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Introduction

	When Due Date was first published in 2012, I never gave much thought to after, as in after it was published and after people had read it. It’s been out for seven years now, and I’m happy say that readers are still finding it and enjoying it.

	I’m so delighted that Due Date is getting a face lift! I’d like to thank my publisher, Paper Angel Press, for offering this opportunity. Though this edition does not have plot, character, or setting changes, I have had the opportunity to fix a few things that have niggled at me. I’m delighted with the new cover and hope you are too.

	Happy reading!

	Nancy

	
1

	The Beemer driver, right on our tail, tapped his horn a few times, and sat on it. My brother Dexter swerved the SUV toward the dented guard rail separating the gravel shoulder from a steep drop into the Santa Cruz mountain valley below. But the BMW driver didn’t take the hint. He just edged closer, veering in and out of the lane, still trying to pass.

	“What the …?” shouted Dexter as the Beemer’s right front fender hooked our left rear with an explosive crunch.

	Suddenly we were sliding out of control, skidding across the narrow road as if it were black ice. Dexter fought the wheel and pumped the brakes, but the pedal plunged to the floor. Yelling “Hold on,” he yanked the parking brake.

	Metal screeched and our CRV fishtailed to the right, jerking to a halt inches from the cliff. Dexter turned the ignition off and there was welcome silence.

	He whacked the steering wheel with the palm of his hand.

	“I am so dead,” he groaned. “Jessica is going to kill me.”

	He reached over to unclip my seatbelt then looked at me, horrified. “Shelby, we need to get you to a doctor.”

	“I’m fine,” I said, cradling my substantial belly with both hands. “Thank God the airbag didn’t go off.”

	“If I ever catch that idiot …” Dexter tried to start the car, but the engine just whirred, clicked, and died. He swore, wiggled his phone out of his pocket, pressed the on button, and swore again. He shook it, as if that would help. “Can I try yours?”

	“If you can find it,” I said. I gestured behind me, where my entire life was crammed into boxes, suitcases, and duffel bags.

	“Don’t have that much time. Gotta get you and those babies to a doctor.” He opened the car door. “I’ll be back in a half hour, tops,” he said. “Don’t go anywhere.”

	He grinned at me. We both knew I wouldn’t.

	I watched his bright red t-shirt disappear through the redwood grove up the twisting road, under the blue California sky. He’d be at least an hour. Dexter never could tell time.

	I angled the seat back and was rewarded with the familiar poke of a baby foot between my lower ribs, then another on my left side. See? I wanted to tell Dexter, we’re all fine. All three of us. And just because you’re my big brother, you can’t always tell me what to do.

	I reserved that privilege for Jackson and Diane Entwistle — the intended parents of my unborn twins. Although we didn’t know each other that well yet, Diane insisted on taking me in now that Jessica, Dexter’s pushy wife, had kicked me out. So instead of being shoehorned into an all-purpose office-guest-craft room, I’d have my own cottage. Six hundred square feet all to myself on their expansive Santa Cruz mountain ridge top estate. Even though the arrangement would only last a few months, until the babies were born, I was looking forward to quiet country living.

	I locked the doors, twisted around in the seat for my purse, and busied myself in a fit of organization. I excavated gum wrappers, used movie tickets, wadded up tissues, balls of hair from my brush, bits of broken shells I’d collected on my morning beach walks, keys to Dexter’s house that I wouldn’t be needing anymore, and a dangly red and white African beaded earring I’d assumed was long lost. The trash went in one pile, the earring in my coin purse, and I stashed the keys to my former life in the glove box.

	I’d just have to remember to tell Dexter they were there.

	•          •          •

	Forty-five minutes later, I was flipping through the Sunset magazine I’d found under the passenger seat when I smelled smoke.

	Campfires weren’t unusual up here in the hills, where there were at least three state parks, and at first the tendril of what looked like mist winding through the upper redwood canopy didn’t worry me. I was reading about kitchen makeovers, something I couldn’t yet imagine at twenty-three, but maybe someday, after the babies were born, after I finished graduate school, after I found that perfect guy.

	Then I started coughing. And I looked up again. The smoke was as dense as beach fog on a summer morning. This was no campfire.

	I felt a sudden surge in my throat: on the side of the road, near the hairpin curve where Dexter had disappeared, licks of red and orange flame were traveling lazily up the trunk of a spindly shrub. I jumped as it ignited with a crack, sparking in fiery traces like a welding torch.

	As quickly as I could, I unlocked the door and eased out, trying not to look down at the slope as steep as a ski jump that dropped off beneath my feet. Only an inch of slippery gravel lay between the toes of my flip-flops and the lip. I baby-stepped around the car, taking peeks up the hill, hoping I’d see Dexter running toward me, arms outspread in a victory lap.

	If you wanted something enough, the universe would provide, right? But only a backdrop of flames glowed through the swirling smoke.

	Now whole trees were hissing in the distance as they burned. A power line sparked in a deafening pop. I looked around for my best escape route. I couldn’t follow Dexter. No one could navigate that path, not even a fully-suited firefighter with an oxygen tank. I knew Dexter was somewhere safe by now. Probably as worried about me as I was.

	I waddled fast downhill, and ten minutes later, I was in almost-clear air again, the blaze just a memory clinging in sooty, sweaty rivulets to my hair and clothes. My eyes still burned, and my tongue felt singed, but a familiar blue sky arched above, and the feathery ash only floated down occasionally, gentle as mist.

	I knew it would be just a matter of time before the fire caught up to me, though, and I couldn’t walk forever.

	As if my prayer had been answered, the faint whine of an engine broke the still afternoon. Gears ground as the vehicle labored up the grade. I hurried off the road and crouched behind a tree. Maybe it was the hormones, but paranoia had been a constant companion since I signed my surrogacy papers. Nobody liked surrogates, I’d learned, especially once they realized the amounts of money involved.

	But I needed a lift. Shaking off my worries, I straightened up, ready to flag down the vehicle. “Shelby Emma Stearns McDougall,” I said. “Get a grip.”

	Above me, a pair of crows squawked, raspy and piercing. I adjusted my huge belly, leaned back against the tree trunk, and waited.
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	The approaching vehicle sounded like an earth-mover, gears biting as the driver shifted around the tight turns. Something red moved through the trees and for an instant I thought it was Dexter, waving his t-shirt to catch my attention. Instead, a full-sized fire truck rumbled into view, driver and passenger invisible behind glinting glass.

	Gold embossed lettering on the paint read: “Felton Fire. Paramedic Unit.”

	“Hey,” I yelled, “over here.”

	I lumbered into the road, waving my arms, but I was too late. The fire engine careened around the next curve and disappeared.

	I knew the fire engine would stop, eventually. Even if the fire had burned itself out, surely the driver would notice the abandoned CRV and start looking for someone. I turned to walk back up the road.

	It was steep going. The smoke was much thicker now, and I started to cough in a persistent sharp bark, like I’d been a smoker for thirty years. Soon, I saw the fire engine, its doors hanging open, parked by Dexter’s car. Surprisingly, the fire had not consumed the SUV. Instead, it had jumped the road, burning across the hillside, leaving a calling card of skeletal bushes and scorched tree trunks. The place looked like a Biblical hell, the charred ground smoking, shafts of soot hanging in the air like dust motes. Blackened, twisted branches littered the road and the air stank like campfire coals chased by a kerosene back.

	A figure, the silhouette as fuzzy and blurry as if I were looking under water, emerged from that devastation. I rubbed my eyes then leaned over to put my hands on my knees, suddenly dizzy.

	“Shel-by! Shel-by?”

	A woman was calling my name over and over, and she sure sounded like Diane Entwistle. Diane was the only person I knew who said my name that way, with the emphasis on the second syllable, not the first. As if she were British. Besides, who else would know I’d been in that SUV?

	But that was wishful thinking. Diane had appointments in San Jose all day.

	The voice ricocheted through the burned-out vegetation as clear as a loud parent on a softball field. I tried to yell back, but my own voice failed me, leaking out in small frog-like croaks. And my legs were so tired. Carrying all those babies was hard work. I chose a less sooty spot and sank to the ground, closing my eyes. Just for a minute.

	I only wanted a tiny nap, but the person frantically jiggling my shoulder and tapping my cheeks disagreed. Again, that “Shel-by!” But this time, followed by a plea, and then, an order: “Shelby, please wake up! Wake up! Wake up. Now.”

	I forced my eyes open and saw Diane’s face, inches from mine. A wave of relief washed over me. Everything would be fine. Diane was here and I was saved.

	When I tried to sit, a hand as big and bulky as a catcher’s mitt pinned me to the ground. Diane inched to the left and the face belonging to the owner of that hand loomed above.

	“Miss, don’t move,” a man’s voice snapped.

	I heard a click. A sharp beam of light traveled across my line of sight.

	“Follow the light with your eyes,” the man ordered. “Don’t move your head.”

	He waved the flashlight from left to right, then up and down. Without warning, meaty fingers spread open my eyelid and the white beam shone directly into my pupil, igniting a fiery pain. I moaned and tried to push his hand away, but he swatted me off as if I were as insubstantial as a mosquito.

	“One more second,” he said, keeping the flashlight focused against my eye. By the time he was done, a small white circle of heat was seared into my retina, stabbing my skull like a spear.

	“I need to look in your other eye.” His thumb flattened my cheek and his index finger pressed against my eyelid. “This will only take a second.”

	That white heat grew closer and closer, obliterating the smoky sky above, then the pink flesh of his face. My brain was going to explode. I had to save myself.

	I curled my right hand into a fist and tensed my arm, from fingertips to shoulder.

	And I swung.

	The punch landed on the corner of his jaw with a satisfying crunch, like the sound of a wooden bat on a ball.

	Thankfully, the light disappeared. I slumped back into restful oblivion.
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	Pregnant women have a close relationship with bathrooms. Way too soon, the familiar call of nature woke me. Blankets cocooned me burrito-style. I was in a clean hospital room, connected to an IV drip by a tube that snaked from the back of my hand.

	I scooted to the side of the bed, unwrapping myself, and dragged the IV — pole, bag, and all — to the john. No easy feat.

	Settling back into bed was even harder. Somehow I managed to tangle the tube around my midsection, as if it were a ball of yarn.

	A smothered giggle interrupted my battle. Dexter?

	My brother was sitting in a chair at the end of the bed, tucked in shadow.

	“I was about to call in the cavalry.”

	“I’m stuck,” I muttered.

	“Just lift the tube over your head and slide in under it.”

	His cell phone chirped a cheery digital rendition of the Sesame Street jingle — Ashley’s favorite show. Dexter flipped the phone open.

	“Thirty minutes,” he promised. “I know it’s late, but Shelby just woke up. I need to talk to her.” He listened, scowling. “I’ll meet you out front in thirty.”

	Dexter snapped the phone shut and shook his head. “Sorry. She’s tired.”

	I shrugged. Three-year-old Ashley I loved, but there was no love lost between Jessica and me.

	Dexter leaned forward, placing his phone on the edge of the bed. Dark smudges circled his eyes and his right cheek looked bruised. His short hair was matted down, pressed against his skull like hat hair. But Dexter never wore a hat. Ever.

	“You look worse than I do,” I said.

	“I should have run down the hill, not up,” he said, rubbing his forehead. “I ran right into the fire. I didn’t notice it until it was almost too late.”

	I remembered Dexter sprinting up the hill, holding his phone in front of him, watching the bars like the guy in the TV advertisement.

	“Then these trees around me started to explode in flames. This falling branch missed me by inches.”

	“Wow,” I said.

	“Yeah. And you won’t believe what saved me. Remember earlier in the summer when I took that class in local geology?”

	I shook my head. I had no idea what he was talking about.

	“The field part of the class was up there, right where we got hit,” Dexter explained. “Remember I told you about the springs and the caves?”

	This sparked a memory. Dexter had returned from that class, all excited, saying how much fun it would be take Ashley caving. But Jessica nixed that with a curt and abrupt, “Take her into a cave, with spiders? I don’t think so.”

	“I just happened to find the entrance to one of the biggest caves we’d been to. I was so lucky.” He shivered and his voice trailed off. “I had a front-row seat to a pretty scary show. The fire moved so fast, obliterating everything … I don’t want to think about what would’ve happened if I hadn’t found that cave.”

	I didn’t either. “Are you okay now?” I asked. “Did they check you out?”

	“Just some burns.”

	His left foot, resting on the bed rail, was bound in white gauze up to his ankle. I sucked in my breath.

	“Dexter, what happened?”

	“The bottom of my shoe melted. Lucky for me I was wearing my wool socks, so the rubber didn’t stick to my skin. A second degree burn instead of a third.” He grinned, faintly proud.

	“Do they know how the fire started?”

	“Diane heard it was a Beemer … a black convertible that pulled off the road and left its engine on. The catalytic converter caught the grass on fire.” He shook his head. “The guy must’ve seen the fire start and took off anyway.”

	I looked at Dexter, who nodded.

	“Had to have been the same guy who clipped us. He must have stopped to look at the damage without turning off his engine.”

	“That jerk,” I growled. “Stupid tourists don’t know anything about the hills and fire danger. If we ever catch that guy …”

	Dexter interrupted, “We won’t. There’s no trace of him. And nothing remarkable either: the guy was wearing an olive baseball cap, sunglasses, and a black t-shirt. Same outfit as everyone else in Santa Cruz.”

	We sat in silence for a minute.

	I looked around the tiny room. “How long am I here for?”

	Suddenly, I noticed the enormous bouquet of flowers on the small table. “What’s that?” I asked, pointing.

	“Diane got those for you. I take back all the bad stuff I said.”

	I looked at Dexter in surprise. He nodded.

	“Diane’s an all-star. She talked to the doctors, handled your insurance, made sure I was OK, and took care of the car. Plus, she got all your stuff out of the backseat before it got towed.”

	I smiled. “Don’t want to say I told you so …”

	“I know.” He smiled in return. “Car’s going to be totaled, by the way. Jessica is so pissed. Didn’t even have five hundred miles on it.”

	He rubbed his hands against his thighs and stared at his pants.

	“There’s something else,” he said, glancing up at me. “I called Mom and Dad.”

	If I hadn’t been flat on my back in bed, I would have smacked my brother.

	He saw my glare. “I had to. You’re in the hospital. They need to know.”

	I stared at the ceiling.

	“Right?” he persisted.

	“You promised,” I said flatly. “What about that?”

	“I didn’t tell them anything specific. I just said we were out for a drive.”

	“You promised,” I said again.

	“I did.”

	We didn’t say anything else. There wasn’t much to say.

	After a few minutes, Dexter pushed himself up. “I better go. It’s going to take me at least fifteen minutes to hobble to the lobby. Don’t want to keep my princess waiting.”

	He grabbed a pair of crutches that were propped against the wall by my hospital bed. “I can’t lean over and give you a hug. I’d fall down.”

	I was just as glad.

	He waved one of the crutches toward me, an oversized bug waving an antenna. “I’ll come see you as soon as I can drive. Call me when you get settled in.

	“I’m really glad you’re okay, Shel,” he said, staring down at me.

	“Me too,” I said.

	I watched my brother slowly hobble off.
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	 A thwacking noise, as regular and consistent as two tennis pros in a pitched battle, woke me. So sure I’d see Ashley, my personal alarm, looming above me with that small drum of hers, I didn’t open my eyes. I lay still, anticipating her exuberant charming giggle and her call: “Aunt Shelby, it’s time to get up.” But after another minute of the same steady rhythm, I knew it had to be something else. Three-year-old Ashley wasn’t that patient.

	Diane sat by my bed, flipping through a House Beautiful magazine, her leather sandal smacking the bottom of her jiggling foot. Save for that nervous twitch, the woman was the picture of summertime calm, from the pedicured toenails to her linen Capris and matching sleeveless shirt. Sunglasses topped her head like a headband. She could have been at the beach.

	I pushed the button on the side of the bed to elevate the head.

	“Good morning, Shelby,” Diane said. She closed the magazine and placed it in her satchel-sized purse. “You’re awake,” she observed. “It’s after ten.”

	Ten already?

	I hadn’t slept past seven in months. I pointed my toes, stretched my arms, and arched my back in hopes of shaking off my sleep-induced stupor.

	“The nurses say you’re supposed be discharged this morning,” Diane said. She plucked her sunglasses off her head, folded them shut, and placed them in her lap.

	“I can’t wait to get out of here. I bet you can’t either,” she added. “We’ll head home as soon as we can.” Her voice softened. “Shelby, how are you feeling?”

	In truth, the inside of my mouth felt like it’d been rinsed with stinky salt water, my head pounded, and my left arm was asleep. But nothing a little food and a turn around the room wouldn’t fix.

	“Hungry,” I replied. “Really hungry.”

	Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t eaten anything, not counting whatever liquid they’d been pumping into me, since yesterday at lunch.

	“Breakfast came and went hours ago. Let me go see if I can rustle up some food for you.” She stood and her sunglasses slid to the floor. “Damn,” she muttered. “I can’t keep a pair of sunglasses for the life of me.”

	She picked them up, examined them, and tossed them in the trash can. She saw me watching and shrugged. “Scratched. I’ll be right back.” Opening the polka-dot privacy curtain, she slipped through, then closed it behind her.

	I flung the blankets off and swung my feet to the side of the bed. Once upright, I took a few baby steps to check my balance. Something tugged my hand: I’d forgotten about the various tubes connected to me, some in unmentionable places. I grabbed my newest BFF — the IV.

	I slowly shuffled the few short steps to the trash can, pulling the pole behind. The wheels squawked with each rotation and the floor seemed shiny, like it had just been polished. With some effort, I reached over and pulled the sunglasses out of the trash can. Designer frames: Valentino. A scratch on the temple, not the lens.

	Diane would toss them for that?

	I wished I could pocket them, but she hadn’t offered, and I didn’t want to be caught dumpster diving. I reluctantly dropped them back in the can. This time, they cracked for real.

	I turned around. I could smell that bouquet from here, a stink of cloying sweetness, as if someone had zapped it with an entire can of fake fragrance. A foot-tall figurine of Jesus dangling from the cross hung on the wall behind the arrangement. Some of the taller lily stems hid the gory details, but I could see the cocked head and the nails in the hands. Thank God I’d been out cold.

	I heard a tray smack the swivel table by the bed, and then felt Diane’s hand on my arm.

	“Shelby, what are you doing up?” Diane asked. “You need to lie down.”

	“Look,” I whispered. I pointed to the cross.

	The figurine was now staring at me like a stern reminder. That was the problem with religion: you always felt like you had done something wrong, were doing something wrong, or were about to do something wrong.

	“Catholic hospital,” Diane replied, making it sound so simple. “Now get back in bed. You need to eat. You have to be careful, Shelby.”

	The phrase, “Those are my babies you’re carrying”, dangled between us, unspoken.

	“How about I just sit?” I asked lightly.

	Truth was, now that I’d noticed that cross, I wouldn’t be able to stop eyeballing it. I could at least angle a chair so it faced the window.

	“Sure,” Diane said. “Just get off your feet.”

	She guided me to the chair she’d been sitting in and helped me down. I adjusted it, trading the view of the cross for acres of cars in the parking lot, shimmering in the sun. The stench of disinfectant floated in from the hallway. Just so I wouldn’t forget where I was.

	Diane pushed the small table with the tray of food within arm’s reach. She’d managed to find some juice, two bananas, a muffin, and two containers of strawberry yogurt. Yum.

	As I popped open one of the yogurts, she asked, “Did you know you were diagnosed with a migraine?”

	I shook my head.

	No way. A headache had caused all that misery?

	“The doctor thinks it was due to stress and dehydration.”

	“My mom gets migraines,” I replied, relishing the yogurt’s pudding-like texture. “Every month. I’ve never had one.”

	I remembered the EMT’s pinpoint light drilling into my vision. Had that sparked it?

	“Shelby,” Diane remonstrated. “You never told me that.”

	I shrugged. The things she wanted to know surprised me. “Didn’t think it mattered.”

	“Everything matters. Don’t you get it? Everything. I’ve told you that a million times.”

	She crossed her arms and glared at me, stalked across the room, grabbed another chair, and shoved it close to mine. I caught a faint whiff of jasmine as she sat down.

	Diane stared at the floor, twisting the ring on her left hand. The light thrown by the diamond winked at me.

	“Shelby, when I got that phone call, I panicked. If anything were to happen to the babies,” her voice broke and she didn’t finish the sentence. “I got in the car and drove straight to the fire. I had to convince the firefighters that you were up there, somewhere. Our friend Earl, the volunteer fireman, didn’t want to take me. He talked about how much trouble he’d get into if I got hurt. About his liability. I begged, I pleaded, and even threatened legal action, citing some bogus statute. But it was the crying that did it.”

	She continued, the hint of a smile hovering on her lips.

	“I still can’t believe that you decked him. Poor guy. He was so embarrassed. It must have hurt; he was rubbing his jaw all the way here.”

	“I knocked him out?” I asked, surprised.

	Diane held her thumb and index finger an inch apart. “A little. Long enough for me to wonder how I was going to drag both of you back to the fire truck.”

	“What a nightmare.” I shook my head. “I still can’t believe it. That fire was terrifying. And Dexter getting caught in it?”

	I shivered and reached for one of the blankets on the bed. Diane helped drape it across my knees.

	“I’d never have forgiven myself if something had happened to him.” I paused. “Thank God he had on those socks.”

	Diane leaned back in her chair and nodded. The delicate scent faded.

	“The doctor said those socks saved his foot. He only has a couple of second-degree burns, about the size of a quarter. The rest of his foot is a nasty first degree, but it could have been much worse,” she said.

	“I tried to talk him out of wearing those stupid socks,” I replied. “Who wears wool hiking socks when it’s ninety degrees outside? Good thing he didn’t listen to me.”

	I leaned back in my chair and put my feet on the bed rail. “He’s not going to be able to drive for a while, is he?”

	“No,” Diane agreed, “he’s not.” She crossed her leg and started pumping her foot again. “For now, I’m all you’ve got.”
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	Sunlight from the floor to ceiling windows flooded the cottage, glinting off the dust motes that hung in midair. The view out those windows took my breath away. Before me were acres of tawny meadow grasses that stopped at a sharp line of trees. Beyond that, miles and miles of rumpled blue green forested hills faded into the distance. Diane hadn’t been kidding when she said they lived at the top of a ridge.

	She’d also tried to warn me about the isolation, mentioning that they were a bit off the beaten track. ‘Bit’ was an understatement. She’d told me they lived only twenty minutes from the Santa Cruz city limits, on Ice Cream Grade, a road named for the ice cream socials once hosted there. But she hadn’t clued me in about what those twenty minutes meant: the narrow potholed road, the hairpin turns, the unrepaired washouts. The few driveways snaking off into the woods were protected by chains or gates.

	What happened to the trusting countryside?

	By the time we reached Jackson and Diane’s driveway, barricaded by an electric gate with a keypunch pad and intercom squawk box, I was reminding myself that I’d only be here for a few months. Three of them, tops.

	“Stuffy,” Diane commented as she strode across the room and opened the door onto the back deck. “Keep the front door open, okay?”

	A hot breeze blew through, stirring the hair that stuck to my neck.

	“In the morning,” she continued, “when the light is right, you can see the ocean way out there. It’s spectacular.”

	Nodding in agreement, I kicked off my flip-flops and scrunched my toes into the thick rug. I sunk into the black leather sofa by the front door, and petted it, as if it were alive.

	“It’s beautiful,” I said, secretly hoping I’d be able to stifle my unease — and that the place wouldn’t be this hot every afternoon. I’d fry like a bug under a magnifying glass.

	The TV remote lay within easy reach; I grabbed it, pointed, and pressed.

	“There’s an antenna on the roof, so you should get a few channels,” Diane commented. “No cable, though.”

	I clicked past a cop aiming a gun, an erupting volcano, a Road Runner cartoon, and the shopping channel. I turned it off: I’d indulge later — in private.

	Diane walked to the middle of the room, stood, and bounced a few times.

	“Just testing the floor,” she said in response to my stare. “It was sagging last week, but seems to be fine now. We had swarms of workmen out here. I piled your stuff in the bedroom,” she continued, pointing to her right and walking to the breakfast bar separating the small efficiency kitchen from the rest of the room. “I also picked up some groceries. I wasn’t sure what kind of food to get, so I bought some basics. Fruit, pasta, sauce, cheese, meat, cereal, eggs. Carrots, tomatoes, lettuce. Nuts, yogurt. Peanut butter and honey. Tea. A loaf of seven grain bread. Celery.”

	“Thank you,” I replied, craving a potato chip or a scoop of Rocky Road. “How much do I owe you?”

	“Nothing, Shelby. Not a cent.”

	Diane glanced at the slender gold band circling her wrist, and then sighed.

	“It’s almost four. I have to head to the house — I need to make some phone calls before five. Do you need anything?”

	I shook my head. “No, I’m perfect.”

	“Good.” Diane smiled, a tight curve to her closed lips. “We’re counting on it.”

	She turned toward the kitchen sink and tested the faucets.

	“Water is nice and hot. There’s a stacked washer and dryer in the bathroom. Oh, and before I forget, test the wireless. Jackson tried it yesterday and it worked on his computer. It’d be good to get that sorted out right away.”

	“Sure,” I replied, as I stood and stretched, “I’ll check that out today. My grad school applications are due in February, so I’ll have to get on the Internet, soon.”

	“I hope you won’t find it too lonely,” Diane commented as she turned toward me. “I am around a lot, but not all the time.”

	“I’ll be fine,” I replied, with an overly vigorous nod.

	For her benefit or mine?

	Diane leaned against the sink, facing me. “Can you join us for dinner tonight, say around seven?”

	“Let me check my calendar,” I replied, laughing. “Of course. I’d love to.”

	“Just come around the back. We’ll eat on the patio. See you,” she called as she slipped out the front door.

	I stood in the middle of the room, surveying my six hundred square foot castle. Save for the isolation and all that open space out the windows, it was a dream come true. If Jessica hadn’t kicked me out, I wouldn’t have landed here, in the empty cottage on Diane and Jackson’s property, in a place that was all mine. No waking until I was good and ready. No line for the bathroom. No Jessica and her snitty comments. I reached up on my toes, and then sunk back down. I couldn’t feel the slightest give in the floor. The repair job was solid.

	I flung out my arms and pirouetted, lopsided. After a few turns, I stopped, facing the kitchen. I’d start there. As I reached across the sink to test the hot water for myself, my butt brushed the breakfast bar behind me. If I got much bigger, I wouldn’t be able to fit. I poked around, opening cabinets and drawers at random. The cupboard revealed a set of four plates, four bowls, four mugs, four drinking glasses. But not what you’d find in any furnished rental. This set was French or Italian, something of substance and heft, with a purple grapevine motif and gold edging. The silverware was similar: high-end and weighty, each set complete with salad forks and steak knives. Another drawer housed large stainless spoons and a few long-handled wooden ones. Luckily, I found the most important utensil of all: the can opener.

	The bedroom was also furnished in the same modern fashion: a brushed steel frame single bed and matching bedside table were in the corner of the room, underneath facing windows that overlooked the meadow’s expanse. A goose-necked reading lamp on the table arched toward the plump pillow. Diane had placed my boxes, bags, and suitcases in a tidy pile in front of the sleek black dresser. I’d unpack tomorrow.

	I eyed the bed, alarmed by how tired I was, in spite of my twelve-plus hours of sleep the previous night. I stripped. As I leaned down to pick up my clothes, I realized I didn’t have to. No one would bother me about the untidy heap. In fact, no one would even see it. I found a suitcase of clothes and wiggled into clean underwear and a t-shirt. Then, I folded down the pink-and-white checkered bedspread, pulled back the top sheet, and climbed in. Like Goldilocks, the bed was just right.

	I reached over to shut the curtains against the sharp afternoon light and stared. It was empty out there. Any time that Jackson and Diane weren’t home, I would be alone. And alone and I weren’t used to each other.

	A small scratch at the edge of the sill where it met the glass caught my eye. I got up on all fours and stuck my nose down, like I was sniffing. The needle-thin lines looked straight and deliberate, not at all like a random blemish. I angled the reading lamp over and switched it on. Under the light, the three lines of the letter ‘H’ were easily distinguishable beneath the new coat of white paint. I ran my index finger over the inch-high lines, then using a circular motion, slowly felt the rest of the sill. Were there other letters buried beneath the paint?

	I shook my head and chided myself. Don’t be ridiculous, Shelby. You’re tired and your imagination is getting the better of you.

	I adjusted the lamp back to its original angle, switched it off, and sunk back in the bed. According to Diane, this cottage had been empty for ages. They’d fixed it up for me. Who would come in here with a key or a pin and scratch a letter into the windowsill? And why? Surely, it was just a scratch, and tomorrow, when my wits were about me, I’d be able to confirm that.

	But as I was slipping into sleep, a thought popped into my head: “H” for “Hello” or “H” for “Help”?
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	Exactly at seven, I flipped on the porch light, walked out my front door, and hung a left. Mom trained me to be on time, never fashionably late, and never early. Motion activated security lights popped on as I approached Jackson and Diane’s house, a two-storied palatial estate modeled after a farmhouse. Funny how with all this space, my tiny cottage was practically on top of the house, separated by just a narrow walkway. A skinny mottled cat darted out of the bushes and twined itself around my leg, meowing loudly. I knelt down to pet her, but she shied away and skittered back into the dark.

	A tall fence enclosed the patio, lending a sense of privacy. I knocked on the gate and let myself in. Recessed lights illuminated the spiky green grasses, bushy lavenders, and vines of orange and purple flowers that snaked up lattices attached to the fence. A steady stream of quiet jazz pumped from a pair of discreetly placed speakers. Jackson stood next to the large gas grill, holding a spatula.

	“Welcome,” he said. His eyes slid from my face to my belly. “We’ll eat in about five minutes.”

	He flipped open the top of the grill and spritzed the meat with water. A cloud of smoke billowed up, then vanished when he slammed the grill shut.

	“How was your nap?”

	“Great. Comfy bed. I felt like Goldilocks.”

	Jackson looked at me, clearly confused.

	He didn’t know the story of “Goldilocks and the Three Bears”?

	Just as I was about to explain myself, Diane rescued me, breezing out the back door carrying an empty platter. She placed it on the counter by the grill, saying, “It’s warm. Almost ready?”

	“A few more minutes,” Jackson said.

	He put his hand on Diane’s shoulder and pulled her close, giving her a quick shoulder squeeze. They were the same height, but he outweighed her by at least thirty pounds. The extra weight had collected around his midsection, making him look like a melon with legs.

	“You can thank my lovely wife for all that furniture,” he said. “There wasn’t much in there last week. It looks great, doesn’t it?”

	“That’s all new?” I asked.

	Diane threw Jackson a look which I couldn’t read.

	“Some of it,” she said. “We had most of it in storage.”

	She pulled out a chair. “Shelby, sit,” she said.

	I sat down and scooted the chair to the glass-topped table, already set for three. It was hard not to nosh: a basket of crusty bread sat within arm’s reach and the plate of sliced ripe tomatoes, dusted with feta and olive oil, made my mouth water.

	Jackson opened the grill, picked up a strip of meat with a pair of tongs, examined it, and returned it to the flames. I didn’t know much about the man. I’d only met him three times: at the interview, the evening we signed the contract, then again at the clinic. I’d gleaned a few facts from Diane. He was an attorney and a founding partner in a firm that provided legal services to software companies. His office, located in Santa Clara, required a punishing daily round trip commute of at least two hours. Diane had confided to me that sometimes he didn’t come home: he slept on the sofa in his office or went to a hotel.

	“Ready?” Diane asked Jackson. She poured fizzy water from a green bottle into the three glasses.

	He nodded, “Almost.”

	I placed my hands on the table. “Maybe I should use the restroom while we’re waiting.”

	“Sure,” Diane said. “Follow me.”

	We walked through the back door into the kitchen, a masterpiece of subtle lighting, granite countertops, and sleek stainless appliances. With the open floor plan, I could see past the dining room into the living room. I glimpsed a large landscape painting on the far wall, lit with track lights. Diane turned left and pointed to the door off the kitchen. As if I couldn’t find my way back alone, she waited for me and I followed her outside.

	I quickly discovered that Jackson and Diane weren’t talkers. Me, I like chitchat. I tried to fill the empty space with chatter of the ‘how much I was looking forward to spending time with them and how grateful I was to them’ variety, but that didn’t elicit much of a response, only smiles and nods.

	No surprise, I finished eating first. Diane had barely started on her tomatoes and Jackson was still working on his meat.

	Reminder to self, I thought. Take smaller bites. Chew more slowly.

	Jackson pushed the platter toward me. “More?”

	I shook my head. “No thanks. I’m full.”

	In truth, I could have eaten seconds and thirds, but Diane was always getting after me to watch my weight.

	“I saw the painting inside,” I gestured behind me. “The landscape? Beautiful.”

	“Yes, it is,” Diane agreed. “We had that commissioned. It’s our meadow.”

	I nodded casually, as if I met people who commissioned artwork every day.

	“You like art, Shelby?” Jackson asked.

	“I do,” I replied with enthusiasm. “I majored in art history. Can’t paint for the life of me, but I love art. I’m applying to graduate school for next fall.”

	“Congratulations, Shelby,” Jackson replied. “Graduate school is the only way to get ahead.”

	I almost smiled; my parents did not subscribe to that belief. They thought I should have left college with a much more practical degree, like Dexter. Jackson cut a tiny bite off his meat, and then added, “I’ll show you around after dinner. We like to think of ourselves as collectors.”

	He placed the food in his mouth with his downturned fork, and chewed slowly, with his mouth closed. Not like Dexter or my father, who both took large bites and chewed with their craws wide open.

	When Jackson finished his bite, he swirled his oversized glass of wine, sipped, and then said, “We collect contemporary California artists. With an emphasis on local.”

	“I’d love to see the work,” I replied. “My dream is to be a curator in an art museum.”

	Diane had pushed her plate, still laden with untouched food, away. Her slender fingers fiddled with her napkin, folding it into a small square, then opening it and smoothing it. Re-folding it. Jackson took another miniscule bite. Just as he lifted his fork, some kind of alarm pierced the night, the jangle rising and falling in discordant waves, obliterating the quiet background music.

	Jackson dropped his fork and tossed his napkin on the table. “Damn it. Diane, I thought you were going to get that car alarm recalibrated.”

	He stood, shoving his chair back. “Every time a raccoon or a deer so much as looks at that car, the alarm goes off. I’ll be back in a minute.” The back door banged shut behind him.

	Diane shrugged and glanced at me. “What can I say? I keep meaning to take it in. You know how it is.”

	I didn’t know, but nodded anyway and looked down. Diane’s napkin was again folded into a small square.

	Suddenly, the alarm stopped, leaving a hollowness in my ears. Seconds later, a light went on in the kitchen, over the sink. I could see Jackson reach for a glass in the cupboard, turn on the tap, and fill the glass. Diane shook out her napkin and folded it in half again.

	The phone rang, then stopped, mid-chime; the back door opened.

	“Diane, it’s for you,” Jackson said as he handed her the cordless phone.

	“Hello,” Diane said, while looking at me. She arched her eyebrows.

	Jackson sat back down and placed the water glass next to his plate.

	“I prefer tap water,” he whispered, as he pushed his glass of fizzy water to the middle of the table. Diane shot him a look, then stood up and walked into the house.

	“We hardly get any phone calls on our land line, so I always feel like I should answer it,” Jackson said. He lifted the bottle of fizzy water and pointed it at me. I nodded. I could always drink fizzy water.

	“I’m an artist of sorts,” Jackson offered, putting the bottle back on the table.

	“You are?” I asked, hoping I didn’t sound too surprised. He seemed much too practical for art.

	Besides, when did he find the time?

	“I’m an illustrator. Of plants.”

	“Plants?”

	“Botanical illustrations.” Jackson smiled eagerly. “All my life, I’ve been fascinated with plants and how they’re put together. So a few years ago, I took a class in science illustration. I loved it. Come on, I’ll show you.”

	I pushed my chair away from the table and hauled myself up. Whenever I stood, there was always an awkward moment, where I wondered if I would achieve a vertical stance or tip over like a bowling pin. Jackson stood by, graciously, and waited. He even held the door open. A gentleman.

	Just as I was about to ask him about the painting of the meadow, an angry voice interrupted my thoughts. I wasn’t sure who it was at first; the tone was low and menacing, almost guttural.

	“You better have it,” I heard. “Tomorrow.” A pause. “Uh-huh.”

	I looked to my left, in the direction of the voice. Through a door off the dining room, I glimpsed a cluttered office: stacks of boxes, a desk piled with papers. Three computer monitors. Diane sat at the desk with her back to the door and the phone to her ear. She was nodding, speaking again, more quietly. Jackson darted past me and pulled the door shut. Her voice was cut off mid-sentence.

	“Just some work thing,” Jackson said with a smile, as he walked toward the front door. “Real estate,” he called over his shoulder.

	Real estate?

	Months ago, Diane told me she didn’t work. She said she used her legal skills, on a volunteer basis, to help out various non-profits. She’d mentioned something about an organization that raised money to spay and neuter pets. Nothing about real estate.

	He moved quickly through the living room. I followed, taking it in: the white leather sofa and recliner with the red and black accent pillows, two copies of House Beautiful carefully fanned on the polished glass coffee table. A tall silver floor lamp with a tiny black shade, poised over the recliner as if about to strike. A white carpet. No TV. No messy stack of newspapers. Not even a stereo, though I could still hear that background music pumping from a hidden speaker. Jessica had been an obsessive neatnik, always getting after me not to leave my purse or coat on the sofa, but this put her to shame. In truth, this room looked like a stage set. I could not imagine kids, or anyone for that matter, sitting in here.

	Jackson stopped by the front door, where a dozen small canvases hung in a straight line. The exquisitely detailed compositions reminded me of those hunting paintings from the 19th century — a brace of dead rabbits lying on a rich texture of red velvet. As Jackson eagerly explained each plant to me and where he’d found it, my eyes glazed over and my back began to ache. I felt like I was back in Mr. Dimwidde’s seminar, Death as Depicted in the Art of the New West, a lethal class with the most boring professor at Oregon State. Poor man had the most unfortunate name.

	Jackson pointed to an illustration of a fern. Bright green crenulated fronds, anchored by a thin, dark stalk, seemed to float in midair. “This is a maidenhair fern,” he explained. “It grows down by the creek.”

	I nodded appreciatively as he added, “I’ll show you sometime.”

	When he opened the door, the car alarm erupted again, shattering the night.

	“Damn it,” he muttered and hurried ahead of me onto the porch.

	I followed, noticing a pair of sunglasses nestled in a greenish baseball cap on the small table by the door. What color cap had the Beemer driver been wearing? But it couldn’t be: I’d driven home in their car. Even though it was the same kind of car as the one that sideswiped us, theirs didn’t have a scratch on it.

	The alarm stopped as abruptly as it started. Jackson stood with his hand on the car door.

	“Well, maybe we’ll see you tomorrow,” he said. “We both have a few errands to do, but we’ll be around.”

	“Bye,” I replied. “Thanks for dinner.”

	I walked slowly toward my cottage, feeling, somehow, like I’d been given the bum’s rush.
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	The steady knocking outside my window would not quit. With a sigh, I dragged myself out of bed, pulled on the clothes I’d left lying on the floor, and snaked my feet into my flip-flops.

	Exiting the bedroom, I cut across to the deck door, opened it, and stomped outside. The rattling continued, rising and falling with the wind. I rounded the cottage. A row of thigh-high ornamental shrubs lined the side of the house. Their gnarled branches and tiny leaves danced in the breeze and the shadows thrown by the almost-full moon shivered against the ground, reminding me of small furry animals.

	A gust whipped around the corner and tunneled in the small space between the house and the bushes. The knocking intensified. A thick branch on a shrub right below the window smacked the wall in a maddeningly regular thwack, thwack, thwack. Like someone was digging a hole. Or a grave.

	I stuck my arm into the bush and was assaulted by dead, poky limbs that formed an impenetrable barrier. I’d have to attack from below. I crouched, shoved my way between the bushes and located the branch, but found that it was too thick to break or bend. Back in the house, I rifled through a few drawers in the kitchen, trying to remember if I’d seen string or scissors. Even tape would do. But Diane hadn’t stocked those items, at least not in an obvious location. I’d have to come up with something on my own. I rummaged through my bags and found my bathrobe — a men’s green and black plaid extra-large. Even though I had to roll up the sleeves, the diameter was perfect.

	I pulled the sash out of the loopholes, walked outside, and wrestled my way back into the thicket. Grateful for the sharp moonlight, I knotted the sash around the errant branch, anchoring it to the trunk. Now, instead of banging into the house, the tip of the branch just swung in the breeze.

	As I bulldozed my way clear, the wind whistled around the corner. The warm breeze pushed my hair off my face and pressed my t-shirt against my body. The distant moon, almost directly overhead, lit the open meadow. The grass moved in the wind, as if alive. I shivered, feeling exposed, like I had no clothes on. Nothing separated me from all that empty space.

	Then, I heard a crack. A distinct splintering, as if someone had stepped on a branch. Then, another one. I twirled around, compelled to face whatever it was full on. But nothing was there. Only the moon and its shadows.

	Now, another crack. Before I had time to react, I felt a sinewy body wrap itself around my ankles, followed by a loud “Meow.”

	The cat. Just the cat.

	She meowed again and then slunk into the bushes.

	My heart was hammering, knocking as steady and loud as that branch. I took one breath, then another, calming myself. Then I sprinted back inside.

	Even though the moonlight was bright enough to read by, I still flipped on all the lights in the living room. I found my laptop and made myself comfy on the sofa. The computer clicked and whirred, and within a few seconds, I located the wireless connection and logged into the Internet. Like always, I skimmed through the headlines before checking Myspace: Dexter had set up my home page to gather news feeds from newspapers all over the country. Portland, my hometown, was at the top, followed by Santa Cruz and San Jose, then news from New York, Chicago, Atlanta, Denver. As I scrolled down, I’d see international news. Sports at the bottom. And a few of my favorite cartoons: Peanuts, Doonesbury, Cathy.

	Usually nothing in any category, from crime to politics, caught my attention. But tonight was different: From the Portland Herald: “Baby Trafficking Ring Busted” with a subtitle of “New York Mayor claims isolated incident”.

	I didn’t need to scroll any further; I clicked. Horrified, I read:

	NEW YORK (AP) – New York City investigators, Connecticut State Police, and the FBI have infiltrated an alleged baby trafficking ring operating out of an apartment in the Bronx, near Yankee Stadium, and a house in suburban Connecticut. Investigators claim that the couple, Steve and Chrissa Stevenson, contracted with as many as eleven birth mothers over the past ten years. In exchange for cash, up to $25,000 per infant, the birth mothers would relinquish rights to the infant immediately after the birth. The Stevensons do not have any children living in their home.

	“We have the couple in custody and will reveal the facts as we determine them,” said Rick Pascolli, an FBI investigator.

	“What we do know is that Steve and Chrissa Stevenson allegedly posed as intended parents and contracted with an underage birth mother. The infant does not reside with the Stevenson couple.”

	Investigators are asking anyone who knew the Stevenson couple to contact them.

	I sat back in astonishment. The couple had been doing this for ten years? With eleven birth mothers? How could they have operated so long without getting caught? And how could they have tricked eleven women? Maybe all the birth mothers were young. Maybe they didn’t speak English. But all those babies were missing. And all those birth mothers had been conned. I would know if I was being duped. I was absolutely sure of that. Wouldn’t it be obvious? There would always be signs. I tried to imagine Jackson and Diane conning me. I smiled; the idea was so ridiculous, it was unimaginable. Diane could be a bit icy at times, true, but she wasn’t a baby stealer. As for Jackson? My jury wasn’t in on him yet. But definitely not a con man. Too self-absorbed for that.

	I clicked back to my home page and read a few more stories. All presented the same information, which wasn’t much. But just enough to vanquish all thoughts of a trouble-free sleep. As I opened a game of Spider Solitaire, my all-time favorite computer game, I reminded myself that I was special. I was no ordinary birth mother, contracted with after the fact. I was a surrogate. Jackson and Diane had picked me, out of who knows how many others, to have their babies, using my eggs and his sperm. I was chosen. They were paying me a king’s ransom to carry these babies. Plus perks: extra for the pregnancy reduction, since there were four viable embryos and the contract stipulated only two; extra for clothing and rent; and extra if I had to have a C-section — though I wasn’t sure that counted as a “perk”.

	I lost the game and shut down the computer. As the fan clicked off, the silence pressed in. Though I’m generally not a tea drinker, a cup of hot tea seemed like a good idea. Something soothing, with a touch of honey.

	Diane’s tea choices were all herbal, fruity mixes, save for the Sleepytime — a peppermint-chamomile blend. Perfect.

	While the water boiled, I leaned against the sink and looked out of the windows across the room. The meadow was still lit up like it was under a spotlight. And even though I was sure there was no one out there, I knew I would feel like a sitting duck sipping my tea on the back deck.

	I opted to sit in the front where all that open space wasn’t staring at me. Here, my view was limited to the gravel driveway, curving off in one direction to the road, and in the other, past Jackson and Diane’s house. The BMW was gone; after the last alarm incident, they must have moved it into the garage, wherever that was. Moonlight penetrated the tangle of shrubs across the driveway, as if someone was shining a beam into the bushes.

	Suddenly, I heard a small padding, followed by scratching. I froze, unable to move. I was certainly not quick enough to escape anything. I looked around in fear.

	Three raccoons, their backs hunched like old women, emerged from the shadow of Jackson and Diane’s porch. They minced across the driveway, placing their small paws delicately on the gravel and slunk into the shrubs on the other side. I watched them as they disappeared into the bushes, climbing over and under branches, completely silent.

	Outside didn’t seem quite as friendly. Just as I pushed myself back up and grabbed my tea, I heard the faint sound of an engine. It grew louder, quickly, as if on approach to a landing strip. The car slowed as it rounded a curve, then accelerated. But instead of speeding up the road in a steady hum as I expected, the car stopped. The engine dropped to an idle.

	Then I heard another sound. A sound that gave me pause: the rattle of the electric gate as it slid open on its track.

	Who was it?

	I tried to remember how far the house was from the road.

	A minute? Two at most.

	I hurried in, pulled the door firmly shut behind me, and reached down for the lock. But there was no lock in the knob. It was smooth, plain. I reached for the deadbolt. That was missing also.

	Don’t panic, Shelby, I told myself. Think.

	I strode to the kitchen and turned off the light. A few seconds later, headlights peeked through the trees. I scrunched down, as best as I could, keeping my bulk below the window. For some reason, I just didn’t want to stand out on the porch and wave. But I wanted to see who it was. I cautiously inched up and leaned across the wide sink. Just in time to see red brake lights illuminating the telltale black, white, and blue BMW medallion.

	I couldn’t tell who was driving. But it was Diane’s car. Definitely Diane’s car. The car she’d used to chauffeur me up here earlier in the day. The car with the faulty alarm. So why was she out at 3:30 in the morning?

	With sudden insight I had the answer. Of course — Jackson had been out. To a bar. To the movies in Santa Cruz. Out with friends. Playing cards.

	I turned the kitchen light back on and returned to the front door. I hadn’t been mistaken. No lock. Never had been a lock.

	Could you even buy an outside door without a lock?

	Or was that a special order? I checked the back door — the one to the deck. No lock there either. I was living in a house without locks. I was a sitting duck.

	I wedged a barstool against the front door. Completely useless, I knew, but I’d at least hear the stool hit the floor when the brigands broke in. I tucked the other barstool against the back door.

	Lying in bed, with the kitchen light again edging under the bedroom door, I decided not to read my mystery before trying to fall asleep.
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	Before maneuvering vertical the next morning, I stared at the ceiling and penned a to-do list in my head: check the scratched lines on the windowsill, find my charger and charge my phone, check the door locks, read the news, find phone coverage, call Dexter, walk, unpack.

	I accomplished the first item before moving my butt off the bed. In the full daylight, with a calm mind, the lines looked just like that: lines. On close inspection, I could see that they didn’t even meet. What I’d pegged for the horizontal connector extended past its vertical mate on one side and fell short on the other. And the two legs of what I thought was the letter “H” didn’t even balance — one leg extended past the other by a good quarter inch. Happily embarrassed, I sat up, ready to move on to Item 2.

	The battery on my cell phone was dead and the charger was tucked away in one of my bags. Which bag, I had no idea. I wished I’d been able to take more time packing. But it had all happened so fast. One afternoon, I was lying on the sofa, half-asleep, with Ashley’s head against my belly. My niece was absorbed in her favorite game, “baby surfing”, where she greeted each random poke or jab from my belly with a delighted shriek. Next thing I knew, Ashley was howling and kicking as Jessica yanked her off the sofa. That night, I’d
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