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Chapter One: Love better than wine...
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BE-E-E-P. BE-E-E-P.

Sarah Jane Alexander’s personalized bio-watch beeped louder than the vacuum cleaner she pushed. Sarah stomped the vacuum’s off switch. False alarm? She tapped the bio-watch’s screen. The annoying beeping ceased. 

Sarah looked at the numbers and ran to her computer to double check the readout on the larger screen. This time just might be, could be, for real. She refused to assume it was real. There had been too many false alarms. 

Sarah opened the special drawer on her computer desk and pulled out the new state-of-the-art blood tester. She mumbled under her breath, “Please, please, please...” and pricked herself. A bright red bead appeared on her finger tip. She one-handed pulled out the testing strip. Not again!

She had memorized all the instructions, including the line, “Testing strips must be inserted before pricking finger to avoid accidental contamination.” Both of her last two tests she had to use multiple strips before she had an uncontaminated one. All because I let my nerves overrule my brain.

Being part of an experimental program made the strips difficult to replace. Worse, she wasted those strips on false alarms.

Sarah tried to regain self-control, “Calm down girl. Calm down. If this confirms what the beeper claims, you make The Call. Otherwise, it’s just another day.”

Holding her bleeding finger tip away from the strip, she pushed the start button and slid the strip into the narrow slot. Her computer’s large screen and the blood tester’s tiny one flashed, “Apply blood to strip.”

Good. No contamination. Time to learn if this time...

The pit of Sarah’s stomach hardened. Her throat constricted. She could only mouth, not speak, her prayer. Please God.... Sarah lowered her finger. The tab sucked up the tiny drop of shiny red blood.

Sarah held her breath while her computer automatically updated to the new data from her hyper-sensitive blood-hormone analyzer. Both screens, the tiny one on the device and the large one on her computer, were divided into four sections. Each section contained a different graph.

She sat back, almost afraid to breathe. The medications, special diet, and all those hours spent learning how her body worked, culminated in this moment.

Right now, and for the next twelve hours, she was at maximum fertility. Tears flowed. “Thank you, God.” She texted her husband, Four Star Tonight!

Sarah had been married for thirteen years. At first, she was happy “being careful” worked. Only at first. The last seven years, every penny she earned at her job, and a sizeable chunk of her husband’s earnings had been spent visiting fertility clinics. But no matter how much she relied on the latest medical knowledge, she wasn’t about to ignore Mom’s advice. “Be an inspiration like the sexy woman in the Song of Solomon.”

As if Mom had to tell me there’s more to chemistry than beepers and scientific graphs. When Robert’s last client leaves, he will tell his boss ‘Can’t talk. Needed at home.’ Depending on traffic, Robert should be home within three hours, maybe only two if that last client isn’t too talkative... Peak timing!

She shoved all her cleaning tools and supplies into closets. Clean, fresh and lightly scented sheets went on the bed. Candles were arranged in living room and bedroom, with matches standing by.

The house ready, Sarah showered, using the faintly musk-scented soap her husband thought arousing. She towel dried her hair into the unkempt swirls that drove her husband wild.

The final touch, a long negligee with matching gown. When she opened the front door, sunlight would stream through gown’s gossamer fabric, creating the illusion she had golden skin... And display everything... If it stays on more than two minutes... Sarah smiled. Not likely.

Robert could be home any minute, an hour at the most.

Sarah rearranged the couch pillows and the candles. She experimented with different ways to fold back the bed quilt just so. All the while, she tried not to look at the clock, but couldn’t help herself.

“Calm yourself, girl. Nervous wreck and nerves-a-tingle enticing are not the same thing.” Sarah laughed at the sound of her own voice. That sounded too much like Mom giving advice.

The self-advice worked. Calmer, she sat down by the front window. Thick bushes grew alongside the drive, but where she sat, she would be able to glimpse her husband’s dark sedan through a very narrow break between branches.

The moment she saw movement through those branches, she would dash about lighting candles, then race to the front door, count to ten — enough time for Robert to approach the door, but short enough to avoid nosey neighborhood gossips — and fling the door wide.

She imagined Robert admiring her sunlit body.

Sooner than she had hoped, a hint of metallic black appeared on the other side of the overgrown hedge.

Sarah jumped up, lit the candles, rushed to the front door and, as if it were one word, rapid-counted, “One-two-three-four-five-six-seven-eight-nine-ten.” She flung the door wide and stepped into the revealing sunlight...

Right into a strange man in a rumpled suit. His drooping eyes pleaded for a chance to rest, but knew rest was a fantasy.

Not her energetic, handsome husband.

Sarah jumped backwards and slammed the door shut.

The doorbell rang and rang. The stranger shouted through the closed door. “Mrs. Alexander, please, I need to talk...Uh, I’ll wait for you to change, but we must talk.”

“Go! You better be gone before Robert get’s home.”

“Mrs. Alexander, I’m Detective Rossman. I’m here to take—”

Sarah’s midriff tightened. She forgot what she wore. She threw the door open. “Has... has... Robby, is he?”

“There’s been... an accident... he’s being operated on. I’m Detective Rossman. Get dressed. I’ll take you there.”

Sarah would never remember opening the door or going back, alone, to her scented bedroom. Never remember finding jeans, a sweatshirt or dressing. Or quenching candles. She would dimly remember getting into the detective’s dark car that so resembled the sedan she wanted to see. 

A few minutes later, the detective slowed down as he approached the stop sign at the end of her street. The fuzziness of denied reality faded. The sign’s bright red octagon loomed large.

The next twelve hours she relived many times, every time as vivid as when it happened.

Tears blinded Sarah. She blinked hard, forced herself to look ahead. A capitalized message “STOP” filled her world. “Officer, take me home.” STOP the nightmare.

“Why?”

She glanced down at her feet, at her sockless legs that slid into the shoes she most hated. No socks. “I need socks. Gotta have socks... These shoes... sweaty... feet’ll hurt.”

The car eased to a full stop at the corner. Rossman waited for the traffic to clear. “When I came to the door, who did you expect to see?”

“See?” Ugly reality ruled. “Robert. Robby should’ve...”

Rossman looked down, took a deep breath. “He’s being operated on as we speak. Any delay, you may not—”

Full understanding flooded. “Don’t detectives have sirens? Go!”

“Ma’am, not an emergency, just no time to waste a minute on nonessentials.” The traffic cleared.

The rest of the trip to the hospital Sarah continuously mouthed silent prayers.

Detective Rossman chose to not interrupt her until he pulled into the hospital’s reserved professional parking. He reached over and tapped her arm. “We’re here.”

Sarah let the detective open the door for her and mutely followed him through the heavily shadowed side entrance.

Inside the sterile building Rossman led her to an emergency room’s observation window. She watched masked doctors and other medical personnel working on a partially draped, bloody man. The doctors and their assistants blocked her view of the full body.

A twentyish woman who wore an ID badge identifying her as Linda C., a hospital employee, joined Rossman and Sarah. After introducing Linda, Rossman left.

Linda took Sarah’s hand. “Hi, you must be Sarah, Robert Alexander’s wife.”

Sarah nodded. She glanced quickly at the wounded man on the operating table. “That’s...?”

Linda gently squeezed Sarah’s hand. “Yes, that’s Robert. We have his clothing in a hospital bag. All other personal effects are currently in police custody. Uh, what have you been told?”

Sarah blinked tears away. “Something about an accident... I don’t know...”

Linda nodded sympathetically. “Shock does that. A traffic accident. A car slammed into a building, your husband, trapped...”

“My husband, pinned against...”

Linda nodded. “Help arrived soon. A good team is working on him. He had one item, clutched tight in his fist. I kept it. Police don’t need it. You do. Come with me.”

Sarah followed Linda to an office with several desks. Linda led the way to the desk furthest back. In the center of the desk was a single white rose with green floral paper wrapped around its long stem. Pinhead sized bright red drops splattered the partially bloomed white rose and the green paper.

“Unlike his wallet and other items in his pockets, the police don’t need this.” Linda lost her professional self control. Her voice cracked. “I’m normally not near the emergency room, but they needed help with paperwork.” Linda handed her the rose. “When Robert was wheeled in, we spotted it, clenched in his fist... I helped pry his fingers off the stem...” Linda winced with remembered repulsion. “While peeling his fingers off your rose, I looked away...” 

Linda’s voice tightened, went higher pitched. “I never listed it... A man’s gift...” She took a deep breath. Tears streamed down her face. “If my husband... No way was your husband’s gift going to end up in a police evidence box.”

“Evidence box?”

Another hospital worker rushed into the office. “Linda, did you get permission?”

Linda screamed at her fellow worker, “No. The man still has a chance.”

The annoyed intruder replied, “Be realistic. Has his wife shown up yet?”

Sarah answered. “If you’re talking about Robert Alexander, I’m his wife.”

The intruder didn’t even look embarrassed, just shouted back at Linda, “His donor card’s out of date. We need her signature. A-sap.” And dashed out of the room.

Sarah stared at the solitary white rose. It’s more a bud than a flower. Those outer pedals, just beginning to curl away, the center swollen thick, about ready to burst open, so like the rose Robby handed me when... She rubbed her wedding ring, worked it back and forth, pushing on its hard metal.

Sarah glanced about the shared office. “Linda, is there someplace we can go alone.”

“The chapel across the hall’s usually empty.”

“Let’s go.”

They entered the small, nondenominational chapel. Linda closed the door behind them and slid a small lever on the middle of the door. “That uncovers a sign that tells everyone this room’s occupied. My co-worker’s wrong, your husband has a chance, but, just in case, we’ve a waiting list...” She shook her head. “I’m being as repulsive as... What we need to know, just in case—” 

A new resolve Sarah had never felt before took over. Calculating. Cold. I know what I want. Can I get it? Just in case? “Robert and I both believe life is God’s greatest gift. If he had known his donor card had expired, he would have updated it... I’ll sign whatever you need signed.”

“Thank you. You are giving the greatest possible gift to several families, I’ll—”

“But first I want, no demand, something from you, from this hospital.”

Linda’s friendliness faded. “This isn’t something we negotiate. Not in America.”

Fear boosted Sarah’s unaccustomed boldness. “I do medical transcriptions at home. Those transcriptions inspired me to learn more about the cutting edge of medical research. Reading about medicine helped me find the best fertility clinic in the country.” Sarah related how she and her husband had been trying to a have a child, trying for years, the other clinics they had visited, the cutting edge private research fertility project with its specialized equipment she now used, and how today everything screamed ‘maximum fertility.’

Her voice firm, Sarah concluded, “For over a quarter of century, it has been possible to harvest sperm from dying and even recently deceased men.” She took a deep breath. “Just like I’m signing donation papers for others, ‘just in case,’ I demand my husband’s sperm for me, ‘just in case.’”

Linda, tears streaming, hugged her. “I’ll make sure you get what you need. Now. Wait here.”

“I’m going with you, just in case some bureaucrat says you need permission.”

“Let’s hurry.”

The two women hurried to where Sarah watched the doctors working on her husband’s mangled, bloody body. The doctors continued to fight for Robert’s life.

Linda picked up an old fashioned, wall-mounted phone handset sitting by the viewing window. Sarah had not previously noticed it. 

Linda tapped on the window. A nurse picked up another handset in the operating room. Linda spoke so low pitch Sarah couldn’t hear what was said, but she watched the nurse approach the doctor and hold the phone up to his ear. He listened, nodded, saw Sarah and nodded at her. Linda hung up the old phone. “Back to my office, we’ve a ton of paperwork to do. And yes, your husband is going to give you more than a white rose...” Her eyes went wide. “Oh my... Look at my arm... Goosebumps. I just know, I’m sure—”

“Me too.” 

Linda had not lied about the amount of paperwork. The only item she debated, did she want to anonymously (the only way allowed) hear from the recipients of her husband’s body parts? 

Her pen wavered over the “YES” box, but stopped. Would she resent that someone else would be seeing the world through the eyes that should have been watching their children grow? Would she hate that the heartbeat she loved to hear would now ta-thump, ta-thump in another person? If I really believed all those words I said about the sanctity of life, wouldn’t I want to hear about how Robert helped others live? She skipped that question, but answered all the others.

No one seemed to notice the item she had checked neither yes nor no. While she filled out the forms a young man whose name tag included the word ‘nurse’ entered the office, spotted Linda and rushed over to her desk. Before he could speak, Linda held her finger over her lips — the universal signal for silence — and pointed to Sarah, who still had several more forms to fill out. Linda and the young man nodded to each other. They waited.

Feeling as if she had just completed a marathon, Sarah handed the thick bundle of papers to Linda.

Linda, using her old fashioned multi-line desk phone called. “Linda here... Understood... I witnessed, we’ve permission.” She gently returned the handset to its cradle and turned to Sarah. “Your husband—”

“I understand. I think already knew.”

The male nurse handed Sarah a small, insulated box. “Ma’am, this is for you.”

Sarah took the box, opened it and saw a wide-tipped syringe. “This is...?”

The young man blushed more than Sarah had ever seen a man blush. Linda answered for him. “This is your husband’s Final Gift.” Sarah would have thought it impossible, but the man’s blush deepened.

Sarah, without touching the syringe, closed the box’s lid. “I need to pray.” Linda started to stand up, but Sarah reached over and gently touched her arm. “I can find my own way to the chapel. I need solitude.” She picked up the blood splattered white rose and placed it on top the closed box. Its white head extended beyond the shorter box.

As Sarah slowly walked out of the office, she overheard the young nurse ask Linda, “Do you think—”

“I think, it’s none of our business.” 

Without looking back, Sarah could tell from the woman’s voice, that tears again ran down Linda’s cheeks. I should be crying too. But she wasn’t. Determination filled her. Where better to have prayers answered than in a chapel? 

As she was sure it would be, the tiny chapel held no other occupants. Sarah entered, closed the door and slid the “occupied” sign into position. She flicked the light switch by the door. The primary lighting went out. Indirect lights from behind the narrow altar created soft shadows in the small, intimate room.

The altar’s dim lighting erased the dapples of blood polluting the white rose petals. Sarah held the apparently-perfect blossom up to her lips, lightly kissed it and inhaled deeply through her nose. Floral loveliness saturated her soul. 

It smells just like my sheets at home. The sheets where, if there were a just God, surely she and her husband would be baby making. But is it an accident God gave me the knowledge to request Robert’s Final Gift? Certainty filled Sarah. Both her knowledge and the box with its precious contents were bestowed by God, not accidents.

Sarah approached the narrow, non denominational altar and carefully placed the flower in its center. 

She opened the box.

Sarah knew exactly what she needed to do.

***
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HOURS LATER, SARAH followed Linda across the midnight-dark employee parking lot. The lot’s ancient, yellow-tinged lights created distorting shadows rather than true illumination. 

Sarah scowled. “How many times did I have to answer the same questions?” Her frown intensified. “I hope to never talk to another detective again as long as I live. How could he think I’d know more about the accident than he does?” 

“They’ve a routine set of questions for ’bout everything.”

Sarah gave Linda a weak smile. “Thanks for... holding my hand. You’ve already helped so much; you don’t need to give me a ride home. I could’ve Ubered it.”

“When I called Richard, told him to expect me a bit late and why, he agreed with me. No one should get into a car with an unlicensed stranger this time of night. Besides, I discovered my house is only a few blocks from yours. We’re practically neighbors.” She looked down at Sarah’s empty hands. “I never saw you with a purse. You do have your house key?”

“Don’t worry. I left home so... so out of it... I’m pretty sure the door’s not locked. If it is locked, there’s a back window that’s easy to jimmy open.” 

Linda’s eyes opened wide. “You’re kidding.” She shook her head, rejecting Sarah’s cavalier attitude about unlocked doors.

Sarah, lost in muddled thoughts and struggling to keep up with Linda’s energetic pace, never noticed Linda’s horror. 

Linda pushed her key fob. An older Honda’s lights beeped. “Get in.”

Sarah obeyed.

Linda slid into the driver’s seat, started her car and activated its Bluetooth. “Hi... love you too... Remember the address I gave you? ... Right... I just learned she left her house unlocked, or if not unlocked, with a back window easily accessed... Thought you would... That’s right... Bye.” 

Linda glared at Sarah. “Do you have a clue how many women enter the emergency room because their empty home wasn’t empty? A psychopath waited.” Linda did an exaggerated fear-shiver. “My hubby will secure your home before we get there.” She spent the rest of the drive lecturing Sarah about the importance of home security.

Sarah pretended to listen to Linda’s monologue, but — no questions demanding answers, just sitting eyes closed — her brain retreated into a protective, numbing fog.

When they arrived at Sarah’s home, all of its lights were on. Linda parked behind a big Toyota Highlander. “That’s Richie’s car. Come on in, you’ll love him.”

Sarah smiled at being invited into her own home. “How long have you been married?”

Linda turned the car off and opened her door. “Two months, one week and four days, but who’s counting?”

Richard met them at the door, gave Linda a big kiss and invited them both in as if it were his house. They entered. Richard locked the door behind them. 

Normally Sarah would have resented such presumption, but tonight it felt reassuring to be pampered and protected. 

Linda gave her husband a quick extra squeeze. “When Richard learned about the unlocked door— ”

“I insisted I get here first, just in case—”

Just in case... just in case... just in case... Sarah screamed and ran to her room, where she collapsed on her bed sobbing. Crying like she had never cried before. Pillow soaking wet tears. Snot running heavy. The way she should have cried hours earlier, but couldn’t.

Sarah stretched her hand to the night stand, attempting to feel for a tissue box. A tissue was thrust into her outstretched hand. Sarah blew her nose, filled the tissue, was handed a second. 

Linda leaned over and placed a reassuring hand on Sarah’s shoulder. Her husband stood several feet behind her. Linda spoke softly, “Cry your eyes out. I’ll send Richie out for more tissue; tell him to buy out the store.”

Sarah mumbled, “Thanks.” She noticed the tissue box from her living room sat next to the one by her bedside. She tossed her soggy tissue into her bedside wastebasket.

“Let me cry alone, but don’t go. Please don’t go.”

“I’ll be right out there.”

“Tell... tell Richie... I’m not—”

“He’s an emergency room doctor. He understands.”

Sarah grabbed a fresh Kleenex, blew her nose hard, and again used up the tissue. She grabbed the delicately rose scented pillow — rose scented to resurrect a very special memory — hugged it tight, and sniffled into its soft case. 

Linda quietly retreated into the living room.

Over her sobs, Sarah heard Linda explain to her husband, “I asked Sarah to sign an organ donation form, ‘just in case.’ She said yes. Not a minute later, she’s signing her name and checking boxes, some man storms in, demanding to know if the donor paperwork’s done...”

The door clicked shut.

Harsh sunlight penetrated the gap in the curtains, and shone directly on Sarah’s closed eyes. “Robby, please close the cur—”. Sarah sat up abruptly. Curiously light-headed and dizzy, she leaned against her nightstand to prevent falling forward. An empty Kleenex box fell to the floor. More empty facial tissue boxes crowded the stand. A half-full box sat in front of them.

Wadded tissues covered the nightstand, overfilled her wastebasket and littered the floor.

Sarah willed the dizziness to leave. It did. She wanted to resume crying, but instead her hand went to her abdomen. Are you there, child of mine? In a special drawer in the tiny three-quarter bathroom off her bedroom, Sarah and Robert had stashed over two dozen pregnancy tests. It would be at least two weeks before those tests might answer, might tell her if she was or wasn’t... Three, no four, weeks must pass before she would accept a no answer. Until then, Sarah knew, if she wanted to help her baby be the best possible, she must behave as if newly pregnant.

Sarah had read every book in her public library about prenatal care, including how the mother’s emotional attitude can influence the developing infant. Hormones triggered by deep sadness could travel through the uterine wall and into the fertilized egg, the zygote. What happened next, when negative hormone encountered fertilized cell, most experts agreed was ‘Not Good.’ The only disagreement, was it a little ‘Not Good’ or a big ‘Not Good?’

Most experts claimed the negative hormone effect was so small to a “mere zygote”, it could be ignored, but others made more frightening claims. One even wrote a whole book claiming too much prenatal agony or despair doomed the infant to a lifelong predilection for depression.

Sarah would not take a chance. She admonished herself, “Get a grip.” Calm thoughts, think flowing water. She would be happy even if it killed her.

Sarah stood, turned back to straighten the covers... Robby’s half of the bed, its undisturbed pillow, rigid like a coffin... Sarah’s chest tightened. She tried to swallow. Could not. She squeezed her eyes tight shut, but still saw the too-smooth quilt, the pillow untouched... A vision. Robby, his smile inviting, reaching for her... Sarah reached for a hand not there. “Robby...” Tears flowed. She started to fall forward, into the too empty bed...

Sarah stared down at wadded, used tissues scattered... Mustn’t cry... I mustn’t, just in case...

Just in case her prayers were answered, just in case in nine months a child. Sarah forced herself to focus on the mundane task of gathering tissues and force-cramming them into the wastebasket, followed by a very ordinary trip to the small bathroom that adjoined her bedroom. 

That task completed, Sarah resumed talking to herself. “Who am I fooling? Ten years of trying, why should last night be any different?” 

Worse, she had used all the contents in the syringe, not saved any to be frozen, for a second chance, just in case last night didn’t take... Just in case... just in case... just in case... The three words had become both curse and promise.

Sarah pulled out a tissue from a full box sitting in her bathroom. Must stay positive, for the maybe-baby gotta stop... It took multiple tissues before she regained self-control and stopped her tears. 

Why did I use all of it? She knew why. She and Robert both trusted this latest fertility research clinic. Why didn’t I save some? Robert, you would’ve... Her Robert would have advised caution. Robby, how could you leave me? I need you.

She could imagine Robert telling her, “Don’t count on one try.” Her Robert was the practical one, always thinking ahead, always approaching life as if it were a puzzle to be solved. 

Just like if Robert were here, he would advise her, “Act as if another life grows within you.” 

Sarah wondered if taking a shower would help her forget what she saw the previous evening... the blood... the harsh lights... the blood speckled rose. 

Sarah opened the shower. The musk scented soap she didn’t care for but her husband found arousing sat on the shower’s shelf... right at eye level... 

Sarah ran away from the shower, into her bedroom, where the unused half of her bed loomed. She found if she held her head just so, that half could not be seen.

She still wore the random jeans and t-shirt she had thrown on when... Sarah decided to wait to change. The hated shoes lay in the middle of the room, where they landed when she had kicked them off. Sarah tossed the ugly pair to the back of the closet. The shoes Thunked! hard, much harder than expected, against the wall.

Barefoot, Sarah exited her bedroom. She left the door open — her usual habit — but stopped. Careful to not look in, she stepped back and gently closed the door. Completely. If only I could slam the door on yesterday.

Her brain whirled. A smell penetrated. Coffee... I smell coffee. How? She clung to the ordinary-world scent and followed it into her kitchen, where a strange woman... no, not strange, a new friend... “Morning, Linda. Coffee smells good.” She frowned. “Wasn’t there a man here, your husband?”

“He’s at work.” She chuckled. “I should’ve parked beside him, not behind. Normally would’ve, but guess we were both...” Talking faster, she continued, “I’m rattling on about cars. How are you? Let me fix you breakfast, stay until family shows up. Are you more a cereal type? Toast? Bacon and eggs?”

“Just coffee, for now.” Sarah sat, let Linda wait on her. She held the cup with both hands, savoring its warmth, and sipped the strong black coffee, much stronger than she would have made, but somehow just right this morning. “Maybe toast. And jelly... no, with cinnamon sugar.”

“Sounds good.” Linda smiled. “Mind if I join you.”

Sarah mechanically
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