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Early on Wednesday, St. Matthew’s secretary rang the Snyders, apologizing profusely for disturbing them at that hour. Pastor Jaworski had been called away on church business and wouldn’t make their appointment later that morning. Lynne was pouring pie filling into the crust as Eric spoke to Mrs. Kenny, and he was off the phone as Lynne set the timer. “Well, no Lutheran pastor this morning,” Eric said. “Guess that pie’ll be just for us.”

“Oh well, another time.” Lynne sighed, then gazed around the kitchen. The flowers from Monday were still fresh and Eric had swept last night, uncertain as to where they would gather. Then Lynne smiled. “Actually, I was looking forward to meeting him, but that does mean more pie for us.”

Eric stepped to where she stood, then stroked her face. “Well, it could. Or I could call Sam, see what he’s up to today.”

“Go on,” Lynne laughed. “I’ll make a pot of coffee and we can celebrate, oh, I don’t know, an early St. Patrick’s Day.”

Eric chuckled, then kissed her cheek. “I think Sam’s already bought the corned beef. Do you remember if Renee has to work that day?”

“I barely remember my name, thank you.” Lynne started the coffee, then leaned against the counter, grinning. Then she caressed her belly. “Someone’s taken all my brain cells. I’m surprised I made pie without reaching for the recipe.”

“The day you need a recipe for pie is the day I’ll start to worry.” Eric approached the phone. “Shall I tell him to come in an hour?”

“He can come over now if he’s free. I’m gonna sit on the sofa. You men can tend to the rest.”

Eric chuckled as Lynne left the kitchen. By the time she reached the couch, she heard her husband offering the invite, which seemed to be eagerly accepted.
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That morning Lynne didn’t do more than sip decaf, then nibble on pie. The men carried the conversation, which centered on Eric’s introduction to the Lutheran pastor. Sam didn’t know him personally, but had seen him around town. Marek Jaworski had been leading the Lutheran worship for nine months and even did a service in German. Eric and Lynne were stunned by that, although Eric noted the pastor’s fluency in English, and not only American English. Sam laughed, then went for more pie. When he returned, he stared at Lynne. “What’s wrong? You’ve hardly touched yours.”

She shrugged. “I don’t feel that hungry, though earlier I thought I’d make a pig of myself in front of the pastor, which wouldn’t have been a good first impression.”

Eric grasped her hand. “Honey, you okay?”

Lynne nodded, then sighed. “I don’t know. I feel a little tired, well, more tired than usual. Maybe I’ll take a nap and leave you two to chat.”

Eric stood, then helped her from the sofa. “Well, that’s a good idea. You might’ve been excited for our guest, but a nap now wouldn’t hurt either.”

“And what am I?” Sam asked in mock indignation.

“Family,” Lynne smiled. “You know my kitchen as well as I do.”

Sam chuckled as the couple took the stairs. Eric came down a few minutes later, then sat on the couch. He gazed at Lynne’s half-eaten pie, then collected her plate, finishing the slice. Sam smiled, then sighed. “She’s nearly due. She’s got this look I’ve seen plenty of times. Frannie always seemed exhausted right before and I always wondered how in the world she was gonna have enough strength to have the baby, but she always did.”

Eric nodded. “How’re they doing?”

“Oh fine, I mean, okay.” Sam sat up, then spoke quietly. “Between you and me, I wouldn’t be surprised if Fran calls to tell us she’s, well....”

“In the family way,” Eric grinned.

Sam rolled his eyes. “She’s in her mid-forties, bless her. But if God wants them to have another baby, so be it. Louie won’t be able to complain because I’ll tell you, one immaculate conception is all this world’s getting.”

“Well if she does, tell her I’d be happy to do another painting. She was so beautiful that day, I’ll never forget it.”

“Frannie’s the best looking of us Aherns,” Sam smiled. “Sally’s grown two or three inches since you saw her last, looks like she’s nineteen instead of fifteen. And Helene, my goodness, she’s just like Fran, big wide eyes and....”

Sam cleared his throat, gazing at his empty plate. He picked up his coffee cup, but it too was depleted. “More joe?” he asked Eric.

“Yeah, thanks.”

Sam nodded, then stood, retrieving Eric’s mug as well as his own. Then Sam headed into the kitchen, whistling a tune as he went.
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By the time Lynne woke, Sam was gone. She was surprised he hadn’t taken pie with him, but Eric said that while he had pressed, Sam had refused. The men had made innocuous small talk after Sam had returned with their refilled coffee cups, yet Eric didn’t note to Lynne the conversation’s distinct change. As she got out of bed, Eric only mentioned Renee did have Saturday off, Sunday too. The Aherns would bring corned beef and cabbage for Saturday’s meal and maybe some shamrock-shaped sugar cookies. Eric laughed as Lynne used the bathroom. “I think Sam’s got a sweet tooth too, any excuse to make dessert.”

“We’ll probably still have pie then, did you mention that?” Lynne called.

“I did and he didn’t seem bothered in the least.” Eric loitered outside the mostly closed bathroom door. It was just past one o’clock; Lynne had slept soundly, but he assumed she would now be hungry for lunch. “Shall I cut you another slice or do you want something more savory first?”

She didn’t answer, but the toilet was flushed, then the faucet ran. Eric stepped back from the door, but Lynne didn’t immediately come out. He waited a few seconds, then approached the door. “Honey, you all right?”

“Eric, come in here please.”

He opened the door, then looked at his wife, who stood trembling. Then he scanned the floor, where a large puddle waited. “Lynne, are you....”

“My water just broke, right after I washed my hands. When I was peeing, I felt something, I think it was a contraction.” Lynne’s voice had quivered, but now she smiled, glancing at the floor, then back to Eric. “I think you better call Dr. Salters, then Renee, then Sam.”

Avoiding the puddle, Eric stepped close to his wife, stroking her face. “Oh Lynne, oh honey!”

She nodded, tears falling down her cheeks. “I think that’s why I wasn’t hungry this morning. Or....” She giggled. “Maybe last night was our last time.”

They had made a slow and gentle love right before falling asleep. Eric nodded, then smiled. “Maybe it was. But it was very good. Hopefully it’ll last us till May.”

“My goodness, don’t say it that way.” She giggled, then winced. “Oh Eric, that one hurt!”

Now he laughed. “Well, you knew it wasn’t gonna be a walk in the park. Here, let’s get you back into bed and....”

She shook her head, but did step over the puddle. “I do not wanna get back in bed. That’s one of the reasons I wanted to have this baby here. As soon as a woman comes in the labor ward, she’s shaved, then made to lie in bed for hours on end. I wanna take a walk, it’s a beautiful day outside.”

“A walk, are you crazy?”

She smiled, gripping his hand. “I’m having a baby, not dying. Let’s call Dr. Salters, then the Aherns. Then you take me for one last walk around the garden. I won’t be getting out there for a few days once this baby joins us.”

Eric nodded, then kissed her. Lynne responded with vigor, then she moved away, chuckling. “Too late for that now,” she whispered. “But Eric, I love you so much, I love....”

He set a finger to her lips, then nuzzled against her brow. Then he helped her into dry clothes for one last walk for two around their garden.
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Dr. Salters arrived a few hours later, by which time Lynne was having regular contractions. She checked Lynne, finding she was a third of the way dilated, which pleased the Snyders, but also gave Eric pause. “Renee won’t be off till eight tonight,” he said. “Will that be too late?”

“Probably not,” the doctor smiled. “I wouldn’t expect this baby before tomorrow at the earliest. As long as Renee’s here the rest of the week, there shouldn’t be any trouble.”

The doctor advised Lynne to remain in bed and that she would stop by in another couple of hours. Once Lynne’s contractions were five minutes apart, the doctor would stay, but by then, Renee would in attendance as well. Eric wasn’t so sure, but Lynne smiled, patting his hand, or squeezing it if in the middle of a contraction. “It’ll be fine honey. My mother was in labor for two days with me. Hopefully this baby won’t take that long, but she’s not gonna be born before Renee gets here, I can assure you of that.”

Eric walked the doctor to the kitchen door, then headed right back upstairs. “Hey,” he said to Lynne. “You’re supposed to be in bed!”

Lynne stood at her dresser, brushing her hair. “I am not gonna lie down the next several hours. Labor’ll progress more quickly if I’m up and around.”

“The doctor said you needed to be in bed honey.”

Lynne smirked. “Well, if she wants me in bed, she’ll have to tie me down. Now, I want you to help me downstairs. There were plenty of daffodils out there and I want a vase of them where I can see them when I have this baby.”

Eric threw up his hands. “For God’s sake Lynne, you need to take it easy!”

She approached him, stroking his face. “Now what kind of bohemian are you? Don’t you want your first child to enter this world to the scent of freshly cut daffodils? Goodness Eric, we probably conceived this baby in the studio. All the more reason to bring some of the outdoors inside.”

“Who are you and what’ve you done with my wife?” His voice was soft but teasing.

“I’m the wife of a brilliant painter, if case you’ve forgotten. I may not be having this baby in our bed, but I’m gonna have spring as close as I can get it. Eric, this was why I didn’t wanna deliver in the hospital. I wanted as natural of a setting as possible.”

“You’re crazy, you know that?”

“I get it from you,” Lynne giggled. “But don’t tell Renee or she’ll throw a fit. Now, downstairs we go. You cut the daffs while I get some pie.”

They had reached the landing, but Eric stopped abruptly. “You want pie? I thought you weren’t supposed to eat anything now that labor’s started.”

“There’s some very healing properties in that pie, if I remember correctly,” Lynne smiled. “Besides, I’ll probably be in labor for hours still. Sam’s bringing soup, isn’t that what he told you?”

“Well yeah, but....”

“Once he’s here, he’ll be spooning soup into me, which also has special propensities. But in the meantime, I’m craving pie. I knew I made it for a reason.”

Lynne started down the stairs, pausing as she reached the last step. Eric was right behind her as a contraction hit, but it was minor. After it was over, she shooed him outside, telling him their baby was waiting on daffodils.
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Sam arrived at four, a steaming pot of vegetable beef soup in tow. He gently chastised Lynne for being out of bed, then laughed as she had a long contraction. After that, she was escorted upstairs by Eric, who returned to where Sam stirred the soup. “Well, I think that one did it. She’s lying down in the nursery, says she might take a little nap if she can.”

“Good. Babies should be born in hospitals if you ask me.” Sam adjusted the flame to low, then put the lid on the pot. “Renee said she’d try to get someone to come in early. If she can, she’ll call. Otherwise I’ll go get her at eight.”

Eric nodded, glancing at the clock. “Dr. Salters said she’d be back around now, but if Lynne’s asleep, I’m not sure if she’ll be able to check her.”

As Eric said that, Sam coughed. Eric laughed. “What, too much information?”

“A little,” Sam said.

“You gonna stay for the duration?”

“I was, but hmmm....” Sam gazed at the phone. “You called the New Yorkers, right?”

“I did. Laurie said he’s gonna look into the next possible flight. Not sure if Stanford’ll be with him, but....”

“He’s gonna fly?” Sam had lifted the lid to stir the soup. Instead he placed the lid back on the pot, then stared at Eric. “Are you serious?”

“He is and Lynne was happy to hear it,” Eric smiled. “Of course, I’m thinking Laurie means the next available flight once she’s had the baby. But my guess is he’ll be here in time for corned beef, which might be his actual plan.”

Sam rolled his eyes, then cracked his knuckles. “Eric, I don’t mind staying, I mean, you might need, well, you will need the extra body. But I dunno know, I mean, I’m just not sure.”

Eric stepped toward Sam, leaving a foot between them. “Lynne understands. She wants you here because you and Renee are family and we don’t have much of that. Which’s why she doesn’t mind if Laurie comes sooner rather than later. If he’s willing to brave the skies and a crying baby, what the hell?”

Eric laughed, then patted Sam’s shoulder. “Lynne’s a little, well, wary, for you and Renee. We don’t wanna, you know, make this an imposition.”

Eric said that slowly, then cleared his throat. “Whatever you wanna do is fine with us. We both wanna share this as much as you and Renee wanna take part. Don’t feel you have to be here continuously. You did that for me and I’ll never forget it, I mean that. This with Lynne’s a little different and....”

Suddenly Sam grasped Eric. The embrace was reciprocated, then Sam stepped back. “I’d love to be here when that baby makes his or her appearance. I might be outside, unless it’s the middle of the night, but Eric, it’d be an honor.”

Eric smiled, then pumped Sam’s outstretched hand. The men embraced again, but it was halted by a loud shriek. Eric tore up the stairs as Lynne let out another scream, making Sam chuckle. A knock on the kitchen door caught Sam’s attention and he opened it to Dr. Salters. “You’re just in time,” Sam smiled as Lynne’s loud groan resonated throughout the house.
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By nine that evening, Renee’s nursing uniform had been traded for slacks and a long-sleeved blouse, but she was just as busy as though she’d stayed at work. Lynne’s labor was progressing faster than Dr. Salters had predicted, although it did appear the baby would be born after midnight. At ten thirty, Lynne was almost fully dilated, but it took until after eleven when she began to push. Eric found the process fascinating, the first time he had ever been present for the arrival of a human being.

During his time as a hawk, Eric had witnessed plenty of animal births, be they mammals or fowl. In the wild, birth seemed a fleeting but necessary step in the circle of life; it carried no resonance of joy for the parents, though sometimes Eric wondered if certain creatures cared more than others. But as Lynne panted and groaned, wept and even occasionally giggled, Eric became aware of just how differently people were from animals. Within his own heart tumbled brand-new emotions that he pondered in brief snatches, like when Lynne was between contractions, or when he spoke to Sam downstairs. Laurie had called before Sam fetched Renee, and Eric had been told that both Laurie and Stanford wanted to be stirred from sleep whenever someone had a minute to pass along the good news. Sam had blanched at calling the New Yorkers in the middle of the night, but Eric insisted, and Sam was to call Stanford’s number, for Laurie was staying over. Sam didn’t question that detail and Eric was relieved. Then Lynne had hollered for her husband and Sam smiled, sending Eric back upstairs.

Now hours later, Eric sat behind Lynne in the double bed, supporting his wife. The love he felt for her couldn’t be measured; it sprang from every pore, churning through each vein. His heart pounded as from deep within herself, Lynne exhibited a massive strength, her body on a course with only one ending. As she began to push, her tones alternated from high-pitched squeals to low, powerful grunts, and her frame had changed as well; the baby was well down in Lynne’s pelvis, ready to emerge into the world.

Eric wondered if he could ever paint this scenario, which included Renee and Dr. Salters. There was Lynne’s fluctuating physical condition as the baby waited at the final precipice, also how Lynne had transformed from a woman wracked by pain to one preparing for the hardest work. Renee reminded Lynne that regardless of anything else, labor was the most demanding job any woman would ever perform. Eric felt no envy from Renee, only a grateful joy to be part of this occasion. And from the physician, Eric noted a different sort of thankfulness; perhaps Dr. Salters was reminded of the simplicity of childbirth, far removed from a hospital’s sterile surroundings.

On the dresser across from the bed stood three vases of daffodils, their fresh scent wafting through the room. Lynne had asked that the main overhead light be turned off, it hurt her eyes. Instead, the room was lit by large standing lamps that Eric and Sam had brought upstairs. That had been the last time Sam saw Lynne and he had kissed her sweaty forehead, then laughed as she moaned in pain. Deep love had been passed between them as Sam gently grasped her hands, wishing her the best, noting that custard would be waiting when all this was through. Lynne had smiled, tears falling down her cheeks, and Sam brushed away a few of his own as he left the room. Eric wasn’t sure if Sam was inside the house or roaming the garden, though Eric suspected Sam wasn’t far, for now that Lynne was pushing, it could be any time.
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Eleven o’clock turned into eleven thirty. All of Lynne’s bulk rested against Eric, who whispered that he loved her, and how well she was doing. Then he gazed at the doctor, who nodded. “Lynne, you’re doing just fine. How do you feel?”

“I’m so tired.” Her voice was weary. Then she stiffened and Eric bolstered her forward. As though they were one body, he sensed the oncoming contraction, also her fatigue. Yet, she bore down, her pain voiced in guttural moans that reminded him of animals. She panted hard, then elicited a faint cry. Then she slumped back into Eric’s arms, trying to catch her breath.

Lynne hadn’t wanted any gas, but a canister waited on the floor, and in Renee and Dr. Salter’s anxious eyes, Eric knew their thoughts. A first baby sometimes took upwards of an hour or more to emerge. Lynne had napped that morning, but twelve hours later, she was thoroughly exhausted. “Honey, why don’t you take some gas?”

“No,” she grunted, sitting upwards. “Oh my God, oh Eric!”

“Push now Lynne, right now,” Dr. Salters ordered. “Bear down till I count to five.”

As the doctor counted slowly, a tremendous force moved through Lynne, making Eric shiver. Lynne kept pushing and as Dr. Salters said five, Lynne continued, then stopped. Again she slumped backwards, then Eric wiped her face with a damp cloth. “That’s great sweetheart, oh Lynne, that was wonderful.”

“How much longer?” she muttered.

“Not long. The head’s emerged just on that push.” The doctor smiled at Eric, then nodded to Renee. “Lynne, the next few pushes I want you to do exactly as I say. I don’t want you to tear significantly, so no matter how badly you need to push, just follow my orders, all right?”

“Uh-huh, but will it be soon?”

“Yes, in fact....” The doctor stared at Eric, mouthing Hold her steady. Eric nodded as Lynne lurched forward, that massive pulse right on the cusp. “Now Lynne remember, not until I tell you.”

“But I need to!”

Eric set his face alongside his wife’s. “Lynne, let the doctor do her job. I’m here, I’m not going anywhere, it’s gonna be all right.”

Lynne nodded, grasping Eric’s hand. He gripped back. “I love you honey, I love you so much. Just trust the doctor.”

As he spoke, Lynne reared back, but didn’t push, though Eric felt how badly she wanted to. She cried loudly, calling his name, which pierced his heart. Yet, she did exactly as the doctor said.

“Oh Lynne, that was wonderful.” Dr. Salters smiled. “Now on the next contraction, I do want you to push, and keep pushing till I tell you to stop. You’re almost there Lynne, the next one might be it.”

“Really?” Lynne said, in tears.

“Really,” Renee answered as the doctor readied her instruments. “Just hang in there honey. That baby’s just about here.”

“Oh Renee, I wish you could....” Lynne began to cry. “Eric, it hurts, I don’t know if I can do it, I don’t....”

Lynne arched back, then curled forward. Eric followed her movements while glancing at the doctor, who nodded. Then Eric gazed at Renee, who didn’t meet his eyes. She was watching Dr. Salters, who now stared right at Lynne. “It’s time. On my mark, and keep pushing till I stop counting. One...two...three....”

By three Eric realized this was the last contraction. Clutching his hand, Lynne groaned loudly and the sound resonated all through Eric, who trembled from the magnificent force. The doctor’s voice slowed, but then she spoke. “Four...five.... Keep pushing Lynne, you’re almost....”

“Argh!” Lynne shouted, then she fell back against Eric. As she did, a rush of liquid emerged as did a sharp cry, that of a newborn. Eric peered ahead, finding a plump, wet infant in Dr. Salter’s secure grip.

“What is it?” he asked, kissing his wife’s sweaty cheek.

“A girl, you have a daughter, Mr. and Mrs. Snyder. Congratulations!”

“Oh Lynne, you did it! Our baby, our baby girl!” Eric laughed, then wiped Lynne’s tears. “Honey, I’m so proud of you!”

Lynne didn’t speak, but she nodded, looking toward the doctor and Renee, who were inspecting the infant. Renee then smiled at the new parents as the cord was cut. Then the squalling child was wrapped in a blanket.

“By the looks of her, I’d say she’s eight pounds at least. She’s in perfect health and none the worse for wear.” The doctor stood, then handed the baby to Renee. “Lynne, you did so well, so well.”

“Can I see her?” Lynne’s voice was barely a croak.

“Of course sweetie.” Renee smiled, stepping to where Lynne rested in Eric’s arms.

Lynne and Eric stared at their baby, who squinted, then flashed deep blue eyes at her parents. Dark brown hair swirled in damp curls on her head, but she seemed rather displeased for having been uprooted from her previous surroundings. She let out another loud cry, then quieted, gazing at her parents.

“Oh Lynne, she looks just like you.” Eric couldn’t wait to hold her, but for now, he grasped his trembling wife. He stared at the doctor, who was pressing firmly on Lynne’s belly. The fundal massage was necessary; Eric had studied all the procedures involved. Yet, it was only the four, or rather five of them, in a familiar room within his house, and Sam was just downstairs. Lynne had been so right to want to deliver at home, then Eric smiled as footsteps were noted outside the door.

“It’s a girl Sam, Lynne and Eric have a daughter,” Renee called to her husband. “But don’t come in yet.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not,” he hollered.

As the doctor continued pressing on Lynne’s abdomen, the new mother had a weary chuckle. “Sam, soon I’ll want some custard. Is that okay?”

“That’s fine if Dr. Salters says so.”

“Custard in about an hour would be wonderful for all involved.” Dr. Salters smiled, then walked to the end of the bed. “Lynne, you did so well. I’m going to wash you up now. Do you feel like you could nurse?”

Eric stared at the doctor. “Is she all right?”

“She’s bleeding a little more than I’d like. If she nurses now, her uterus will start to contract. It might hurt some, but if you feel able.”

“Oh yes, please.” Lynne sat up, then took a deep breath. “I wanna hold her.”

Renee nodded, placing the quiet baby in her mother’s arms. Eric looked over Lynne’s shoulder as Lynne stroked the baby’s face. “Renee, can you help me?” Lynne asked softly.

“Of course honey.” Renee positioned the baby against Lynne’s breast. “Just stroke her cheek with your nipple. It won’t take her long to get the idea.”

Eric chuckled, wondering if Sam was still outside the door. Then footsteps were heard heading downstairs, but Eric didn’t speak, watching as his daughter latched on. “How does it feel?” he whispered.

Lynne was quiet for a moment, then she began to weep. “Like the most perfect thing. Oh Eric, oh my Lord.”

“I love you honey, I love you both so much.” Eric kept his voice low as Lynne repeated her words, uttering a few groans in between. Then he gazed at Renee, who wiped her eyes, but he detected no sorrow in her tears. He nodded at her and she smiled, then blew him a kiss. Then she turned to the doctor as both women tended to their patient.
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Lynne and Eric had wanted to name their first daughter for his mother, but those plans were altered, for now Lynne wished to honor another woman and Eric was in complete agreement. They had a minute to discuss it while Renee used the bathroom. Upon her return, they announced what they wanted to call their first child. “Jane Renee,” Eric said proudly, bringing Renee to quick tears.

Sam had been standing outside the room and he coughed loudly. “Did you say Jane Renee?”

“Yup,” Eric called. “Miss Jane Renee Snyder. Too important of a moment to call her anything else.”

“But I thought you were naming her for your mother,” Renee sobbed. “You can’t do that!”

“We most certainly can. Mom would completely understand. The next one will be an Emma, well, Emma for her middle name. Jane Renee has a better ring to it than Jane Emma anyways.” Eric smiled, then kissed his wife. “Here Renee, give me hand. If I don’t get up, I’m gonna be a pretzel.”

Renee helped Eric from the bed as Lynne was checked by Dr. Salters. The baby rested in a bundle against her mother, a knit cap on Jane’s head. Lynne smiled as Eric embraced Renee, then he headed to the doorway. “Sam, I think it’s safe enough. You wanna meet Miss Jane?”

Sam peered around the corner. “Uh, are you sure?”

“We’ve gotten the big mess mopped up,” Renee croaked. “Get in here Samuel, I need you.”

He stepped inside, then was grabbed in a bear hug by Eric. Eric then led Sam to Renee, who trembled in her husband’s embrace. Eric rejoined his wife and daughter, sitting on the other side of the bed next to Lynne, the baby snuggled against her.

Sam kissed Renee, then gripped her hand as together they approached the bed. “Here, sit down.” Renee pointed to the chair a foot away from the mattress. Sam sat and was glad for a seat. His knees knocked and his heart raced. Lynne grinned at him, but he didn’t want to stare at her. She looked pale and weak, but her smile was too beautiful to ignore.

Then he gazed at the baby, or what of her he could see; her facial features were squished, but her skin looked like silk. A few brown curls snuck from under her cap and she seemed asleep, or just resting. “She’s so little,” he finally said, trying to maintain his composure.

“She’s not that little,” Lynne said. “Eight pounds two ounces, right?”

“Indeed.” Dr. Salters came to Eric’s side. “Ten fingers, ten toes, and a good strong jaw. I’ll be right back, just going to make a few calls.”

“We’ll be here,” Eric smiled.

Once the doctor was heard taking the stairs, Sam let out a small cry. Then he smiled, wiping his eyes. “Well, she looks great to me. And you weren’t too loud Lynne, not too loud at all.”

She giggled, then winced. “Don’t make me laugh Samuel Ahern.”

“Is she okay?” He gazed up at Renee, who stood behind him.

“She didn’t need any stitches, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Sam rolled his eyes. “Well, that was more than I wanted to know.”

“Did you call Stanford?” Lynne asked.

“I did. They were happy to hear it, he and Laurie both. Laurie said he’d try to get here by Saturday if that was okay with all of you.”

Lynne nodded, then closed her eyes. “Saturday, St. Patrick’s Day.” Then she smiled. “You’ll need to get another piece of beef.”

“Probably,” Sam said softly.

“You wanna hold her?” Eric asked.

Sam stared at Eric. “What?”

“You look like if we don’t put her in your arms soon, you’re gonna go on a kitchen strike,” Eric chuckled. “No time for that now Ahern. We’re depending on you to feed everybody for the next several days.”

Sam wondered if Eric could read minds; Sam ached to hold the baby, partly named for his wife. He wondered how Renee felt about that; she was probably as stunned as Sam, sitting so close to a new mother and her sleeping infant. But this wasn’t just any baby; this child had only been born an hour ago. Sam had sat on the bottom step as Lynne entered this new realm, Eric too, but it was far more work for Lynne. Now she seemed ready for a long sleep, which Sam felt she sorely needed after all that work, and he’d been privy to every audible part of it. And here he was, less than two feet from the culmination of.... Sam trembled as Renee squeezed his shoulders. “Honey,” she said to him, “shall I hand her to you?”

He nodded, unable to speak. Then he glanced at Eric, who also nodded. But Eric understood Sam’s heart, for it wasn’t that this baby was freshly out of her mother, or that she was Eric’s firstborn child. She was.... Then Sam inhaled, letting it out with relish. She was a gift, not only to her parents, but for all who were blessed to know her.

He’d held little babies before, ranging in age from a few days to a couple of weeks old. But Jane Renee Snyder was different. As Renee set the sleeping infant in Sam’s grasp, Sam trembled only for a moment. Then he closed his eyes and took another deep breath. The scent was vaguely familiar, from when he’d cradled the tiniest of those children, but upon Jane the fragrance was powerful, also healing. It was that of a newborn, unable to be captured anywhere but in these earliest moments. By the time Laurie and Stanford visited, Jane would have been bathed once, perhaps twice, and the scent would be lost. Yet in Sam’s arms, she emitted the most beautiful aroma, and it wound into him with every inhalation he took.

Opening his eyes, he stared at Jane’s, which were tightly shut; they were blue, from what Eric had said right after her birth. Neither Lynne nor Eric had blue eyes, but most babies did, changing color later. Her cheeks were puffy, as was the skin under her eyes, her nose a little smidgen poking out between rosy lips and those concealed peepers. She didn’t look much differently from any other baby, but with every second that passed, Sam felt overtaken by how new she was, how incredibly pristine. Nothing had sullied her, nothing had harmed her, nothing had....

She weighed eight pounds, but felt light as a feather, nestled in the crook of his elbow. He stared at her, then ran a finger along her forehead. She didn’t notice, but his whole hand tingled. Then he smiled, closing his eyes again while inhaling that soothing scent. Scales fell off the walls of Sam’s rib cage, but he hadn’t realized those layers existed. Yet with every breath, Sam knew a permanent alteration deep inside him. For over a decade he had carried those deposits, the remnants of Josh and Larry, of all those Sam had watched die.

Jane mewed like a kitten, making Sam smile. “I think she’s waking up,” he said quietly, opening his eyes.

“Well, she knows she’s in very good hands,” Lynne said. “Her Uncle Sam has her, nothing else matters.”

Jane yawned, then released a little cry.

“Oh, I don’t know about that. She wants something I can’t give her.” Sam motioned to Renee, who took the baby, setting Jane back against Lynne. Sam stood, then leaned down, kissing Lynne’s cheek. “I’ve got custard to dish up. It’s your job to feed her.”

Gentle laughter emerged as Dr. Salters returned. “And how is everyone?” she asked.

“Good but hungry. I’ll be downstairs if anyone needs me.” Sam hugged his wife, then headed to the doorway.

He was to the bottom of the stairs when he heard steps behind him. Eric smiled, then met Sam in the living room. “She really wanted to see you, so thanks for being so accommodating.”

“Well, it was more than my pleasure.” Sam smiled, then patted Eric’s shoulder. “Jane Renee, huh?”

Eric nodded. “Emma’ll be for the next girl, if we get that lucky.” Then Eric motioned for the kitchen. Sam led the way, but Eric only went as far as the door. “The doctor said she’ll stay here all night, but if you wanna catch forty winks, feel free.”

Sam shook his head. “I’m too wound up to sleep. Besides, I have custard to warm up.”

Eric chuckled. “Thank you for everything.”

“Oh, no need to thank me.”

Eric stared at Sam, then squeezed Sam’s left shoulder. “I owe you....”

“Eric, no. I owe you, you and Lynne and Miss Jane.” Sam looked away, then smiled at Eric. “Listen, get back up there. I’ll make some real coffee and bring it up. If I get sleepy, I’ll crash on the sofa, but for now, you belong up there.”

Eric nodded, but didn’t speak, for which Sam was grateful. As soon as Eric left the room, Sam gripped the nearby counter. He breathed deeply, still finding that healing scent within his nostrils. Then Sam started a pot of coffee, his heart floating around untethered inside his chest. By the time he poured three cups, setting them on a tray, he felt years younger, whistling a tune that Josh had often hummed on their way back to camp.
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During the night Lynne slept on and off, stirred when either Dr. Salters or Renee checked her, but at seven a.m. Lynne detected the distinct call of her newborn daughter. Jane’s whimper quickly turned into the wah-wah-wah of a tiny baby who knew nothing more than she no longer rested in a warm, wet womb.

Lynne also felt somewhat displaced, finding herself in what eventually would be the nursery. Eric was sleeping in the chair and it was Dr. Salters who collected Jane from her cot. Then Lynne began to sob, which woke Eric, who asked if everything was all right. The doctor smiled, handing the baby to Lynne. “Everything’s fine. Little Jane was just reminding us she’s here.”

As the baby began to tug on Lynne’s nipple, the new mother tried to calm herself, but many emotions swirled within Lynne’s heart. Yesterday seemed like a blur, from making the pie, to napping, to her water breaking in the master bathroom. “What time was she born again?” Lynne said. “Or have I already asked that?”

The doctor took Lynne’s pulse, then chuckled. “Eleven forty-three, Wednesday the fourteenth. And no, you haven’t asked yet. You were sort of busy at the time.”

Lynne nodded as Eric stood, stretched, then slipped from the room. Lynne smiled, looking around. “Is Renee here?”

“She’s resting downstairs. I’ll be back later tonight, assuming there aren’t any complications. But your pulse is fine, your bleeding is normal, and you don’t have a fever. I don’t foresee any problems and Miss Jane seems to understand her main role.”

Lynne wanted to giggle, but her whole body ached. “Yeah, she seems to know what to do.”

“We’re mammals deep down, no different from other creatures when it comes to this.” The doctor gently stroked Jane’s cap. “I’ve delivered hundreds of babies and I’m always amazed how they seem to know what’s important. She’ll lose a little weight over the next week, but if she keeps up like this, she’ll be back to normal in no time. Now Lynne, as for you....”

Lynne smiled; the doctor would tell her to stay in bed, let everyone wait on her for days on end. The typical hospital stay for new mothers was one week, two if a cesarean had been performed. While Lynne didn’t feel at all like moving, she wanted to sleep in her own bed that night, with Eric beside her, Jane close by in a bassinette. This room had been fine for the birth, but that part was over. “Dr. Salters, I know. Get plenty of rest and....”

The doctor sat on the bed, then patted Lynne’s hand. “What I was going to say was if you felt able, you should try to walk, just a bit, later this morning. Maybe to the bathroom, with someone beside you of course. And if you want to sleep in your own bed tonight, as long as you have a durable mattress protector on it, that should be fine as well.”

Lynne stared at her physician. “Really? I didn’t expect you to say that.”

Dr. Salters smiled. “I don’t think new mothers need to be turned into invalids. You’ll heal faster if you’re mobile, though not immediately. Plenty of rest, yes. Chained to bed, no.”

Lynne nodded. “Oh that’s wonderful to hear!”

“What’s wonderful?” Eric said, returning to the room.

“Just that in a few hours, I want your wife on her feet, but only as far as the house bathroom, and with someone right next to her. And if she’s looking well when I return, I think it would be fine for her to sleep in her own bedroom. You have a bathroom in there, correct?”

“Yes we do,” Eric smiled. “I can sleep in there with her, right?”

“Absolutely,” Dr. Salters chuckled. “She can’t be left alone for at least a week and no driving for three weeks. But Lynne knows all those rules, I don’t need to belabor them.”

The doctor did one more check, but Jane was nursing well enough to aid in that part of the healing, the doctor said as she grasped Lynne’s hand. “I’ll be back around six, but do call if you feel anything’s amiss. Renee knows what to watch for and Lynne, when the baby sleeps, you sleep, no if’s, and’s, or but’s.”

“Yes ma’am,” Lynne smiled.

“Wonderful. I’m off to catch forty winks before work calls. Hopefully you’ll be my only new mother today.” The doctor grabbed her bag, then left the room, Eric on her heels.

Lynne caressed Jane’s soft face, but the baby wasn’t disturbed. Lynne couldn’t remember how much she had nursed during the night; it seemed every time she woke, Jane was in this same spot. But as a former nurse, Lynne knew that was best. Nature had its own way of facilitating a mother’s healing, as well as a baby’s nourishment. As footsteps resounded along the hallway, Lynne hoped it was only Eric. Then she wondered if Sam had gone home.

“She said to call if anything’s wrong, especially if you get feverish.” Eric pushed his chair close to the bed, then sat down. “I’m supposed to check your temperature every hour. My goodness, this nursing gig’s a lotta work.”

His voice was light and Lynne smiled. “I’ll trade you.”

Eric leaned toward her, then kissed her nose. “I bet you wouldn’t.”

Immediately Lynne shook her head. Despite the discomfort and exhaustion, she was ready to have another baby, which made her chuckle, then grimace.

“What?” Eric asked.

“I’m crazy, that’s what.”

“You’d have to be a little touched to remain my wife.”

Lynne gazed at her husband, then glanced at their baby. She had borne Eric a daughter, who seemed only to care about her mother’s breasts. Lynne smiled, which didn’t cause any pain, nor did Jane’s gummy little mouth, although the lower half of Lynne’s body throbbed. But this wasn’t similar to yesterday’s agony, which at times had scared Lynne for its level of intensity. Childbirth had hurt terribly, but the sweetness she now felt somehow overruled that anguish, to the point that she could consider doing it again. “Eric, if I told you I can’t wait to have another baby with you, what would you think?”

He flinched, then stared at her. Then he smiled, chuckled, then had to restrain himself, but laughter spilled from him, making Jane flinch from Lynne’s breast. The baby looked around, blinking in the light. Lynne pressed her nipple against Jane’s cheek and within seconds the newborn went back to work.

“Lynne, I think last night you altered as much as I have in the past. It was unbelievable feeling how strong you were, even when the pain was extreme. So for you to tell me that now, I guess I have to shrug and say women, they’re nuts!” He grinned, throwing up his hands. “Thank God I love you.”

“I prayed last night when it was really bad.” Lynne stared at Jane, who had started to slow down. “I wasn’t sure I could do it, and I don’t mean with the gas or if Dr. Salters had needed forceps. I just didn’t know if I had the strength, but then I’d pray, and suddenly there I went, and now, oh Eric, I just wanna....”

She wept a little, then wiped her eyes. “She’s so perfect, so beautiful, so everything I ever thought motherhood would be. And this’s only the first day!” Lynne spoke quietly, then she looked toward the door. “Renee’s asleep right?”

“Out like a light. Sam went home a few hours ago, that’s what the doctor said.”

Lynne nodded. “Eric, I wanted to tell her, Renee I mean, that I wanted her to come with me. It felt like a journey, a train ride, but only for women, though now it feels like you’re there too.” She reached for his hand and he gently grasped hers. “But last night it was me and Renee, but she couldn’t come along no matter how much I wanted her to.”

Eric sighed, then squeezed his wife’s hand. “She was so happy to be there honey, Sam too. Something happened when he held her, something changed in him.”

“Well, she’s done now, so you can hold her, see if you get a burp from her.” Lynne took a deep breath. “I just felt so far away from Renee, it’s strange. Even though she was right there, we’ve been separated somehow, but not like when I quit work. This’s different.”

Yet, Eric was correct; Lynne had detected no hint of jealousy from Renee or Sam, only a tremendous sense of bliss. Still, Lynne wanted Renee to climb aboard the Mommy Train, how she thought of it. For the rest of their lives, Lynne and Renee would travel on different paths no matter how many times Eric transformed or if they had named Jane for Lynne’s best friend. Lynne was now a mother, but Renee never would be.

That was the only dark part of what was otherwise a fabulous day. There was nothing Lynne could do about it, other than ask for peace for all of them. Then she smiled as Jane released a rather large burp, then another. Eric had perched the baby over his shoulder, but the sound resonated. Then quiet emerged as Eric placed Jane in the crook of his elbow. “Now that was a burp,” he smiled. “She’s not gonna let us forget she’s here.”

Lynne nodded, then observed how tenderly Eric held their daughter, and how much love poured over that baby. “No, she won’t let us forget for a moment. But Dr. Salters told me to sleep when she does and I’m so tired, I could nod off now.”

“Well, you go right ahead. She’s got a full belly and I’ll be happy to just sit and hold her and watch you. You are so beautiful, Mama Snyder.”

“Oh Eric....” Closing her eyes, Lynne cried, those words music to her ears. The next thing she knew was Eric softly telling her how much he loved her and their baby. Then Lynne was fast asleep, dreaming she was back on that train, but with a guest in tow.
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Jane Renee Snyder’s first day was spent mostly within the arms of others. If Lynne wasn’t feeding her, Jane was being snuggled by her father or her Aunt Renee. When not cooking, Uncle Sam took his turn, and by the time Dr. Salters stopped in, Jane was asleep in Eric’s grasp. Lynne was napping too, but she stirred for the doctor, who pronounced the new mother in fine health. By then Lynne had moved into the master bedroom, where she found herself inundated with fresh flowers. Eric had ordered several dozen roses, which were scattered in vases all over the house. Sam had added a large bouquet, plus Laurie and Stanford had sent batches of tulips. Even Stanford’s father Michael had made sure an arrangement arrived with his name on the card, but not that of Stanford’s mother. Eric was the only one to notice as the rest were too taken with the baby or too weary to inquire.

The doctor noted that she would be back tomorrow around lunchtime, and that by then Lynne would probably enjoy a bath. Renee nodded to that while Sam asked if Lynne had any dietary restrictions. “None other than anything which seems to bother the baby. But you’ll know if Lynne’s eaten something Jane doesn’t approve of. I’ll stop in over the weekend. By then you’ll all be used to the new schedule.”

“And what’s that?” Eric asked.

“Whatever Miss Jane decides,” the doctor smiled. “But you’ll learn that soon enough.” Dr. Salters patted Lynne’s leg, then headed toward the landing. Then she turned around, facing everyone. “Did I hear you’re having guests this weekend?”

Eric nodded. “My art dealer and a friend of his. They’ll be here Saturday.”

The doctor shook her head. “That might be a bit much for a new mother.”

“Actually, they wanna be put to work,” Eric chuckled. “They’re only staying through Tuesday, unless Jane gets feisty and sends them on their way early.”

“Well, that might be the case. Time will tell.” Dr. Salters grinned, then left the room.

Renee walked her out, then returned, finding Jane in Lynne’s arms. “I assured her Laurie and Stanford won’t be a problem. Actually I’m looking forward to seeing them. I’ll catch up on sleep while they’re here, then be rested for next week.”

“Oh Renee, you don’t need to do that.” Lynne stroked Jane’s cheek, then smiled. “I’ll be feeling much better by then and...”

“And nothing! I’ve already taken the days off. You’re gonna be my patient, thank you very much.”

The men chortled as Lynne gaped at Renee. “Nonsense! You can’t take that much time from work.”

“What else do I have to do? Besides, you’re forgetting one thing.”

“And that is?” Lynne smirked.

“How busy Eric’s gonna be next week.”

“Doing what?” Lynne asked.

“Painting the two of you. I can see it now, he’ll have an easel set up in here and you’ll be napping or nursing the baby, and who’s gonna make sure you’re well fed and the house’s in order and....”

Eric laughed as Sam rolled his eyes. Lynne smiled, then patted the middle of the bed. “C’mre Auntie Renee.”

Slowly Renee walked to the open side of the bed. But she remained standing, crossing her arms over her chest. “What?”

“Sit down Renee,” Lynne said softly.

“Go on honey, park your behind a minute.”

Renee glared at Sam, then she huffed. “Lynne, there’s plenty for me to do.”

“But the most important job is right here,” Lynne said softly.

Renee flashed those stoplight eyes, then sat on the edge of the mattress. Again Lynne patted the middle. “Please Renee?”

The room was quiet as Renee nodded, then scooted next to Lynne. Lynne handed the sleeping bundle to Renee, who grasped the baby, then placed her over her shoulder. “If you’re gonna be here,” Lynne smiled, “it’s not to clean my house or warm up whatever Sam makes.” Lynne nodded at him, then gazed at Renee. “It’s gonna be to hold this little girl, or help me take a bath. You’re right, we will need you, because I can see Eric’s already thinking about what he’s gonna paint next.” Lynne grinned at him, then patted Renee’s leg. “But we’ll also need you so Jane learns all about her Auntie Renee. Because sometimes I’m gonna fall asleep when she’s not sleeping. And Eric will need to paint you and your namesake, I can see that in his eyes too.”

Lynne didn’t mention Sam and Jane in a painting, but it was implied as Renee began to cry. Eric collected the baby from Renee, then the women embraced, both weeping hard. Jane Renee never stirred from her mother and aunt’s tears, nestled in her father’s secure, loving arms.
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