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Summary: Kat, daughter of an abusive man, married the older Marshall, agreeing to no kids. 

Now she hungers for a baby. Marshall, a bully thanks to a tough childhood, thinks he’s infertile. When 
Vicki, a former girlfriend, tells him he’s the father of 6-year-old Pete, everyone’s world is turned 
upside down. 

 

1. 

June first. B-day. Kat thought it would be a done deal by this date. It wasn’t. Her stomach 

quivered, half in excitement, half in anxiety. She hoped he’d come around.  

Of course he would. She’d be casual. “Marshall,” she’d say. . . .  

She pulled the pillow down to form two mounds hugging her ears, trying to shut out the 

angry-June-bug-caught-in-the-screen-door buzz of his razor. Closing her eyes, she concentrated 

not on what she’d say to him but on recapturing her dream. She couldn’t remember it, only that it 

made her feel full and happy. She gathered up random scraps. Small and warm. Soft fuzz on the 

nape of her neck. Tiny fingers, each with its own minuscule, perfect nail. But like early morning 

mist over a lake, the dream tatters evaporated bit by bit. She found herself listening again to the 

irritating buzz of Marshall’s razor. 

She found it hard to reconcile the thought of the mature Marshall, shaving his day-old 

stubble right this minute in the bathroom of their Riverton home, with his account of his earlier 

self, before he’d changed his name. Three decades earlier, when he’d been clawing his way 

toward adulthood in the South Boston Projects, his name had been Michael O’Connor. 

Kat pulled herself back to her mission. No pussyfooting. She would come right out and 

say it.  

The buzz of the razor ceased, which meant Marshall was about ready in the bathroom. He 

emerged from the mist in his white terry cloth robe, MW embroidered in gold on the pocket. He 
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smelled of aftershave. His hair, which he wore combed back, was touched up with some gray-be-

gone stuff to its former brown. 

“Bathroom is free. No run today? Feeling okay?” He dropped his robe on his side of the 

bed, pulled on his boxers. 

“I’m fine.”  

He looked good for almost fifty. Tall, a little on the thin side. His jaw was strong, 

although the skin stretched across it was losing its elasticity. His hooded eyes gave his face a 

deceptively sleepy look.  

He freed the white shirt from its dry cleaner’s wrapping. “You didn’t forget about driving 

me to the ferry, did you?” 

“There’s plenty of time.” She stretched. “I had a wonderful dream.” 

“Oh?” He buttoned his shirt, searched without focus through the dozens of ties hanging 

on the back of the closet door. “Where’s the blue one with the diamonds?” 

She found the tie he wanted. He wasn’t listening, hadn’t heard her. She watched him knot 

it and finish dressing while she rethought her approach.  

Too late. He was on his way downstairs. 

He left the tidying up to her. She flipped on the bathroom fan. Couldn’t he remember to 

switch it on before he showered? With the damp towel, which he’d left like cow flop in the 

middle of the floor, she wiped a small oval clear on the fogged-up mirror and centered her face 

in it. Her arms and torso were ghost parts. Only her face had substance. Did he see her clearly or 

was she as insubstantial to him as her ghostly body?  

She hung up the wet towel. When she opened the laundry hamper to put in his dirty 

socks, she wondered why he’d stuffed the striped blue shirt he’d worn the day before way down 
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under clothes from a couple of days earlier. The shirt reeked of his aftershave, the scent stronger 

than in the rest of the bathroom.  

She opened the bathroom window and looked out, inhaling the cool morning air. The 

branches of the venerable old maple alongside the house sliced the sky into irregularly shaped 

patches of blue. Sometimes on warm summer nights, she liked to climb out this window to perch 

on the small roof and contemplate her place in the vastness of the universe.  

She had Rebecca, Marshall’s first wife, to thank for the large window and the Jacuzzi. 

Almost the only change Kat had made when she’d moved in was to hang a spider plant next to 

the vanity. Pathetic that she’d allowed Rebecca’s stamp on the house to be greater than her own, 

especially when she’d lived here for seven years to Rebecca’s two. Well that was about to 

change with the new half-bath the carpenter was putting in downstairs.  

Hedges of beach roses and close-cropped, weed-free lawns surrounded most of the 

houses near the ocean. Kat and Marshall’s house, two blocks from the water, boasted an 

imposing copper beech guarding the front path but also a discouraging number of dandelions in 

the side lawn. Kat couldn’t motivate herself to do something about this pervasive weed. On the 

plus side, by midsummer the flowerbed next to the house would be ablaze with color, thanks to 

her green thumb.  

At high tide, if she listened hard, she could hear the crash and slap of the waves against 

the riprap. On this perfect June morning, the Atlantic was calm. When the water was this smooth, 

you could put a fretting baby on a plastic float and the gentle lapping of the ocean would rock it 

to sleep. At least so Kat imagined.  

After brushing her teeth and splashing some water on her face, she slipped into shorts and 

a T-shirt, ran a comb through her curls, and followed the smell of coffee to the kitchen. 
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Marshall, his newspapers and documents spread out in front of him, looked up at her 

from over his half glasses. I know you’re hiding something, his eyes said.  

She wished he wouldn’t give her that look.  

He waved a piece of paper at her. “A call came in for you while you were in the 

bathroom.”  

“Who from?” She reached into the cupboard for a mug.  

He handed her the piece of paper. She glanced at the unfamiliar number.  

“They wouldn’t say. Something about an appointment you’d made?”  

Oh, God, the clinic.  

“Yes. At the clinic,” she said. 

“Clinic?”  

She concentrated on the fly hurling its body against the windowpane. 

“The fertility clinic.”  

His raised eyebrows demanded more. 

“I wanted some information.” She sat down abruptly, jostling the corner of the table with 

her hip, sloshing her coffee. She jumped up, grabbed the sponge, and sat down again. “I called 

them because . . . .”  

“You made an appointment at a fertility clinic?” A flush spread across his face.  

She took a deep breath. “Here’s the thing. I’ve been thinking a lot about us having a 

baby.” She kept her gaze down. “I really want one. I think a baby would be good for us, for our 

marriage. Would bring us closer together.” In overlapping arcs she wiped up the coffee spill. “I 

called the clinic to find out what the problems would be for someone my age. Our ages.” She 

looked up. Her eyes pleaded for him to at least be willing to talk about the possibility.  
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His nostrils flared. His face was closed.  

“I told you before we got married, no kids. That was the deal. You agreed. Nothing has 

changed.” His words were measured. He could have been reining in a willful child. 

“Of course, things have changed.” Her voice wavered, gained strength. “I’ve changed. I 

didn’t feel or want then what I do now.” 

His eyes opened a millimeter wider. 

“That may be, but I haven’t changed. This baby thing is the main reason Rebecca and I 

broke up.” 

She sucked in her breath. He’d never thrown his ex-wife in her face before. And what 

was this “baby thing” with Rebecca? Another thing he’d kept from her besides the Michael-

Marshall secret? What else was he hiding?  

The tears were hot behind her eyes, her disappointment sharp. Well she had a secret too. 

She’d stopped taking the pill without telling him, convinced he’d welcome the baby once he 

placed his hand on the miracle of her rounded belly.  

Except nothing had happened.  

She got up, keeping her back to him, and put her mug and bowl of soggy granola in the 

sink. She would let this be the end of the discussion for now. Surely he’d feel differently once 

he’d thought about it some more and once he realized how important having a baby was for her.  

A loud knocking on the front door broke the tension.  

The uniformed man handed her a special delivery letter, thrusting the clipboard at her for 

her signature. The letter was addressed to Marshall from the Law Offices of Cohen, Murray & 

Fessen.  
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On the way back to the kitchen, she inspected the envelope, trying to imagine with her 

writer’s mind what was inside. A story waited to be born. Everything for her held a story.  

Marshall slit the letter open with a kitchen knife and skimmed through it. With a frown 

and a little shake of his head, he slipped it into his inside jacket pocket.  

“What is it?” she asked. “What do they want?” 

“Nothing,” he said, waving her off. He glanced at his watch. “It’s time.” 


