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Passed Life
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Rain poured from Ed’s tricorn hat as he
huddled in front of a newspaper vending box. He was in
Philadelphia, but in 1976, not 1774. He’d have to return to 2008 so
Steve could send him again. He pulled out the palmed-sized thought
amplifier to reconnect, concentrated, switched it on...and was
bumped by a young couple as they struggled to get out of the rain.
The amp was knocked from his hand and slid on the rain-slicked
street.

“No!”

Ed darted forward, but a horn blared and
brought him up short. He slipped and cracked his skull on the curb.
He struggled to a sitting position, trying to focus through the
pain, until he saw the crushed bits of plastic and circuitry in the
street. He stood slowly, checked to make sure it was clear, then
scooped up what was left of his way back.

His head throbbed. He needed some shelter,
somewhere to sort things out. A storefront window painted with
"Liberty Antiques and Collectibles" beckoned him. The place was
cluttered with all sorts of pseudo antiques; he shouldn't have any
trouble staying out of sight, even dressed as a colonial merchant.
As he opened the framed glass door, the little bell hanging on the
inside jingled.

Why was he here?
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Ed arrived in Camden, New Jersey four months
ago. Steve Ashford picked him up at the airport and drove him out
to the deserted dockside offices where they would be working. They
had a small suite, with a conference room that served as their
lab.

Steve's work table was against the right
wall, beside the six-by-six glass shifting chamber which occupied a
quarter of the room. There was a whiteboard on the wall alongside
the door, with an illuminated digital date and time readout above
it. The Inter-Temporal Navigator was on the left wall, along with
the high speed computers, controls, and recording devices. The ITN
had been calibrated to Steve's brainwaves first, but then Steve
discovered that, although he could send objects forward or back in
time, he couldn’t retrieve them. The real power - the brain -
needed to be at the point of recall, too.

They calibrated the ITN to Ed’s brain
pattern, and he practiced shifting objects. Once those were coming
easier he sent himself forward a day. He felt a low droning in his
head, his vision blurred, blackened, and then came into focus. He
could see from the digital readout that it was tomorrow. Standing
in the center of the chamber, he focused on returning, but nothing
happened.

Then he noticed the message scrawled on the
whiteboard:

Call me.

Steve explained that Ed’s recall didn’t work
because the ITN didn’t have enough temporal range to pick up Ed's
brainwaves from another time; they needed something to boost the
signal. Ed went back to shifting objects while Steve built the tool
he’d need to be able to return.

When Ed got the call that his mother had
died, Steve booked the flight to New Mexico for him. It surprised
Ed how calmly Steve was taking the delay.

"What delay? Don't worry Ed - you'll only be
gone a week, right? It’ll probably take me that long to finish the
amplifier."

Ed wouldn't have blamed him for being
anxious. Steve had funded the project himself to keep out of his
father's shadow, but his money was running out. If they didn't have
some results soon, Steve would have to ask for help.
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On the flight back from the funeral, Ed
glanced again at his mother’s letter.

You were adopted.

Your father and I wanted to have children,
and when we decided to try adoption, the first one fell through.
Then we had a chance to adopt you outside of the traditional method
and took it.

When we moved out to Socorro we
hoped our secret would be safe, but we were never sure. And once
Dad died…

Ed shook his head. The idea of Henry and
Doris King sneaking around didn't fit with the way he had always
thought of them. It was almost as unsettling as finding out they
weren't really his parents.

 


Your biological mother died soon after you
were born, but the nurse who brought you to us knew her. Her name
is Nancy Williams, and she lives out your way…

***

Steve was pacing when Ed got off the plane.
"Hope you don't mind heading straight to the office, but
everything's ready for another shift. I want to get right on it
before something else happens."

Steve grabbed Ed's bags as soon as they came
up the conveyor, and Ed had to chase him to Steve's Maserati,
double-parked at the curb. He tossed Ed's bags in the trunk, tore
the ticket off the windshield, jumped in behind the wheel and did
zero-to-eighty with Ed still fumbling for the seat belt.

When they got to the lab, Steve added
"Recall Trial 2" and “09/14/2008” to the whiteboard, then picked up
a football-sized black metal control box and handed it to Ed. One
switch, one blank digital readout.

"That's it?"

"Don't turn it on until you're ready for
recall. Let's try one week forward this time."

Ed stepped into the chamber and waited as
Steve checked to make sure the ITN was in sync. When Steve gave the
go ahead, Ed focused on the readout of the 14th and pictured the
21st. He felt the droning, his vision blurred, blackened,
and then came into focus. He was alone in the darkened lab, lit
only by the soft red glow of the digital readout. It was one week
later.

“So far, so good.”

He heard the low rumbling of thunder
outside. Ed looked at the box in his hands.

“Now, let’s see if this works.”

He focused on the date again, visualized the
14th, but before he could activate the amplifier he was hit with a
wave of nausea. The door to the lab opened. Ed only saw a shadow
hunched in the doorway, silhouetted in a lightning flash. Ed's
entire body was weak, his legs felt like rubber, and it was hard to
think. He felt himself fainting as he flipped the switch, then felt
the same droning, blurred, blacked and arrived doubled-over on the
14th.

Steve jumped up from his seat, took the box
from Ed and turned it off. "Are you ok?"

Ed stayed hunched over, frozen from the
memory of the nausea and weakness, but it had passed as soon as he
returned. He straightened up, feeling foolish. "Yeah, I'm ... fine.
Just a bit tired."

Steve studied Ed. "I shouldn't have dragged
you in here right after your flight. And the funeral. Sorry." He
turned the amplifier over in his hands. "Why don't you take some
time off? I'll miniaturize it now that we know it works and call
you when it's ready."
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The shipment from his parents’ house
arrived, and as Ed went through the boxes, he remembered Nancy
Williams. He found the letter, called the phone number and arranged
to visit her Sunday.

Lifetime Retirement Community was a two-hour
drive away. Ed brought his car to a stop against the white railroad
ties at the entrance. An attendant directed him to a porch where he
found a small, silver-haired woman dozing in a wicker chair, her
glasses a-kilter. His shadow fell across her as he stepped up.

"Ms. Williams?"

She stirred, adjusted her glasses, and then
as her eyes focused on him she sat bolt upright, her face hardened
into a scowl. "What are you doing here!"

"I'm Ed King. You knew my mother?"

She stared at him, then relaxed into her
chair. "You look like your father..."

"You knew him?"

"No. Saw him one time, just before he
abandoned your mother, with her in the third trimester. That was
enough. Never did like him."

Ed sat in a chair across from her.

"Don't know why your mother loved him. She'd
get so mad at me when I'd call him names.

"’Why do you stand up for him after the way
he did you?’ She'd just say he was a good man, and he had his
reasons."

"What were they?"

Her hands tightened on the arms of her
chair. "What reason could there be for leaving your intended and
your unborn baby?"

"Never came back. Never called. Not after
you were born. Not when she became so ill afterward and asked me to
help her adopt you out. Never even showed for her funeral!"

"Why did she die?"

She leaned into Ed and squinted hard at
him.

"Because he broke that girl's heart!"

An attendant stepped up onto the porch.
"Everything alright, Ms. Williams?"

"She waited for him all through her
pregnancy. She gave up on him when she gave you up."

She looked away toward the woods at the edge
of the lawn. "I can't talk to you any more."

Ed looked at her, mindful of how the
attendant watched him. He rose.

"Sorry, Ms. Williams. Maybe another
time?"

The attendant looked off to the south, where
clouds were starting to gather. "Looks like a storm's coming. You
might want to leave now, sir. Before things get bad."

Ed stepped down off the porch, walked around
to his car, and felt the first drops as he opened the door and slid
behind the wheel. It was raining steadily by the time he hit the
highway. Lightning and thunder occasionally broke the monotonous
cadence of his wipers.

What kind of man would leave his wife-to-be
like that? Without a word? What was he like, if he could leave a
woman that far along? Ed didn't want to know.

He may not care to find out anything else
about his father, but his mother was a different matter. She didn't
abandon him. She was dying, and made sure that he was taken care
of. He wanted to know more about her, but the way things ended with
Ms. Williams, he would have to give her some time before he spoke
with her again.

He crossed into Camden in a downpour,
grateful that he was almost home. His cell phone rang. He was just
passing the office, so he pulled into the lot while he fumbled for
the phone.

"Hello?"

Static crackled. A man's voice, faint, "Why
did you bother Ms. Williams? You weren't supposed to..."

"Who is this?"

The rasping was barely discernible over the
storm. Maybe it would be quieter inside. Ed jumped out of the car,
got the office door unlocked and slipped in, rain-soaked.

"What did you say?"

"You weren’t supposed to see her. What did
she tell you?"

Less storm noise, but still a lot of
static.

"Who are you?"

A flash and the power went out.

"Never mind that. You should be focused on
what you and Steve are doing. Leave -- alone." The connection
dropped.

Ed stood there, dripping, in the long dark
between the lightning flashes outside. Whoever it was, he had
already heard about Ed's visit. And he knew about Steve, maybe even
knew what they were working on. Ed felt weak all over and sick to
his stomach.

He heard someone talking in the conference
room. Steve must still be at it.

Ed stumbled along the short hallway,
weakening as he went. He was hunched over by the time he got the
door open. In the faint red glow of the battery-powered readout, Ed
saw himself in the chamber, fumbling with the amp, and then
shifting out.
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"What’s temporal stress?"

"Sounds like a good name for it, doesn't
it?" Steve sat at his worktable, tucking some papers in an
envelope. "You got too close to yourself. There were two of you in
the same place and time, and neither of your bodies could handle it
for very long. I wouldn't be surprised if it caused the
interference with your cell phone, too. We'll need to be careful
not to let that happen again."

"But what about the guy who called? I think
he knows something."

"Probably one of my father's people trying
to find out what we’re up to. Don't worry – there's no way they
have a clue."

He stood up and handed the sealed envelope
to Ed. It was addressed to Steve, at the Ashford's family
estate.

"What’s this?"

Steve wrote a date on the whiteboard.
"Something I want you to hold onto until you get to when
you're going." He held up his hand for Ed to see. "My college ring.
I've been wearing it ever since before we graduated. We're going to
try using it as a lodestone, like a magnet, to help draw you to
where you’re going." He pressed it into Ed’s hand, and
hurried him to the chamber.

"Here's the new amp." He pulled an
iPod-sized device out of his pocket and handed it to Ed. "Works the
same as before, only smaller."

"How do you know it works?"

"Trust me, it will. Now, do you remember my
parent’s pool-house?"

"It's been a while, but yes." An image of
Steve’s sister Amanda surfaced in his mind.

Steve pointed at the whiteboard. "I want you
to focus on that date, and that room."

"But we haven't tried shifting to other
places."

"That's what the lodestone is for. When's
the last time you were there?"

"Nine years ago."

"You're only going back 4 years, so you
don't need to worry about running into yourself. Let's do it."

Ed focused on the date, thought of the
pool-house ...droning..., blurred..., blacked...

It was as Ed had pictured it: the pool
fountain splashing outside, coarse, stone-tiled walls and floor,
sunlight filtering in through the bottle-glass windows. Ed
remembered Amanda's silhouette as she pulled her long, blonde hair
back and...

Ed was startled as the door opened and Steve
came in, dripping.

"Ed! What are you doing here?"

Ed stared at him. What should he say?

Steve gave a sly look and tilted his head.
"You're not looking for my sister again, are you?"

"Um...," Ed shook his head. "No."

Steve grabbed a towel and started drying his
hair. "Why didn't you tell me you were coming?"

"I didn't know I was until a little while
ag--"

"And how did you get in here anyway? No
one gets through the front gate without a formal
introduction."

Ed made a decision. Steve - in the future -
must have known that Ed came here, and had sent him back for a
reason.

"You sent me here. And you gave me
this.”

Ed pulled out the envelope and handed it to
Steve.

“This looks like my handwriting.”

“Of course it is. Now, I probably shouldn’t
say anything else, so why don’t you step outside for a minute?”

Steve shrugged. “OK, if that’s how you want
to play…” and started opening the envelope as he went out the
door.

Ed pulled out the amp, thinking this
better work, but knowing it would before the droning...,

“Hey Ed!” Steve blurred as he came back
through the door..., blacked...

And Ed was back in the chamber. He wondered
if more time took more effort; he felt a little winded, but nothing
like the nausea from last time. Steve led him over to the workbench
and sat him down.

Ed stared at him. “You knew! All this time,
you knew that it worked! Why didn't you tell me?"

"Because when you came back 4 years ago, you
were surprised to see me, so I knew that you didn't know...that I
knew."

"What was in the envelope?"

"Nothing specific. I was already working
through the basics of shifting. The envelope - and your appearance
- let me know I was on the right track. And that I'd have to
involve you when it was time. Come look at this."

Ed followed Steve out of the lab, and into
one of the offices.

"Check it out."

The room was empty except for a single
mannequin in the center wearing a colonial merchant costume. Ed ran
his hands over the fine wool coat, then inside to the brocaded
woolen waistcoat and linen shirt.

"If I didn't know better I would say this is
real. Where did you get it?"

"Picked it up at one of those souvenir shops
in Philly - you know, the kind with the antiques that might not be
antiques?"

Ed studied it some more, straightening the
tricorn hat. "Well, it could have fooled me".

Steve smiled. "That means it's more than
good enough for our purpose. You’re going to colonial
Philadelphia."

"Now? I don't know, Steve. I'm still a bit
wobbly."

"No, not now. You go home and rest up.
Besides, I need to pick up another lodestone from my parents."
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Ed was going through the
shipment from Socorro that evening, and
came across his childhood music box. He sat at his kitchen table
studying it: a smooth wooden disk that fit comfortably in his
cupped hand, etched with a Revolutionary War drummer, piper and
flag bearer. Ed wound the key and set the box on the table. He laid
his head beside it and listened as the mechanism rotated through
"Yankee Doodle" a few times.

His cell phone rang.

"Hello?"

That same voice again, with the same bad
connection. “Makes you feel warm and comfortable listening to it,
doesn't it?"

Ed stood and slipped the music box in his
pocket as he looked out the window. He half expected to see a
shadowy figure under the lamp post, but there was no one.

"Who is this?"

"Ms. Williams doesn't know what happened.
Sometimes you have to make hard choices, to keep from hurting
people more than you have to."

"I'd think it would be better not to hurt
anyone in the first place."

“Ms. Williams doesn't know why he left
because your mother never knew. Because he couldn't tell her…"

"Of course he couldn't tell her - there was
no reason."

"It's not what you think…"

"What else could it be? The guy knocked her
up, then ran out on her. What a way to find out he didn’t love
her."

"That's not true! I loved her more than..."
The voice broke off.

It was like a slap in Ed's face. "You're my
father!"

"You can't know… I didn’t know…"

"You wait over thirty years to come clean?
Well it's too late! She died and it's your fault!"

"I didn’t know she would die! Listen..."

"No I won't!” Ed’s chest was tight. He felt
like he was going to pass out. "No more games - no more mysterious
voices in the dark. Don't you ever call me again!"

Ed hung up. He waited.

Nothing.
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"Your father?" Steve turned away from the
instrument panel to stare at Ed, who was pulling on his breeches.
"That's bizarre."

"You don't know the half of it." Ed shrugged
into the coat and adjusted his cuffs. "It’s as if he’s watching
everything I’m doing."

"At least we don't have to worry that it’s
one of my father's people. I'd hate to have to hire security – we’d
be risking more exposure." Steve went back to his adjustments.

Ed held the tricorn in his hands. "Steve, he
knows I’m working with you. You might want to think about
some security, regardless."

Steve finished the settings and pushed the
rolling chair back from the table, turning it to face Ed. "You're
probably right. If he keeps after you, he may start taking an
interest in what we're doing. Can't have that.” Steve stood. "Put
the hat on."

Ed did so.

"Looking good! Now for the lodestone." Steve
went back to the table, opened an engraved wooden box, and with
both hands gently lifted out an elaborate meerschaum pipe. "Be
careful. If something happens to this I won't hear the end of
it."

He handed the pipe to Ed. It was carved in
the shape of a sailing ship, and was obviously old.

"Where did you get this?"

"It belonged to Jonathan Pritchard, a
distant relative of my mother. She even has a portrait of the guy
with this pipe in his hand. It was in a shadowbox beside the
picture. She'll kill me if she finds out I took it."

Ed looked it over one more time, then
slipped it into his coat pocket.

"Let's get to it. Do you have the
amplifier?"

"No, it’s in my jeans."

He started toward the chair he had draped
them on, but Steve stopped him with "I'll get them - you get
situated before I have to reset everything."

Ed stepped into the chamber and waited as
Steve brought his jeans. Ed found the amp, along with his old music
box.

"What's that?"

"Just a little something from my childhood."
He started to put them in the coat -

"You’ll break the pipe!"

- and slipped them both in the other
pocket.

Steve walked to the whiteboard and wrote a
date. He looked at Ed, tapping the board as he spoke. "Pritchard
was in Philly on that date. Focus on it." Steve walked over to the
table to watch. "Have a nice trip," he smiled, "And bring me back a
souvenir!"

Ed checked his pocket to make sure once more
that he had the amp, and was reassured as it clacked against the
music box. He focused on the date and thought of Philadelphia.
Droning..., blurred..., blacked...
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Ed watched through the store window as the
rain came down. No one paid attention to him yet, but he couldn't
expect that to last much longer. What could he do? There was no way
to send himself to 1774 without returning to the ITN first. He
pulled the crushed amplifier out of his pocket. It felt warm! Maybe
it could still work.

Ed clenched the remains and focused on
2008.

Nothing.

He focused again, this time closing his eyes
hard. He felt a thundering in his ears, closed his eyes tighter and
the thundering increased.

"Can I help you?"

Ed tried to ignore her.

Silence for a moment, then the woman's voice
again.

"Are you alright?"

Ed opened his eyes and she came into focus.
Attractive, on the underside of thirty, wearing a tricorn of her
own, blue bell-bottoms, and a white ruffled blouse with a "Janet -
Owner" button clipped to it.

"Are you alright?"

"Uhh, ...yes." His left hand stung, and the
amp no longer felt warm. He opened his hand and a couple of pieces
of plastic dropped to the floor. No use.

"Oh! Look at your hand!" Ed's hand was cut
from squeezing the jagged parts, and some plastic splinters were
embedded in his palm.

"Come with me."

Janet pulled him behind the counter and into
the back office. She made him sit, slid a round metal waste basket
in front of him, and treated his hand, dropping pieces of the
amplifier into the trash as she went. Ed heard his chances of
getting back disappear, bit by bit. After she tweezered the last
pieces out, she pointed him toward the restroom, told him to wash
his hands and then come back.

Ed closed the door and took off his tricorn,
gingerly touched the spot where his head hit the pavement, then
started washing. A haggard face stared back at him from the mirror.
What was he going to do? He was stuck here, with nothing but the
outdated clothes on his back, the music box, and the pipe. It
hadn’t worked as a lodestone, but it should be worth something.
Maybe he could sell it here?

Janet wasn’t in the office, but he saw her
through the doorway, ringing up a customer at the register. He
walked to the front of the counter and pulled out the pipe as Janet
handed the well-dressed, pregnant woman her change.

"Thank you, Mrs. Ashford."

Ed stared as Steve’s mother turned toward
him. Was she the reason he was drawn here? She glanced at
Ed's face without a trace of recognition, then looked down and saw
the pipe. "It's just like the one in my painting!" She looked back
to Janet, pointing at the pipe excitedly. "Where was this
hiding?"

Janet looked at Ed and said, "Do you mind if
I hold it?"

Ed handed the pipe across the counter.

"Very nice, ...very nice." She rolled
it over in her hands, examining the details. "Looks to be the
genuine article," then added "...but it’s not ours," and handed the
pipe back to Ed.

Mrs. Ashford turned to him. "How much do you
want for it?"

"Well, I don't know, I ...", Ed looked at
Janet.

Janet hesitated, but when both of them kept
waiting for a response, said "A piece like that, ...maybe three
hundred dollars or so".

Ed frowned. That wouldn't last for
long...

"I'll give you six."

The money was in his hand, and she left with
the pipe before Ed had time to thank her. Janet followed her to the
door and flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED.

"Let's finish taking care of that hand,” she
said, and led him back into the office.
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The bell on the door jingled as their last
customer left. Ed paused to check his watch. Almost time to close.
He finished straightening up the old colonial outfit on its
manikin, then stepped back, frowning.

Janet came up behind him, put her arms
around him and looked over his shoulder. “Don't worry - it's a good
piece. Someone is bound to snap it up.”

“I thought it would have been gone by now,
especially with the Bicentennial. I’m sorry you’re still stuck with
it.”

“It's alright; it'll be out of here by
Halloween. Besides,” she said, holding him tighter. “I like having
it here.”

Ed watched her walk back to the office. He
couldn't believe how lucky he was to have found her. Who would have
hired a stranger with no references, even letting him sleep on a
cot in the back room, in spite of the amnesia he claimed? Janet
made his being stranded in this time more than tolerable; the best
accident to ever happen to him.

The light went off in the back room, Janet
emerged with her keys, and took him by the hand.

"Let's go see some fireworks!"
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"Ed! Come quick!"

Ed dropped the pot in the sink and ran to
their living room, where Janet lay on the sofa, holding Ed's old
music box on her belly as Yankee Doodle played out. She stretched
her left hand toward him.

"He's kicking again - come feel it!"

Ed stopped and gave his heart a chance to
drop back down out of his throat. He needed to stop panicking; he
wasn’t handling the pregnancy well at all; for weeks now he had
been sharing Janet's morning sickness.

He dropped to his knees beside her so she
could place his hand on her swollen belly.

Janet frowned. "I don't know why he won't
kick for you."

Ed felt drained; he pulled himself back up
to his feet and kissed her on the forehead. "Well, at least he
loves his mom."

"Oh, cut it out! You know he's gonna love
you too." She winced.

"Are you alright?"

She closed her eyes and gave a weak smile.
"Yeah. I just need a nap."

Ed pulled the throw over her, and she
slept.

This was too hard on her, and it was wearing
him down, too. The pregnancy had started out fine, but Janet had
been weakening from the strain. Dr. Bradley couldn't explain why,
but had put Janet on bed rest a month ago as a precaution, and Ed
had been running the shop single-handed since then. Not that he
minded; he had more energy when he was away taking care of
business. He felt guilty, like his fatigue was all in his head.
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Ed pushed the UP button again and checked
his watch. When Janet called him at the shop from the
pediatrician's office she’d said four o’clock. He was late for the
interview.

The elevator door opened and he jumped in,
pushed 3, then mashed his finger on the CLOSE button until the
doors finally slid shut and he felt the elevator moving up.

The doors opened and Ed started looking for
327. He rounded a corner and found it just as the door opened, and
a couple in their forties came out into the hall. His parents! Ed
halted in shock, then turned and bent as though getting a drink
from the water fountain beside him. He listened as they walked
around the corner.

"We shouldn't have had to give him
back..."

"I'm sorry, Doris..."

"If that girl wanted to keep her baby to
begin with, she should have said so!"

"I know it's not fair, honey. But they did
say they'll keep us at the top of the list in case another..."

Ed turned, opened the door to Dr. Bernard's
waiting room, and froze. A younger Nancy Williams was sitting with
Janet.

"Now you call us once the baby is born, or
if you have any questions."

"Thanks, I will," Janet said, then she saw
Ed. "Oh, there you are! Nancy, this is..."

"I have to leave."

"But I thought..." Both women were left
staring as the door closed behind him.

Ed stumbled down the hall to the elevator,
but the doors wouldn't open. He had to get away. He searched
frantically, found the EMERGENCY EXIT, opened the stairwell door
and clambered down a flight, collapsing on the landing with his
face in his hands.

He was his own father, and Janet was his
mother!

No, he couldn’t think of
her that way, it was too messed up. She wasn’t his mother. Janet was the mother of
his younger self, his child. It wasn’t the same thing.

How could he have been so
stupid! He knew he was here just ahead of his own birth. The music
box must have drawn him here, not just the Ashford’s pipe. The
queasiness and weakness he'd been feeling weren't just nerves. It
was temporal stress, increasing as the pregnancy progressed, as ...
as he became more
substantial inside Janet. He was only getting relief from it when
he was away from her - taking care of the shop, running errands. He
should have realized that he wasn't just pulling away from her. He
loved her too much. He was nothing like his father.

No, wait. He
was his father. But that
didn't mean he had to make the same choices, did it? He couldn’t
abandon Janet – he knew it would kill her. There had to be some way
through this.

Ed used the railing to pull himself up, then
headed down the remaining stairs. He needed time to work this out.
He trudged through the slush to the bus stop and caught the
cross-town toward home.

He thought back to the night he had
encountered himself in the office. He had felt a lot worse then,
running into his one-week younger self. Those selves were so close
in age and existence that they were practically the same. Maybe
that was the difference. There were thirty years between his two
selves now; that must be why the temporal stress wasn't as strong.
He could handle it. Even if it got worse, he could still cope with
it by taking breaks from Janet, the way he already was. Only now he
would know why he felt this way and it would make it easier.

It was dark when he got off the bus. By the
time Ed walked the remaining blocks to their apartment house he had
finished convincing himself. He looked up and saw Janet at the
window. She met him at the top of the stairs and threw her arms
around him.

"Are you ok? I was so worried. I was
starting to think that you weren't coming back."

"No way." He held her tighter, willing
himself to ignore his nausea. "That will never happen."
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The hanging brass bells jingled as Ed locked
up after the last customer of the day, and walked back to his old
colonial outfit. Almost. One of these days it was going to
sell.

He took the cash drawer into the office to
close out the day so he could head home. Things hadn't been quite
as easy as he’d hoped. The temporal stress had become harder to
ignore, so he had finally gone to the doctor for a prescription to
help with the nausea and his "nerves". Janet smiled when he'd pop a
pill and told him it would “all get better once the baby is
born."

If only she knew.

When he got to their apartment Janet wasn't
there. He checked the answering machine.

“Ed? I tried calling the shop, but you must
be headed home already. Dr. Bradley is going to do a
c-section.”

It was too soon. Something must be
wrong.

He dialed the cab company. Twenty
minutes!

Ed watched out the window, waiting for the
phone to ring or the cab to show up. He ran downstairs as soon as
he saw it turn the corner.

***

Janet was asleep when he got to her room.
She was so pale. She stirred when Ed held her hand.

"Are you alright?"

She gave his hand a weak squeeze, "I'm fine.
Have you seen him yet?"

"No. I came straight to you."

She held Ed's hand a little tighter. "The
doctor thought his heart was weak, so they took him early." She
closed her eyes.

Ed stood and kissed her forehead. "You rest.
I'll be right back."

He popped a couple of pills, then headed to
the neonatal ICU.

This wasn’t working. The temporal stress was
affecting the baby, too. How would he explain it to Janet? They
were going to have to give him up for adoption, have Nurse Williams
make arrangements with the Kings. That’s what was supposed to
happen, wasn't it? Sure, his father didn’t stay with Janet, but
that was his father’s mistake, not Ed’s.

The attending nurse waited for Ed to don a
mask and scrubs, led him to the incubator with its gently beeping
monitor, then went back to her station.

Even with the meds, the stress was too much
for
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