddling with quarters and whining about how the world done you wrong?  Not a chance.  If you want the money, then you’re gonna ask for it.”
“I’ve tried.”
Al’s eyebrows shot up halfway to his hairline.  “Asked who?  Asked how?”
“I’m no good at asking for money.”
“Then you need to get good.  You need to get so good that you can go to sleep at night with your mattress stuffed with hundred dollar bills.  You need to have money piled around you in ten-foot stacks.  You need to hear the music of that little zzzzzip of a check being torn out of the checkbook.  Pull your head out of your ass, Beckett.  You can’t go through life like the Cowardly Lion singing ‘If I Only Had Some Dough.’  There’s money out there, and they might as well give it to you as anybody else.”
Sam mulled that over, then asked quietly, “If you’re so good at it, how come you’re not sleeping on hundred dollar bills?”
“Never had a reason to,” Al replied.

“But you’re going to teach me.”
Cigar clamped firmly between his teeth, Al walked over to the table, seized Sam’s pencil and pad and carried them back to the armchair.  He sank down then, made himself comfortable, and scrawled a couple of lines of text on the paper.

“What are you doing?” Sam frowned.

“Terms of employment,” Al said absently, still writing.

“Al...”
“Uh-uh-uh.”  Al shook his head and kept writing.  “Never taken a job in my life without knowing what I was expected to do, who for, and what the compensation was.  Wasn’t always written down, but in this case, we’ll just eliminate the gray areas.”  Still writing, he puffed another trail of smoke in Sam’s direction.  “Point being, that bottle was mostly empty when I took it up there.  Who drank the rest of it, your guess is as good as mine.  And as to the question of my making whoopee with strangers, well, that’s just too damn bad.  Get over it.  And” — he glanced at Sam without breaking stride in his scribbling — “you will pry my cigar out of my cold, dead hands.”
“It’s not healthy.”
Al’s head bent toward the paper, and as if he were writing it down, he recited, “Not.  Interested.  In.  Your.  Opinion.”  His gaze flickered up, then down again, and he concluded, “Doctor.”  He spent another couple of minutes writing, then carefully scrutinized what he had put down.  Satisfied, he tore the used pages off the pad, folded them into quarters, then got up from the chair and tossed the pad and pencil back onto the table.  Turning to Sam, he asked pointedly, “Do I look tanked to you?”
“Do you...what?  No.  You don’t.”
“You’re sure.”
“Yes.”
“Be sure, now.  I’ll walk a straight line if you want.  Touch my finger to my nose.”
“Stop it, Al.”
“I’m gonna go to bed.  If you’ve got any common sense, you’ll do the same thing.  If you’ve got a little more sense, you’ll wake up your girlfriend and ring in the New Year before you go to sleep.  And ring it in again in the morning.  I’ll find you around lunchtime.”
Sam frowned, “For what?”
“To teach you how to sell cookies.”  Al leaned over and stubbed out the cigar in the plastic memo holder, then returned to Sam and deposited the folded sheets of paper in the breast pocket of Sam’s flannel shirt.  “Good night, sweet prince,” he said dryly when he reached the doorway.  “If you follow me, they’re going to find little pieces of your body out in the parking lot come morning.”
Sam didn’t follow.  He stood where he was, trying to inhale as little as possible of the lingering smoke.  He was tired; his shoulders and the small of his back ached.  This wasn’t going to work, he told himself as he retrieved his pad and pencil (more to leave the library the way he’d found it than because he thought he would need them later).  Al was too much of a loose cannon.  Okay, he wasn’t drunk tonight, but that didn’t mean he’d pass up an opportunity tomorrow, or a week from now, or a month from now.  There was a good man in Al, somewhere, underneath, but how far down?  He’d been talented, creative, brave — enough positive adjectives to create a new Boy Scout Creed — as a young man, but what was left of that now?

What was left, other than anger, and what seemed like an unflagging need to be irresponsible...to make other people angry?

Shaking his head, Sam pulled the folded sheets of paper out of his pocket, intending to read them and then throw them away.  They wouldn’t make any sense, he was sure; it was just three or four pages of rambling.

But it wasn’t.

People have called me a lot of things, it said.  A bunch of ‘em said I bite the hand that feeds me.  More like, it’s the hand that feeds me but wants me to pay for the meal.

You’ve got a lot going for you, kid.

Don’t piss on that, and don’t piss on me.

It’s nice to be around somebody who’s got a dream.  I used to have some myself.
The last page said: Now go wake up your girlfriend.
He didn’t need to.  She was already awake, waiting for him, although his getting up in the middle of the night was not a novelty and she knew better than to be concerned by his absence.  He handed her Al’s “contract” and let her read it as he undressed.

“He’s not well thought of, Sam,” she commented when she’d finished.

“I know.”
“What do you think?”
Sam slid into bed beside her and lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling.  She pressed Al’s note into his hand and he set it aside on the night table without looking at it.

“I don’t know what I think,” he replied.  “No — that’s wrong.  I know what I think.  I know what I feel.  I don’t know what to decide.  He could help the Project.  He could get it off the ground...or he could make sure it never does.  I don’t know!  I either have to trust him, or I have to walk away.”
He switched off the bedside lamp then.

“You know, though,” Donna said quietly, “he has to make the same choice.”
“Alcohol.  Women.  Cigars.”
“It’s up to you, Sam.”
“You don’t like him.”
“I don’t like what he does.  That doesn’t mean I think he couldn’t contribute something to the Project.  He could contribute a lot.”
“If...?” Sam prompted.

“If he stops fighting the wrong people.”
“And if he doesn’t?”
“You can’t rescue someone who doesn’t want to be rescued.”
Those words were all too familiar to Sam.  He had heard them almost a year ago, from Tony Anastasio, who had once been on a level equal to Al’s on Starbright’s organizational chart but was now Al’s superior.  Because, and only because, Al had screwed up.  Anastasio made no secret of the fact that he hated Al Calavicci.  He did not say — but Sam was able to understand — that someone who outranked Anastasio had already vetoed Al’s termination from Starbright.  Anastasio had railed at Sam for almost an hour, covering the same ground many times.  His point was hammered home within the first five minutes.  After that, it simply made Sam’s head ache.

Al Calavicci was a lost cause.  More than that, he was going to drag down anyone who attached themselves to him.  Sam was welcome to join Starbright, but if he insisted on making Al Calavicci a part of the package, that welcome would not be worth very much.

“He was a war hero,” Sam pointed out.

“He was,” Anastasio agreed.  “And that car of yours used to be new.”
Anastasio had made up his mind a long time ago.  Why he couldn’t simply ignore Al, and insisted instead on hammering more nails into Al’s coffin, obviously had to do with the anonymous someone who outranked him.  Either way, Al was not doing much more at Starbright than taking up space.  His talent, his creativity, his intelligence were either gone or completely buried.  At Sam’s age, he had been a hero.  Now, twenty years later, he could do nothing right.

Except write letters.

Sam reached over to the night table and picked up the folded pieces of paper.  He didn’t unfold them, and in the darkness he could not have read them anyway.  He held them for a minute, then dropped them back onto the night table, got out of bed, and gathered up his clothes.

“Where are you going?” Donna asked.

He didn’t answer until he had finished dressing.  “I’m going to buy some cookies,” he told her, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek.  “If I’m not back by morning, come look for me in the parking lot.”
“What...?”
“You were right,” Sam said as he moved toward the door.  “It’s not my decision, it’s his.  And I think he’s already made it.”
* * * * * *

Make Me Believe
Tuesday, December 31, 1991

Even thinking about Murphy Brown made Sam’s skin crawl.

He dragged his feet every step of the eight blocks between the hotel and the network building.  Prisoners on death row had approached the electric chair with far more enthusiasm than he felt as the distance between him and the “F.Y.I.” offices narrowed.  Al was beside him, but that did more harm than good.  For a reason he would not explain, Al thought the whole situation was funny.

“What’s she gonna do?  Huh?”
“She,” Sam winced, “is going to crucify me.”
Al snorted, shook his head, and kept walking.  “It’s Jim’s segment, not hers.”
“She’ll find a way.”
“Why would she even want to be bothered with you?”
Sam pulled himself to a halt, unaware that he had arrived in front of the network building and was blocking the revolving door leading into the lobby.  “Thanks,” he said, not hearing the mutterings of the half-dozen people who had to squeeze around him to reach the sidewalk.  “I really appreciate the amount of value that you place on the work I’ve spent my entire life putting together.”
“In the first place,” Al replied, tugging Sam away from the door, “I’m talking about her opinion, not mine.  And in the second place, I’m not talking about the work.  I’m talking about you.  And in the third place...now it’s your whole life?  Last week you were saying twenty years.”
“So I’m not worth anybody’s attention.”
“Not ‘anybody.’  Hers.”
“I’m not worth her attention.  That’s terrific.  What do I have to do to be worth her attention?  Blow up” — Sam let his voice drop — “a building?  Take hostages at a Seven-Eleven?  Direct a movie nobody understands?  Lead a coup in some third-world country?  I’m not worth her attention because I want to do something that would help the world.  That’s nice.  That’s perfect.”
“Are you listening to yourself?”
“Why?”
Shaking his head, Al propelled his partner into a section of the revolving door, inserted himself into the one behind it, and turned the door until they had both been deposited in the lobby.  “You know, for somebody with degrees up the wazoo, you make damn little sense.  First you’d do anything to avoid Murphy Brown, now your nose is out of joint because she’s probably gonna ignore you.  Make up your mind.”
“I watched her last week.  She took that guy apart.”
“What guy?”
“I don’t remember,” Sam confessed.  “All I remember is feeling an overwhelming urge to go into hiding.”
“It’s Jim’s story, Sam.”
“But he said...”
This had been a mistake, Sam thought.  Not because of Murphy Brown — well, yes, because of her; everywhere he looked, he saw her picture or heard her name — but because he had brought Al into a building that had women in it and expected Al to be of some practical use to him.  He’d lost Al already, he observed with a small, despondent sigh.  Al, the very picture of spit and polish, was tailing a redhead in a remarkably short skirt into the newsstand.  The redhead knew she was being tailed: in fact, she was leading Al like a terrier on an invisible leash.

So that was what the khakis were for.  “I just looooove a man in uniform,” a tiny voice squealed inside Sam’s head.

Didn’t matter that Al was an officer in the United States Navy.  Nosirree bob.  The uniform was a babe magnet.  Like the car.  Like the smile.

“Al,” Sam moaned.

Al looked over his shoulder and waved.  “Go on up, kid.  I’ll be up in a few minutes.  They’re expecting you.  You don’t need me there anyway.  You’re the one they want to interview.”
“Al...”
But Al was gone.  Gone, gone, gone, into the depths of the newsstand, his chuckle drifting out into the lobby as a reminder of his passing, like the Cheshire cat’s grin.  A few minutes?  The chances that he would make it upstairs to “F.Y.I.” anytime this afternoon were remote...unless the redhead happened to work there.  And had an office with a door.

Slowly, Sam turned to look for elevators.

Very slowly.

“But Mr. Duckworth.  Isn’t it true that over three hundred thousand dollars of the money you put down to purchase this property came from...”
She’d taken the guy apart.  Little nibbles at first, then a great big bite.  The Great White in “Jaws” had nothing on Murphy Brown, and Duckworth hadn’t seen it coming.  She’d been smooth, amiable, hanging on his every word.  He’d opened a youth center.  Thought she was there to applaud him.

“But Mr. Duckworth...”
Sam’s intestines tied themselves into knots.  He took one last look back, clinging to the frail hope that the redhead had changed her mind and told Al to shove off.  But Al was still inside the newsstand, leaning nonchalantly against a wire rack of National Enquirers, regaling the redhead with a story Sam couldn’t hear but could guess at the gist of.  Not only wouldn’t Al be joining him upstairs at “F.Y.I.,” he wouldn’t be around for dinner.  Or the New Year’s Eve party in the hotel ballroom.  Or breakfast.

Well, maybe breakfast.

Elevator cars came and went.

“What are you afraid of?” Sam murmured to himself.  “Al’s right.  She won’t bother with me; I’m not worth the trouble.  She’s not going to win a Humboldt for discrediting me.  And besides...she can’t hurt you.  How could she hurt you?  You’re a grown man, and Murphy Brown is just a reporter.”
If the people hustling back and forth across the marble-floored lobby had noticed him talking to himself, they made no sign of it.  At least none that he noticed.  But those last few words, spoken as he determinedly straightened out his sagging spine and took a step toward the elevators, caught the ear of a man who stopped, raised a startled eyebrow at Sam, shook his head, and hurried on by.

“What?” Sam frowned.  “What did I say?”
* * *

Jim Dial had been called upstairs by one of the network vice presidents, his secretary told Sam.  But he was expecting Dr. Beckett’s arrival, and had left instructions for his guest to relax and make himself comfortable.  Sam accepted a cup of coffee and a seat in one of the leather guest chairs facing Dial’s desk, and heaved a sigh of relief when the secretary closed the office door.  There!  He’d made it upstairs.  He’d been welcomed here.  He’d have his talk with Dial, they’d make arrangements for filming the footage Dial would need for the “F.Y.I.” segment, and Sam could leave.  Al was right — Sam didn’t need his help to get through this.

Smiling, and tempted to begin humming a cheerful little tune, Sam took a look around Dial’s office.  It held more memorabilia than the Museum of Broadcasting: photos of Dial with politicians, movie stars, golfing buddies.  A whole row of awards on the top shelf of a bookcase.  Leather-bound scripts.  Plaques.  The last thing Sam noticed, though that was not intentional, was a framed photograph taken a dozen years ago: Jim Dial and Al Calavicci, standing beside a black stretch limousine.  Sam was unable to decide whether Dial had framed the picture because he was fond of Al, or because it was the only photo in the room in which Dial looked happy and not badly constipated.

Long time ago, Sam mused.  Back in ‘79, he’d just earned his M.D.  Hadn’t yet met Al.  Hadn’t met...

“...I don’t believe you.”
The words startled him, so much so that his coffee went flying.  He scrambled, trying to retrieve the cup, but the damage had been done: the coffee was already soaking into Dial’s carpet.

“You’re going to let him do this?  Miles!  Don’t walk away from me, Silverberg.  Answer the question.  Are you going to let him do this?”
Someone replied, but Sam couldn’t make out the words.  Not that he was trying all that hard.  He was on his hands and knees, trying to mop up coffee with his handkerchief.  And trembling.

“Don’t give me that.  You know it as well as I do.”
The door flew open, and she was there in the doorway.  She’d caught him crawling around on the floor, his butt stuck up in the air, his handkerchief sodden, making a bad mess worse.

“Don’t pay any attention to me.”
“What?” Sam squeaked.

“I just came to retrieve a file.  Right here.”  She strode past him, seized a manila folder from Dial’s desk and waved it at him.  “Jim’ll be down in a minute.  He’s upstairs talking to the big boys about some matter of cosmic importance, like whether it pulls in more ratings points if Jim wears a flashy tie.  You’re Sam Beckett, right?  Nobel Prize winner.  Whiz kid.  Owner of the multiple doctorates.  I’m Murphy Brown.”
Willing himself not to gnaw at his lower lip, Sam hauled himself up from the floor, dripping handkerchief in one hand and the empty cup in the other.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said.  “Happens all the time.  Tell Alicia; she’ll call Maintenance for you.”
“I...”
She seemed to have no interest in a greeting, even after he had stuffed the handkerchief into the coffee mug and hesitantly extended his now-free right hand.  After a moment he reeled the hand back in.  She was watching him, like a monkey behind bars at the National Zoo.  No, that wasn’t quite right.  She was watching him like a hawk.  She was the hawk, and he was the field mouse.  I’m not worth her attention? Sam thought frantically.  It’s New Year’s Eve!  She probably needs one last kill to make her quota.
“So,” she said.

If Al were here, maybe the uniform would distract her.

“Nobel Prize,” she mused.

Nothing was going to distract her.

“And now you want somebody to pony up a billion dollars so you can build...”
Go ahead, say it, the voice in Sam’s head shrieked.  Time machine.  Go on, say it!  “You want to build a time machine.”
“Feeding the hungry.  National defense.  Adequate medical care.  A cure for AIDS.  Repairing America’s roads and bridges.  Et cetera, et cetera.  Worthy causes, don’t you think?”  Without waiting for Sam to respond — she obviously believed he was capable of responding — she sat down in the leather chair Sam had vacated, crossed her legs, and leaned forward a little.  It was her I’m going to tear your throat out pose.  She’d used it on Duckworth.  And on dozens of other victims, mourned for a while and then forgotten.  “There’s only so much money to spend, Doctor,” she went on, lacing the last word with the tiniest sprinkling of irony.  “And you want someone to write you a check for a billion dollars.”
Sam opened his mouth and managed to croak out a series of sounds that didn’t quite form a word.

“Hmmm?”
“Start,” Sam said, coughed, and sputtered, “Start-up costs.”
“Ahhhh,” she said.

“The actual long-term operating costs are...”
“I saw you on ‘Oprah!’, you know.  You were very charming.  And the piece in USA Today was very flattering.  You make a good sound bite, Doctor.”  She paused for a moment, as if she expected him to produce an automatic “thank you,” but his voice had disappeared again.  “We don’t do sound bites at ‘F.Y.I.’“
“I know that,” Sam whispered.

“Do you watch the show?”
“I’ve seen it.”
“And what do the words ‘journalistic integrity’ mean to you?”
When she finished asking the question, the room fell silent.  Alicia, Jim Dial’s secretary, was only a few yards away, but a heavy wooden door stood between her and the massacre taking place in her boss’s office.  The hallway outside the door was empty, unless there happened to be people lined up with their ears pressed to the wood, holding their collective breaths as they strained for the details of Murphy’s latest slaughter.

“About the same as they mean to you,” Sam said quietly.

“And yet you’re content to let Jim Dial make himself look ridiculous, so that you get a few minutes of network air time for your cause.”
“It’s not a ‘cause.’”
Murphy smiled at him, subtly, with the barest suggestion of a twinkle in her eye.

“Tiiiiiime travel,” she crooned.  “Oh boy.”
“Ms. Brown...”
Shaking her head, Murphy got up from the chair, wandered over to the bookcase, and dusted a speck of dust from one of Dial’s awards with the tip of a finger.  “I know all about time travel, Dr. Beckett.  Didn’t realize that, did you?  It’s true: I’m well versed.  I saw Star Trek IV.  You want to travel in time?  You just call Captain Kirk and have him slingshot you around the sun.”
“That has nothing to do with my theory.”
“I’m making a joke, Doc.  Jim told me all about the shoelace trick.  Very impressive.  Your life is a string.  Yup.  I’m impressed.  Don’t see how anybody with half an ounce of smarts could fail to sign on for that one.”
Sam met her gaze evenly for a second.  “When your friend Mr. Dial comes back?” he said then.  “Tell him I don’t want to waste his time.  Tell him thank you for the offer.  But I don’t want anything to do with ‘F.Y.I.’”
“Why?” Murphy shot back.  “Did I hurt your feelings?”
“You would have,” Sam replied.  “If you impressed me as being anything different from the kids who used to taunt me in the fourth grade.  The ones who used to follow me down the road yelling out things like ‘Sammy, Sammy, monster brain.  Show us the scars where Dr. Frankenstein sewed your head on, monster brain.’  They hurt my feelings.  They sent me home crying.  I’m not eight years old any more, Ms. Brown.  I came in here wanting to avoid you, because you’ve got a reputation for taking no prisoners.  My partner told me you wouldn’t bother with me because I’d be a waste of your time.  He was wrong.  You’re a waste of mine.”
It wouldn’t take her long to react, maybe not as long as it would take him to reach the door.  But he’d gripped the knob and pulled the door open, and she still hadn’t said anything.  With one hand on the door, he turned to look at her.

“Ask yourself a question, Ms. Brown,” he said evenly.  “Ask yourself if you wouldn’t like a chance to go back.  To learn from history.  To see history.  See what went wrong.”  He paused, then added, “Ask yourself if there isn’t someone whose face you’d give anything to see one more time.”
* * *

Al was still in the lobby, watching a tall blonde in a green raincoat talk on a pay phone.

“That was...what happened?” he asked as Sam stalked across the marble floor.

“Let’s go,” Sam said.

“You’re done already?”
Al had to trot to keep up with his partner.  It had taken twenty minutes to cover the eight blocks to the network building; retracing their steps to the hotel took six.  By the time they reached the lobby, Al was red-faced and gasping; Sam was expressionless and showed no sign of exertion.

“Sam, jeez, wait up,” Al wheezed.

The only nearby staircase held the fire stairs and was inaccessible from the lobby.  With no other way of reaching their room, Sam was forced to wait for an elevator.

“What the hell happened?” Al demanded.

“Nothing.”
“Then what’s that look for?”
“Never mind,” Sam said.

“Jim wouldn’t talk to you?  Why wouldn’t he talk to you?  He’s the one who made the appointment.”
“I never even saw him.”
Five other people got onto the elevator with them.  Leaning toward Sam’s ear (though that would do little to ensure the privacy of this lopsided conversation), Al hissed, “He wouldn’t see you?  What the hell!  Wait’ll we get back to the room.  I’ll call him.  That was a cheesy thing to do.  The whole thing was his idea.  If he changed his mind, he could’ve let you know before you came all the way down...”
“He didn’t change his mind,” Sam said between his teeth.

“Then...what did you do?”
The elevator doors opened on the fourth floor to admit a new passenger.  Sam took advantage of the escape route and ducked out of the car with Al, still sputtering, a pace or two behind.

“Why do you assume I did something?”
“Saaaaam,” Al moaned.  “You need this interview.”
“I don’t need anything.”
“You’re wrong!” Al barked.  To his relief, Sam stopped moving, pivoted on one heel, and stood glaring at his partner.  “You’re wrong,” Al said again.  “It’s been five years, Sam, and all we’ve got is blueprints.  We don’t have enough money to build you a nice house in the hills, let alone an Imaging Chamber.  You need this interview.  You need the exposure.  We’ve got to get you out in front of people who can help us get somewhere.  Or it’s gonna be another five years and we’ll still have nada.  Is that what you want?”
“What I want...  What I want is to not be ridiculed.”
Al sighed and leaned against the wall.  A food service tray sitting on the floor outside one of the hotel rooms caught his eye for a moment.  Someone had dined on a thick burger with fries, washed down with a bottle of beer.  Even the remnants looked appealing.

“You don’t hold any prize for being the only one, kid,” he said after a moment.  “I’ve been knocked on my butt plenty of times.  For being short.  For having a bad haircut.  They didn’t stop even when I got big enough to fight back.”
“I don’t want to fight anybody,” Sam insisted.

“Yeah, well, that’s the thing.  You have to.  That’s the way the world works, Sam.  You have to take a lot of crap from other people.  Especially when you’re singing an unpopular song.”  Sam opened his mouth to rebut the idea, but Al gestured to cut him off.  “You need this interview.  There are about five people in the news business that get any kind of respect.  Cronkite’s one of ‘em.  Jim Dial’s another.  You’re not gonna get anywhere near Cronkite; he doesn’t do this kind of piece any more, anyway.  You’ve gotta stick with Jim.  You’ve got to do whatever it takes to have him put you in front of the public in a positive light.  That’s the bottom line, Sam.  If it means you have to swallow some crap in the process, then grab a glass of water and wash it on down.”
“Al...”
“You gotta do it, Sam.”
Sam stared off down the hall for a moment, then turned back to his friend.  “My father never sacrificed his integrity for money.”
“Your father also died broke.”
“Nobody thought badly of him for it.”
“Sam...” Al ventured.  “It’s not your integrity you’re talking about, here.  It’s your pride.”  He stood his ground when Sam bristled, holding Sam’s gaze with his own the same way both of them had been taught to face down an angry dog.  “It’s pride that’s gotta goeth before the cash’ll roll in.  People think you’re a joke.  So what.  Kow-tow a little, grab the checks and run, and then later on you can say ‘Ha!  Told you so.’”
“I can’t do it, Al.”
Al glanced again at the chunk of leftover burger.  “Fine.  It’s your decision.  You’re the one who’s worked on this thing your whole life, and if you want to give it up...  I’m gonna go get some lunch.”
“Lunch?”
“Yeah.  Lunch.  It’s almost two o’clock.  What, d’you want me to stand here in the hallway with you all day, saying `black’ while you say `white’?  I’m hungry.  If you want me, I’ll be down in the restaurant.”  When Sam didn’t reply, Al shrugged his shoulders, turned, and walked as far as the elevators.  “You need this interview, Sam,” he called back.

* * *

Of course she was the only one still around; that was the way the world worked.  He got off the wrong elevator and found himself standing in the bullpen, not in the alcove near Jim Dial’s office.  She was a few yards away, sitting at a secretary’s desk with a pencil clamped in her teeth, flipping angrily through a Rolodex.

“Well,” she said around the pencil.  “Look who’s back.”
“Is...”
“Jim went home.  Jim was not happy.”
“I...”
Sam focused on noises: the rhythmic thump of a photocopier, muffled voices, a ringing telephone.  The place wasn’t completely deserted, but it might as well have been.  He wasn’t going to have to swallow crap here, he was going to be buried alive in it.

“I don’t respond well to being ridiculed,” he said quietly.

“Oh.  Well, gee.  Sorry about that, Doc.  Didn’t mean to make you feel silly about your time machine.  Now if you’ll forgive me, I have to find a phone number.”
“I’ll wait.”
“Till what?  Thursday?  It’s New Year’s Eve.  There won’t be anybody here tomorrow.”
“I’ll wait.”
She watched him pull up an empty chair and settle himself into it, then snickered softly and returned to flipping cards in the Rolodex.  “Suit yourself,” she told him, eyes on what she was doing.  “Although it might interest you to know that the reason the V.P. of Programming called Jim upstairs was to tell him that the network killed his story.  Somebody caught wind of it and said, ‘Oooooh, we don’t think so.’”  Glancing up, Murphy mimed a slice across her throat.  “Th-th-th-that’s all, f-f-f-folks.  End of discussion.”
“He told me the story had been approved,” Sam frowned.

“They changed their minds.”
“They can’t do that.”
“They already did.”
Eyes everywhere but on her, Sam got up from the chair and took a step toward the elevator.

“You could still give Captain Kirk a try,” Murphy chuckled.

“No,” Sam said.

“Whatever,” she mumbled, no longer interested in jousting with Sam...especially a joust that was so pitifully one-sided.  “Where the hell did he put that number?” she groused.  “All they can come up with is a temp who files phonetically!  Ridgley!  Under the R’s.  Even phonetically, it’s got to go...  I’m gonna kill Personnel.  New Year’s resolution.  First thing on Thursday, I’m going to go down there and eviscerate every last one of them.  For crying out loud.”
“Try ‘A’,” Sam suggested.

Murphy’s head snapped up.  “What?”
“Aeronautics.  Maybe it’s filed under subject.  If you’re talking about the Ridgley of Ridgley Aeronautics.”
Scowling, Murphy flipped the Rolodex to “A.”
“Is it there?”
“No.”
She was lying; she had the card in her hand.  She went into her office to make the call, closing the door between herself and Sam.  Long after the call was finished, she remained inside.  Finally, Sam went after her, knocking lightly and then admitting himself to her inner sanctum.  When she didn’t say anything he sat in one of her guest chairs.

“You could argue with them,” he suggested.

“With who?”
“The network people.  About the story.  About me.”
“And why would I want to do that?”
“Because you thought about what I asked you.  And you decided the answer was yes.”
“What makes you think that?”
Sam considered the question for a moment, although he’d settled on the answer several minutes ago.  “The fact that your barbed wit is a little less barbed than it was before.  The fact that you keep looking at me but you’re trying to keep me from seeing that you’re curious.”
“I’m not curious.”
“Then,” Sam said nonchalantly, “maybe it’s the hormones.”
“What...how did you know?”
“That you’re pregnant?  I’m a doctor.  And it’s on the front page of the National Enquirer.”  Sam paused, then went on, “You’re going to have a baby.  That makes a lot of people think about the future.  And the past.  The network told Jim they don’t want him to do the interview.  Okay.  You do it.”
Murphy’s eyes widened.  “Yeah, right.”
“I’m serious.  You do it.”
“And why would I want to spend a lot of time and effort giving credibility to a crackpot?”
“Because you’d like to believe that I’m not a crackpot.”
“You’d like me to believe you’re not a crackpot.”  Unbending, Murphy indicated the glass-topped desk that sat solidly between them.  “Take a look.  Regardless of what may be going on between your ears, Doc, I am not in your corner.  I’m not going to be in your corner.  There is no such thing as a time machine.  You may be a very charming fellow when you want to be, but the fact remains: the only way to travel through time is to crawl underneath the covers, close your eyes, and when you wake up — poof!  It’s Wednesday.  Which is what I plan to do in a few hours.  A little time travel.  From 1991 straight into 1992.”
Sam stared at her for a moment, then looked away.  “Why is it so important to you to discredit me?”
“I’m not going to do anything to you.  I’m not doing the interview.”
“I mean here.  In this room.”
“Because,” Murphy replied, “if you’re not a crackpot, then you’re a scam artist.  You’ll charm people into giving you a lot of money, build something big and flashy that makes a lot of noise — and spend the leftovers on a very comfortable existence for yourself — and then when the `time machine’ doesn’t work, you look appropriately chagrined and say, ‘Oh.  Gosh.  I was so sure.’”
“Do you ever buy lottery tickets, Ms. Brown?” Sam asked.

“No.”
“You’ve never gambled on anything.”
“Occasionally.”
“Then gamble on me,” Sam said, leaning toward his edge of the desk.  “Do it!  And you’ll win.  I’ll show you I’m right.  The big flashy thing is called an Accelerator.  I have the blueprints in my hotel room.”
Murphy snickered at him.  “I’ll say one thing for you, Doc.  You sure take `never say die’ to heart.”
“Because I believe in myself.”
“Good for you.”
“A hundred years ago, who believed in the airplane?” Sam persisted, hands braced against the edge of the desk.  “Even after the Wright Brothers flew, who believed that there’d be a plane that could carry three hundred people across an ocean?”  He waved a hand at Murphy’s Emmy statuette.  “Who believed in television?  Who believed, even fifty years ago, that a man would walk on the moon.  If you went to the guy on the street, and stuck a microphone in his face, maybe he’d say, ‘Well, sure, I guess it’s possible.’  But who really believed?  It’s easier not to.  It’s easier to go with whatever’s popular.  To think the world is flat.  To think the sound barrier can’t be broken.  To think we’re stuck in the here and now.  If you want to go along with that, all right.  That’s fine.  Be a sheep.  Don’t say ‘Maybe.’  Don’t say ‘Show me.’  Just crawl under your blanket and wait for 1992 to get here.  I’m not going to do that, Ms. Brown.  I’m not going to sit back and wait.  I’m going to find somebody who’s willing to take a chance.”
“Are you done?” Murphy asked.

Sam held back a sigh.  Instead, he got up from the chair and took a step toward the door.  “Yes.  I’m done.  Happy New Year, Ms. Brown.  Thank you for your time.”
He hesitated (as inconspicuously as he could manage) but she didn’t stop him.  He did manage not to look visibly defeated, though barely, with Al’s “You need this interview, Sam” ringing in his ears as he left Murphy’s office and returned to the elevator.  It seemed to him that all he had done today was ride in elevators, or wait for elevators, and that they kept taking him places he did not want to go.

“Big difference between a plane and a time machine.”
She was going to keep goading him, like the kids who had followed him down the road in Elk Ridge.  That was the thing about bullies: they had to have the last word.

“Not really,” Sam said without looking.

“Uh-huh.”
“They both answer to the laws of physics.  Will an airplane fly?  It breaks down into a series of equations.  Lift versus drag, basically.  Whether the energy that’s trying to take your physical object up can defeat the energy that’s holding it down — gravity — and factoring in wind resistance.  That’s all it is.  Just math.  I’ve done the math.  Many times.  Unfortunately, it is the same: the airplane and the time machine.  The only way to prove that the math is correct is by practical application.  I can’t show you...unless I show you.”
“Then I guess you’re not going to show me.”
“I guess not.”  Sam reached out to push the call button for the elevator.  “But just think...if I did, thirty or forty years from now, you’d have the opportunity to tell your grandchildren that you helped turn the propeller.”
She didn’t answer.

The elevator car arrived.  When the doors opened, Sam stepped inside, holding them open by bracing his palm against one side.

Still no response.

“You lose,” Sam said softly.

“Wait,” Murphy said in the instant before the door closed.

Sam stopped it by punching a button on the control panel.  He didn’t leave the car, settling instead for holding the door with his palm again.  Murphy was standing alongside the secretary’s desk with the Rolodex card in her hand.

“Did you say something?” Sam asked.

“I...no.”
“I must have imagined it then.”
He let go of the door, and the imagined word came again: “Wait.”  Again, the door bounced back when he hit the Open Door button.  Now, Murphy was flicking the card with the end of her finger.  When she realized Sam was watching her do it, she tossed the card away, aiming for the desk, paying no attention when it fluttered off onto the floor.

“You could take them by surprise,” Sam offered.

“Who?”
“You never play it safe.  You give people what they expect: a nice, back-patting piece on somebody who opened a rec center for under-privileged kids.  And you turn it around.  Surprise.  It’s what you’re known for.”
“Surprise,” Murphy said.  “Not stupidity.”
“I’ll show you the math.”
“I hate math.”
“No,” Sam replied, ignoring the warning bell that began to sound, saying the elevator was annoyed with having its door jammed open.  “You hate having something be someone else’s idea.  You hate not being in control.  Give me an hour and something I can write on.  I’ll show you the math.”
“And the shoelace trick?” Murphy scoffed.

“Come on, Ms. Brown,” Sam said, his voice as close to pleading as it had been all day.  “Give me a break.  I’ve been working on this my whole life, and all I’ve got to show for it is a set of beat-up blueprints.”
Murphy glanced down.  “And boots with no laces.”
“One hour.  That’s all I need.”
“It’s New Year’s Eve, Doc.”
“Come on.”
She stalled, right up until her back began to ache from standing for too long in shoes she was going to have to toss into the back of the closet long before Presidents’ Day.  She could track down Ridgley if she tried; he wasn’t at the plant, but he was somewhere, and she needed to find him in time to get a comment for this week’s show.  Instead, here she was, still in the office, standing in her uncomfortable shoes, with the never-say-die guy giving her a look that belonged on a cocker spaniel.

“Surprise them,” he said.

The story had been Jim’s.  For almost two years, it’d been Jim’s.  Not one he was excited about doing, but one that had stayed in his “pending” file for reasons he hadn’t seen fit to explain to anyone, Murphy included.  He was going to do it...right up until the moment the boys upstairs told him to get real.

The boys upstairs.

They’d made Jim back down, away from a story.

But the story was still here, standing half-in and half-out of the elevator with the alarm bell banging away at him.

The story was here.

“What the hell,” Murphy said.  “Everybody else has gone home.”
* * * * * *

Not for Love Nor Money
Tuesday, December 31, 1991

I believe in fate.  I believe no matter how much we’re convinced that we make all the choices in our lives, reality is more like the Autopia ride at Disneyland, where no matter how frantically you steer and steer and steer, you’re never going to leave that track — and where nobody over the age of five really thinks they’re in control.

Of course, you can stand in front of the closet in the morning and decide what you’re going to wear today...unless you’re my mother, and think it’s more interesting to have someone who says “yes, ma’am” a lot do it for you.  You can decide whether to have a salad or a turkey sandwich for lunch.  You can decide that, no matter what the media pronounces, Jerry Seinfeld is not the funniest man on earth.  Rejoice, for the picayune is entirely in your hands.

But I believe that when you turn around, the Big Picture of life is more like a paint-by-number kit.  You do all the work, but somebody else has already inked in all the lines and chosen the colors.  You may pat yourself on the back for choosing “the road less traveled,” but it could be that somebody else has already decided you should be unique.

Somebody.  Fate, or God, or...whatever.

That New Year’s Eve, I wanted nothing more than to curl up with a book and read until I couldn’t hold my eyes open any longer.  After it started to rain, about four o’clock in the afternoon, I wanted very badly not to go outside.  The house was warm, the house was dry, the house did not offer any frustration in the form of holiday traffic.  I wore jeans and a sweater all day, as long as I possibly could.  I drank tea, and looked out the window at the rain, and wanted very badly not to go anywhere.  I especially wanted not to spend three or four hours in the Gold View Ballroom on the 32nd floor of the Omni Pageant Hotel.

But it was New Year’s Eve.

And one of the choices that had been made for me was that not only would I go to the Omni Pageant Hotel, I would pretend to be happy about being there.  I would smile and laugh and chat and dance and nibble on the elegant desserts and kiss cheeks and dance, and through it all I would smile, like a Miss America contestant.  And if I chose to moan about it afterward, beyond a shadow of a doubt someone would say to me, “But this is the life you chose.”
No, no.  This is the life that chose me.
So I rode in the back of a car to the Omni Pageant Hotel, and rode an elevator up to the 32nd floor.  Smiling.  The kissing started while I was still on the elevator: a woman who had once told the Washington Post that I was bulimic (I wasn’t; she was), a couple one or the other of which played tennis on Sundays with an ex-colleague of my father’s, two men who obviously appreciated the three hours I’d spent putting together what a blurb in InStyle called “casual, natural beauty.”  I slipped away from them — not that they minded — when we reached 32, checked my coat, and went into the ballroom with my arm being clutched by a woman who told me she had been my mother’s best friend in school.  Interesting, I thought, since the only school friend my mother had ever mentioned to me had married a duke and had not set foot in the United States since 1952.

The ballroom was warm, and would get warmer: there were so many people inside that I couldn’t see the food table, or the orchestra, or twenty feet past the door.  There was no place to sit, and just thinking of that made my feet hurt.

“Happy New Year.”
What took you so long? I thought.  Mom’s dearest friend had abandoned me in favor of — well, I couldn’t tell; she’d been swallowed up by the crowd — and here was her replacement.  Curiosity made me look, and the instant we made eye contact, he locked on like a heat-seeking missile.

“Happy New Year,” I said.

I knew him: I was sure of that.  Whether he thought he knew me, I couldn’t tell.  The look on his face said he did, but that might have been a trick.  Thank You, Lord, for small favors — he didn’t try to touch me, anywhere, which was a first for the evening.  But where did I know him from?  The gala invitations had said Black Tie, and he was wearing the Navy’s version of it: dress whites.  He was my height (though my height included three-inch heels), had dark, short, curly hair, dark eyes.

“Are you here alone?”
It wasn’t a line, just a friendly question.

I nodded.  “Yes.  For now.”
“For now.  Well, let’s not stand in the doorway, then.  Can I get you something to drink?”
Still friendly.  Charming.  He still didn’t touch, or try to.  He held out a hand, palm up, inviting me to fill it with my hand, or my elbow, or whatever body part I chose.

“I...”
His head tilted.  He’d looked down, a glance so quick I almost didn’t catch it.  Quick, because he’d looked over the “casual, natural beauty” from wherever he’d originally been standing.  I looked good, he looked good, it was New Year’s Eve, the orchestra’s music filled that ballroom like syrup, and he had made his decision.  Wasn’t going to back off from it now, regardless of what he saw, unless I “just said no,” and maybe not even then.  I was 35, and I had been to a lot of parties.

The shoulder boards said he was an admiral.  His nameplate said Calavicci.

“A glass of champagne?”
I looked away, not because I wanted to break the eye contact, but because my mind absolutely refused to cough up the connection.  Where did I know him from?  Calavicci?  Yes, yes, the name was familiar, the face even more so.  But from where?  He didn’t try to prod me into accepting his offer of a drink — nor did he provide any clues.  Why I looked into the crowd then, and at that particular place in the crowd, I don’t know.

Unless it was Fate, prodding me the way Admiral Calavicci did not.

“Excuse me...” I muttered.

I had been to a lot of parties.  My mother had been very firm about how I should behave at them, and old habits die hard, particularly when they’re reinforced by new ones.

“I’m sorry,” I told the admiral.  “I...excuse me.  Please.”
There wasn’t any reason to hurry.  He wouldn’t leave.  If he’d come to a New Year’s Eve party, more than likely he would stay until midnight.  But the room was filled with people.  Even as I moved toward him, I kept losing sight of him.  Finally, when I was ten or twelve feet away, a gap opened up and I slid into it.

“Sam.”
He turned.  Frowned.  Wasn’t sure I was the one who’d spoken, or that I was addressing him.  When I smiled, his expression changed.

“Julie?”
“Hello, Sam.”
“Julie.”
The gap closed again, and the crowd pushed me toward him.  He was grinning, and when the last of the small space in between us evaporated, he wrapped his arms around me and hugged me.  Anywhere else, he would have let go after a moment, but here, there was no place to release me to, and he held on.

I hadn’t seen Sam Beckett for sixteen years.  And I had never seen him in a dinner jacket before.  He’d grown into himself — wasn’t a gangling kid any more.  I thought he’d probably object if I told him so, but he looked born to wear that dinner jacket.  He looked wonderful.

“You look great.”
He was beaming.

“You too.”
He grinned at me for a minute, then hugged me again, a bone-crusher the likes of which you don’t see much of at galas.  Kissing, air-kissing, patting, the quick squeeze, rubbing, arm around the waist, footsie under the table, yes, but nothing like this, nothing even remotely like this enormous, wonderful Damn but I’m glad to see you!! swallowing up by someone who looked as fine in a dinner jacket as Fred Astaire.

He let go, finally, and held me at arm’s length, then reeled me back in.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, and when he let go this time, his expression had turned sheepish.  “I got a little carried away.  But I don’t know anybody here, and...”
“It’s okay.”
“I...you’re so beautiful.”
“Thank you, Sam.”
“Can we leave?”
That came so abruptly — and was accompanied by another surge in the crowd that pushed me back into his arms — that I wasn’t sure how to answer.  Leave?  To where?  For how long?  And...to do what?

He seemed to have heard the question, even though I hadn’t said anything.

“Out in the hallway?” he suggested.  “For a few minutes.  Where I came from, there weren’t this many people in fifty square miles.  It’s...I need a little breathing space.  Unless...did you want something to eat?”
I shook my head.  “I’ve had dinner.”
His hand slid down and clasped mine, and with Sam in the lead we threaded through all those people, aiming for the door.  Admiral Calavicci was still standing there, not at all happy.  To my surprise, Sam stopped right in front of him and tugged me forward to introduce me.

“Al,” he said, beaming again.  “This is Julie.”
“Hi,” the admiral said, but he was looking at Sam.  Then he turned to me and managed to turn down the wattage on his scowl a little.  “Julie.”
Something passed between them (it was partly Hey, I saw her first, but more than that) and Sam scowled too, for a moment, then shook his head: Al — Admiral Calavicci — had gotten it all wrong.  “No, no,” he said firmly.  “Al!  It’s Julie.  Julie.  From Cambridge.”
The admiral’s lips didn’t move.  Sound came out that Sam could hear but I couldn’t.  It seemed to be a word, one that identified me for both of them.

Sam nodded.  “Yes.  Julie.”
“Julie.”
The admiral heaved a sigh that seemed to come all the way up from the soles of his socks.  Then he heaved another one.  Then he flipped a hand at Sam, and peripherally at me.  He was done, he was resigned to this, we could go.

“Back in a minute,” Sam promised him.

“Whenever,” the admiral sighed.

We didn’t stop seeing people until we’d gone down to the end of the hall and around the corner.  The ballroom occupied the center of the building, and the hall ran around its perimeter.  The outer wall was windows nearly to the floor, providing a fabulous view north, south, east and west.  Right now the view was composed of sheets of water running down the glass.  The rain had begun to come down harder as I’d left the car.  Now it was pouring.

“Don’t mind Al,” Sam said.  “His nose is out of joint.”
“Because he saw me first?”
The frown that prompted faded almost as fast as it appeared.  “No.  He...”  Sheepish again, he went on, “He’s been telling me for three hours that I have to celebrate the New Year.  That...that I can’t celebrate it the right way unless I have someone to...dance with.”
He didn’t mean “dance.”
“And...I’m sorry.  He didn’t know I knew you.”
“He was picking me up for you?  That was generous.  And now he’s miffed because you already knew me?  He wanted you to `dance’ with a stranger, then.  Is that wise?”
Sam shrugged.  “I wouldn’t have done it anyway.”
He hadn’t changed.  Presumably, sixteen years had taken him to places other than Cambridge and — where was he from? — rural Indiana, but the Sam Beckett I had known was still standing next to me.

“Why?” I asked him.

I expected him to avoid looking at me, but he didn’t.  Maybe he was the new and improved, same old Sam Beckett.

“Because...I’d rather be with someone I care about.”
“Who is...?”
Then he did look away.  He’d winced, almost as if I’d slapped him.  When he answered, he was studying the pattern in the carpet.  “No one.  There was...but we...it didn’t work out.”
“You’re allowed to find someone else.”
“That hasn’t worked out either.”
The way he said the words didn’t invite any further exploration.  There was a stubborn, defiant tone in them: that’s all.  It’s over.  Don’t push me.
“I’m sorry,” I said.  “I didn’t mean to intrude.”
“It’s not your fault,” he mumbled.

“So who is Al?”
“My partner.”  As if that word had been misinterpreted before, he added quickly, “My business partner.”
“I know him...somehow.”
Sam stopped examining the rug.  “He was an astronaut.  Flew one of the last Apollo missions to the moon.  You probably know him from all the press coverage.  Unless he tried to pick you up somewhere.”
“Maybe.”
“He...he likes women.”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“He likes them in large quantities.  He goes through women like other people go through jumbo bags of potato chips.”  A padded bench a few steps away caught his attention.  When he pointed to it, I nodded, and he ushered me over to it, sat me down, then sat down himself and leaned against the window, the back of his head resting against the glass.  “He thinks I ought to feel the same way.”
“A lot of men do.”
“I don’t.”
Whoever the someone was who’d hurt him, she’d come and gone during the sixteen years since Sam had been my math tutor.  I guessed that it’d been not very long ago: his wounds were so raw I could almost see them.  That, or they were easily reopened.  I’d had a teacher in high school who’d lost her fiancé during the Korean War, and had refused to consider finding a replacement.  She didn’t date.  Didn’t want to fall in love again.  The look on Sam’s face said he was doing the same thing.  And, like her, would insist that he was all right.

“Want to dance?” I asked him.

“Here?”
“Yes.  I was thinking” — I reached out and rested a hand on the lapel of his jacket — “that you remind me of Fred Astaire.  Dance with me?”
The orchestra was only a few yards away, on the other side of the ballroom wall.  They were playing “Some Enchanted Evening,” and out here, since we were alone, the music was easier to hear than it had been inside.  Sam hesitated, so I stood up and held out both hands to him.

I had visions of his learning to dance with a whole group of farm kids, tripping along to a portable record player in a dance studio that had once been a storefront (and would be again).  Or maybe his parents had taught him.  Or maybe he got out of bed one morning and all the moves had come to him in his sleep.  Either way, the dinner jacket notwithstanding, he knew all the moves.

When the song ended, he kissed me.

I opened my eyes to see him standing in front of me, his face filled with disappointment and embarrassment.  A little anger.  He’d seen the same thing Admiral Calavicci had seen.  I hadn’t hidden it from him; he simply hadn’t noticed until now.  He might have thought it was an ordinary ring — I was wearing four, two on each hand, and it wasn’t the plain type that he would have seen immediately.  David had picked a band studded with seed pearls and two small diamonds.

“You’re married,” Sam said.

“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you stop me?”
I thought, Because it didn’t hurt anything, Sam.  Any more than that New Year’s Eve sixteen years ago had hurt anything.  He hadn’t made the first move then — although yes, he did, in a sense, because he’d been staring at my breasts for months, and locked himself in my bathroom one afternoon because he had an erection he didn’t want me to see.  I had to talk him into the bedroom.  Once I got him there, he was sweet, and tender, and thoughtful — everything my boyfriend had not been.

“Why did you let me kiss you?”
I’d never seen anyone so anguished over a kiss.  He wasn’t going to be satisfied with any answer I could offer, because my wedding ring went on accusing him of being a...what?  A cad?

“Jules?”
David’s timing could not possibly have been better — or worse.  Sam spun around so fast he almost tripped on the carpet.  David didn’t notice.  He was trotting down the hallway, unbuttoning and shrugging out of his overcoat as he moved.  The coat and his hair were both wet, and his face was flushed, as if he’d run all the way here from his office.

“Sorry it took so long.  Everything’s taken care of, though.”  He turned to Sam and added, “I had to get some papers filed before midnight.”
“Honey...”
Sam didn’t say anything.

“Honey, this is...”
David broke into a grin.  “Sam Beckett!”  He seized Sam’s hand and pumped it eagerly.  David has the warmest handshake on the planet, and he was genuinely pleased...as much as Sam was genuinely mortified.  “Nice to finally meet you,” David went on.  “We saw you on TV a couple of weeks ago.  Didn’t realize you were here in Washington.”
“For a few days,” Sam offered lamely.

“Great.  You have to come out to the house.  Have dinner with us.  Friday?  Will Friday work, sweetheart?  The rest of the week’s going to be quiet at the office — I’m sure I can get home on time.  Will you be here in town that long, Sam?  Through the weekend?”
“Ummm...I think so,” Sam murmured.

“Friday, then.”  That settled, David leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.  “The dress looks fantastic, honey.  What do you think, Sam?  Best-looking woman in the place.”
“You haven’t seen the other women,” I told him.

“Don’t need to.  Listen...I’m going to go get rid of this coat.  Then I need to look for a couple of people.  Did you want to talk with Sam for a few more minutes?  I’ll do what I need to do, grab us some munchies and come back out to get you.”  Before either Sam or I could respond, David had started moving back toward the entrance to the ballroom.  “Enjoy the peace and quiet,” he instructed us.  “There’s got to be eight hundred people in that ballroom.  I’ll be back.”
“He seems like a nice guy,” Sam sighed when David had gone.

“He is,” I agreed.  “And now you feel like dirt.”
Sam blinked at that and sank back down onto the bench.  “Yes.  I do.”
“Sam.”
“You could have said something.”
“I didn’t need to say anything.  It wasn’t...”  I stopped, and sat down beside him.  “There’s a difference, you know.  All kisses aren’t created equal.  What happened just now wasn’t ‘I want you, right here, right now.’  It wasn’t even ‘I want you sometime later this week.’  Sam — the kiss went with the hug.  You were my friend.  We haven’t seen each other in a long time.  David will understand.”
“You’re going to tell him?”
“Of course I’ll tell him.  I’ll tell him that my friend gave me a kiss.  I don’t think he’s going to hire anyone to wire explosives to the ignition of your car.”
“You still could have said something.”
He wasn’t going to give in.  “Well, then,” I said, “you could have been a little more observant.  Your friend Admiral Calavicci saw the ring right away.  It was the third thing he looked for.  Cleavage first, face second, ring third.  And don’t look so surprised.  You’re the one who told me he was scouting for new talent.”  Sam flashed me a look that didn’t explain whether he was annoyed at me, or Al, or both of us.  “It didn’t make a difference to him,” I added.

“It wouldn’t,” Sam said.

“Forget the kiss, all right?  Will you come to dinner on Friday?  You can bring the admiral.”
“I don’t know.”
“He knows we made love.”
“Al does?”
“David.  Does Al know too?”
“No.”
“Then...why did you say `Julie from Cambridge’ to identify me?  Does that mean some-thing significant?”
“He knows I liked you.  He doesn’t know we...went to bed together.”
“We made love,” I corrected him.

He flinched, and it took me a minute to figure out why.  The kiss hadn’t been anything; it had only lasted a couple of seconds.  I’d taken it as a gesture of affection, nothing more, because it hadn’t been accompanied by any straying hands, and his lips hadn’t left mine.  If he had a reason to be embarrassed, it wasn’t because of what he’d done.  It had to be because of what he was thinking while he was doing it.

Not because of what he’d done...because of what he couldn’t do.

Because he wasn’t like his friend Al.

“I’m sorry, Sam,” I said.

He leaned back again, this time with his shoulders resting against the glass, and rubbed hard at his temples with the ends of his fingers.

As much as he had admired my breasts while we were supposed to be studying, I had admired his hands.  What went through our minds back in Cambridge was probably more similar than he would have guessed.  But neither of us had acted on our instincts back then, except for that one New Year’s Eve.  We might have had the same instincts now, but too much time had gone by.  Too much had changed.

“David is a congressman,” I told him.

He hadn’t known that.  He opened his eyes and peered at me, then looked off down the hall.

“He’s going to run for the Senate seat this fall.  The right people tell us he has a good chance to win.  I think he has a good chance to win.  And I think he’s going to do a good job.”  Sam remained silent.  I rested a hand on his arm, close to his hand.  He didn’t react to it.  “I met him in Paris.  He was there on vacation, with a group of his friends.  He’s wonderful, Sam.  Creative.  Bright.  Funny.  I fell in love with him the first afternoon we spent together.”
“That’s nice,” Sam said, without a lot of interest.

“We have children.”
“That’s nice,” he said again.

“Are you angry?”
“No.  Why would I be angry?  I’m tired.”
“Weary” seemed more like the truth.  I’d seen the expression he was wearing on the faces of enough other people — including my own — to know sleep wouldn’t cure it.  Neither would spending the evening the way Al wanted him to.  I’d tried both, before David.

“Will you come?  On Friday?  David would really enjoy it.”
“He’d enjoy having dinner with your math tutor.”
“No...he’d enjoy having dinner with Sam Beckett, the scientist.  The man who’s interested in time travel.  I think he’d like to talk to you about the possibility of gathering congressional support for your project.”
He gaped at me.  “What?”
“He was very interested in what you had to say, when we saw you on television.  He made some phone calls.  He thinks you’re going in the wrong direction, looking for funding from the private sector.  I agree, for what that’s worth.  You’re not going to find the kind of money you need from private sources, not for a project like yours.  You need to go after the deep pockets.  You need federal money.”
His arm was shaking underneath my hand.  His muscles had tensed, and he pulled in a big gulp of air.  After a minute, he pulled away from me, got up from the bench, and began to pace back and forth across the width of the hallway.  “You didn’t say...why were we sitting here talking about who Al wants to sleep with?  Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I would have.  We’ve only been out here for ten minutes, Sam.”
“But this is...”
“Important to you.  I know.  It’s why David wants you to come to dinner on Friday.”
“But why didn’t you say something?”
“Sam, you’re going to hyperventilate.”
He took a step toward the ballroom doors, as if he intended to go running back to find the admiral, then stopped himself, paced twice more back and forth, scrubbed at his hair with his hands, paced some more, stared out the window, stared at me, paced, then flung his hands into the air.

“We tried!” he blurted.  “Al said it wouldn’t work.”
“Maybe Al doesn’t know the right people.”
“Al knows everybody,” Sam insisted.  “He’s slept with most of them.  Or their wives.”
“Then Al is very, very good at exaggeration.”
“We...I...”  He jerked from side to side, as if his body wanted to run in three directions at once.  Then, suddenly, he dropped to his knees in front of me and grabbed my hands in his.  “Is he serious?  Does he really think there’s a possibility of federal funding?”
“He does.”
“Oh, God.”
“It’s not a done deal, Sam,” I warned him.  “David’s a congressman from Minnesota.  He doesn’t have a lot of pull.  At least not yet.  But he knows some of the right people.”
“And he talked about me?”
“Yes.”
“I can...I have a proposal printed up.  And blueprints.  And...do you have a computer?  A lot of my background stuff is on floppy disks.  How much do you want me to bring?  I can bring whatever he wants.”  His mind must have been moving faster than his mouth; he stopped talking and gulped air for a minute.  “I’ve got to tell Al.  All right?  I need to tell him — we need to get everything ready.”
He moved, but his feet couldn’t keep time with his mind, either, and he stumbled.  I caught him before he could do a belly flop onto the carpet.

“Calm down, Sam,” I said.  “It’s only a nibble.”
“You don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve had a nibble,” he told me solemnly.  “I’ve got to get the materials together...”
I shook my head.  “Just bring yourself.  David’s a history buff — that’s what made him listen.  That’s how you’ll hook the others.  Just talk.  Most of the people you’ll be trying to sell this to aren’t scientists.  You’ll bury them with your floppy disks.  Talk from here, okay?”  I laid my hand against his chest, over his heart.  “Tell them what you feel.  And stop panicking.  David’s a very small fish.  He’ll do his best for you, but that may not be much.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
Still solemn, he asked quietly, “Why does he want to do this?  Is it him, or is it you?”
“Some of each.”
“Why?”
“Maybe I think I owe you one,” I said.

“For what?”
“For helping me break away from Eric.”
He snorted at that.  “I thought Eric broke up with you.”
“But you helped me let him go.  You helped me break away from my life.  I don’t know what I’d be, now, Sam, if you hadn’t been there.  I might still be in Cambridge, married to someone my parents picked out, the way they used to pick out my furniture.  I wouldn’t have gone to Paris.  I wouldn’t have met David.  You changed my life.”
Sam shook his head.  “I didn’t do anything.  You made your own decisions.”
“And you supported me.  Now it’s my turn to support you.  And I will.  I’m not just someone’s wife — I have influential friends, too.  You need to meet some of them.”
“And they’ll believe me?”
“Some of them will.  Some won’t.  But God, Sam, if you knew some of the strange things that federal money pays for — your work wouldn’t even make a blip on the `oddball’ meter.  If they’re going to fund someone, it might as well be you.”
The corner of his mouth turned up.  “That’s what Al says.”
“And what do you think?”
“It’s a lot of money, Julie.  I need...a lot of money.”
“Then you need to start wooing people.”
“I’m supposed to be on ‘F.Y.I.’ in a couple of weeks.”
“That’s fine.  It’s a popular show.  I’m sure a lot of members of the committee watch it, at least occasionally.”
“Committee?”
“The Senate Finance Committee.”
“Senate...”  His voice trailed off.  “Is that what you want me to...”
“That’s where the money is.”
“I’m not sure about this, Julie.  Maybe I should just start with the TV show, and see what happens after that.  The Senate...I don’t know.  Let me see what happens with ‘F.Y.I.’”
I’d certainly never sat in front of the Finance Committee, but I knew who its members were; that was part of my job.  One of them, Sol Weitzman, was in the Gold View Ballroom.  I’d caught a glimpse of him just a moment before Al Calavicci approached me: he was wearing a stovepipe hat, as if this were Halloween and not New Year’s Eve.

Maybe Sam’s trepidation made sense.  Maybe it was wiser for him to start slowly, take an indirect approach.  Woo the committee members through the power of television.  Let them see him on “F.Y.I.”
I opened my mouth to tell him I agreed with him, then closed it.  I’d realized where it was I’d seen his friend Al before: on “F.Y.I.”
“Is...is Jim Dial the one who’s interviewing you?” I asked.

Sam shook his head.  “Murphy Brown.”
David had laughed at that interview.  Sam was the one with the photographic memory (he’d told me about it, and as soon as I was alone, I looked up “eidetic” in the dictionary), but the more I thought about it, the better I remembered the twenty minutes of air time they’d given Al Calavicci.  David had laughed: not out of amusement, but out of pity.  “His hands are shaking,” he told me, and pointed to the screen.

“What do you mean?”
“The guy’s a drunk, Jules.”
A drunk.  But Jim Dial had created a thoughtful, sympathetic portrait in those twenty minutes.  I knew without any input from David that Murphy Brown wouldn’t do the same for Calavicci’s business partner.

“Talk to David,” I said, so abruptly and so vehemently that I startled both Sam and myself.  “Come to dinner on Friday.  Talk to him, and see what he thinks.  Remember: talk from the heart.  It’ll work.  You’ll get to where you were meant to be, Sam.”
He thought it over.  After a minute or two, he nodded, seemed to recover his composure, and took a moment to straighten his jacket and his hair, using the window as a mirror.  I adjusted his tie — his hands were still trembling enough to keep him from making it any less crooked.

“If I hadn’t been here tonight,” he said, “would you have called me?”
“We thought you were in New Mexico.”
“Would you have tried to find me?”
I couldn’t answer that right away, not with any kind of conviction.  We might have — or we might not have.  David had been curled up on the sofa in an old set of sweats that afternoon a couple of weeks ago, watching television and flipping through U.S. News and World Report, waiting for his allergy medication to kick in so that he could take a nap.  He’s a channel surfer by nature, and his landing on that particular channel had been an accident.

Unless someone wanted him to land there, then.

He is a history buff, but not a collector of places and dates.  It’s the whys that fascinate him.  His mother says “why” was his first word.

“Honey?  Sam Beckett...is this the guy you used to know?”
It was.  We talked: about what I knew of Sam, what Sam had said on TV (the word “why” had popped up a number of times), what we remembered of the press coverage when Sam had won the Nobel.  Half an hour later, David’s antihistamines had taken hold, and he was sound asleep.  When he woke up, he didn’t say anything about Sam.

But somebody was still interested.  I believe that.  Somebody had sent Sam and me to the same New Year’s Eve party, and had guaranteed that we would find each other in a crowd that would grow to a thousand people before midnight.

“Of course we would,” I told Sam.

“It has to work, Julie,” he said.  “It’s so important.  Not for me...for everyone.  Do you see that?  It could make a difference.  A huge difference.”
“I believe you, Sam.”
He smiled.  His mind was racing, still: I could tell by the way he seemed to stop seeing me, even though I was right in front of him.  He began to walk toward the ballroom doors as if he’d been alone in the hallway all along — not as if he had a destination picked out, or had something to say once he got there.  He was ambling, thinking, his hands at first dangling by his sides and then finding their way into the pockets of his dinner jacket.  He was halfway down the hall when he paused.

“You really believe I’m serious.”
“Yes, Sam.  You were serious when I knew you.  You were what, twenty-two?  With a master’s degree, working on a doctorate.  Am I supposed to believe you’re not serious now?”
That seemed to be good enough, at least for a few seconds.  He took a few more steps, then stopped again.

“You said I was ‘considerate.’”
“You were.”
“I was twenty-two years old.  I...”  He gnawed at his lower lip, shuffled his feet: the same old Sam.  “I could have used something a little more...encouraging than that.  It wasn’t the kind of thing that makes a guy feel...”
“World-class?”
“`Considerate’?”
“It was sixteen years ago, Sam.”
“Yes, but...”  He walked back toward me, hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched.  “Say you could go back.  Say you could change that night.  What you did.  What you said.  It’s New Year’s Eve 1975.  And?”
“I’m a married woman, Sam.  You were completely bent out of shape over a kiss a few minutes ago.  Now you want me to think about being in bed with you.”
He shook his head.  “Just humor me.  For a minute.  You’re nineteen.  You’re the prettiest girl in Cambridge.  And?”
“And.”
“And,” he persisted.

The new improved Sam Beckett wore “earnest” even better than the old version had.  That couldn’t hurt, I decided, as long as a couple of the people I knew David would approach didn’t think Sam was sucking up to them.

“You made me feel important,” I told him.  “All Eric was ever interested in was how much noise I could make.  It was always about him — if I...felt good, it was because of him.  He kept trying to tell me what I should like.  You didn’t.  You made love to me.”  That wasn’t what he’d been fishing for, but at least he was thinking about whether it had merit.  “`Considerate’ isn’t a put-down, Sam,” I said.

“I guess not,” he admitted.

“But you were twenty-two.  And you had an older brother.  And now you’ve got a friend who thinks he needs to pick up women for you.  Poor Sam.  All right, then.  Here.”
I beckoned him over, and stretched up to whisper in his ear.

He grinned, blushed a little, and stared at the carpet.  “That’s not bad,” he stammered.

“Neither were you.”
“I...thanks.  Thank you.”
Before he could say anything more — or grow any more red in the face — I pointed down the hall behind him.  “Here comes David.  And he’s got a plateful of goodies.  If you don’t mind, I’m going to stuff my face with chocolate while you and my husband talk about history.”
“Find Al for me?” he asked.

“Well...what do I get if I do?”
He was trying frantically to get rid of the blush, which only made it worse.  “I...I think you need to ask David,” he told me.

* * * * * *

Accentuate the Positive
Saturday, December 31, 1994

The guy had been dead forever.  Two or three hours at least, and it didn’t take a medical degree or even a good long look to tell that.

“Sam,” Al said, with a Chevy minivan strategically positioned between him and the corpse.  “Saaaam.”
Sam paid no attention to him.  He was too busy inspecting the dead guy.

“Sam!”
Finally, Sam looked up.  “Are they here yet?”
“Are who here yet?  No, they’re not here yet!  We only called them five minutes ago.”
“Almost ten,” Tina chipped in helpfully.

“What difference does it make?” Al moaned.  “The guy’s got a picture window where his face used to be!  It’s not gonna make any difference to him whether they get here right now, or a week from Thursday.”  Careful to look straight ahead and not down, he peeked around the minivan.  Sam had gone back to peering at the stiff.  “Sam!  Would you quit that?  You’re messing with a crime scene.”
“I’m a doctor,” Sam replied.

“Which means exactly what?”
Al’s stomach had been doing the Charleston since well before the call to 911.  Swallowing hard, hoping to keep his dinner where it ought to be (a short list of possibilities that did not include being splattered on the front of his clothes, his shoes, or the pavement at his feet), he stepped around the corner of the minivan, lunged forward and seized his partner by the sleeve.

“Let’s go,” he insisted, hauling Sam away from the object of his curiosity.  “You don’t need to do this.  Trust me: they’ve got people that will take care of all the details.  Notes.  Pictures.  Cataloging all the evidence.”
“But there might be something they’ll overlook.”
Sam had planted his feet alongside the dead guy and wasn’t going anywhere.  Al gave him another hearty tug that accomplished nothing.

“If you’re uncomfortable standing here,” Sam said stubbornly, “then go wait outside.  You can show the police where to go when they get here.”
“And what’re you gonna do?”
“I’ll wait here.”
“What are you now, Quincy?” Al groaned.  “Saaaam.  What’re they gonna miss?”  He shuddered, no longer caring that Tina might notice — that this was going to make her decide he was a wuss.  “Luck” in Vegas was supposed to mean winning big at the tables, not being the one to stumble across a dead guy on the lower level of the parking garage at Caesar’s Palace.  Or worse yet, being the best friend of the big winner who’d found him — the big winner who had adopted a stiff lying in the middle of a big dark puddle of oozy gunk in between a Mercedes 450SL and a beat-up Volvo.  “It’s a drug hit, Sam.  It’s a drug hit, and trust me, you don’t want to be involved.  You found it, and it beats hell out of me how nobody else managed to do it first, but that’s all, we just point it out to the cops and then we get out of here.”
“They’re going to want a statement,” Sam said.

“So we’ll give them a statement.  At the police station, in the morning.”  When Sam showed no sign of caving in to Al’s persuasion, Al seized the only other available still-breathing member of this tableau and strode off down the ramp with her in tow.  “This ain’t your problem,” he called over his shoulder.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” Tina asked when they reached the sidewalk.

He wasn’t: he was sweating, and his stomach was still doing rebounds off the rest of his insides.  He’d dressed carefully a couple of hours ago, to look just right for Tina — to look just right for anybody he might happen to run into, because Vegas was his town and this was New Year’s Eve — and his silk shirt was now, thanks to Sam Beckett and his pet dead guy, stained and stinking.

“SaaaaaAAAAMMMM!” he bellowed.

Of course, Sam didn’t answer him.

“It was drugs?” Tina ventured quietly.  “Someone killed that man because...”
“Probably.”
“On New Year’s Eve,” Tina mourned.  “That’s terrible.”
Al considered her expression, then gave her a pat on the shoulder.  “Yeah,” he said, more to comfort her than out of any real sympathy for the stiff, “but it’d be the same result if he got shot on Arbor Day.  There’s nothing we can do about it.  You want to take a walk?”
“Shouldn’t we wait for the police?”
“We’ll wait.  We’ll just walk down to the driveway, there, and come back.”
“Are you going to be sick?” Tina frowned.

“No.”
“Are you sure?  You look funny.”
“I’m not real fond of being around bodies, is all.  Don’t worry about it, huh?  We’ll just wait for the cops to show up, tell them where they can find the remains, tell ‘em where they can find us, and then get the hell out of here.”
Tina squinted at him.  “Are you going to wait for Sam?”
“Sam thinks he’s Joe Hardy.  He’ll be there all night, watching the cops and trying to contribute something.”  Tina was right — he not only looked funny (his reflection in the tinted window of a big Lincoln parked at the curb told him so), he felt funny.  Thanks to Sam, he was going to see images of that faceless stiff every time he closed his eyes for the next two weeks.  That was just Sam getting even with him, he supposed: Sam hated Vegas, and had not wanted to come here for New Year’s with a passion that was so solid you could use it to patch the potholes in I-15.  “I need a drink,” he said hoarsely.

“Now, Al.”
“Don’t `now, Al’ me.  Whose side are you on?  I didn’t say anything about getting plastered.  I just need one drink.  Uno.  To get rid of the bad taste in my mouth.”
“And then what?”
“We’ll get something to eat.”
Tina frowned again.  “We’ve already had dinner.”
“We’ll have dessert.  Another dessert,” he said before Tina could argue with him.  Actually, he was planning to watch her eat another dessert.  Preferably delivered by room service.  To their room, which had a lovely view of the Strip that did not include the parking garage at Caesar’s.

“Banana cream pie?” Tina mused.

“Whatever you want, honeybun.”
She smiled at him, happily, and leaned against him, snuggling into the warmth of the jacket that covered his smelly shirt.  Sam might want to spend his New Year’s Eve puzzling over a dead guy, but Tina seemed far more interested in the live one — especially if he could find her a chunk of banana cream pie.  Sometimes, he thought, it was nice for a woman to be easy to please.  He wasn’t going to win Sam over with a piece of pie.

“Oh, look,” Tina said, and pointed.  “There they are.”
The police let Sam play looky-loo for almost forty-five minutes.  They’d gotten all they needed out of him in the first three: he’d walked into the garage with Al and Tina (to retrieve an extra pair of shoes Tina had left in the trunk of their car), and since he was in the lead, car keys in hand, he had been the first to see the dead guy.

Who had been dead forever.

There hadn’t been a damn thing Sam could do to help him, which could not have been any more obvious if there had been a neon sign hanging over the guy, blinking out the words BEYOND ALL HOPE.  Sam Beckett, who was not licensed to practice medicine in Nevada, and had not actually practiced it anywhere else for fifteen years, was completely useless to his buddy the stiff.  Genius he might be.  Miracle worker he was not.

Still, he was quiet and deferential, so the cops let him stand nearby until they got tired of having him watch them.  They told him he could leave.  Then they told him to leave.

“Are you done now?” Al asked him when he came trudging down the ramp toward the sidewalk.

Sam didn’t answer, which didn’t surprise Al (though it did make Al grip his own head between his hands and squeeze, as if that would eliminate the pain that had begun to blossom behind his eyes, like popping a pimple).  He’d gone into one of his “thinking” modes, one that looked focused enough to let him walk all the way down the Strip, onto I-15, and halfway to Barstow before he noticed anything that was going on around him.  Sometimes, when Sam went into of these fugues, Al just let him think.  This time he didn’t.  He walked up to his partner, shoved his face right up into Sam’s, and barked, “Sam!”
Sam blinked and frowned at him.  “What?”
“We’re done with this now, right?”
“You could have gone on to the party,” Sam said, as if he had no clue why Al and Tina were still standing there.  “I can find my way back.  My mother taught me to cross the street by myself a long time ago.”
Rather than voice what he was thinking, Al took Tina by the arm and began to stride up the sidewalk.  When he bypassed the front entrance of the hotel and kept walking, Tina hesitated and tossed him a puzzled look, then surrendered and continued to trot along beside him.  They’d passed the far end of the building when Sam started to talk.

“I just wanted to know what happened.”
“I told you what happened,” Al said without looking back.  “It’s got nothing to do with you.  If you’d showed up there in time to see what happened, you would’ve got shot too.  Your name isn’t Kent.  Bullets don’t bounce off your chest, remember?  Let go of it.  People get killed in this town all the time.”
“So it’s just another murder, and it’s not worth anybody’s time.”
“That’s not what I said.”
“That’s exactly what you said.”
“All right, it’s what I said.”  Al pulled himself up short, pivoted, and hung on to Tina, as if she were the only thing preventing him from popping Sam one out of frustration.  “It’s a big, bad world, Sam.  And you know what: the cops aren’t gonna devote a whole lot of time to this, either.  The guy was in an ugly business, he screwed up, and somebody punched his clock.  It’s unfortunate.  I agree.  The poor guy.  Gee, somebody blew off his face on New Year’s Eve.”
“That’s pretty cold,” Sam told him.

“Where am I from?”
“What?” Sam said, confused.

“Where am I from?  And where are you from?  Sometime we’ll sit down over a beer and I’ll tell you how it went where I grew up.  The rules aren’t the same.”  Al paused, then amended his statement, “Maybe they are.  You screw up one time too many, you get fired.  Only they don’t turn you loose so you can go screw up somewhere else.”
Tina clutched at his arm.  “That’s terrible, Al.”
He looked at her for a moment, then shrugged.  “Yeah.  It’s just how things are.”
“It’s still cold,” Sam said.

“You’re right,” Al nodded.  “Turn on the six o’clock news any night of the week, and they’ll tell you just how cold it is.”  Pointing past Sam, back toward the parking garage, he grunted, “You gotta let go of that guy, Sam.  You couldn’t stop it.  You can’t change it.  Just forget about it.”
“What if I just want to understand why?”
The expression on Sam’s face made Al’s stomach roll over again.  Every one of the clams he’d savored a couple of hours ago was talking to him now, and none of them was happy.  He’d known Sam Beckett for almost a decade, thought he knew him pretty well, but every once in a while Sam could still come up with something that gave Al the flying heebie-jeebies.

“I thought you wanted to understand history,” he said cautiously.  “The big whys.”
“I do.”
“Then...”
Sam’s expression didn’t change.  It made Al want to let loose a huge powerhouse of a shriek.  If Sam went tripping merrily on down this path, they’d end up in a worse situation than the day Sam had spent bickering with Weitzman over whether or not Sam was building Quantum Leap so he could see his dad again.

“Sam,” Al said as firmly as he could manage, “you can’t fix the world one dead guy at a time.”
“I don’t want to fix it.  I want to understand it.”
“Good.  That’s swell.”  Al wobbled once; Sam didn’t seem to notice, but Tina had to have felt it.  Bless her, she didn’t react other than by squeezing his arm a little tighter.  “When we have a little down time, I’ll take you to Hell’s Kitchen.  You can spend a couple hours with Father Paul.  And Eugene at the candy store.  I know he’s still there — saw him on CNN a couple months ago, talking about the fire.  They’ll lay it all out for you.”
Sam reacted to that suggestion the same way the average kid greets a big bowl of broccoli.  Rather than keep chipping away at him, Al turned his back and started Tina moving along the sidewalk again.

“Al,” she murmured, “do we have to go a lot farther?  These shoes really aren’t good for walking.”
They never had gotten her other shoes out of the trunk.  The ones she had on were terrific, made her legs look about eight feet long, but he had to admit that each step was probably about as comfortable for her as walking on broken glass.  Still, he would rather have given her his shoes than bring Sam Beckett into a rollicking New Year’s Eve party with that look on his face.

“It’ll be all right,” Tina coaxed.

Al considered them both: his girlfriend, in the glittery silver dress that covered only as much of her as was legally necessary, wrapped up for warmth in a white fuzzy thing that made her look like a redheaded snowball, and his partner, in jeans, sweater, and leather jacket, without the problem of pinching shoes but offended by the entire world.

“We gotta find him somebody,” Al hissed.

Tina pursed her lips, which didn’t move so much as a millimeter when she spoke.  The woman had a great future as a ventriloquist.  “He said no, Al.”
He was not particularly surprised when Sam followed them into the casino.  Sam might hate Vegas, and Sam might have no interest whatsoever in meeting someone new, but far be it from Sam to pass up the opportunity to continue messing up Al’s New Year’s Eve.  They had walked (with growing stoicism on Tina’s part) through the lobby, down a long corridor, past a row of shops, with Sam following at exactly the same distance the entire time, like a duck on a string.  The look on Sam’s face hadn’t changed, which was a surprise, because every square foot of the hotel was packed with people, and Sam was bad in crowds.

He sat Tina down at the blackjack table with a handful of chips and a kiss on the cheek.  She let go of a noise he was startled to hear in the middle of a casino until he realized that it had been prompted not by his kiss but by pushing her shoes off.  It was safe to leave her for a few minutes, and he did, glancing at her a couple of times as he sidled through the crowd to join his friend the duck alongside a slot machine.  He said nothing, just stood companionably beside Sam.

Tina was good in Vegas.  Luck stuck with her every time she came here, allowing her to win enough to dress well, live well, and eat well.  They had met in Vegas, at a poker table at the MGM Grand.  Her luck had impressed him.  Her miniature dresses had impressed him more.

She was winning now: they could hear her squeals over the din of the crowd.

“Hello, boys.”
They turned simultaneously, as if they were running off the same remote.  Even Sam was impressed by what they saw.

“Are you friends of Tina’s?”
Al said “yes,” or thought he did.  Sam didn’t say anything.  He might have insisted he didn’t want to meet anyone, didn’t even want to consider beginning a relationship with a woman at this point in the development of the Project (the fact that he’d used the same excuse for the past six years didn’t seem to bother him), didn’t have so much as a flicker of interest in sleeping with someone, anyone, especially a stranger, on New Year’s Eve — he might have fussed about all of that, all the usual stuff, but he was still bowled over by what he saw.  And Al would have bet the ranch that Sam’s hormones had just spiked as high as Al’s had.

This woman had a body that would make grown men cry.  To prove the point, Al would have shed a few tears right there, leaning against the slot machine.  Gorgeous, lush curves, long legs, beautiful face.  Exotic.  Dark hair.  Nice hands.

“Tina won me a car last New Year’s,” she said.

“Aaahhhh,” Al nodded.

“At that very table, in fact.”  She smiled.  The smile lit up the whole room.  They could probably see it from incoming planes.  “Tina sat next to me.  My good luck charm!  I was driving an old secondhand Beamer.  And thanks to her...well, we should take a little ride.  I’ll show you.”
“Uh huh nuh huh,” Al said.

“We’ll wait till Tina’s finished.  There’s room for all of us.”
“Tina...?”
“Now, now.”  She reached out and patted the lapel of Al’s jacket.  “As cute as you might be, darling, you’re with Tina.  I saw you give her a kiss.”
“Friends,” Al shrilled.  “We’re just friends.”
“Shame on you.”
Their eyes met, and for a moment Al had no interest at all in how Tina would respond to this, or in how many different ways she’d make him pay.  But, he understood with a creeping sense of discouragement, this fabulous, exotic creature had said she was Tina’s friend, and women stuck together.  Like the faces on Mount Rushmore.  No way was this goddess going to steal Tina’s man.

Al wanted to cry.

“But, now, you...”
Sam Beckett.  The man who had no interest in sex with strangers.  The man who wanted to spend New Year’s Eve worrying about a stiff with no face.  The man who, more often than not, made no sense whatsoever to his best friend.  That man would have, right now, painted himself blue and sprinkled himself with sequins and run naked down the middle of the Las Vegas Strip.  And topped off the sprint by doing a triple-gainer off the top of Hoover Dam.  Provided that the idea had come from Tina’s friend.

Sam had no interest in sex?  Sam would have had sex with this incredible babe on top of the blackjack table, no questions asked.

Sam’s eyes were starting to glaze over.

Al’s had glazed over two minutes ago.

“Tina, lamb.”
Al blinked.  He’d have sworn Tina was still at the table, raking in chips, but she wasn’t, she was right here, shoes in one hand and chips in the other (a distant part of his brain was puzzled by the fact that she could hold so many chips in one small hand), exchanging air kisses with the goddess.

“Hello, Alice, sweetie.”
“I was telling the boys how you helped me win my car last year.”
“That’s right!”
Tina’s voice was a tiny bit too enthusiastic.  She’d seen, she’d paddled right over here, she was going to kill him.  But there was still Sam.  Sam wasn’t two-timing anybody.  Sam (and it would make Al grieve all night long) still had the entirely legitimate opportunity to retreat somewhere private with Tina’s friend Alice (Alice??) and reach heights of ecstasy never before known to mankind.

At least, to Sam Beckett-kind.

Forget the incoming planes: they’d have to divert to Phoenix, or L.A.  L.A. would understand — the sex Sam was going to have with Alice the goddess would show up on the seismometers at CalTech.

But...

Something had happened.  Al had no clue what, but Alice was walking away, waving goodbye to Tina and blowing a kiss.  A second later she melted into the crowd.  And Sam’s expression had finally changed.

“Hey,” Al said.

Tina cuffed him on the arm.  “I should have stayed right over there at the blackjack table.  I should have paid no attention, and let you get yourself into trouble.  Albert!  I let you out of my sight for a minute, and this is what you find.  For heaven’s sake.  I should have let you find out for yourselves.”
“Find what out for myselves?” Al pouted.

Sam was gazing in the direction Alice had taken, looking like something out of the last scene of Old Yeller.  Tina cuffed him, too, which got a delayed reaction because of his reluctance to look anywhere else.

“She’s a man,” Tina hissed.

That got Sam’s attention.  “A transvestite?”
“That’s a nasty lie,” Al said.

Tina pushed the fist full of chips in his direction, index finger pointing at his nose.  “Why?  Because you were ready to drop your pants right here in the middle of the casino?  And you’re no better,” she added hotly, swinging the chips toward Sam.  “Shame on both of you.”
Oh, good, Al thought.  Now Sam had something new to dwell on.  It was obvious from the kid’s reaction that he’d never seen a cross-dresser up close before, and rather than be embarrassed by his body’s mistaken assumptions (Al’s own interest was long gone, killed quicker than it would have been by a Swedish ice bath), he had sidetracked himself into trying to figure Alice out.  But he was blushing.

“Why don’t you let me do it?” Tina demanded.

“Do what?” Al muttered.

“Find Sam somebody to dance with.  Which I shouldn’t do.  I ought to have Security lock you both in your rooms.”
“She...he...is a very...” Sam said, still staring off into space.

“That oughta be against the law,” Al sputtered.

“It’s not,” Tina said.

“Well, it oughta be,” he insisted.  He kept his voice low — there were strangers all around him, and of course they could hear him, even though they pretended not to — but his emotions refused to be kept in check.  They were boiling like a kettle of his grandma’s minestrone.  “I don’t care what they want to do in private” — which was pretty much a lie — “but they shouldn’t be out like that.  They shouldn’t be out like that, with people, pretending to be what they’re not, and getting...”
“We can talk about this later.”
“It’s not right,” Al said stubbornly.

“It’s only ‘not right’ because you fell for it,” Tina chided him.

She left them for about fifteen minutes, after securing a promise from both that they would not talk to anyone but each other until she returned.  Al, who was no more thrilled with the truth about Alice than he had been about the dead guy in the parking lot, was more than willing to confine his attention to Sam, and to the slot machine they had more or less appropriated.  By the time Tina returned, he had lost thirty-seven dollars and none of his mortification.  Sam had won six and seemed to be trying to figure out if anyone else in the casino had a preference for the wrong kind of undies.

“Al and Sam, this is Kim.”
Kim was definitely a girl.  “Girl” being the operative word.  She was blonde, and very pretty, wearing a black dress no bigger than Tina’s silver one, with no fuzzy things covering it up.

“How old is she?” Al murmured into Tina’s ear, doing a creditable job of ventriloquism himself.

“Kim is a dancer,” Tina said.

Kim had finished shaking Sam’s hand.  She had a lot of presence for a kid, Al had to give her that.  The presence, and the professional makeup job, and the fact that they were standing in the middle of Las Vegas, made Al decide that Sam would not want to know what kind of dancing Kim did, or how little she generally wore when she did it.

“I told her Sam was here without a date.”
“Tina says you like to dance,” Kim said, mostly to Sam.  “I’m off tonight — I don’t have a date either.”
“Excuse us a second,” Al smiled.

He steered Tina far enough away to be sure that the noise of the crowd would cover their voices.  She’d known what his objections would be, and was ready for them.  Before he could speak, she pressed a hand over his mouth.  “She’s nineteen,” she told him in a tone that wouldn’t have allowed him to cut in even if her hand hadn’t been clamped to his face.  “She works down the street.  She’s very sweet.  I know her mother.  So do you.  Sunny Anderson?  Used to work at the Tropicana?”
“She’s Sunny Anderson’s kid?” Al moaned.

“I told her Sam was looking for someone to dance with.  That’s all.  I told her there wouldn’t be any surprises.  She said that was fine.”
“It better be fine.”
“It’ll be fine,” Tina insisted.

Sam did not seem to think it would be fine.  He and Kim were exchanging two- and three-word small talk with all the potential long-term interest of people wasting time on line at an ATM.  Sam, who normally paid little attention to age (his own or anyone else’s) had obviously decided that he did not want to spend New Year’s Eve dancing with someone who was no older than his jacket.  Which, of course, left him with a limited number of choices.  Returning to his room and watching pay-per-view movies; standing in the middle of a party which Al had shelled out almost a thousand dollars for them to attend, being firmly and resolutely alone; or continuing to annoy Al.

Al, who immediately rejected all three of those choices, seized his partner by the sleeve and towed him over to the corner where he had buttonholed Tina a minute before.

“She’s cute.  She dances for a living.  What’s the problem?”
“She’s young enough to be my daughter.”
Al’s patience hit zero then, marked by the clanging cacophony of a big winner at the slots.  “You’re gonna dance with her,” he said through his teeth.  “And at midnight you’re gonna give her a nice, friendly little kiss.  Or tomorrow morning I’m gonna call Weitzman.  I’m gonna tell him you’ve lost it, and he should put you away somewhere quiet till you get it back.”
“You wouldn’t do that.”
“Don’t try me.”
“I told you,” Sam said, “I did not want to come here.  I told you I would prefer to spend the time working on the retrieval program.  I’ve told you at least a hundred times that I would rather be in Purgatory than in Las Vegas, but did you listen?”
“Sure I did,” Al replied.  “Every bit as much as you listened when I told you I didn’t want to spend Christmas in Hawaii, enjoying your sister’s mood swings.”
“You like my sister’s children.”
“Yeah.  I love people who bite me.”
“You provoked her.”
“I didn’t provoke anybody.  The kid is part pit bull.  And you’re changing the subject.  I dragged you here because there wasn’t any point in you spending another holiday shut up somewhere by yourself, moping over Donna Alessi.”
The noise level in the casino didn’t drop an iota, but to Al’s ears, the room grew painfully silent.

“Thanks for your concern,” Sam said.

Sam’s mother had taught him to be polite.  Al knew that, because on every holiday they spent together, Thelma Beckett tried to inflict the same lesson on him.  Of the two, Sam had been the more successful pupil.  Like it or not, Kim had been pulled into their New Year’s Eve, and he was not going to dust her off.  She expected to dance, so he danced with her, after Al had gotten her into the party with a fourth ticket Sam hadn’t known about.  At midnight, they kissed.  At quarter past midnight, when Tina suggested that maybe the New Year had been rung in well enough (at least, as well as she and Al could ring it in in public), Sam and Kim were no longer in the room.

Al would have wondered about his partner’s absence if Tina had not insisted on providing a distraction.  Three distractions, actually.  Or hundreds, if you wanted to subdivide...

It was almost noon when he opened the door of their hotel room, dressed but barefoot, aiming to get a can of Coke from the machine in the nook near the elevators.  The Coke and the TV would get him through the time Tina took to primp for the day, a process too long and involved to be of interest to him for its duration.  He was jingling quarters in the palm of his hand when he noticed Sam, who had emerged from the elevator wearing the same outfit Al had last seen him in.

“You dog,” he said with a grin.

“Think whatever you want to think,” Sam sighed, and walked past Al, pulling his room key out of his jacket pocket.  “I took her home.”
“Where’s she live?  Boise?”
Al caught the door before it could click shut and followed Sam into the room.  Sam shrugged out of his jacket, tossed it onto a chair, sprawled out on the still-made king-sized bed and draped an arm over his eyes.

“She lives in a trailer park outside of town.  We talked,” he said.  “That’s all.  Now go away and leave me alone, would you?  I’m tired.”
“You want anything?”
“I want to be left alone.”
“All right,” Al said.  He retreated a step or two, his hand outstretched toward the doorknob, but waited to see if there was more.

There was.  “I don’t understand, okay?” Sam said.  “I don’t get it.  Why a pretty girl like that, who graduated high school six months ago and used to think she wanted to be a botanist, works as a dancer in a strip club and lives in a trailer park.  She has a child, did you know that?  Three years old.  I don’t get it.”
“I think it means she had sex with somebody,” Al replied mildly.

“At fifteen?”
“I used to know...”
“I don’t want to hear about anybody you used to know.  I’m talking about this one girl.  She said she was tired, so I drove her home.  She asked me to walk her to the door because she was afraid her ex-boyfriend might be hanging around.  She broke up with him because he threw a bookend through the screen of her TV set.”
“That the kid’s father?” Al asked.

“No...the baby’s father is in jail for breaking and entering.”
“Sounds like Sunny’s kid,” Al mused.  “Sunny was hot stuff around here, back in the late sixties.  She dated Elvis for a while.  She’d been married seven times the last I heard, and that had to be ten, twelve years ago.  She’s been involved with enough guys to fill the Hollywood Bowl.  The day I met her, they’d locked up husband number five for biting the earlobe off a cop.”
Sam scowled at him.  “That’s hilarious.”
“Actually, she thought it was pretty funny.  She said as long as he was locked up, he couldn’t keep pilfering money out of her purse.  They let him out on his own recognizance a couple days later, and he stole her car and moved to Reno.”
“You’re making this up.”
“Not a word.”
Sam went into the bathroom long enough to splash cold water onto his face and the back of his neck.  “And this is supposed to make sense to me?” he said when he returned, scrubbing at his face with a white hotel towel.  “That perfectly intelligent women get involved with the wrong men, not once, but over and over again?  Why didn’t she throw him out the first time he stole money out of her purse?”
“Ah,” Al said.  “You don’t know Floyd.”
“No, and I don’t want to know Floyd.  I want to know why a nineteen-year-old girl spent half the night crying because she’s worried about somebody who’s following her around, waiting to ‘take her back.’  The police won’t do anything.  They can’t take any action until he breaks the law.  Not that they pay that much attention to someone who makes a living dancing naked, because that’s the only job she could get that pays a halfway decent amount of money.  She ought to be in college somewhere.”
“You can’t make judgments for other people, Sam.”
“So you think it’s all right for her to do what she does.”
“I think it’s how the world is.”
“Well,” Sam said sharply, “maybe I don’t like how the world is.”
“What’re you gonna do, then?  Loan her enough money to go to college?  And then make sure she gets a job?  It’s not gonna be at the Project — you need a botanist like you need another hole in your head.  But, okay,” he went on before Sam could cut in, “you’ll get her a good job and a nice clean apartment in a good neighborhood, not in Las Vegas, and introduce her to a wonderful guy who’ll treat her like a jewel, and she’ll be eternally grateful to you and live happily ever after.  Give it up, Sam.  It ain’t gonna happen.  For a bunch of reasons, not the least of which is because you haven’t got any money to give her.  Everything we’ve got is restricted government funds.  You pass money on to this kid, and Weitzman’ll have your liver for lunch.”
“I can’t turn my back on her.”
“Yes you can.  You’ve got to.  Tina brought her over to dance with you, not so you could change her life.  We’re gonna leave town this afternoon, and everything’ll go back to the way it was.  Believe me, Sam: she’s all right.  You’ve got enough to worry about without throwing her into the pot.”
“I know people who could...”
“Saaaam,” Al said.

Sam gestured to cut him off.  “All right.  All right.  Go away, would you, and let me take a nap?  You said you didn’t plan to leave until two.  Let me sleep until then.”
“We’ll leave at two-thirty.  That’ll give you enough time to take a shower.”
“Okay, fine.”
Tina was still fixing her hair — though, and Al paused to give thanks for small favors, she had reached the final stages of her routine.  There’d be no nap for either one of them (they hadn’t slept much more than Sam had, he guessed), since they still had to give the statements to the police that he’d postponed last night.  Maybe, if the cops didn’t stall them, they’d have time for a quiet, Sam-less lunch.

“Did Sam just come back?” Tina asked through the open bathroom door.

“Uh-huh.”
“I guess he and Kim liked each other, then.”
Al shook his head.  “He says she had the weepies all night because of her scuzzball boyfriend.”
“Oh.”  Tina stopped to think that over, tapping the tip of her curling iron against the countertop.  “And Sam stayed with her, huh?  That was nice of him.”
“Hmmmm.”
“It wasn’t nice of him?”
“He wants to fix her.”
“It’s nice that he’s concerned.”
Normally, the sight of Tina in her underwear, her hair still blown out and fluffy, would have prompted him to forget about Sunny Anderson’s daughter Kim and her roster of unsavory boyfriends, about Alice the cross-dresser, the dead guy, and the Las Vegas Police Department.  He might have forgotten about Las Vegas altogether.

The only thing he couldn’t manage to forget about was Sam.

Almost a decade ago, he’d been Sam’s first big fixer-upper project.  At least, the first one Al knew about; there might have been other victims prior to February of 1986, but Al preferred to let them remain anonymous.  As far as he was concerned, he was numero uno, a fact that had caused him a lot of heartburn, frayed nerves, violent headaches, and sleepless nights.  Sam didn’t like that he drank, didn’t like that he smoked, didn’t like the lack of purpose in his life, didn’t like that he hadn’t picked out one woman and sworn allegiance to her forevermore.  (As far as Al was concerned, the fact that he had managed to rack up five marriages was only minimally his fault, but that protest cut no ice with Sam.)  Al did have to admit, to himself, anyway, that his life had been no picnic in the park before Sam turned up.  But that didn’t mean he needed to be fixed, like a stopped-up drain or a car whose front end had gotten knocked out of alignment.  Working with Sam would have been fine: the kid had some interesting ideas.  The drinking, the smoking, and the women should have been Al’s call.  Hell’s bells, he would’ve even been willing to meet Sam in the middle.  But somebody like Sam would never settle for halfway.

Al sat down on the end of the bed with his quarters still in his hand.  That was the trouble: Sam wouldn’t settle.  He wouldn’t be content with fixing Al (still a work in progress, nine years later).  Or Sunny Anderson’s daughter Kim.  He wouldn’t be happy if he uncovered enough information about that dead guy in the garage to write a true crime novel that would end up as a four-hour NBC miniseries.

He wanted all the answers.

The trouble was, as much as Al’s life wasn’t his own any more, neither was Sam’s life Sam’s own.  They’d given up on the idea of private funding for the Project, and with support that had come unexpectedly but, thank God, in large quantities, had signed on with The Government.  Now they were on Uncle Sam’s clock.  And Uncle Sam, in the person of a Senate Finance subcommittee (none of whom had demonstrated anything even approaching a sense of humor), would not be pleased to hear that the head of the Project into which they were pouring stunning amounts of money was frittering away his time worrying about a second-generation stripper and her broken appliances.

Nope, that would not go over well at all.

“He’ll be all right once we get back to New Mexico,” Tina suggested.  “The holidays are a hard time for a lot of people.  Maybe Sam just needs to get back to work.”
“He never stops working.  The only thing that changes is what he’s working on.  Or who.”
“He means well.”
She was standing in front of him in her skivvies, holding a hairbrush.  At this rate, none of them would leave Las Vegas until well after Memorial Day.

“It’s all your fault,” Al sighed.

“It is?”
“You know too damn many people in Vegas.”
“I could tell him that I talked to Kim, and she doesn’t need his help.”
“That won’t work.  I’ve been trying for nine years to get him to leave me alone.  You can’t tell Sam ‘don’t go there.’  He’s on the phone right now, trying to set something up.  My shadow wasn’t even out the door before he started dialing.  He’s probably either talking to his mother or somebody in East Back End, Indiana, trying to find the kid a new home, away from strip clubs and gambling and people who throw stuff at the TV.  Man, my head hurts.”
If someone had piped up and told him he was exhausted, he wouldn’t have disagreed.  He hadn’t been tempted to turn down any of Tina’s many distractions last night (or this morning), but unlike Sunny Anderson’s daughter, he wasn’t nineteen, and the old fuel gauge did hit Empty now and then, especially after an all-nighter.  It had hit Empty about three hours ago.

Without realizing it, he tumbled over onto the bed and fell into something that was neither sleep nor consciousness.  Voices, and noises, tumbled through his head, as if it were a radio receiving a hundred different stations.  Pictures followed, none of which were pleasant.  An exploding TV screen.  Sam, arguing with someone who produced a gun and shot him point-blank in the chest.  A line of chorus-dancing strippers, all of whom looked like Tina’s friend Alice.  The sphere that held the “consciousness” of Sam’s supercomputer, speaking to him in Sol Weitzman’s voice.

Sam, standing in the middle of the Accelerator Chamber.

Someone crying out his name: “Al!  Al!”
Someone speaking Vietnamese.

His sister Trudy, running toward him with her arms outstretched, tripping on a bump in the sidewalk and sprawling onto the pavement, skinning her knees and elbows, bloodying her nose.  Sobbing...but no, it wasn’t Trudy who was weeping, it was someone else.

“It’s not right, Al, it’s not right.”
“...Moping over Donna Alessi...”
“Why can’t you...”
“I don’t care what it looks like to you, Senator.  You’re wrong.  You’ve put me in charge of this Project — my Project — now give me credit for a little integrity.  What you’re suggesting is not only wrong, it’s insulting.”
Sam was wearing the Fermi suit.  He was conducting a run-through for the Committee, a demonstration that was of far more intense interest to the female members of the Project control staff.  He didn’t notice half a dozen women maneuvering for a better view.  If he did, he thought they were trying to hear him, not see him — after all, they’d seen him every day for months.

Al could both see him and hear him.  He was nearby, observing.

“And that doesn’t bother you?”
“I thought we went over this.  I stay here.  You go...wherever.  I don’t want my atoms accelerated.  I like them at the speed they’re at.”
“You’ll see everything I see.”
“Swell.”
“We’re in this equally.”
“I got that the first three hundred times you told me.  It’s your baby; you get to go first.  Nobody disagrees with you.”
“You can do one of the later trials if you want to.”
“I don’t want to.”
“Al?”
This voice wasn’t coming from the head-radio.  Al peeled his eyes open and squinted at Tina.  She was dressed, finally.  He had no idea how much time had gone by.  Ten minutes?  Six weeks?

“You’re all wrinkled, sweetie.”
“It’s New Year’s Day.  Half the town is wrinkled.”  Grunting at the way his muscles had stiffened up during his doze, he struggled to his feet, pushed his hair into place with his fingers, and went across the hall to Sam’s room.  “Sam,” he said without knocking.  “Sam, open the door.”
Of course Sam wasn’t sleeping.  Not for an instant had he believed Sam really intended to take a nap.  If there was anyone on the planet who got along on less sleep than Al did, it was Sam.  He opened the door after a few seconds and stood leaning against it.

“You don’t know anybody in this town,” Al said.  “Between me and Tina, we’re only missing about a dozen.  Let me and Tina make the calls.  We’ll track down somebody who can use a friendly kid who likes plants.  But you understand, it’s gotta be here in Vegas.  Her mom is here.  Her friends are here.”
“She could find some new friends,” Sam said.

“Not your decision to make.  Alice is a whole other story.  She — he — can do whatever he, or she, or they, wants.”  Al winced.  “The same with the dead guy.  They’ve made up their minds.  But we’ll help the kid.  Okay?  We’ll fix it so she doesn’t have to shake her maracas at a bunch of horny guys in order to take care of her baby.  But that’s the end of it.  You came, you saw, you meddled.  We’re gonna go home.”
“Why is it wrong to take an interest in people?”
“Nothing.  Unless they stop being people and start being projects.  Some people don’t want your help, Sam.  And some of ‘em...you can’t change the way things are.”
“So I shouldn’t try.”
“That’s not what I said.”
“It’s exactly what you said.  ‘You can’t change the way things are.’  Somebody has to try, Al.  It’s why I’ve spent my whole life working on the Project.  I want to make the world a better place.”
The words Better living through time travel slid through Al’s mind, but he didn’t say them; it would only piss Sam off.  Sam wanted to be agreed with — but then, Sam wanted to be agreed with most of the time.  He thought he was about the most earnest thing on two legs.  Didn’t have a bad intention in him.  The trouble with him inflicting all those good intentions on others was, they were Sam’s good intentions, and not the other guy’s.  It was, Al thought, all a matter of perspective.

“Everyone has their own agenda, Dr. Beckett.”
“And mine is typed out in that proposal you have in your hand, Senator.  I didn’t withhold anything.  And I’m not lying to you.  But, Senator, this is my Project.  If I walk out, you have nothing.  You’ve invested a lot of money in something you won’t be able to use.”
“Are you threatening me, Beckett?”
“No, sir, I’m not.”
“You damn well are.”
Al would have forked over his life’s savings to hear Sam tell Weitzman to kiss his ass, but all three of them knew Sam wouldn’t do that — because Sam was Thelma Beckett’s polite kid; because a ton of money had already been invested and Sam wouldn’t put that to waste; because Sam wanted this Project to become a bona fide reality badly enough to take whatever Weitzman dished out to him...and because, at least partially, Weitzman was right.  Sam had his own agenda, and even Al didn’t know all of what was written there.

“You didn’t know Alice was a guy,” Al said.

“No.  Not at first.  But after Tina said so, I could see she was right.”
“How long would it have taken you to figure it out, if she hadn’t said anything?”
Sam grimaced.  “I don’t know.”
“Would’ve been pretty embarrassing.”
“It would,” Sam agreed.  “But as I remember it, my `finding someone’ in Vegas was your idea, not mine.  I didn’t want to come here in the first place.  And I wouldn’t have slept with — tried to sleep with — him — her — anyway.”
“Of course not,” Al said.  “Not the Prudent Prince.”
“What if I had?  What if I’d listened to you, and said, okay, fine, it’s New Year’s Eve, what the hell.  What if I’d gone off to wherever Alice lives, and found out there?  I would’ve been pretty embarrassed, but don’t tell me you would have been on the floor laughing.  We were both standing there gawking.”
“Don’t remind me,” Al grumbled.

“We both made a mistake.  Or were about to.”
Sam had broken into a grin.  Peeved, Al nudged him backward into the room, followed, and closed the door firmly behind them.  “We’re gonna forget all about Alice,” he told Sam.  “Starting right now.  I’d say retroactively, but that’s tough to do if you weren’t drinking at the time, and thanks to you, we weren’t.  So we start now.  We don’t talk about Alice, we don’t think about Alice, and with any luck, we’ll never see Alice again.”
“But, gee, Al,” Sam said.  “That means you’ll never have Alice show you how the Spitfire does zero to sixty in two point three seconds.”
“I’ll get over it,” Al barked.

Sam’s overnight bag was already packed.  With one eye on Al, whose face was changing colors like a kaleidoscope, he switched off the bathroom light, scooped up his keys from where he’d dropped them, hoisted the overnight bag, and nodded toward the door.

“She asked me,” he said when Al reached for the knob.

Al turned back, frowning.  “What?  Who?”
“Kim.  She...well, it was more of a suggestion that she wouldn’t say no if I made the first move.  I held her for a while after she started to cry, and...we kissed.  More than once.  But I...it wouldn’t have been fair to her.  It would have been for all the wrong reasons.”  Al didn’t reply.  After a moment, Sam prompted him, “You’re not going to argue with that?”
Al shook his head.  “You’re right.  It would have been wrong.”
“We sat on the couch all night, and I held her.  I...wanted to.”
“Not tough to understand.”
“But it would have made things worse.”
“It’s always easier to say ‘yes,’” Al shrugged.

“She reminded me of a girl I knew in high school.  Well...I didn’t really know her, she was one of the cheerleaders.  They’d come down to the gym during practice, and a couple of times I thought I saw her looking at me.  I’d think, she wants me to come over there.  She’s interested in me.  Then I’d remember who I was, and who she was, and figured I was imagining the whole thing.”  He paused, looking down at the canvas bag dangling from his hand, as if he suspected himself of picking up someone else’s luggage.  “And Kim...she closed her eyes for a while.  She might have gone to sleep.  When she was awake, I thought about what it would be like.  It was all right with her, and I wasn’t going to hurt her.  But after she closed her eyes...there was just no way.  She trusted me.  She went to sleep in my arms.  My doing anything with her would have been a betrayal of everything I’ve ever believed.”
Al waggled his head again.  “Sometimes, kid, you’re too damned upright to be for real.”
“Tell me you would have done anything any different.”
“Ah, Sam.”
“Go ahead, tell me.”
“What did she smell like?”
Sam’s eyes widened.  A moment went by before he consented to answer the question.  “Like cheap, flowery shampoo.  And there was perfume, here.”  He pointed to the hollow at the base of his throat.  “Not much of it.  And here...”  He pointed to a spot midway along his left collarbone, pretending not to notice Al’s increasing interest.  “It smelled like tuna fish oil.”
“Tuna...?”
“Uh-huh.”
They took the long way around, leaving the hotel through the main lobby doors, with Tina, at last wearing her comfortable shoes, in the lead.

“Tuna fish?” Al said.

“Tuna fish.”
“No wonder you didn’t want to do anything.”
All three of them entered the parking structure like kids venturing into a haunted house.  The Mercedes was gone, but the Volvo was still there, as was the minivan Al had hidden behind.  Of course, the dead guy was gone, carted off to the morgue sometime during the night.  The pavement had been washed down, but not well enough: Al could see easily where the puddle of gunk had been.  He shivered, in spite of the day’s pleasant warmth, and went on shivering as Sam opened the car — parked across from the Volvo — and stowed their bags in the trunk.

“You ready?” Sam asked him as he thumped the trunk lid shut.

“There’s a place down the street that has great desserts,” Tina suggested.  “Can we stop?  I never got my banana cream pie last night, Al.”
“Ask Sam,” Al said.  “He’s driving.”
* * * * * *

Donna (Part Two): The Power of Love
Sunday, December 31, 1995

The aroma of fresh popcorn brought Verbena to the screening room, on the southeast end of Level Six, next to the arboretum.  She found her friend there, alone in a room built to accommodate two hundred, sitting in the dark watching Back to the Future.
“You’re missing all the fun,” she told Donna.

Donna looked at her, then scooped up another handful of popcorn and returned her attention to the screen.  “I can just imagine.”
“When I made my graceful exit, they were just getting ready to start the `I’m Too Sexy for My Shirt’ contest.”
“And you figured you were too much competition?”
“No, no, no.  Boys only, honey.”  Verbena settled into one of the expensive, thickly padded seats that Al Calavicci had insisted be shoehorned into the Project’s construction budget and helped herself to Donna’s popcorn.  “Sandy from Security has that thing all sewn up.  Did you ever see a sweeter set of pecs in your life?”
“What is he, sixteen?”
“Twenty-four.”
Donna rolled her eyes in mock amazement.  “You asked?”
“I’m the Project shrink, remember?  Guardian of our mental and emotional health.  I see all, hear all, know all.”  After an appropriate pause, Verbena added, “They had a birthday party for him in the cafeteria a few weeks ago.  The theme was ‘Big Two-Four.’  You don’t want to know about the decorations.”
“These people have been around Al too long.”
“No...they’ve been cooped up underground too long.”
“Hmmm.”  Donna considered her plastic bowl of popcorn and her butter-coated fingers for a moment, then put the bowl down on the empty seat between her and Verbena.  Rather than lick her fingers, she wiped them clean on a tissue she produced from the pocket of her jeans.  On screen, Michael J. Fox, also dressed in jeans and sneakers, was standing in a dark shopping mall parking lot, staring at the spot where the time-traveling DeLorean had just vanished.  “I know the feeling,” she said.  “I don’t even know what day it is.”
“New Year’s Eve, sugar.”
“The day.”
“Sunday.”
“Sunday.”  Donna slouched into her seat and stretched her feet out underneath the seat in front of her. “We used to go to church, you know.”
“I know.”
“He enjoyed it.”
“Did you?”
“It was all right.  It was a way to get him out with people.  It was his church, not mine.  He’d sit there looking so...intent.  I’m sure the minister thought that Sam was having long mental conversations with God.”
“Maybe he was.”
“If he was, God took him seriously.”
They sat in silence for almost half an hour, watching the movie.  The Project’s collection of laser discs had also been Al’s idea, although he’d left the selection of titles up to others.  He’d fought strenuously for every amenity the complex had, as if he’d known how long they would all be working here, and how short break times might be.  The staff was free to leave on their days off, and most of them did.  But for a few, there had been no days off since last spring.

A few of them were afraid to leave.

“Weitzman’s coming on Thursday,” Verbena said finally.

Donna nodded.  “Al told me.  I don’t know what he thinks we’re going to tell him.  Or what he can bully us into telling him.  Nothing’s any different than it was three weeks ago.”
“Or eight months ago.”
“Don’t, Bee.”
“Don’t what?”
“Guardian of our mental and emotional health.  Don’t go there, okay?  I’m fine.  I just came down here to watch a movie.  I’ve been working on the cost overruns for four days.  It’s New Year’s Eve, and I needed a break.  Not judging a sexy-anything contest.  Don’t tell me everyone else is in the rec room.”
Verbena conceded, “No...”
“There.  See?”
“The others have left the complex.”
“Everyone who’s not on time off is in the rec room?”  When Verbena didn’t answer, Donna pressed, “Well?”
“No.”
“Then why do I need to be?”
“You don’t.”
“You just don’t want me to be in here.  All right, then.”  With Verbena watching, Donna went into the projection room and turned off the laser disc player, emptied the remains of her popcorn — half a cup or so of unpopped kernels — into a trash can, then led the Project shrink next door into the arboretum.  “How’s this?  Any better?” she asked as she settled onto a redwood and wrought iron bench that overlooked an arc-shaped bed of carefully nurtured, yellow and purple pansies.

“Honey, I don’t care if you go up to Ground and sit out in the middle of the road.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
“There’s no problem.”
“I’m not suicidal,” Donna said mildly.

“Nobody thought you were.”
“If you’re following me around just to be companionable, you’ve got the wrong look on your face.  This is the boom season for depression, isn’t it?  There has to be a bunch of people here who hate the holidays.  Let’s bring them down here and start our own little twelve-step program.  Including you.  Why aren’t you back east with Mark?”
Verbena made a face in response to the unexpected mention of her son.  “Mark is in Florida with Tisa’s family.  I told you that.”
“Then it’s true: you’re not having fun either.”
“We’re not talking about me.”
“No, no, you’re right,” Donna said, cradling her empty plastic bowl between her hands.  “We were obsessing over me.  Poor Donna, who made the choice to stay here over the holidays, rather than go to Hawaii and repeat eight hundred times, ‘Sam is tied up with his work.  He wishes he could break away, but the Committee insisted on having a report at the end of the week and he’s the only one who could do it.’  I’m a terrible liar, Verbena.  I’ve been a terrible liar since I was very small and a nun with a moustache told me that God would always know the truth and would punish me.  There was no way I could show up at Sam’s family’s house and spend an entire week telling them that he had to work but I didn’t.  And I couldn’t go to my mother’s for the same reason.  I’m not hiding here.  I’m here because there was nowhere I could go and tell the truth.”
“Are you telling me the truth?”
“What do you want me to say, Verbena?”
“Whatever you need to.”
“I really don’t want to talk about it now.  If you have an objection to my watching a movie I’ve already seen half a dozen times, then I’ll go to the library and read.  I’ll rearrange the furniture in my room — at least, everything that’s not bolted down.  I’ll go up to the kitchen and make lasagna.  Go ahead, pick something you’re happy with, and I’ll do it.  You can do it with me if you like.  Just please don’t keep looking at me that way.”
Verbena said quietly, “We’re worried about you.”
“Who’s `we’?”
“Me and...”
“Not you and Al.  Where is Al?  No, don’t tell me, he’s running the Sexy Shirt contest.”
“He’s down in Control.”
“What for?”
“Doing his job.”
“Doing his job, or avoiding Tina?”  Before Verbena could respond, Donna got up from the bench, moved to her knees, and pruned a dead leaf from one of the pansies.  “They make a fabulous team, you know?” she said over her shoulder.  “Sam, who doesn’t remember who he used to be.  Al, for whom fidelity is a completely foreign concept.  And God, Who seems to have forgotten the words ‘Lead me not into temptation.’  What am I supposed to think, Bee?” Donna asked pointedly, rocking back onto her heels.  “Sam Beckett, making the world a better place for a long succession of beautiful women.  He’s made out with more people in the past eight months than he did in his whole life before he Leaped.  He’s living some teenage boy’s wet dream.”
Verbena, wilting a little under the intensity of her friend’s gaze, sat down on the bench, in the spot Donna had vacated.  “Nothing’s happened,” she ventured.

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?  That he hasn’t actually had intercourse with anyone?”
“No.”
“Good.  Because it doesn’t, and I don’t need to add you to the list of people I’m angry with right now.  Besides: I’ve already figured out the psychology of all this.  I can either find a way to get through this, and swallow whatever happens, or I can leave.  The choice is entirely up to me.  So I’m swallowing.  Some of it’s going down pretty hard, but I’m swallowing.”
Verbena opened her mouth to speak, but Donna cut her off.  Apparently still displeased with the condition of the flower bed, she returned to the arboretum entrance and checked the timer settings for the sprinkler system.

“I love him,” she said.

The arboretum wasn’t her responsibility — it was cared for by a rotating team of staff members who were fond of gardening and used the opportunity to play with growing things and a thin layer of dirt as relaxation therapy — but she went through the room methodically, looking for signs of trouble.  When after a second circuit she had still found nothing, she went back to the bench and stood alongside it.

“We were together eleven years, and he was never unfaithful.  I’m sure of that.  Never.”
“You’re right.”
Donna frowned.  “You know that too.”
“I know Sam.”
“Even with you...”
“That night we met?”  Verbena chuckled softly.  “He didn’t even flirt.  I did — I was bad.  But straying was the farthest thing from his mind.  He was in love, and it wasn’t with me.  He belongs to you, and that’s not something anybody else decided for him.”
“So why all of this?  Who’s being tested, him or me?”
Verbena made a “you got me” gesture with both hands, then said, “Maybe neither one of you.  Maybe it’s just what needs to be done.”  She paused.  “Say he wrote a novel where the hero has a wild, passionate love affair with the heroine.  Would that mean he didn’t love you?  Or if he was playing Rhett Butler in Gone With the Wind.  Gable’s true love was Lombard.  But, oh, baby, did that man generate some heat on screen.”
“This isn’t a movie, Verbena.”
“Sam’s still playing a role.  He isn’t Sam.  He barely even remembers Sam.  He’s Kenny.  Or Tom.  Or Nick.”
“I know,” Donna murmured, but there was very little conviction in her voice.

“You don’t need to worry about Al’s influence, either.  Sam’s known Al almost as long as he’s known you, and Al never influenced him to do anything.  Good lord, honey, the man stayed on bended knee for three years, till you finally gave in and married him.  All the men I know would have hit the trail after three months.  He wanted you so bad, he wasn’t going to give up, no matter how long it took.  And no matter what Al said to him.  No matter what anybody said to him.  That hot little number that came down here with the Committee for ground breaking was after him for a week.  Know what he said to her?”
Donna shook her head.  “No.”
“He said he’d already told her he was married, and he loved his wife, and he found it offensive that she wouldn’t leave him alone.”
“Offensive?”
“Yup.”
“I remember her.  She kept finding ways to touch him ‘accidentally.’  Alexis something.  She was pretty offensive.”
“Very.”
“So what happens,” Donna said after a minute, “if I go through this whole thing, taking a step back from reality?  If I keep telling myself that he is playing a role — a series of roles.  He’s not really Sam.  He couldn’t do this job if he was Sam, with all of Sam’s memories and Sam’s knowledge.  His involvement with these people, no matter how far it goes, doesn’t mean anything, because it never lasts longer than a few days, and when he Leaps out, he forgets.  What happens if I believe that?  What happens if I let go?”
“I think there’s a big difference between stepping back and letting go.”
“You’re not answering the question.”
Verbena replied, “I think you need to look at the other perspective too.”
“Which is?”
“That he’s incredibly lonely.”
“He’s not the only one.”
“He’s been pulled out of everything that’s familiar,” Verbena persisted.  “He has no home, no possessions, he’s not around the same people for more than a few days.  He can’t even carry his memories with him from place to place.  All he has is Al.  Maybe it’s unfair to put him in the path of temptation...or maybe it is fair.  He’s human.  He needs to care.  He needs someone to care about him.  Someone he can touch.  Someone he can hold.”
“You want me to stop feeling sorry for myself; is that what you’re saying?”
“He couldn’t do the job if he was aware of everything.  How much you miss him.  How much his family misses him — and is hurt and upset by the idea that his work takes complete precedence over them.  How much his friends miss him.  And I don’t think he could concentrate for a minute if he knew how much trouble this Project is always in.  He needs to be a blank slate.  Or, at least, as much of a blank slate as it’s possible to be without going insane.  He needs to believe that he hasn’t left very much behind.”
“No matter what that does to anyone else.”
Verbena nodded, though somewhat reluctantly.  “No matter what it does to anyone else.”  She paused again, then added wryly, “‘The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.’”
“Did you get that off a laser disc?” Donna asked.

“Whatever.”
Donna prowled around for a while, listening to the sound of gravel crunching under her sneakers, locating a crumpled bit of paper that had drifted up against the base of a ficus tree, listening to the trickle of water in the marble fountain tucked into the far corner of the room, glancing now and then at Verbena, who remained sitting on the redwood bench next to the abandoned plastic bowl.

“I knew right from the beginning what he was going to do,” she said finally.  “And I ignored it.”
“Everyone did.”
“I suppose there was a part of me that believed it wasn’t going to work.”
“So did all of us.”
“Except Sam.”
“Sam too.”
Frowning again, Donna asked, “Does it work?”  When Verbena looked at her, puzzled, she went on, “Quantum Leap.  Did it really work, the way it is, the way we built it?  Would anything have happened if someone else had gone into the Accelerator, instead of Sam?”
“I don’t know,” Verbena said.

“Nobody’s ever tried.”
“And nobody’s going to.”
“I think I figured that we’d go on working on it indefinitely.  Maybe he did too.  He’d been working for so many years, going from one phase to another.  I don’t know if he really had an end point.  It certainly wasn’t last spring.  I don’t think it was any time this year.  There were still so many problems, so much to be explored.  He’d solve one thing and come across something else.  It was tangible, yes, after all this time, but he wasn’t finished.  He wasn’t ready.”
Verbena considered that for a moment, then said, “Maybe you’re right.  We could have been here for another twenty years, waiting for him to iron all the bugs out.”
“If he ever did.”
“Except the Committee told him to fish or cut bait.”
“I miss him, Verbena,” Donna said heavily.  “I dream about him, and I wake up in the middle of the night, wanting to hold him so badly that it’s all I can do to keep from screaming.  He wasn’t ready.  None of this was what he had in mind.  He was pushed into something he never envisioned.  And he can’t quit.  It goes on, and on...eight months now.  How many more?  Months?  Years?  I can’t be afraid for him for years.”
She resisted sitting down on the bench, choosing instead to stand beside it, growing more and more miserable.  When she began to wobble, Verbena stood up and wrapped her arms around her friend.

“I’d let him go if it was what he wanted,” Donna moaned into the shoulder of Verbena’s sweater.  “But it’s not.  None of this is what he wanted.”
“I know,” Verbena soothed her.

“I can’t...”
“It’s gonna be all right.  It will.  If it is God that’s Leaping Sam around...  Didn’t that nun tell you?  That He doesn’t give us any burdens we can’t handle?  That was a favorite of my grand-ma’s.  Sam’s gonna be fine.  When the day comes that he can’t hack it any more, he’ll come home.”
Donna pulled away, her expression more anguished than before.  “But how long will that take?  And I don’t want...oh, God, Verbena, can I wish for that?  That he’s got to have so much dumped on him that he can’t handle it?”
“Maybe you just have to let him go.  For now.”
She slumped for a moment, as if she intended to go on finding solace in Verbena’s embrace, then, abruptly, turned and walked away, toward the flower bed.  “Is everything a Hallmark poster?” she demanded.  “‘If you love something, set it free’?  Does everything have to be platitudes, or posters with pictures of butterflies, or things Sister John Michael told me?  Damn it, Verbena!  Al’s been trying to tell me it’s like sending someone away to war: that I have to keep the home fires burning and hope my husband doesn’t come home with any pieces missing, assuming he comes home at all.  If I told my mother the truth, she’d say leave it to a man to find a creative way to cheat.  I took three years to marry Sam because I knew how committed he was to this Project, and I wasn’t sure how important I would be in the Big Picture.  Yes, I wanted to help him succeed; yes, his dreams were important to me.  I loved him!  I still love him.  I’ll step back.  I’ll earn myself a spot in the Self-Delusion Hall of Fame.  But don’t tell me I can’t hurt every time he gives another woman something that ought to belong to me.  It hurts.  It hurts like hell, no matter who he thinks he is, or who anyone else thinks he is.”
Verbena didn’t say anything.  Still angry, Donna pointed a finger at her and snapped, “If you tell me `That which doesn’t kill us makes us stronger,’ I’m going to have you fired.”
“Another favorite of granny’s,” Verbena ventured.

“Did your grandfather cheat on her?”
“As a matter of fact, he did.  A couple of times.  She dumped the fool and married some-body else.”
“I don’t have that option.”
“Why not?”
A hissing sound interrupted them: the sprinkler system, timed to come on at nine o’clock.  Fine spray sputtered out of the thin piping laid along the borders of the plant beds, some of it spattering onto the cuffs of Donna’s jeans.

“Because I still love him,” she said.  “Nothing that’s happened changes that.  When I said `till death do us part,’ I meant it.”
“The hurting’s not over tonight,” Verbena told her.

“I know.”
“Might not be over for a long time.”
Donna replied, “If he can endure, so can I.”
“That’s fine...if you’re not saying `I’ll show you’ to anybody.”
“I love him, Verbena.”
“I know you do, sugar.”
“But he’s with somebody else.”
“And saying sweet nothings to her.  But it’s not for real.  She thinks he’s somebody else.  He’s there to make sure she doesn’t get on a plane to Barcelona.  He’s got to woo her.  But he’s not Sam, he’s Kenny.  And in a day or two, he’ll be out of there, on his way to being somebody new.”
“And there’ll be another Michelle.”
“Probably.”
“Something’s going to happen.  Eventually.  He’s not going to Leap out before the right moment comes, or he’s going to stop listening to his conscience.  There’s going to be a Michelle, or an Alexis, and he’s going to go the whole way.”
Verbena hesitated, then said, “Probably.”
“Thank you for agreeing so quickly.”
“I’d tell you you were wrong, but what would that accomplish?  I think you’re right.  If the Leaping goes on long enough, he’s going to end up in a place where all the signals are ‘go.’  He’s going to have sex with somebody.”
“And you can watch it make me stronger…right before it kills me.”
“I don’t believe that for a minute.”
“Believe whatever you want.”
“What I believe...and what I remember.”  Pretending to ignore Donna’s expression, Verbena picked up the plastic bowl and toyed with it briefly, then put it down again and gazed off into space.  “I remember a good-looking man who danced with me.  A dance that didn’t have any more romance involved in it than twenty minutes on the Stair-master.  I remember the look in his eyes when you came over.  He was crazy about you.  I said a prayer then that I’d see that look in somebody’s eyes before I die.  He loves you, Donna.  When he comes back, he’ll still love you that way.”
“But how long will that take?”
“As long as it takes.”
“And no matter how much it hurts.”
“He’d never go within ten feet of a woman if he knew it hurt you.”
Donna glanced down for the first time, and seemed to be surprised both that the sprinklers had come on and that her pants were wet.  “Okay,” she said, her voice brittle and near breaking.  “How about this one?  ‘Ignorance of the law is no defense.’  ‘Gee whiz, Your Honor, I didn’t know it was a problem.’”  Something that tried to be a laugh, but didn’t quite manage, escaped her lips.  “It’s not that,” she said, beginning to droop again.  “I can be logical.  I can step back from this.  I know he’s doing what he has to do.  I know there’s a larger purpose to it all.  But I miss him!  I want him near me.  I want to hold him.  That’s all.  I want to hold him.  I want to hear his voice.  Why does that have to be so much to ask?”
“I suppose the easy solution would be,” Verbena suggested, “to go down to the Waiting Room and grab Kenny.  He’s wearing Sam’s aura.  Looks like Sam.  Sounds like Sam.  Get stoned first.  That might help.”
Donna gaped at her.  “You have a medical degree, and you’re telling me that?”
“I’m sure it would perk up Kenny’s New Year.”
“Verbena...”
The Project shrink put a finger to her lips.  “I’ll quote you a few more posters if you want.  ‘Life’s a bitch, and then you die.’  Or how about...”
“How about, `First, do no harm’?”
“`Boys will be boys’?”
“‘I’m going to have you fired, then I’m going to have you disbarred.’  Or...or...whatever they call it.”
“Have my license revoked.”
“Yes.  You’re a doctor.  You’re supposed to help ease people’s suffering, not contribute to it.  That man in the Waiting Room isn’t Sam, any more than he would be if he were wearing Sam’s clothes.  I’m not going to go down there and kiss him, or anybody else.”
“I said grab him.  Didn’t say anything about kissing.”
“Grab him and do what?”
“Ooooh, honey, if you don’t know the answer to that, people spent way too much time quoting platitudes to you, and not enough telling you what goes up and who goes down.”
The look of astonishment that earned from Donna would have made Verbena laugh under any other circumstances.  She would not have offered the comment to anyone else under these circum-stances — but she had known Donna for a long time.  Donna had cried in her arms three times on that day in April when Sam had decided to fish rather than cut bait, the last when they’d found out that the retrieval program Sam had spent so many years trying to perfect did not work.

So Verbena didn’t laugh.  But Donna did.  Painfully at first, then louder, until she pressed her hands to her mouth as if to muffle the noise.

“You’re terrible,” Donna sputtered.

Verbena offered her friend a smile, not letting it disappear until Donna seemed to calm down — at least enough to move away from the sprinkler.  “Listen,” she said, getting up from the bench.  “It’s not anywhere near midnight.  I’m in a mood for chocolate.  Let’s go raid the kitchen, then we’ll watch the rest of your movie.  They got the time travel all wrong — you need lots more than one-point-twenty-one gigawatts — but Michael J. Fox is the cutest damn thing.”
“Cuter than Sandy from Security?” Donna countered.

“Doesn’t have Sandy’s pecs, but I love it when he rides that hoverboard.”
“I think that was in Part Two.”
“Then we’ll watch that one too.  You got somewhere else to be?”
Donna thought the question over for what seemed to both of them like a very long time.  Then, to Verbena’s great relief, she smiled.  There weren’t any tears coming tonight, regardless of what Sam had done, whom he had done it with, what his intentions were, or what he did or did not remember.

“No,” she said.

* * * * * *
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