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Summary: Twenty years have passed since the fateful events that led to Amelia meeting and falling in love with Jeffery Ashton “Jay” Black. Now, they have their own lives and their children. An unexpected announcement and engagement with her brother, Keith, to his long-time girlfriend Alex, and once again, Amelia’s life is no longer boring – it never was. Between Kimberly’s growing affection for her classmate, a quiet, reclusive girl named Cassie, and Cam’s piano lessons, Jay and Amelia were not expecting to add another munchkin to the mix. They couldn’t be more pleased that their family was now becoming complete, one day at a time. 

0o0o0o0o0o

                          “If music be the food of love, play on.” – William Shakespeare. 

					       0o0o0o0o0o0o
						
[bookmark: _o4qdlq213yxd]				           	     PART I 
                                                                PROLOGUE 
			                           September 2nd, 2039

						Amelia 

         For as long as Amelia lived and breathed, after her graduation from high school, and even later college, music was consistently a part of her life. 
 
          Whether it was listening and enjoying the number hit song on the pop charts on her way to classes, or spending long hours in her father’s studio in Staten Island, Amelia Rose Shapiro kept the language of love and music close to her chest. 

       Even with the years of sadness over, her appreciation for it never faded. It only grew stronger still, as life went on. 
  
      Even as she and Jeffery momentarily split to pursue their differing careers and interests, did her love never falter. 

       Such was life, her aging mother assured her. People come into it to make a lasting impact, and whether they stay was not up to her. 
 
     If they came back, then they came back, but Amelia’s mother never raised a chaser. She raised a fighter instead. She was no longer fragile. 
 
     Where do you see yourself in five years? 

   It’s a question on most standardized work examinations. 
 
            Meeting her first love again at a five-year class reunion was certainly an unexpected affair. 
 
      Then in her early twenties, slightly accomplished in her music career, with record labels and her own hit albums and an impending tour. 
 
        It was a flurry of sparks and reconnection, as Jeffery, who now went by Jay, had grown from a boy to a man. 
      
       Gone was the baby fat from his cheeks. A slight beard was growing, and his once messy hair was now combed neatly, hiding just barely behind his ears. 
  
         If possible, Amelia fell in love with Jay all over again. 

       They were different people, living new lives, and yet – 

      Yet, the adoration for music, their shared connection during the reunion, had the magnetic pull they felt in high school return. 

         They started dating again, and by the end of that year, during a New Years’ celebration, they were engaged. 

             Now, Amelia had a clearer vision to answer that question. 
 
            The answer was: she didn’t care. If she had Jay by her side, her friends, her family – the new life she’d built, she couldn’t ask for anything more. 

            She may not be rich as most musicians are, but she lived happily, comfortably. 

            What else could anyone even desire? 

            Such a question, Amelia would later realize, would come to test her. 


					        Chapter One: 
        
           					             Amelia 

      Amelia sat with resigned comfort in the therapists’ office, feeling an odd sense that she’d done this before. 
    
        Not the sheer act of going to therapy, of course – she’s been doing that for the last two decades of her life. 

         (Not consistently, but on a need-to-know basis, when life got far too stressful, and the noises in her head became unbearably hard to deal with on her own). 

          Though she felt as if she was looking at herself in third person. Her body may have been there, mind sound and present, but she didn’t clearly see her therapist and instead had come to a different place all together. 

          She briefly wondered if she was falling ill. 

          That was a terrifying thought – she had to pick up her kids from after school care, cook dinner, make sure they did their homework – not that her husband Jay didn’t pitch in. He was a wonderful father. 

         Possibly the best of the best, and Amelia did not care if she was biased in this. 
        
          “Ameila?” her therapist called out in worry. Tessa’s bright brown eyes were consistent in their emotion, as she tilled her head to the side. “Are you with us?” 

            “I am, I am,” Amelia sniffed, shaking her head. Her body returned to its’ natural state, a light buzzing sensation vibrating through her skull. “Sorry. I was – thinking about what I’m going to cook with Jay for dinner.” A half lie. 
 
       Tessa gave her a warm smile, nonetheless. “It’s a Monday. Perhaps something easy. Frozen pizza? Rice and spinach or string beans?” 

         Amelia laughed, “The pizza will go over easiest with my youngest.” 

         Amelia Shapiro-Black and Jeffery Black had four children together. Kimberly and Cameron were twins at twelve years’ and full of rambunctious energy. Rae was the middle child, eight, and Theodore, or affectionately called Teddy (like how Jeffery preferred Jay), was four. 
                The parents’ main concern was Rae, who consistently felt left out of activities, even if her siblings didn’t mean to on purpose. 

               Though Teddy, who didn’t yet understand the dynamics of sibling rivalry, was simply happy to be in his sister’s company, which was a factor Amelia tried her best to remind gentle Rae of. 

            Her sweet Rae, named after the drop of golden sun, cascading down the early morning hours. The second sound to sing after ‘do’ in the musical scale, to signify that she was born second. 
          
         Yet there was nothing ‘secondary’ about her. If anything, Rae’s boundless personality, complete with her need for approval to do even the littlest tasks, assured Amelia that Rae would certainly find her footing in life – same how Amelia had – through sheer determination. 

       Amelia wondered if this was what her mother felt during her depressive episodes in her teen years, and she made a mental note to take her aging mother out for coffee. 

      Tessa, with her bright eyes and happy smile, clapped her hands together. “Well, there you go. Through some greens in that dish too.” 
       
        “Yes,” Amelia laughed, “A side dish of cucumber salad, maybe. Easy enough to make whilst I get my headphones on.” 

        “How have those been working, since we last talked?” 

        “Amazing. I don’t know why I didn’t do that sooner. When I become overstimulated, my hands start to shake horribly. And when they shake, I can’t cook. Kind of defeats the purpose. Jay’s taking up the arduous task of entertaining the kiddos as I need total concentration to make their meal. We’ve started alternating days with that.” 

           Tessa nodded, scribbling in notes as she’s always done, and Amelia’s become accustomed to. 

           “And how’s work going?” 

           Amelia thought of her week. In her twenties, she went on tour with a band and played on many live stages. When she had her family, she needed a stabler income, and she applied to various academic jobs until ironically, the one that replied to her was East Side in Staten Island. 

              Madam Tutain passed. 

              They needed a new music teacher to fill the role. 

              With Amelia’s musical prowess and accolades in her youth, she’d nearly got the job immediately. 

               How ironic was it, that the drama club that was being threatened to be rid of due to budget cuts, and the teacher that terrorized her thespian friends, she was now the new teacher of. 

              (Nessie was laughing hysterically once she heard the news). 

              Amelia (Mrs. Shapiro-Black to the students) was hosting auditions during lunch period for the winter play. This year, since Frozen was celebrating its’ 26th year with a new remastered movie, Amelia decided to produce it. 

            They make their own sets. 

            There’s a consistent group of twelve students who are eager to audition each time, and it reminded Amelia fondly of the times with her high school friends. 

             “This is possibly the most exciting time in being a drama teacher. I get to see what fresh talent is in East Side this new generation. Most of them take it seriously. The ones that don’t, I kick them out.” 

             Tessa laughed. “We don’t tolerate that shit at our big age.” 
           
             “No, and they’re old enough to know better.” 

              Tessa nodded, pleased with the progress they’ve made together. “Right. Well, same time next week. Unless your anxiety becomes difficult to manage with, I am on call. Don’t let these kids drive you too crazy. Though, I know most days that’s easier said than done.” 

            Amelia smiled warmly, “Thanks. I hope your eye gets better.” 
 
            Tessa sighed wearily, “Recovering from a fall doesn’t get any easier when you get older. Thank you, dear. Off you get.” 

             Ameila said goodbye, the sense of vertigo not leaving her.  
 
             She could only hope it’d get better once she picked everyone up. 

 
				0o0o0o0o0o0o 
               
       
          The noise returned to Amelia’s existence as a mother once more. 
 
   Excited chatter about their time in middle school for Kimberly and Cameron. 

        Kimberly’s bright green eyes and red curls bounced into the car, whilst Cam – nearly the spitting image of her brother Keith, with his chestnut-colored hair, blue eyes, and dimples on his cheeks, slugged out of sheer exhaustion from having to deal with his sister’s antics. 

           It wasn’t that Kimberly was a bad student, if anything, she had a wonderful time in school. She seemed to involve herself in too much, and many a parent-teacher conference meeting reported that the young girl spoke too much in class. 

          It certainly was the opposite of Amelia’s experience in school, when she was ten – even at twelve. At this age, she was undergoing tragedy in real time. 

         Her father’s passing anniversary this December brought back memories that were clear as day, even after all these years. Now, her children were at the age she was when such a tragedy occurred, and Amelia couldn’t help her sinking dread of the same thing happening to Jay. 

        It was something she hadn’t told anyone, even if it ate away at her very soul.  
 
        “School today was awesome,” Kim chirped, “Cassie and I got everything we wanted from the bookstore.” 

         “I got some more Pokémon books, if anyone cares.” Cam replied sardonically. 

     “Cam, of course we care, hun. I’m glad you both got what you wanted. How is Cassie, dearest?” Amelia asked. 

         Cassie had been Kim’s best friend since the sixth grade, when the young affluent girl moved into the house down the block with her family. It was an odd situation all around, with no one truly knowing where the family had come from since Cassie’s parents were tightly lipped about it. 

       Kim, who was unaware of the family drama, was simply happy to have at least one true friend out of what was easy to see, underneath the surface, a troubling dynamic for Cassie.  
     
          Kim chatted animatedly about her, nonetheless. Her bright eyes lit up as she was eager about their plans for the weekend. A sleepover was planned, as usually was the first weekend after the first week of school. 
 
          “Is her brother coming?” Cam quietly begged, wanting some break even if Alec was two years younger, at ten. 

          “I can ask,” Kim murmured, “But, Alec usually says no.” 

         “Oh, darling.” Amelia sighed, keeping her eyes on the road. They were almost to the elementary school, which was right in town, if not ten minutes away. 

           Alec, if possible, was even quieter than Cassie. 
           
          Cam was a sweetheart to him nonetheless, and the two could usually be caught reading at the library or playing video games. 

            It was a sinking suspicion that Alec had some sort of undiagnosed disability, and it broke her heart that in the current time, she can only be a passive watcher. 

            Alec was a gentle boy, but when overstimulated (if they were in crowded places, or if he carpooled and had a difficult day), he became stressed and cried, near uncontrollable. Yet Amelia had experience of this, from both the perspective of her on mother with her, or with Jay’s young (no longer young) brother Holden, she stopped everything to make sure Alec was safe. 

        “Focus on having a good time. If he comes, he comes,” Amelia looked at her darling in the rearview camera, keeping a steady pace on the road. “Now. Let’s pick up your siblings. Look alive, troops.” 

             “Aye, aye!” Kim quipped, and comically, Cam groaned. 

             Amelia could only laugh warmly at their antics. 


        
       					Chapter Two:     
					        Jay 
       Jay Black loved his life. 

   Such wasn’t a statement he was able to make twenty years ago. 
 
         In high school, at seventeen going on eighteen, he wasn’t sure if he was going to make it through the day in of itself. 

         Living on his own trying to support his brother, with a father who (at first), wanted to deal with only himself, what was the point of living if one struggled immensely? 

        And yet – along came Amelia, in all her chaos. 

       Amelia, who was struggling as well for her own reasons, still pressed on with unparalleled tenacity. 

          Jay, who was grateful for the change in chaos, went along with assisting Amelia’s dilemma, to ignore his own. 

          (Until, of course, it became too much to bear – and soon, he and his brother got the assistance they both needed, with the right people.) 

        Now thirty-six, turning thirty-seven this June, and Amelia – turning thirty-eight herself in December, he had his adult responsibilities he took on with pride. They were always a year apart, celebrating two important birthdays in the winter and summer. 

            He fathered and assisted in raising four kids with his high school best friend. 

       He had a well-paying job as a recording artist, bringing in fresh new talent to the music scene. He had a knack for it – being the seeker for this sort of thing. He goes into the city for such an occurrence sometimes, even scoping out the buskers playing on the streets. 

          He’s helped so many people get into the music scene, but the true joy was those same individuals coming back and thanking him for finding them the right connections and getting them the assistance they needed. 

       Of course, there were the more difficult days – the big wigs of the industry out right denying some of his clients. Or even after, his clients fall off and don’t make the cut from stress or simply the reality of things being far too difficult. 
    
                His business name, DJ J., and their studio name, Shapiro Record Company, (SRC), was well known enough that if he walked into any of those elite parties (when he had any sort of free time at all), heads would turn, and Amelia would straighten her shoulders and raise her head proudly. 

          They built their music company from the ground up in honor of Amelia’s father. 

      On days when Amelia would miss him (typically around the November and December months), Jay would have the internal woe if he’d be proud of their accomplishments. 

     (To that end, that he never had the opportunity to ask her father for Amelia’s hand in marriage. Not that Amelia’s mother saying yes and crying didn’t give him the solace he needed, but still. It was the prosperity of it that weighed on him, the fact that he never got it to begin with). 

        Jay was out on a walk with their big Bernedoodle Pepper, named after the sweet peppery spots on his snoot, the black splotches on his belly and back, with brown in the middle. The name themed with Amelia’s late therapy dog Ginger, which he later learned was a constant name theme amongst the family to name the pets after spices in the kitchen. 

       Ergo, Pepper the doodle mix. 

      They were enduring training the puppy not to jump on people so he could be a therapy dog as well when he gets older for the kids. 
     
       He received a text from his wife, Amelia, that she was five minutes away at a red light with the kids. 

         He sends back a heart emoji, reminding her to keep her eyes on the road, and received a thumb up. 

        Jay chuckled to himself, knowing for a fact how chaotic that van must be with all four of the kids in it. 

       Kim was probably animatedly talking about her day, Cam was quietly listening to his audio books, Rae was bickering with Theo, and Amelia was probably banging her head against the wheel after she sent that text, still waiting at the red light. 

           How wonderful was his life? 
  
    Jay was going to make sure Amelia got the biggest kiss when she made it home. 


           
              It was now late in the evening, (half past seven) with all the kids settling into their no screen time activities. The iPad’s and phones were turned off or charging, and they were either playing board games (Rae and Theo), or coloring (Kim) or reading (Cam). 

              Amelia and Jay were laying on their private basement couch, Jay with his back on the fluffy pillows and Amelia resting on his stomach. Her breath was coming off in soft, smooth puffs, though there seemed to be a lump in her throat, as if she seemed to be having trouble swallowing. 

       Jay frowned, knowing that if there was even the slightest issue, Amelia would confide in him privately. 
    
          Jay brushed Amelia’s curls from her eyes, admiring her pretty lashes. 

          Instead of asking the question on his mind, Jay placed a soft kiss on her forehead. 

     “Wanna head up? Make sure the kids are in bed?” 
 
              Amelia grunted, shaking herself awake. “Was I asleep?” 

     “You were dozing,” he admitted, “I was thinking.” 

           “Oh. About?” Amelia yawned. 

      “I was going over my day at work,” Jay explained. “I just finished all the paperwork for my new client. The one who didn’t make it all the way through to one of those singing shows, but she’s got the talent. The resolve. So young. Only eighteen.” 

          He saw Amelia’s expression sink, empathizing with her. “Goodness. They reject those poor kids earlier and earlier each year.” 
 
           “I know. She already has prior training in classical but knows nothing about pop, so we’re going to start on that this week. I told her to start with the 80’s, listen to old synth sounds. That’s the foundation of all modern pop we hear today.” He spoke excitedly, and Amelia smiled. 

        “You’re cute when you’re talking about what you like.” She said. “It’s your eyes, for me.” 

         Jay flushed. “At thirty-six,” he coughed, “You still somehow manage to catch me off guard.” 

            “I’m just that good.” 

            Jay laughed. 

            “Okay cutie, let’s round up the kids.” She agreed, but her movements remained sluggish, and she kept on shaking her head, as if to be rid of… something. 

           “Ami? Ami, love. What’s going on?” 

            “I… I think I…” she huffed, “Experienced vertigo. I’ve been… experiencing it all day. My heads’ been pounding all day.” 

            “I’ll take care of the kids. You rest here. Don’t push yourself, okay?” Jay was worried now. 

       He knew his wife’s headache was commonplace, as she regularly had migraines. Though those migraines were once every so often. Not consistently throughout the day. 

          Should he call his brother to look after the kids and take his wife to urgent care? 

      Two things happened at the same time then, and Jay wished he was more of a man to handle both at once. 

          The first was Kim and Cam rushed down the stairs, arguing about something nonsensical (Jay couldn’t place the argument at the time, there was too much noise at once), and his wife, who was normally upright and healthy, had fallen face first back onto the couch. 

         Cam and Kim immediately stopped arguing. 

         “Mom!” 


					          0o0o0o0o0o0o

      Holden and Keith, (Jay’s younger brother and Amelia’s younger brother, respectively), had arrived within the hour, after receiving the alarm in the family group chat. 
        They lived in the same apartment building, shy of twenty minutes outside the borough. 

             The kids were rounded up and assured that everything was going to be fine. 

     Though, that did nothing to assure Rae’s anxious cries, as she was to this date the closest to her mother. 

        “We’ve got ‘em, big bro. We’ll handle rest time,” Holden smiled warmly. “Go take care of your girl.” 

            Jay breathed out a sigh of relief, partially feeling prideful of Holden’s responsibility. He’s certainly come a long way, now that he’s a young adult. 

          Jay remembered the days when he feared Holden wouldn’t make it past his teen years. 

     Jay could barely manage a ‘thank you’ and ruffled his younger brother’s hair. 

           “Emergency contact numbers are still on the fridge, right? I can call mom for further reinforcements, if you’re going to be gone most of the night.” Keith suggested. 

           “I – I,” Jay shook his head, “Just glad you’re here,” He grunted, “I will keep you updated. When Amelia gets sick, it’s… harder for her to feel better, given the condition she has. I just want to take all precaution without wasting any time.” 

             Holden and Keith nodded, familiar with Amelia’s genetic disorder. 

             “Understood. Really.” Keith said, his eyes serious. And of course, he would be. He’s known her far longer than Jay has, seen her at her lowest moments. It ached Jay to his very core, not fully knowing how those years went, or that he was there since the beginning, so he could have truly been there to help. 

      He knew that this was the silliest thought he’d ever had – being upset that he wasn’t even a part of Amelia’s challenging past. 

      Yet aren’t all fears inherently irrational? 

      Jay sucked in a deep breath. 

              “Ames,” he said, nudging Amelia’s shoulder as she lay on the couch, trying to make herself comfortable. “Let’s go, love.” 
          “The kids…” Amelia mumbled warily, holding onto her head. 

     “Are going to be fine. Uncle Holden and Uncle Keith’s got ‘em. They gave me their word.” 

             Amelia blearily looked at her brother, as if seeing him for the first time. 

      “When did you get here?” 

                   “You’re the rudest older sister on the planet.” Keith huffed at her. “I hope you haven’t raised Kim to treat Cam like this.” 

             “Too loud.” Amelia groaned. 

        “Aaand we’re going. Thanks, boys.” Jay said in thanks to his brother and brother-in-law. 

   They both chuckled and nodded, before turning around and checking on the kids upstairs. 

           Jay assisted Amelia in getting up, where her hands then moved to her stomach, and Jay had the strangest moment as if he’s done this very thing before in his life. 

         It was as if he’s viewing himself and her in third person, and time moved at a snail’s pace – awaiting a sharp resolution. 

           Jay had the feeling that he was going to be in for the surprise of his damn life, when it came to what that sharp resolution. 

          He couldn’t make it up if he tried. 







					      Chapter Three: 

 Amelia first smelt the clinical, too-clean air and knew she was at some sort of hospital. 

        Which meant somehow, someone carried her off the couch, put her in the car, and drove her to… wherever this was. 

       She then blinked, and Jay was slumped over in his chair, half dozing. 

    Her migraines have subsided, but she was still feeling all kinds of out-of-sorts. 
         Like she hadn’t eaten or slept properly in days, even if she just had dinner possibly – if Amelia did her math right – two hours ago. 

          She then also did a different sort of math in her mind, reminding herself that it was the beginning of the month. 

        A time where regularly, especially on her birth control, she’d be getting it. 

   Only this last month, with the kids starting school, and her workplace being as chaotic as it typically was, she’d forgotten. 

        Fucking straight up didn’t take it. 

        So, it was no wonder her entire damn system was out of whack, including her random misuse of her medication.  

        Though, she knew ‘work’ and ‘kids’ weren’t a good enough excuse to her doctor when they asked why she stopped taking the patches. Or her regular dosage of anti-depressants. 

        She didn’t even tell this to her husband. So, Jay possibly just found this out by the doctor, and not her. 

        Amelia groaned, the feeling of deep shame seep into her bones.  

      Idiot, idiot. 

         I am fine! FINE! Her mind screeched at her, even when her entire body vibrated with an unmistakable feeling of jitteriness. 

      She looked down at her hands, seeing that her right palm, which normally was still, had a tremor. 

          She then felt bile rise in her throat, and heaving, she knew she couldn’t keep the contents of tonight’s dinner within her any longer. 

            Her throwing up into the clinical, silver sink awoke Jay. 

       “Easy. Easy.” Jay soothed, picking up Amelia’s hair, as he noticed her shaking hands, and held them tight. 

          “That’s… tonight’s dinner,” Jay mumbled, burying his face in Amelia’s neck, never liking seeing that sort of thing. Reminded him too much of his father’s days as an alcoholic. “The Doc said to keep it light, for the next day or so.” 

           “Light?” Amelia asked him, then vomited again, “Why?” 

       A swell of emotion came across Jay’s face, the sheer question bringing him to near tears. “I should be asking you that,” he barely got out, “Why did you stop taking them?” 

      He knew something. He already knew something she didn’t, and it was driving her mad. 

     “I’m a damn adult,” Amelia hissed, wiping her face, “I didn’t want the handicap while I was assisting our kids, our family, get ready for their lives.” 

           Jay’s lip curled into a sharp snarl, “You of all people should know that this kind of assistance is not a handicap. Your condition is not a handicap. Your viewpoint on what you are capable of –,” 

           “That means shit all in the grand scheme of things!” Amelia exclaimed. 

         “The hell it doesn’t. Who else are you reporting to, in life now, that requires you to focus so heavily on yourself image? You’re old enough to no longer need the responses from your teachers. You are the teacher. Your mother and yourself are on equal footing in life, you’re literally a mother yourself –” 

            “I have a damn reputation to uphold, Jay. As someone who doesn’t have a disability, I can understand how you wouldn’t relate. But I do. I must show them – the people who so much as look at our family, that I am more than capable of existing. The sheer matter of it. Any wrong move, that so much as shows that I am not, it affects… it affects the kids. And as someone who even acted out the way I did when I was their age, I can only imagine how much unriddled resentment my mother must have felt.” 
    
       Amelia watched as Jay let out slow, even breaths. 

    “Let’s forget about the words handicapped and capable for a second, and let’s focus on health instead. Because you of all people, and I’m saying this phrase again, because you WOULD RELATE,” Jay evenly spat out these words, and though he was keeping calm, Amelia could see he was shaking with rage. “Is Holden healthy? Not despite of his capabilities, but rather in spite of them? Does he have a working job, a loving partner (who we all accept too), a home, and a life for himself? Against all odds, with everything stacked against him and I, is he successful? Is he healthy? It’s a yes or no question.” 

         Amelia let her head droop. “Yes.” 

      “Now. Let me ask you the same question. Are you, Amelia Shapiro-Black, in this current moment, healthy?” 

          Amelia sucked in a deep breath. 

      “I am not talking about your 22q as a health condition. Your genetic disorder is a part of your very soul, your being. Do not use that as an excuse for your medical decisions.” 

       “I feel that I am not in control of my own thoughts,” Amelia wiped her eyes, “No,” she shook her head, “And I’m sorry,” she quietly sobbed, “I’m sorry I forgot about Holden. In my own rage, I forgot – I didn’t even recognize how he was now.” 

       Jay breathed out slowly. He then assisted her from the sink back to the hospital bed, wrapping his arms around her. 

         “I know. That’s why I gave you that reminder. It’s okay. And, don’t you see? What you just said. You forgot that he has a condition too. That I lived with it. That I raised him. He’s come a long way from where we started, in that grimy apartment living on scraps, to now. Such is how other folks view you, too. Other mothers, fathers, parents – they look and see what is on the outside, how you care for our kids, and to me, that’s the only damn thing that matters. That you’re with us.” 

          “Sometimes it’s hard, J-J. Sometimes it’s really fucking hard.” Amelia was crying now. First, it came out in slow, quiet sniffles, then it dissolved into uncontrollable wails and weeps. 

       “I know, baby,” Jay sighed, feeling weary himself, “I know.” 

        
           Amelia wept until she could no longer produce any more tears, or so it felt. 

           She’d cried to her husband many times in her life. When they first met in the year 2019, she was certain she’d nearly cried every day. Then at a five-year class reunion, in the year 2024, she’d cried because she was so thrilled to see him again. By the end of that year, they were engaged and married. 15 years of marriage, and 4 children later, one would think that a marriage that long they would have experienced everything, talked about everything. They were in the year 2039, for fuck’s sake – surely every concept imaginable had been already discussed and tested. 

         Yet with this conversation, the pair had come to such a resound conclusion in their perspective ideologies it was quite difficult indeed to not be startled by the sheer emotion of it all. Even any onlooker, unmarried or no, could understand. 

             A light knocking sounded behind the door. 

      The doctor poked her head in the door, clad in blue scrubs and her hair up out of her face. “Is it all right if I come in? Or do you folks need a moment?” 

           Amelia shook her head, leaning against Jay. “We’re okay. Thanks for asking.” 

      “It’s quite all right. I’m Dr. Lee, and I took care of you while you were resting. Your husband was such a nervous wreck we had to keep him out the door for a bit. As much as it clearly pained him.” 

           Amelia grinned at Jay, who grunted. 

       “Either way. I see on your records that this is your first time visiting here. May we go through your medical history? See what led to tonight’s fainting spell?” 

            Amelia nodded, liking how polite this doctor was in asking what Amelia preferred. Most of the time the young mother found herself under doctors’ care, most folks had no idea what her genetic disorder was, and talked to her, not for her. 

            So, she relayed that she’d had a history of migraines, which was on previous records – right underneath her 22q, irregular menstrual cycle, and first miscarriage prior to Cam and Kim.  

            It was something only a few souls in Amelia’s life knew; her mother, her brother, and her best friends, Nessie and Alex. 

             It wasn’t something one went around admitting to folks, unless she was in some sort of support group. 

            Dr. Lee’s expression went from discernment to compassion, and she nodded. “I see. So, it looks to be like a stress-induced episode. Your vitals are alarmingly low. Such is due to your lack of anti-depressants. If I were your primary care physician, and you truly wanted to stop your medication, it would not, and I repeat not, be of proper medical care for me to suggest that you stop cold turkey,” Dr. Lee looked at her sternly, “Unprofessionally, I would tell you that was highly dangerous and stupid of you.” 

           “Heard.” Amelia mumbled. Jay patted Amelia’s hand. 

    “The last and,” Dr. Lee cleared her throat, “Possibly most vital matter. Was it intentional to also stop your birth control?” 

         Amelia’s eyes widened. “Intentional?” 

        “It was what we did when we were trying to conceive our other children,” Jay replied, and Amelia nodded, but then she sucked in a sharp breath. “We also had a talk that, after a certain point in our lives, I’d get the procedure to remove… ah, well. You know. Because we were simply happy with what we have. Though if we had any more, we wouldn’t be disappointed. But I remember what you said when we had that big discussion on children.” 

          “Oh my god.” Amelia gasped. She felt the room spin. 

         “You grew up with a brother, as did I. Yet we were still very lonely in our respective situations, and when we had our kids, we wanted to be sure they never felt that loneliness. So, we decided we’d stop at four. If we had five, a blessing. The anticipation of that was that we’d have them not so far apart from each other. We had trouble in the beginning to conceive, and life gave us our twins. Then Rae, and Theo.” 

            “My god. Jay!” Amelia hissed, hunching over. 

      “Amelia? What’s wrong, what’s –,” 

                  “It seems,” The doctor said warmly, as Amelia’s body wracked with sobs once more. “That life has a funny way of coming full circle. Even if it wasn’t entirely planned at first.”
            Jay’s eyes were glistening, “And yet, it was a desire for us both.” 

           “It was,” Amelia wept, “Every time our babies were asleep, and when we started to put away Theo’s crib, it broke me inside. That feeling told me that I didn’t have a baby anymore, and I missed that so much. I felt so silly for it.” 

            Dr. Lee shook her head, handing Jay the results of Amelia’s examination that evening. “Not silly at all. It’s a sensation most mothers go through. I say most, because every parent is different. But baby fever affects people in other ways. Sometimes it’s hormonal changes in the body, for a more scientific description. Or it can be tied to sentimental behaviors, such as getting rid of an item that was precious to you. Or even around the time of ovulation, such as on your menstrual cycle.” She patiently explained, “I can send you some good articles and books on this case, if you would be interested in reading.” 

              Jay looked at Amelia, as if to say, it’s up to you, and Amelia nodded. “Th-thank you.” She sniffed. 

             “Congratulations to the two of you. If you’d like to continue your regular check-ups here, we’d be more than pleased to assist you. Though if you have a primary care physician that you’d prefer to see, that is fine as well. The only person I’m married to is my wife.” 

              Amelia and Jay laughed, thanking the doctor. 

         “We will – we will discuss it this week. This has been… a lot.” Amelia spoke slowly, feeling the tiredness wash over her now, even if she did take a two-hour nap. 

             Amelia had a moment of reflection. They had 15 wonderful years of marriage. Kim and Cam were 12 – three years prior to them, they were trying to conceive but couldn’t. Then, they had Rae, who is 8, and Theo, who is 4. Every 4 years, they welcomed a new beautiful being into their growing brood, and suddenly, it started to make a whole lot of sense why she felt this way, now of all times. 

             Well. 
 
        Four pregnancies, and (going to be) five kids. 

            If Amelia had told her younger self twenty-some-odd years ago, that younger version of her would have probably thought she was off her rocker. 

               Amelia wouldn’t blame her for it either. 
						Chapter Four: 
						        Jay

      Jay looked in the rearview mirror at his wife finally – after a turbulent evening – resting in the backseat. Dr. Lee gave them a doctor’s sick note so she could take the remainder of the week off, until Friday or the soonest she starts to feel better. 

      Jay thanked her for her care, in near tears again. 

      Jay had texted Holden and Keith that they would be home within the next twenty minutes, so they would be ready for them to assist Amelia. 

       The kids were all in bed – it took a few minutes for Rae to settle down, but Keith stayed with her until she stopped crying and finally closed her eyes. 

       Jay made a mental note to take the boys out for drinks after this. 

   He smiled, relieved that everything was, for now, settled. 

          He didn’t think his heart could handle any more surprises. From Amelia not taking her medication for a month, to the reveal that she was pregnant, what else would be thrown directly at his face? 

          2039 was certainly turning out to be a big year for the Shapiro-Black’s. 

       There was also the East Side Charity Concert they planned for in June, that was celebrating its’ twenty-first-year run.  

          (Jay often joked he’ll never forget Amelia and his anniversary, for its’ the same day as the music festival – so they celebrate the day after in bed, resting and caring for each-others’ sore backs). 

            The young father yawned, wiping the stray tears from his eyes before rounding the corner and drove onto his street. 

          It was surreal driving at this hour, in the deep purple twilight. 

      No one was outside. 

             No one was walking their dog. Or kids playing in their yards. 

      Even the trees, where their limbs were swaying in the wind, were still. 

      It was a rare occurrence that Jay was up at this hour to begin with – and it reminded him of those early years of his music career. Where he would be stuck in the studio, either getting the business name purchased, or connecting with unknown clients, and when he rose, he had dark circles around his eyes for days. 

         Now, those struggling artist days are long over. 

      They weren’t rich but they lived comfortably. They made smart business decisions when they first got together and the trust fund that Amelia’s father left behind gained interest throughout the years. (Amelia’s mother was insistent that the family money, which she held tightly for her children and grandchildren, would be built to last). 

        Amelia, who valued her father more than anything material in this world even in his death, was sure to follow that request. 
            
       The Shapiro-Black family van rolled to a stop in front of the driveway, the garage door automatically going up. 

           Jay came at a slow pace, no faster than four miles per hour, and stopped squarely in the middle of their garage. 
 
          He turned off the car, picking up the keys from the cup holder, his bag, and exited the door. 

         He then walked to the passenger door, making sure not to loudly open it to disturb Amelia’s rest. 

           He gave her a gentle kiss on her hair, nuzzling her body, nerves already feeling at ease with her comforting scent. 

             “I love you.” He whispered and unhooked her seatbelt. 

   Amelia mumbled a sleepy response, snuggling into Jay’s chest. “Are we home?” his wife asked. 

            “Yeah, baby. We’re home.” 

    Amelia grinned, far too exhausted to muster a sincere reply, and lazily nodded. 

              “Can you walk?” 

           Amelia rumbled a response, clutching on his shoulder for assistance. 
 
    So, he did, and together they walked up the cement covered steps after shutting the car doors to their home. 

               
   						 0o0o0o0o0o

         Jay was hit with the second biggest – or was he at third, now? – news of his life, at the dining room table, with his brother and brother-in-law. 

           Amelia was put to bed, after a cozy cuddling moment, and it took Jay everything to join her. Though, he had to discuss the evening’s events with Holden and Keith. 

         Pepper was fast asleep at their feet, his back on the cool kitchen tile, tongue lazing on the side of his face. 

          Holden and Keith looked to each other – as if knowing something important. 

      An unexpected friendship being younger brothers, the two bonded over the years. When they couldn’t see each other face-to-face, they were in private chat rooms, gaming spaces, or video calls with each other. 

           They loved each other as if they were brothers, and if one found out any news first, the other held it close to his chest before even telling anyone else. 
                    
            Jay braced himself. He hadn’t even told the boys that Amelia was pregnant. He’d only helped himself to a hot cup of tea. 

       “So,” Keith began, “I’ve got a favor to ask.” 

        Jay bobbed a nod, “Shoot.” 

       “I want to propose to Alex.” 
 
            The hot tea was scalding down Jay’s throat, and he coughed. Alex Florentino, who was Amelia’s best friend alongside Vanessa – or Nessie, from her high school years, was also Keith’s girlfriend. 

          They dated on and off for a few years, like how he and Amelia were. Yet as they aged and the years settled them, no other partners filled in that need the way Alex had for Keith, and Keith had for Alex. 

       So, it was always a known fact that they were going to be together for a long time. The matter became when the proposal or intended sort of marriage would occur.

        Keith and Amelia were three years apart. 

    When Amelia was seventeen, finishing up high school, Keith was just starting at fourteen. So now, at thirty-four, he was ready to become a married man. 

         It was enough to make Jay cry out of happiness. 

  (Or perhaps, given how the long evening has been, exhaustion). 

           “I’m good.” Jay coughed, when Holden reached for a napkin, so his brother could wipe his face. Holden gave him a knowing, cheeky grin. 

            “You sure?” the younger brother laughed. 

     “Yeah. Had – quite the night.” 

               “Is everything okay?” Keith asked. 

       Jay nodded, hacking into the napkin. “We’ve received some news. I wasn’t expecting Big Life News: Part II,” Keith and Holden shared a wild look with each other. “Anyway. That’s good, man. Did you ask her folks already?” 

        Keith nodded, “Yup. I know you’re good with making videos and music, so I wanted to ask if you could film the engagement. I want to make it into a video, with the wedding included so we can have it in the family vault.”  

         Holden grinned, “Her mom wouldn’t stop crying.” 

      Jay chuckled. Alex came from a big family, who had always been close with the Shapiro’s, so it probably meant the world to Alex’s mom that they would now be even closer. 

           “So, spill. What was Big Life News: Part I?” Keith asked now. 

       A sound escaped from Jay’s lips, somewhere between a cough and a laugh. 

            He wondered, as he looked up at the ceiling, if his home was bugged and he was on some reality television show without him knowing. 

             “Amelia and I,” Jay smiled, then shook his head, “Well. It’s not fair of me to say anything, not without her here.” 

           “Come on, man.” Keith groaned, “That’s my sister.” 

     “Your sister is fine,” Jay laughed, “More than fine. She wasn’t for a while, but. I think anyone could see that.” 

          Keith sighed, and Holden nodded. “I get it. She’s the type to suffer in silence, handle it herself, before even asking one of us.” 

           “She’s always been like that?” Jay asked Keith. 

   Holden got up to help himself to a glass of water, and an unopened bag of chips. 

          “Worse when we were kids.” 

      “Did it start because of… your dad?” Jay broached the question lightly. He knew Mr. Shapiro’s passing affected Keith and Amelia differently. 

       “Even younger. It’s got to do with her disorder, I think. She has it in her where she feels guilty for asking for help, period. Because mom and dad spent so much time in hospitals, talking with doctors, trying to figure out how to give her assistance when she was sickly. She missed a lot of days at school because of it. Then, when dad was gone… she continued to miss days because she was depressed,” Keith’s eyes watered, “I think she resented me for a while. Because I never needed that kind of attention. I never needed help, or excessive doctors’ visits. I got to be a regular, annoying kid. I held that role to my chest. I never realized how much that would affect my relationship with her.” 

           “Even still,” Holden shook his head, “You did nothing wrong, and neither did she. It’s just how the cards laid out. I’m sure there were times where my bro feared for me.” 

           Jay let out a shaky breath, “Many nights, little bro. Many nights.” 

    “You never resented me? For taking up too much of your time?” Holden asked. 

            “Resent? No. I sacrificed so much of my teenage years to ensure your education. I’d only resent you if you didn’t take your education seriously, but you did. You tried harder than anyone else in the room. Then, when we had the Shapiro’s help, and dad’s, things became stable for us.” 

         “I don’t think I ever thanked you. Without you, or without Amelia’s mom…” 

     “Hey, hey, whoa. I’m your bro. No need to thank me. You don’t owe me shit. All I want is for your success in life. You, and your partner Hendrix. That’s all. Seriously,” Jay shook his head. “The man you are at thirty is not the boy you were at ten. We’re all grown now. To me, I value that we even made it here to begin with.” 

          “You’re the eldest out of all of us,” Keith laughed, “When did you become an old man?” 

   “Thirty-six is not old.” Jay grunted. 

          “It looks like you’re going gray.” Holden pointed out. 

    “That’s from my kids.” The father snipped playfully. “And your sass.” 

        “I’m saying what I see.”  Holden shrugged. 

         Keith let out a burst of laughter. Holden took a sip of his drink, and Jay, in all his exhaustion, laughed deliriously as well. 

             Holden shrugged, and Keith snorted. “Your life would be boring without me.” 

       Jay, for his part, couldn’t agree more. 





             
					 Chapter Five: 
             				       Amelia 
				        September 4th, 2039 
       
           By the time Amelia rose again, she wasn’t sure how much time passed. 

      She knew it was the next day, but instead of the sun rising in the sky, it was settled in the middle, hiding behind clouds. 

             It was quiet, save for sounds coming from the kitchen. 

         Amelia twitched with the urge to do something, even though she was strictly ordered to rest. 

            So, she settled on taking care of her basic needs. 

            She stripped herself off from her clothes from yesterday, opting for a robe.  

       At thirty-seven, her body was far different now than she was at seventeen. Twenty years ago, she wasn’t sure what the next day will bring. 

        Now, she’s gone through bodily changes she couldn’t have imagined. 

       After a miscarriage and three pregnancies, Amelia wondered if there truly was a limit to the human body. 

           She knew mentally that there was. 
 
           She’d experienced that mental limit when she was seventeen, going on eighteen. Far too young, she’d realized – the pit of her stomach dropping with guilt, to even think about such things. 
 
            She remembered that cold night, when she crashed her car. 

            When she swore, she was following something – or perhaps it was only a hallucination, in a state of weakness – and was lost in the city she grew up in. 

            Then, the person to help her out of that weakness, who originally started off as an enemy (a stupid reason to begin with), had become her friend. 

           Amelia would even go as far as to consider Alex the sister she never had. 

 (Even though Keith was a spectacular brother). 

              So, for Alex to end up as Keith’s girlfriend after all this time, despite the small year age gap, (Keith was thirty-four, and Alex was Amelia’s age at thirty-seven). Keith, at the time of meeting Alex, had started his freshman year while Alex was a junior with Amelia. 

             It was wild now, all her friends in their late twenties’ early thirties, now with separate lives, partners, children, and experiences. 

          She swiftly moved from the bedroom to their joint shower and bath, stepping on the cool bathroom tile. This bathroom was a bit cleaner than the other two, as the others were joint family bathrooms for the kids. 

              Rae was the notoriously cleanest one, freaking out when even the smallest smudge was found on the counter. 

          It wasn’t to the point of Amelia’s concern, where she worried if her youngest daughter had OCD, but it was enough to make necessary changes to ease Rae’s peace of mind. To that end, if the chaos in the morning got too overstimulating for Rae, she could use her parents’ bathroom. 

           She felt at ease as the warm water hit her skin, and a soft sigh left her lips and the headache throbbing in the middle of her mind numbing. 

                  If, at least, it was only for the moment. 

       She was careful to get underneath her knees, breasts, and armpits, cleaned and washed. 

            It was a silly little thing she reminded her girls of (and for Cam and Theo, knees, behind the ears, and feet), so it would be hypocritical of her to not do it herself. 

            Wash, wash, wash, washing everywhere… Amelia mentally hummed the song she used to sing to her toddlers, and it helped distract her from her worries. 

           In her early teen years, Amelia’s worries were simple. It was if she was going to be able to make it to school that day. If she could rise from her bed. 

           In her early twenties, it was managing her struggling income. Moving out on her own. Figuring out her relationship with Jay. 
          In her early thirties, her life had settled into what seemed like her mother had when Amelia was in her teens, and suddenly, she no longer worried for only herself. 

             A feeling of emotion washed over her, as she remembered the first time, she felt Kim and Cam nudging within her, seeing their beautiful faces, watching them grow. Then along came Rae, as she was the first of her babies to not cry. She remained disinterested in the world and only focused on her mama, her bright blue eyes gazing on Amelia. 

           Then there was Theo; wriggly, energetic Teddy – who was fighting with his little hands to reach for his papa. He had on the tensest look of concentration on his little face, which Amelia could still see even now that he’s four, if he’s determined about something. 

             Amelia chuckled at the memories.  

             She knew she was going to be bombarded with questions from all her children; from her twins to her youngest – whom will no longer be the youngest for long. 

               Amelia briefly winced, knowing that Teddy might be the only one to take issue with the news; he’s the only one who hadn’t experienced the announcement of gaining a new sibling. 

            The mother shook her head, realizing it wasn’t productive to form possible conversations in her mind before they’ve even occurred. 

              So, she focused on getting ready for the day, even if she had nothing planned to do. 

       She shaved and rubbed shampoo and conditioner in her hair. 

                     She didn’t leave the shower until she felt clean, and even if there was still a mild throbbing in her forehead, at least her hands were no longer shaking. She’s at least gotten control over that for the time being. 

              She shut off the water and the sounds in the kitchen stopped clinking. 

          So that must mean Jay was done cleaning, and he’s either retired from the media room or the music room. 

         Amelia gave herself a small quest to find him. 

         Smiling to herself, she dried herself off completely, put on her comfiest pajamas, and left behind her warm self-made sauna. 
 						0o0o0o0o0o0o

         Sure enough, Jay was in the music studio. 

               On a usual day, Jay was in his studio downtown, but he opted to do remote work for Amelia’s sake. 

              He was recording the chorus to ‘Stargazing’, by Myles Smith, and Amelia’s heart swelled. 

                   It was one of the lovelier songs to come out of the early 2020’s, during all the saturated pop Amelia’s generation had gotten used to hearing. 

                                                                   You and I Stargazing 
					         Intertwining Souls 
					    We were never strangers 
					 You were right there all along 
  
              
        “All along…” Amelia harmonized, and her presence alerted Jay to look up. He didn’t hear her, as the room was soundproof, but she could hear him, from the speaker on the other side of the wall. 

          He smiled and continued to play on his keys, motioning for Amelia to sit, and she settled into the comfy recording chair. 

          Jay’s gorgeous bass voice filled her ears, and Amelia closed her eyes in kind. 

          She imagined them under a sky of stars, with a field of dark green grass. 
 
                         Amelia’s voice had evolved over the years. In her teen years, she was a melodic alto. Then, she learned to sing both alto, soprano, and high soprano, and her voice settled somewhere in between. 

               (If asked, for simplicity’s sake, she’d say she’s mezzo-soprano). 

               Amelia waited as Jay finished recording, which usually didn’t take long. 

       He would do two or three takes, but for today it looked like he was in that room for a half hour. 
           He saved his work and got up, going over to the door that held a ‘ON AIR’ sign. 

          “Hey.” He spoke, revealing himself. He wore a light green shirt with headphones on it, and comfortable jean pants. 

          Amelia’s eyes raked Jay’s figure, admiring the muscles through his shirt. 

     While she loved Jay no matter what size he was, and she knew the stereotypical ‘dad bod’ was that most fathers would let themselves go, but Jay wasn’t ‘most fathers.’ From his teen years, he’d always get his body fit. 

              It was fit not out of want or need, but out of necessity; his body strained itself to do early heavy lifting work in fixing cars, to raise Holden as his own – not as a brother, but as a second father figure, and focused mostly on making sure Holden had his stability, instead of living out his teen years. 

             (Amelia could relate on that – and when they had talks of raising their children, they were both adamant that their kids would have a happier, healthier life than they did). 

             (Jay lost his mother, when Holden was born. Amelia lost her father. She was only twelve). 

             “Hey yourself.” Amelia grinned. 

             “Feel any better?” He asked, coming over to Amelia’s side, leaning on the table that was attached to the wall. 

                “A bit. Migraine is numbing. I can hear myself think,” she shook her head, “Not sure what I’m going to do, without access to my work office. I’ll manage.” 

                  “The kids will survive. They’re only going to miss last period music, and drama club on Thursday.” 

                  “I was going to go through with auditions this week,” Amelia bemoaned, “I suppose that’ll have to wait.” 

                        “As should that mass email on the digital classroom platform to your students,” Jay warned, knowing Amelia’s habits, “Don’t give me that look.” 

             “What look?” Amelia parroted. “I’m not looking a certain way.” 
          “Your nose is scrunching like you’re debating escaping from me and running to your desk. Because you think you’re slick, and I can’t catch you.” 

             “Catch me,” Amelia snickered, playfully flitting her eyes at him, “As if I’m someone to be caught.” 

               Jay hummed, wrapping his arms around her, “Then what is this?” 

              Amelia wriggled, “I let that happen.” 

      “Oh, yes. Because of course you did.” Jay laughed. 

             Amelia narrowed her eyes. 

       She silently accepted his challenge. 

               She leaned up to kiss him. 

       She knows he always loosens his grip on her to get to a more comfortable position, self-conscious of the sweat in his palms, not wanting her to feel it at all. She then pressed lightly on his arm, swinging with the gravity, and wiggling out of his grasp. 

       She shrieked despite herself, and Jay coughed out a laugh of surprise. 

       He’s laughing while he chased her.  

       It was a quick chase, as both partners were far more eager to be in each other’s arms again instead of separated, so when Amelia made it up the stairs and to the living room, Amelia slowed down. 

          Jay scooped her up without hesitation.
 
         “Caught you again.” He rumbled, and Amelia’s smile was the widest its’ been in a long while. 

           “Maybe so.” Amelia chuckled. 

       “Caught this little one too.” Jay eased with softness, his hands making their way to Amelia’s stomach. 

                “They caught the both of us,” Amelia snuggled into him, “Off guard.”    

          “Now that,” Jay smiled with her, “Is something we can both agree on.” 

                  This time, Amelia kissed him. 

   
            
					  Chapter Six: 
           
          					        Jay
                 
   In his life, Jay can recall several times where he’s been thrown in for a loop. 

        Meeting Amelia Shapiro was the first. 

    That fateful afternoon during the school year in East Side’s parking lot. 

          Amelia was about to take the bus, when she saw him in trouble with his car. 

    Then, she was the one without a ride, and so was he. Jay had to call up a buddy, and the rest, as they say, was history. 

           How ironic that they couldn’t get along at first. 

       Amelia appeared pompous and complicated. 

            He knew, though, underneath that tough exterior, she was crying out for help, just as he was. 

            Then there was a choir concert, and a fundraiser, and during all that, they fell in love. 

      Suddenly, he wasn’t simply living – he was alive again. He heard the music through her. 

             The music was wonderful. 

          Jay had to chuckle. The music he was listening to now, however – was not so wonderful. A Kidz Bop version of songs from the 2020’s. 

               It was Rae’s suggestion. So, of course, one couldn’t say no to Rae without her claiming that everyone hates her, and the world was about to end. 

          Jay had picked up all the kids, from Kim and Cam to Rae to Theo, and it was in that moment he had an enormous amount of respect for his wife. Granted, he’d always had respect for his wife. That came without question. 

              Though now, without her help imminently, and having to pick up all the kids himself, he was truly feeling the underlying pressure of trying to keep them preoccupied at once. 

            They were all listening to a Kidz Bop version of Taylor Swift’s You Need to Calm Down, with Kim and Cam joining in at the chorus at the top of their lungs. 
         
						You Need to Just Stop 
					Like, can you just not step on his gown? 
						You need to calm down~   
 
    
       With Kim taking any opportunity to hold up her hands and tell Cam to ‘stop’, she did so, and Cam grunted in annoyance. When it came to Cam’s grumpiness and serious nature, the behaviorism reminded him of Jay. Whereas with Theo, and his oblivious optimism and relentless cheerfulness, had Holden’s personality all over it. Kim had Amelia’s love for music and effortless talent with the keys, and Rae found her similarities in Keith. Being the second born, middle sibling, for one – being the quietest – Uncle Keith was Rae’s favorite. 

    Jay supposed the saying, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, rang literally in this situation. 

         “Dad!” Cam’s cry rang over the music. “Kim’s touching me!” 

          “I’m not even touching you.” 

          Kim, Cam, and Rae were in the backseat – Kim and Cam to the left and right of each other, with Rae on the window seat. Theo’s small frame was still in the middle seat, haven’t quite yet aged out of needing a seat adjustment. 

           “I’m not even near you.” Kim demurely added. 

       “You’re literally on top of me.” 

              “This is you? I thought it was the seat.” 
            “Daaaaaaad!” 

                 “Oh, great. Look at that. It’s our house. Funny how you two spent all that time arguing, you didn’t even notice we were here.” Jay deadpanned, and the two kids whipped their heads to see their front porch. 

              “Now, listen. Hey, hey – I need all eyes and ears looking at the big ugly nose,” Jay softly demanded, causing his children to chortle with laughter. Still, they listened. “Mom’s feeling better, but the doctor urged her to rest this week. That means no climbing, no pestering, no yelling, and no annoying sounds to bother mom.” 

            Theo, right on cue: “Does this count as annoying?” He blows a raspberry into his palm, making quite a realistic fart sound. 

            (Did Keith teach him that? He was going to have a word with his brother-in-law). 

      “Etcetera, etcetera,” Jay waved, pointing to Kim, “You. Do something nice and draw for your mother or something.” 

        “On it, sir!” Kim saluted. 

         “You. Science nerd. Make a planet or element of some kind from your studies to give to mom so she can keep it on her desk.” 

           “I’ll finish my mini solar system figurine!” Cam announced. 

         “And you, curly hair. Record a video or do whatever it is you’re good at on the camera telling mom to get better soon.” 

          Rae clasped her hands together, “Can I add all the cutesy edits even though you tell me not too?” 

         Jay pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yes, you can add the bunny ears.” 

         “All right!” 

          Jay released the child security lock from the van, letting them all head out. 

      He was pleased with himself, utilizing his kids’ individual hobbies as a distraction so they all don’t bum-rush Amelia. 
       He went to the passenger seat, unbuckling Theo. “What about me, daddy?” 

               Jay chuckled, “You, small child, are going to play a big role in tonight’s affairs, trust me.” 

              “Yay!” 

        You’re going to tell your siblings we’re getting a new family member, Jay thought proudly. 

                    He unhooked Theo from his car seat, picking the small boy up and into his arms. 

          Jay patted his back fondly. 

                    He was truly, deeply, beyond happy with his life. 

          Even with this day’s events catching him off guard. 

                  Jay was always quick on his feet to adapt. 


 						    0o0o0o0o0o0o

     
            As the hour passed, Jay cooked dinner. 

     He made a big bowl of pasta, with separate sides for each of the kids to choose from. He then had Theo be the taste-tester of the meatballs, the sauce, and once it was given the Theo Stamp of Approval, he plated the meal in a gourmet way like one of those fancy restaurants. 

       Theo was clapping his hands in excitement at the display. 

       As instructed, the kids returned – the three of them, from completing their crafts. 

       Kim drew Pepper the Goldendoodle as a super dog, Cam finished his clay figurine of the scientifically accurate solar system, and Rae made a ‘vlog’ about her day; it was exporting to Jay right now. 

      She was put in charge as well in recording from the holo-screen Amelia’s reaction, since she had the most skillset in that regard. 
 
          The holo-screen was developed in the early 2030’s, the latest in at home technology to capture life’s precious moments. 

               It worked well for Jay’s family. Kim and Cam got their entertainment and shows from it, while Rae practiced her keys, and Theo learned retention and comprehension skills. 

          He wondered how the newest babe would react to such a device, or the new world they were born into. 

          What would interest them, how would they develop, what personality traits’ they’d pick up from their family members. 

           Jay chuckled and shook his head. He couldn’t be worrying about a potential future that hadn’t happened yet. 

           He still had the present to worry about, his children attending school and their activities, Amelia’s play she’s hosting, and his recording business. 

             There was always going to be something to keep him busy, which wasn’t something he could say twenty-some odd years ago. 

           “All right, team,” Jay clapped his hands together, “Let’s move out.” 

           “Yeah!” Kim and Cam cheered. 

           Jay slipped a piece of paper to Theo, patting his hand, “Don’t open it until we get to mom, and Rae’s recording from the holo-screen.” 

         “Okay, daddy. Can I peek?” 

         “No peeking. Good boys don’t peek.” Jay urged, and Theo saluted. 

    While the walk from the living room to Jay and Amelia’s bedroom was short, time seemed to slow. 

           Kim and Cam were chatting animatedly about the gifts they made. 

       Theo was proudly holding up the paper, and Rae was holding Pepper in her arms. 

               Jay approached the closed door first, lightly tapping on it, revealing a restful Amelia in their bed. 
 
             “Mommy –,” Theo started, to which all three of his siblings shushed him. 

       “All of you. Quiet mouths.” Jay bemoaned. 

                  “I’ve been up,” Amelia giggled, “I was just resting my eyes.” 

          “Mommy!” Theo said with more confidence, bounding toward his mother first. 

             “Hey! No fair. I want to give my present first.” Kim wailed. 

     “Come here, kiddo,” Amelia laughed, extending her arms to her family, “I’ve missed you all.” 

                   “You weren’t gone for long, mom. But we still worried.” Kim explained. 
       
         “I know, chief. I know. I’m better now, though.” Amelia assured. 

                      Jay let out a sigh of relief, leaning over to kiss Amelia’s forehead, whispering something to his wife, who’s eyes widened in understanding. 

                    “You all have something for me?” Amelia beamed. 

         “Dinner, gifts, and a card. Nothing much.” Jay beamed back. 

                    Amelia drew a raspberry, “You’re too much,” she replied, “I love you.” 

             “Love you times a million.” 

                    “Love you times a trillion billion.” Theo added, and finally, the group erupted into raucous laughter. 

                    As Jay precariously placed the dinner on the bedside table, he snuggled at Amelia’s side and buried himself into Amelia’s warmth. 

                    He’d decided then, that this very room was the happiest place in the world. 



		                     Chapter Seven: The Announcement 
						
					      Amelia 

				       September 7th, 2039
   
     As with any big life event, the announcement came in stages. 

            The first to know was Amelia and Jay’s immediate family. 

  First was the children. 

           Teddy was the one to announce, “mommy’s pregnant!” after reading the paper, and the holo-screen recorded everyone’s reactions to it. 
       
                Rae let out a shriek of surprise. 
   
        Kim choked on her water, and Cam let out a shout of ‘what!’ 

                Amelia was laughing all the while, laughing until happy tears shed from her eyes. 

               Their youngest stomped his foot and let out a comical but predicted – ‘I’m no longer the youngest’. 

               Though, no one had any strong negative reactions, and after Kim recovered from swallowing her water properly, and Teddy had resolved his behavior, they all hugged their mother. They were truly just relieved that she was healthy, and it was nothing too severe. 

              Then came the announcement to their friends and family the following week. 
 
              It was now Saturday. 
               
             The kids were home. Jay was dropping off Rae to her baseball practice, a sport she was passionate in, even if she got a bit too passionate at times if her little league’s team was losing. 

              Kim and Cam were watching their cartoon shows in the living space. They had morning free play time without their screens. Amelia took them out for a walk in the park, and they were enjoying the fall orange leaves underneath their feet. 
 
              Now, Amelia had her best friends over – Nessie and Alex, (Aunt Nessie and Auntie Alex respectively to the kids), and they were enjoying a take-out lunch of different fast-food spreads. 

            Their youngest, Teddy, was playing with the dog. 

       “I’m just relieved you’re okay,” Nessie said, mouth full of Taco Bell. “I was crying about it to Mich all last night. I couldn’t sleep.” 

        Amelia gave her a gentle, comforting smile. “Ness…” 

        “No, I’m dead-ass. Because you’ve done this before, and…” Nessie shook her head, “I know, I know, we’re not seventeen anymore. You’re a mom, I’m a mom. We’ve got others to live for. Not that we didn’t twenty years ago, but you get it.” 

        Alex nodded along, playfully (and sternly) shoving Amelia’s arm, “And quit doing that shit, chica. I’ve literally seen you on death-row. I’m not about to see you a third time.” 

         Amelia chuckled tearfully, “I know. Because if I don’t stop doing that…” 

        “I will be the first to piss on your damn grave.” 

         “Auntie Alex said a bad word!” Teddy shrieked. “Time out time!” 

        “Do not quote the ancient text to me, child. I invented time out time.” Alex sassed. 

         “Alex,” Nessie gave her a look, “You were the queen of time out time.” 

          Amelia blew her nose out through a laugh. 

        “Aunt Nessie,” Kim pipped up, now coming over for a juice box, “You were with momma and Aunt Alex in school. What were they like?” 

             This time, Nessie laughed. “Your momma and our sis got along infamously.” 

        Amelia let her head dip in embarrassment. “Please don’t show them photos.” 
 
                “No, but can I tell them about the school bus incident?” 

            Amelia bemoaned. 

                They reminisced about the good old days, of the times in recent history where the friend groups were different. 

                 Where people weren’t creating families of their own, or married, or no longer together. 

            How the town had changed. 

            How the school had changed. 

       It was only when they came back to the present, that her husband returned from Rae’s little league baseball practice, had given her a kiss on her forehead, and it was his turn for child-rearing, that Amelia broke the news. 

           “Girls,” Amelia spoke coolly, and both looked up from their phones, “I’ve got to tell you something. There’s something else the doctor revealed to us, after the incident.” 

            Alex and Nessie shared a worried look but nodded. 

            “I’m pregnant.” 

            Nessie let out a squeak of surprise. 

            Alex just shrieked, clasped her hands together, and shouted I knew it!  

           And then, Amelia’s crying all over again. 

          She had a feeling she was going to be doing a lot of that. 


					0o0o0o0o0o0o

          It was in the later evening hours of Saturday now. 

     Nessie and Alex had long since left, after celebrating with Amelia the good news, and calling the East Side friend group chat. It was a chaotic meet up, as everyone was talking at once. 

           Kim and Cam were in their rooms resting. 
 
        Rae and Teddy were watching a Disney film, cuddled up in blankets on the floor in the media room. 

           Amelia and Jay were undressing themselves for the evening, changing their day clothes for a comfortable robe and pajama set respectively. 

          Amelia’s bones felt tired, but her spirit was happy. Now, all her friends know. The people she cared about the most through the years. 

              Nessie, Alex, Micha, Toni, Joey, Richie, Luke. Folks from all different walks of life, that know and love Jay and Amelia since their high school years. 

           They may live in different parts of New York now, each with vastly different lives than they were twenty years ago, but their love for music and their strong friendship bond kept them together. 

          They had become Amelia’s children’s aunties and uncles. Nessie was Kim and Cam’s Godmother, for fuck’s sake. 

           (Not only did she wear the Rich Wine Aunt badge with pride, but she also had the Lesbian Godmother badge in rainbow and waved it happily, often reminding even strangers how pleased she was of this fact). 

            Amelia chuckled to herself, slipping the soft rope around her waist. 

            “What’s so funny?” Jay asked. 

             Amelia turned to see her husband, looking handsome in his navy pajamas. His chest hair was only starting to grow back in again. There was a bumpy stubble showing from the lower neckline.

             “I was thinking of my friends, and their reactions today,” Amelia eased, closing the space between her and her partner across the room. Jay eagerly accepted her invitation, leaning one leg on the bed and extending his arms, “Joey wants to host a party. A friends-gathering, if you will.” 

              Jay snorted, resting his head on Amelia’s. “And where is this hypothetical party going to be?” 

              Amelia grinned, “Possibly ours.” 
         “Ours?” Jay bemoaned, “Must it be?” 

                 “I’ll strike a deal with you. If – and this is only if – the party ends up being here, you don’t have to be on dog walking duty. I’ll give that to Keith.” 

                    “It’s not that,” Jay snickered, shaking his head, “When everyone is here, things get a bit… you know. Chaotic. Then you factor in the kids, and then their kids, and then a potted plant is on the floor and someone’s falling down the stairs or the dog’s pooping in the laundry. There’s gotta be some kind of rules, but I hate doing that to your friends.” 

             Amelia frowned, “Hey,” She squeezed Jay’s arm, “They’re your friends. Our family. We chose them. Luke is your brother you chose, too.” 

            Jay’s eyes glistened, “Thanks for reminding that to me. Sometimes I feel as if I’m only a passive watcher in your life, and the children’s. I’ve been having this sensation often. Where it’s… I’m there, I see what is going on, I am responsive, but I am looking at myself in third person. Then you got sick and fainted, and my reality crashed. I felt like I was in a different… I-I’m not sure, dimension, all-together. It was the strangest out of body experience I’ve ever had, because I’ve been so worried about you.” 

         “Jay…” Amelia’s voice wobbled, snuggling into him. 

        “I know, it sounds crazy. This last week has been crazy, so I think I can be given some grace.” 

          “You can be, beloved. Because I’ve been feeling that too. The first time was when I was in therapy this week, and the second at the hospital. Things just got so out of whack I went on autopilot. I didn’t think I could handle any more surprises. Then Kim told me what her best friend Cassie was going through at home, the crazy shit Cassie’s dad does, my fucking brother wants to propose to my best friend, and I’m pregnant. What’s next? Aliens are going to abduct us and bring us to our ultimate dooms?” 

            Jay furrowed his brow, “Wait. Wait. Back up. What’s going on with Cassie?” 

           Amelia sighed. They settled on the bed now, Amelia lying on the right and Jay on the left. 

            “Kimmy came home crying from school yesterday, remember? She didn’t want to talk about it at first so we gave her space, but this was it. Cassie’s parents are going through a divorce, and her dad is being a real scumbag about it. He’s cutting off Cassie’s mom’s finances, and her mom – Beca – is in a tight spot.” 
                 “No wonder the kids’ have been quiet,” Jay mumbled, “How long has the divorce been going on for? We had no idea.” 

                      Amelia frowned, “Since July. Three months suffering in silence, and we’ve done nothing for the poor girl or her brother.” 

                 Amelia becomes teary-eyed, mentally reminding herself to pace herself with this, especially now, since she cries the most during this time of her pregnancy. 

              “Oh, Ames. The best we can do is have Kim be there for Cassie. We can’t directly get involved, and I know that sucks for you because of your helping nature. We can protect Kim and Cass, if that man is ever in our presence. Trust, he ever tries anything…” Jay’s voice lowered, becoming dangerous, and it stirred something within Amelia. “I know people.” 

                “Jeffery Ashton Black. You are sexy when you strive protect our family.” 

                 Jay pulled Amelia in for a kiss, a chuckle falling from his lips and onto hers, and Amelia shivered. 

                  “That’s something I do all the time, so you must be drooling over me often.” 

            “I am. So much that there’s a puddle on the floor in my wake.” 

                   “Are you wet now, then?” Jay husked. 

           Amelia whined. “See for yourself.” 

                       “As you damn well wish, Amelia Rose Shapiro-Black.”

            Amelia’s legs spread, and Jay’s hands found their way to her wet and wanting center, and then finally, Amelia and Jay had their private Saturday evening. 



				            Chapter Eight: The Drama Club 
       						        Amelia
					        September 19th, 2039

          A week passed on and work-life balance resumed for Amelia and Jay. It was finally a Thursday, which meant Friday eve, and both the students and teachers would be in brighter spirits with the weekend being nearby. 

        Amelia was busy during the day; she taught her elective music and tech classes and was involved in a parent-teacher meeting regarding a student. 

         Amelia always found it quite fascinating how, not even twenty years ago STEM didn’t exist, and now here she was, teaching it at a high school she used to attend. 

          This week in music and tech, Amelia had the students look up synthesizer sounds and famous music tracks to attach to the famous movie scene from E.T., where the main character is flying high in the sky above the moon. 

           The results could either be chaotic or genius. 

            With the high schoolers from this generation, Amelia figured a bit of both. 

      Next class project would be to make a music video, and who another expert to come in but her husband, Jay? 
       
            That was going to be an entertaining class. 

            Amelia waited in her office for the bell to ring for last period to finish. Drama club on Thursdays was from 3:20 – 4:15, the latest time students could get on the bus before being picked up by their parents. 
 
             Amelia called it the ‘witching hours’ of East Side Prep. 

     No one would ever willingly stay after hours unless you were in theater or the e-sports club, which met on the same day.

           Amelia was picking up her bag when a light knocking came at the door. 
 
          “I’m in!” 

       The door opened to reveal a slim, lanky boy, standing beside his friend who was wheelchair bound. 
 
        Amelia smiled. The first boy was called Eddie – he’s playing Kristoff in the show, but Eddie doesn’t know that yet. Today were callbacks, since last week was the main audition. 

          “Hi, Mrs. Shapiro-Black,” Eddie said kindly, “How was your day?” 

       Amelia’s heart warmed. She’d seen the young, wheelchair bound girl in the hallways before. She was cheery and sweet, very talkative and always hanging near Eddie. 

          Her name was Mastas, if Amelia recalled correctly. 

       “It was good. Hi, Mastas.” 

                 Mastas cooed and waved, saying hi through her communication device. 

        “What can I do for you? I’m on my way to the club; would you like to go with me?” 

                   “Sure!” Eddie said brightly, though Amelia could tell from his tone that he had something more to say to her. Perhaps something happened at school today, and he wanted to confide in her about it. 

              “Is Mastas here for emotional support?” Amelia asked as she locked the doors, shutting off the lights to her room. 

              Eddie looked to Mastas. “Actually…” 

         Mastas nodded, tapping at her screen. I want to audition. Then – piano. 

                  Amelia blinked. Well, here was a first. In all her years of teaching, from substitute to private tutoring, to working in a public school, she’s never had a student quite like Mastas to make such a request. 

              Amelia usually had the soundtrack from the source material, or she played it herself. Amelia had to wonder what Madam Toutain would say at such a request. Her insides churned with disgust. It would probably be a hard, mean no. 

            “Mastas’ been playing piano since she was three. It’s helped develop her fine motor skills. She’s wickedly good at anything Broadway.” 

           Amelia smiled gently, patting Eddie’s shoulder, “I’d love to hear her. I’d have to talk to my Team Leader to approve of this, since it is callback day, Eddie. And you know my rules on callback day.” 

            Eddie’s shoulders slumped. “All decisions final after 4:15 pm. Yeah, we know.” 

            Mastas made a noise of understanding, holding up her hand as if to say wait, and typed into her screen. Amelia looked on curiously. I want to play on the nice piano. 

   Then, after a beat – please? 

            “You mean the big one we have? In the auditorium?” Amelia laughed, and approved, “For you, I’ll allow it, Mastas. Since you asked nice.” 

                 Eddie’s cheers nearly blasted Amelia’s eardrums. 

       The static, but just as energetic, Woo, from Mastas, made it even more entertaining.



               Amelia walked through a different entrance to support Mastas, as there was a ramp going to the backstage, and going down to the ground floor as well. 

              A dozen or so pimply, hormonal teenagers waited for Amelia, most of them scattered by the front. 

              Those that knew Mastas and Eddie greeted them kindly, which relieved Amelia’s spirit. 

      Amelia remembered how back in her day, not even twenty years ago, Mastas would be the type of student to hardly get any opportunity to even meet new friends. Or make them. 

            Amelia let out a breath and used her best teaching voice. “Okay! I am very excited to see all of you again. I notice some folks sitting in the back, so could you please come to the front? I am very tired and taking time out of my afternoon to teach you, so I’d appreciate some cooperation.” 

            After a few “my bads’” and apologies, the kids did shuffle down to Amelia’s front row of students. 

           Amelia did a headcount. Fourteen in the front row, plus Mastas and Eddie, so sixteen. Nearly half the usual amount in a general ed classroom. 

            Everyone was here. 

        “Great. Thank you. So, today’s a very important day before we officially start practicing for the show. I’ll be doing auditions for some of you, but today’s going to be a bit different. We have a pianist today.” 

           “H… hi.” Mastas uttered softly, and Eddie gave her a thumb up. 

       The kids greeted her warmly. There was some muttering, but the noise wasn’t at an unbearable level. 

           “Mastas, I didn’t know you played the piano.” Amelia’s Elsa, a young sophomore named Trina, said. She gave her a sweet expression, softness in her eyes. 

              Hobby, Mastas replied, for fun.

        “Oh. Cool.” Trina replied as well. 

                  Amelia looked between the two, pursing her lips in thought. “Trina. Mastas. I want you two to practice together. I think you’d be a good duo. Eddie, you’re with Corinne, and Xander.” 

                Corinne was Amelia’s Anna and Xander was Olaf, comically. Xander was the Keith and Luke of this generation, so Amelia figured with his comedic timing, Xander would be a great fit for the role. 

            “What about me?” Asked a deeper voice, a burly and tough-edged boy, who was Amelia’s Hans. Though Henry’s personality was far from tough at all. 

             Amelia thought about it. 

            “With Mastas and Trina.” 

             “Sure thing, bro.” 

       Amelia gave him a deadpanned look, “Henry,” She said plainly, “Don’t call me bro.” 
 
           The group erupted in laughter and ‘ooh’s. 

            From the outside, one wouldn’t possibly imagine that Eddie, Mastas, Trina, Corinne, Henry, or Xander would even be a group of friends to begin with. All of them lived vastly different home lives. 

            Trina and Corinne shared a look, to which Corinne shrugged. Those two were always attached to the hip, from what Amelia could tell. It would be interesting, for the first time, to see how they are separated. Amelia then told the other ten to focus on their lines, and respective placements on the stage. 

       Amelia sat at her podium, settling in her comfy chair. She watched as Trina, Mastas, and Henry made their way to the piano. 

         Corinne, Xander, and Eddie formed their own group, with Eddie every so often looking out for Mastas, just in case. 

             “What should we sing?” Henry asked, then winced. “Sorry. Was that offensive?” 

        Trina slapped her head in annoyance. Mastas made a notion of laughing noises, wheezing. 

            I play, Mastas said, you sing. Mastas nodded to Trina, with her. 

        “I’d rather sleep on a bed of nails.” Trina snipped. 

                  “What did I even do to you, bro?” 

    “You’re so loud,” Trina bemoaned. “Every day, the teachers, Mrs. Shapiro-Black, are telling you to be quiet. It gives me a headache, and I’m a student.” 

       “I’m not yelling,” Henry mumbled, “My mom said that’s how we talk. We’re Italian.” 

    Amelia shared a look with Mastas, who’s got a quiet grin on her face. 

           She watched as Mastas started to play, the familiar, iconic chords to What is this feeling? 

    Trina’s eyes widened, looking to Mastas in surprise. She looked to Amelia, who nodded.

				What is this feeling, so sudden and new?  

       Henry grunted. His voice came out as a lovely tenor. 

					I felt it the moment I laid eyes on you. 

“Rude.” Trina snipped. 

					My pulse is rushing – 

 Henry folded his arms. 

					My head is reeling –

Trina rolled her eyes. 

					My face is flushing! 

BOTH: What is this feeling?

  Amelia was grinning as they continued to sing, two unlikely students – what was presumably this generations’ it girl, Trina, and the delinquent troublemaker with a soft underside, Henry. 

     The whole drama club was mesmerized. 

     Then there was Mastas. Happy as a clam with a pearl, plucking away at each keys – correctly, effortlessly, possibly better than Amelia ever could when she was that age, and Amelia’s heart warmed. 

        It endlessly amazed Amelia, how these kids were so talented at sixteen, seventeen, eighteen. That’s why she loved teaching at this age. It was when they were in the thick of their talents, at the cusp of being almost adults, still wanting that independence, but also still kids developing their experiences. 

              Mastas made an excited noise of jubilation as she played the last chord, and Eddie was the first to cheer. 

           “That’s my best friend!” He exclaimed, and Xander made a whooping sound. 
  
         “Well then,” Amelia said, her mouth gaping open in shock, “I think we’ve found our pianist.” Mastas grin was the purest thing Amelia’s ever seen. 

Chapter Nine: The Proposal 				
							
							Jay 

  While Jay enjoyed his work and took pride of it, his favorite time of day was the evenings. 
 
          Amelia came home from her work, tired but pleased, always filled with stories from her day. 

          This time, she retold tales of drama club. 
 
       Of the complicated inner workings of teen drama. Of how Trina, the latest ‘It Girl’ of East Side, after Toni passed down the torch and no longer wished to wield it, wouldn’t get along with Henry. 

        It must still be lonely being at the top. 

        Of how Mastas blew everyone away with her piano skills, and for the first time in all of Amelia teaching drama club, she let someone fill the new slot of the pianist. 

          It still came as a shock to her, even now retelling the story. 

        “It wasn’t that I doubted Mastas capabilities,” Amelia explained, snuggled close to Jay in their bed, “I’ve seen her in school. She’s just like any other kid.” 

          Jay made a soft grunt in agreement, “It is the environment’s capability that limits her chance to succeed. The other kids have a higher chance to achieve more. Trina, Eddie, even Henry, if he tries to apply himself. But Mastas? There’s always going to be someone taking care of Mastas. Are you up for that to be you? For you to be added to that list?” 

           Amelia whipped her head up at him, half in shock half furrowing her brow. 

     “It’s my job as a teacher –,” Jay snuggled close to her, soothing her, “Oh. You’re playing devil’s advocate, aren’t you?” 

        “Yes. Because again, the drama club isn’t a necessity. I always remind you not to put too much on your plate. You have your own life. You have you to worry about, our young ones,” Jay’s hands found their way to Amelia’s belly, “And our new little one, right here.” 

          A humming sound left Amelia’s lips, and she shut her eyes sleepily, “I know. I do this because I know it is something right. I’m not only giving these kids an outlet, but I’m giving them a safe space, something that we had to fight for all those years ago. Now these kids have it. It’s my duty to enrich it.” 

                “All I ask,” Jay was never one to mince his words, but delivered them both effectively and delicately, “Is that we don’t have a repeat like this past month. That no matter how irritating the inter-personal lives of the students get, you don’t bring them home. The same will go for me. I won’t bring my work home, either.” 
    
              Amelia scrunched up her face, thinking over his words. 

      He then grunted, and felt tears well up, “Sometimes, on the days where you’re completely wrecked over something that’s occurred, even if you weren’t directly involved in it – it shakes even me. I can’t understand how you’re capable of still going in each day and doing what you’re doing. Not to mention that’s the same place that nearly broke you twenty years ago, and you’ve settled in teaching there. It both deeply fascinates and concerns me, but I know whatever you do, you always choose to do the right thing. That’s one of the many reasons why I fell for you.” 

           Amelia made a cooing notion, cupping Jay’s face into her hands, “I do it because if I don’t, then I wouldn’t be able feel secure sleeping at night. That I failed in upholding dad’s legacy. It’s not because I’m pushing myself for the sake of pushing myself. I’ve become deep in the thick of the motion, but I can see your point. Going forward, I will try to be a bit better about separating work and home, especially so we can avoid a repeat of this month. Are you,” Amelia gazed at Jay curiously, “Still shaken up by that?” 

            Jay nodded, not so ashamed to admit such a thing, “Yeah. Because I think, no partner wants to see their significant other like that. Regardless of the circumstance. But with you, because I know you to push yourself, it scared me. I truly thought, this time, I was going to really lose you.” 

           Jay watched as Amelia sighed and mulled over his words. 

          “There was once a time in my youth where I thought I wouldn’t live past seventeen. Then my eighteenth birthday came, and my nineteenth, and then we started having children together. That feeling, where I imagined a world without Amelia Rose Shapiro, started to go away.” 

           Jay let out a breath, “So, you got into that state purely based on lack of diligent care.” 

           Amelia nodded, “Yeah. It wasn’t fair to you, and I’m sorry.” 
 Jay gazed at her softly, “Apology accepted, dear.” 

          “The drained feeling, that comes after,” Amelia uttered with the same softness, “I think I hated the most. I wasn’t myself at all.” 

         “No,” Jay agreed, “But you’re you now. To me, that’s all that matters,” Jay gave her a kiss, “That I have you.” 

           “You really are such a romantic.” Amelia beamed. 

      “Speaking of,” Jay chuckled, changing the subject now that they’ve come to an agreement, “I’m not as a romantic as your brother.” 

          “He wants to propose to Alex.” Amelia grinned, nodding. She snuggled closer to Jay, a warmness forming in his whole being. 

          “Yup,” Jay said, stroking her hair. “He was thinking like, a city-park proposal. As the sun sets.” 

            “How picturesque.” Amelia chuckled, “A great idea, in theory.” 

        Jay raised an eyebrow, “You don’t think it’s going to work?” 

             “Nothing ever goes according to plan with the Shapiro’s,” Amelia grinned wickedly, “But it’s my bro, so I always like to see him try.” 

               Jay laughed, “You really are the older sister from hell.” 

      “Just because I’m a mom, doesn’t mean I can’t still live up to that title.” 

                 “Touche.” 


					September 20th, 2039
						  Friday 	

         As always, whenever an important event came in Jay’s life, the day of seemed to breeze by far too fast for his liking. 

       Yet the short hour right before said important event, dragged on slower than the turtles walking by the shores of Staten Island. 

            Jay was meant to be on standby, getting the message of confirmation from Keith to start recording from a suitable distance. Close enough to get a good shot, but further enough that he can’t be seen. 

           So then, he opted to have a date night with Amelia, who also wanted to witness this historic event. 

          Nessie and Micha babysat the kids, but unbeknownst to him, Nessie, Micha, Kim, Cam, Rae, and Teddy wanted to witness this event as well, so they traveled to the city park using a different route. 

              (It seemed, that Amelia’s initial interpretation of Shapiro affairs was spot-on. He was a fool to ever doubt her). 

              Nonetheless, Jay fixed his tie, looking smugly at his navy monochrome suit in the mirror. 

          Amelia was matching him with a form-fitting black number, which fit her curves like a glove. 

            Her pearls on her neck glimmered under the light, and her belly, which was forming the smallest of bumps, protruded.  

              “Think we can fool the others that we’re going on a Friday date night?” Jay grinned, “Will they believe us on social media?” 

                 Amelia laughed, “I’m keeping my expectations low, so I’m not thrown in.” 

         “You’re such a realist, my dear.” 

                   “You love me for it.” Amelia reminded him. 

           “That is true,” Jay agreed, “I do.” 

     Amelia grinned. She leaned into him, pressing her palm onto his chest, and kissed him. 



           						 0o0o0o0o0o 
 
   The cool fall air filled Jay’s lungs as he breathed in. 

            He’s been texting Keith every so often, as the younger man informed him that they just finished eating their meal and Alex was in the bathroom. 

           They were in the Italian restaurant nearby, while Amelia and Jay had vegan. 

    Amelia waved the waitress over, “We’ll take the check.” She said, taking a sip of her water. 

              “You feeling okay?” Jay asked his wife. 

       Amelia nodded, “A bit tired. Normally we’d be getting ready for bed now.” 

                 Jay laughed, “I have a feeling tonight’s going to be a late night.” 

           “Late night. But worth it, for sure.” Amelia agreed. 

                      Jay looked down, seeing Keith’s shared location on his map. 

          “Yup,” Jay stepped up, “We’ve got to go.” 

                       Amelia nodded. She watched as Jay picked up his camera equipment, and she split the check using both their credit cards. 

             If one ever pays for the other, it’s usually because they’ve left their card behind, or it was missing. 

         The consensus was they split each check on the rare occasion they go out to eat – which was never, given their big brood of a family. 

             From the corner of Jay’s eye, just as he was turned, he saw a flash of red hair that wasn’t Amelia’s. 

           Rae? 

   Was that his daughter, by the desert section? 

               “Hurry, hurry,” Nessie was saying, frantically looking about, and Micha was by the door, “Get the desert and let’s go, we don’t want to miss the proposal.” 

                Micha was slapping their head at the chaos, and sure enough, there was Kim and Cam, getting Korean ice cream. 

              What even had become of his life? Jay asked himself this often. 

        Micha and Jay locked eyes, to which the close family friend let out a snort and raised their finger to their lips. 

            Don’t tell Amelia, they said. 

     Jay looked back to Amelia who was paying the check with the waiter, completely oblivious to what was happening out front. 

             Fine, Jay chuckled, texting them back, make sure they don’t have too much sugar, and we’re even. Keep them out of trouble. 

              Micha nodded, and Nessie was wrangling up the kids to get out of the restaurant quickly. Micha stepped off to the side. 

               You got it, boss. 

        By the time Amelia had turned after paying for their meal, Jay had packed up their things, and Micha was gone with the kids. 

            “All good?” Amelia asked, grinning. She put her coat on. 

     “Yeah. Why?” 

              “You’ve got a look on your face.” 

         Damn it. Amelia knows him too well. 

                 “Nah. I was – thinking of something funny.” 

     Amelia eyed him suspiciously. “Care to share with the class?” 

                 “I’d rather keep it to myself.” Jay snickered. 
         “Fine,” Amelia huffed, “Be suspicious. I’ll figure out what it is.”

                    I know you will, Jay thought to himself. Jay could only laugh, as with one hand, pulled Amelia close to him, and the other, held his camera equipment. 

             They walked out of the restaurant into the cool fall night. 


				Chapter Ten: Keith’s Big Moment 

     						   Amelia 

   Her husband was acting weird. 

           At first, Amelia assumed it was from the nervousness of the evening. Making sure everything went as planned. 
  
             Though, ever since they left the restaurant, he’d been glancing at his phone more than usual. 
      
             Amelia decided not to let herself be bothered by it. 
   
      She was only supposed to be a passive watcher in tonight’s events. 

            The two held hands as they crossed the street and onto the cobblestoned walkway, seeing the outlines of two figures behind the fountain. 

             Keith kept Alex not facing Jay and Amelia, his hand on her back. 
 
 Amelia got comfortable on a bench as Jay set up the camera equipment. 

             On the opposite side of the cityscape plaza, was a park amongst the water. 

       It was crowded with several families, none that Amelia recognized at first.          

               Jay adjusted his camera, making as little noise as possible. 

          Well, as little noise as one could with expensive equipment amongst a city park. 
 
  “I’m still thinking about that flan,” Alex moaned, “God, dinner was great. We never splurge.” 
          Alex looked beautiful. With her long hair curled down to her shoulders, and a bright red flowy dress, she was certainly dressed to the nines. 

          And Alex Florentino, regardless of any situation, loved to be dressed as such. 

    Keith looked handsome in his tux; gone was his baby fat when he was a young teen. A sight at one point, looking at his pimply, aging face, Amelia had grown fond of. 

        Now, with his face shaved and hair groomed, tux all pressed for the occasion, he’d truly grown into an adult. 

            Someone dad would be proud of. 

    A tear came to Amelia’s eye, and she sniffed. 

            “Are you okay?” Jay eased softly, and Amelia nodded. 

  “Just thinking about how proud I am of my bro.” 

            Jay smiled, “I get the feeling.” 

     “Yeah, tonight felt different. I’m glad we didn’t stay in.” Keith grinned at her. 

                   “Are you okay?” Alex asked, “You seemed nervous in the car. Quiet.” 

       “I was… only thinking,” Keith uttered, “About a lot of stuff.” 

               Jay took off the camera cap and started recording. 

         “Oh, like?” Alex asked, leaning into him. 

                    “Our future. Yours and mines. The family my sister’s growing. The extended cousins we’ll have with our friends,” Keith replied, “We’ll have a lot of mouths to feed in a few years.” 

             Alex chuckled, “I’m inclined to agree. We’re all growing each day. I can’t tell you how many tears were shed when your sister announced she was pregnant.” 

             Keith breathed out a sigh, “I’m glad it wasn’t anything serious.” 

        Alex pressed the palm of her hand to his cheek, “You’re a good bro for caring.” 

                “Even on the days she ticks me off, I care.” Keith grinned. 

     Amelia held back a scoff. Rude. 

               Jay was grinning from ear to ear, pleased he was getting this all on camera. 

       “That’s how her and I became besties,” Alex beamed, “By ticking each other off, so you’re not wrong in that.” 

         Amelia smiled at the memory. 

     “So,” Keith coughed after they laughed, “Alex. Babe. There’s something I gotta ask.” 
 
          Alex looked at him curiously, “you don’t have to ask me to ask a question.” 

      “It’s – ah. It’s for the prosperity of it all,” Keith stuttered. “Let me do this.” 

                  Alex, confused, nodded. 

      “In the next five years, where do you see yourself?” Keith wondered, and Alex turned to face him. “We’re consistently asked that throughout our lives. When I was growing up without a dad, I couldn’t even see the present. I saw how his absence affected mom. Amelia. So I toughened up after that year, I knew I couldn’t complain about much because I didn’t want to add to their stress. So, when teachers in my youth asked me where I was in five years, I didn’t know the answer to that. Dad always had an answer, and he was gone.” 

           Alex let out a soft, understanding noise, “So, you have anxiety with the future because of how unstable the present has been for you,” Keith nodded, “Do I help you feel stable?” 

         Keith nodded, “Yes. You, Alex Florentino. With your boldness. Your endless, unrelenting personality. You keep me grounded while reminding me to get off my ass. Your whole being, looking at you, loving you, keeps me at an ease I can’t describe. And in the next five years, I hope you still see me in your life as I see you.” 

           Alex’s eyes grew teary, “Keith. Mi amor,” She shook her head, chuckling, “Even on the days when we’re screeching at each other’s heads, you still want me? You still want to join me in our bed?” 

           Amelia held back a shiver.  She really did not want to think about her brother and bestie… yeah, no. She shouldn’t be hearing that part. 

           “I mean, yeah. You’re my woman,” Keith assured, “I wouldn’t want anyone else to lay with.” 

           “You romantic.” Alex giggled and kissed him. 

     “Only with you.” Keith grinned. He then held her hand, the golden hue lowering itself amongst the city park plaza. 

          It was then that two things happened at once. Well, three things. 

     The first is that Keith got down on one knee, and Alex gasped. 

           From the corner of Amelia’s eye, she saw her children, and Micha and Nessie at the park across the street. 

            Kim had pushed Cam off the swingset.                  

The third and final thing was Teddy pointing at Keith and Alex, hopping up and down. 

      Nessie was recording the whole thing on her phone from a different angle than Jay. 

 “Alex Florentino, will you –,” Keith jumped at the crash of Kim and Cam, looking wildly at Jay, confused. 

         “What the hells’ going –,” Alex sputtered out a laugh, “Amelia?” 

  Amelia waved, “Alex!” 

          “Mom?!” Kim and Cam shouted. 

     Kim was on Cam’s back on the fake grass – and thank god it wasn’t concrete – but neither seemed to care about that fact, their eyes both focused on Amelia. 

           “Look at dad!” Rae exclaimed. 

    Teddy was stimming in a circle, running so fast he tripped and bumped into Micha. 

               Micha caught him, picking up the boy and ruffling his hair. 

       “Teddy!” The boy exclaimed. Everyone, despite the chaos, laughed. 

        “This didn’t go as planned,” Micha snorted, “Sorry! We’ve got the kids. They wanted to see you. Carry on.” 

           “Kim! Get off your brother from the floor, Teddy, stop pulling on Uncle Micha’s hair. Oh my god.” Amelia gasped out a laugh. 

         Alex was laughing so hard she doubled over, holding onto Keith’s shoulder, and Jay had his head in his hands. 

        “I’m going to make a lot of edits.” Jay groaned. 

   “No! Keep all the chaos in, please.” Amelia replied, getting up to hug Jay. 
 
            “Okay, okay,” Keith breathed, taking Alex’s hands in his, “Alex Florentino. We’ve known each other since we were teens. You were my sisters’ cool friend, and I was the nerdy younger brother. I never thought you’d look my way at all, that I wasn’t worth your time. But somehow, you did and noticed me. You notice me, and you don’t expect me to be anything else.” 

          “I never expect anything when you’re with me. Just be with me. That’s all I ask, baby.” Alex beamed. 

            Amelia let out a teary noise, sniffling. 

  Jay kissed her forehead. 

              “I love you,” Keith uttered, kissing her nose, “I love you today. I’ve loved you even when you were fighting my sister. I’ve loved you on days even when we can’t stand each other. I can’t imagine a day without you, to answer your question,” Keith let a breath, “Which is why, to seal this deal, to make you truly see that I’m not joking around, on this day where I am loving you endlessly, I am asking,” Keith pulled out a small, velvet box, “Will you marry me?” 

          This time, the tears couldn’t stop falling from Alex’s eyes. 

     “Say yes, Auntie Alex!” Rae exclaimed. “SAY YES SO I CAN BE THE FLOWER GIRL!” 

              “No way, I’m the flower girl.” Kim snipped. 
    Oh my word. Amelia thought with a laugh. On lookers were staring at the scene, both amused and awaiting Alex’s answer. 

           Cam pulled on both Kim and Rae’s ears. “Quit it. You’re too busy yapping I can’t hear Auntie.” 

           Alex laughed through her tears as she gripped Keith’s hands, resting their foreheads together. 

            “Yes,” she whispered, and Jay zoomed the lens in to their hands, “I love you. Let’s spend the rest of our days loving each other. Yesterday, today,” Alex kissed him, “And tomorrow.” 

             “And the day after that.” Keith was beaming. 

     Now, Amelia got up from where she was since the secret was out. She went over to Nessie and Micha – Nessie, who was sobbing, and Micha, who handed Teddy to Amelia. 

        “Were you keeping secrets from mommy, Teddy? I thought you were home!” 

       Teddy looked sheepish, “Sorry, mommy. It was our idea. We didn’t want to miss Auntie and Uncle’s proposal, after… overhearing Uncle Micha and Aunt Nessie.” 

           Amelia narrowed her eyes at Nessie, who shrugged. “You couldn’t keep a secret for the damn life of you.” 

             “Sorry.” Nessie said, but she wasn’t sorry at all. 

     Not that Amelia was mad about it to begin with. 

               She hugged Nessie and Teddy wrapped his arms around his Aunt, “It was an unforgettable moment. Truly.” 

                It was moment none of them would forget for a long, long time. 


						PART II

			 	  Chapter Eleven: Reliving Glory Days 
   							
					               Jay 
					September 25th, 2039 
     

       It was a conversation Jay and Amelia had often. 

             How beneficial was it to drudge up the past? 

  During the times when it affected Amelia’s or Jay’s mental health, Jay would resent that notion.

           Though, Jay had quietly decided, there were some exceptions. 

   Like on the days when he finishes his work early, and the children have after-school activities. From there, they get on the late bus, and Jay has the rare opportunity to pick up Amelia from her work. 

              Which is where Jay was now, in that fated parking lot where they met, all those years ago. 

               Come to think of it, this is where he met Luke, too. 

       Jay looked to the corner of the old bike rack. It was replaced with some modern, sleek looking garbage cans. 

       Luke would shit himself laughing. 

      Throughout the week, Jay edited last weekend’s proposal video. The music, affects, and photos have been added, and Friday evening everyone was going to celebrate Keith and Alex’s engagement at Amelia and Jay’s home. 

               (Chaos would surely ensure, Jay knew this well. Permitters were put in place so Jay wouldn’t grow more gray hairs than he didn’t need to). 

         (Such was why they had the media “quiet room” installed). 

  For now, Jay wanted to make sure his wife was all right during her club meeting. 

         There was only one lone soul in the security office, an older woman Jay recognized. 

  He smiled at her through the security camera, waving, and within seconds he was let in. 

           He signed in and walked through the familiar hallways of East Side Prep on Staten Island, NY, noting how quiet it was due to the after-school programs taking place. 

       He looked amongst the various posters, artwork, and announcements for clubs that greeted him. 

         In that regard, everything was different. Clubs that were around now didn’t exist for Jay or Luke or Keith twenty years ago. 

          The involvement of high tech was also prevalent – holo-screens decked almost every corner, with names of various teachers and schedules. 

   Those thin, close-to-see-through pieces of metal and a blue glow was something to get used to, as it replaced the concept of a “white board” from this century alone. 

          Installing one upped the funding of every public school that it was placed in. 

   Jay rounded the hallway corner and found the large doors to the auditorium. 

         There wasn’t any music playing, but there was talking – scripted talking, and Jay knew that had to be the drama club. 

         He saw all sixteen kids diligently in the front and second row – he recalled Amelia making a point of guilt tripping them into moving – and sat out of sight, but not far in the back. 

         Amelia caught eyes with him, smiling. 

    His eyes trailed across the row to a smaller child in the wheelchair – Mastas – who had her head resting, possibly tired, on the piano. 

         “All right, so,” Amelia spoke clearly, “In theater,” she added a flair, “One must have a command not only over the stage, but over the voice. Projection. Does anyone know what that is?” 

        A burly kid raised his hand, “When you yap really loudly?” 

  Chuckles. Jay grinned. That must be Henry. 
 
         “Yes and no. It means not about loudness, but about clarity. I’ll tell you all a little story. Once upon a time, there was a mean, old hag of a theater teacher,” Amelia began, and the students were enraptured. “Her name was Madam Toutain, she was like, supposedly an operatic singer from France. Yet she was horrendous with kids. A young girl, named Nessie, was the best soprano in her class. But to Madam Toutain, it didn’t matter to her how long you’ve sang, who you were with, or if you could hold a tune. For months, Nessie endured Madam’s abuse, until she got her vengeance.” 

        Amelia smiled, bringing up her holo-screen, tapping a code. The code revealed a video dated June of 2019, and even from where Jay sat, he could see it clearly. 

         It was teenage Nessie, proudly puffing out her chest and singing with a firm, clear voice to a large crowd. No, scratch that. She was in the middle of a crowd. 

     Don’t Rain On My Parade from Funny Girl blasted through the speakers. Nessie’s voice, forever documented in history. Amelia must have watched it over a hundred times. 

						
Hey, MADAM TOUTAIN 
Here I am!

  	Even now, regardless of if any of these kids knew Nessie, a roaring clap started from the group, and Mastas shook herself awake, in shock. 

       	  Amelia’s eyes were welling up with tears as she looked to Jay. “Still so awesome.” She said to him, and he nodded. 

        	    “So, you get it? It’s about confidence. I want you to practice that. Get into pairs of two – and I want you to pair up with someone you’re not close with, so there’s no funny business,” she added, staring at Henry, who shrugged, “And practice speaking simple words. Short letter words. Dog. Cat. Bat.” 

              “Yeet.” A boy sitting next to Mastas suggested, and the teenagers giggled. 

  Amelia held up her hand, as if to correct him, then shrugged. “Whatever works.” 				
     Henry jumped up first, immediately going to a proper-looking girl, who faced him with a grunt of annoyed acceptance. This must have been what Amelia meant when she couldn’t keep up with the drama of teenage romance. 

      Jay then got up and slowly walked down the aisle, as the kids paired into groups. Mastas paired up with another girl that seemed to be her age, who was probably just eager to get away from the rowdier side of the auditorium. 

       She then allowed soft lo-fi music to play on her holo-screen, and Jay had the notion that Amelia’s class was possibly the elective these students looked forward to the most, and she accomplished that all on her own here. Based on how comfortable these students were with her – even some choosing to sit next to her on the stage – Amelia was the teacher Jay wished he had growing up. If he had someone like her, maybe he would’ve finished school. 

           A deep feeling resonated within Jay’s gut at his previous words of Amelia’s work ethic. 

   It came to him then, that perhaps he’ll never truly know what goes on during the workday with the life of a teacher.  

        (And perhaps treat his wife to a much-deserved spa day). 

  Jay sat in the third row and raised his hand. “Ma’am, I don’t have a partner.” 

          Mastas cooed softly at him in recognition and pointed at him to Eddie. 

  Amelia gave him a look of bemusement. “All right, well,” She pretended to look around, “You can practice lines with me.” 

         Jay pumped his fists. 

   “Mrs. Amelia,” Trina asked, glancing between them, “Is that your boo?” 

          “Who, this guy? He’s my Uber driver.” 

     Jay snorted, “I hope I pass as an adequate one.” 

              “I’d rate you three out of five. You could let me choose the music.” 

     “Then we’d have the Taylor Swift Reputation album on repeat, and I don’t think my sanity can handle that.” 

             Henry turned to Trina, “Is this how adults flirt with each other?” 

      “Weird and unprofessional, bro,” Trina was inclined to agree. She then caught herself. “I’m never agreeing with you on anything again.” 

           Poor Henry genuinely looked dejected. 

    Jay checked the time on his watch. It was 4:05 pm, and there was 10 minutes left of this elective. 

       Jay remembered the days when Amelia had to rescue Nessie from this very room. Now, the kids didn’t want to leave. 
      
       Just amazing. 

   Jay quietly walked toward Mastas and her group, grinning. “I saw you by the piano. Amelia –,” Jay corrected himself, “Mrs. Amelia tells me you play.” 

            Mastas looked shy. She then looked to her friend, who nodded in encouragement. She then typed on her holo-screen, a soft look on her face. 

       Good for, there was a pause, motor skills. 

         “Well, yeah. But also, that comes with talent too.” 

   No. Learning. 

               “Mrs. Amelia had to learn from somewhere too. Have you ever performed for a big crowd?” 

              Mastas shrugged. 

      No, she repeated. She nodded. Can’t get on. 

                 Amelia’s face twisted with emotion. 
     
       “Oh, we’re so changing that this year.” The boy – now known as Eddie – spoke up, “You’re going to be the main event. We’ll make sure of it.” 

    Jay leaned down so he was at Mastas’ eye level, “Then find another way on,” he said, determined, “And make people hear you.” 

     Jay heard Amelia suck in a breath, and she cleared her throat. 

            “Right. Well, good job with today’s club. You’ve got three minutes – I don’t want those who need to take the late bus to miss it. Then you’re cooked.” 

            Mastas raised her arms to Jay, who looked confused at first. 

      Eddie beamed tearfully at him, “She wants a hug.” 

               “Oh. I thought she – okay.” Jay chuckled, and carefully, leaned over to wrap his arms around Mastas’ shoulders. 

             In the tinniest voice, Mastas uttered, “Thank. You.” 

     “No problem, chief.” 

                     It took a few minutes, but all sixteen kids filtered out of the auditorium, Mastas and Eddie the last lingering ones. 

         It was when they were out of earshot, and all was quiet on stage, Amelia pulled Jay into a hug. 

         “I love you, you know that?” Amelia said thickly. 

   “I love you, too,” Jay muttered, “Let’s go and turn off the lights.” 

              “You do that,” Amelia mumbled, “I’ll hang onto you instead.” 

    “You’re tired?” Jay asked with amusement. 

                “I’m tired.” Amelia said decidedly, as if she were stating that the sky was blue. 

      Together, they walked out of the auditorium. 

            They were nearly the last ones to leave the school. 



Chapter Twelve: Before The Hurricane         

Amelia 

October 6th, 2039 

The month of October brought on rain and colder nights. 

       This season, the two months leading up to December, was particularly hard on Amelia and her brother, Keith. 

      Cameron Shapiro, date of death: December 7th, 2012. 

    Those years following his death, the ones where Amelia celebrated her birthday not days after, on January 1st, were the hardest of all. It felt wrong, and Amelia always made a big deal about not celebrating it. 

    The ‘Crash of 2012’ will forever be implemented within the news history of the early 2010’s, and to the public, it had been a known tragedy. A day of infamy. A day of loss. 

     To those affected – those who loved Cameron, who were his direct family, it was life ruining. 

        Amelia couldn’t recover for almost a decade. 

     Twenty-seven years. That’s nearly how old someone becomes when they reach adulthood. The start of a lifetime. 

       Yet even though this much time had passed, the ache that remained in Amelia’s heart remained. She was grown now, with a husband and children and her own support system. 

         Though on quiet nights like this, when not a soul was stirring, did Amelia feel that unmistakable loss. 

         (Somehow, even by honoring her first born twin as Cameron, nicknaming him Cam, didn’t feel like she was doing enough to remember her father). 
         
         Often, she would wonder how Cameron would get on with Jay. 

     There was a story Jay told her once. To this day, it stumped her. 

               It was the afternoon where Jay and the crew were prepping the stage for Staten Island’s East Side’s first Charity Concert. 

        Jay was setting up the stage, doing a routine check on mics and camera placements. 

      Then, he recalled talking to someone. It looked to be a man, in his late forties, perhaps early fifties judging by the greys in his hair and laugh lines. 

        Jay felt at ease with him. They started talking. Jay thanked him for the man’s encouragement. 

       Then, as quickly as he turned around to grab something, to say something more, the man disappeared. 

        Typically, when someone walked off, one would see their retreating figure. 

 Hear the footsteps. Anything. 

        Yet with this – he’d disappeared completely. Not a trace. 

    Amelia wasn’t one to believe in angels. Nor the concept of ghosts. When someone died, they died. 

     They leave behind an emptiness, one that resonated or rotted within the people they cared for. 

 If that wasn’t an angel, then who was that, that visited Jay?        

        Or, perhaps, it was a moment that was meant to remain unanswered. 

Nonetheless – Amelia was in the present. It was October 6th, 2039, and she was a teacher. 

       My name is Amelia, Amelia thought with a soft sigh. She tapped the inside of her hand. My birthday is January 1st. I’m thirty-seven. I have four kids. I have a husband. I have a dog. 

      I’m alive. I’m breathing. I’m okay. 

In. Out.

       Once Amelia let out her breath, she yawned. Her body felt tired. She stretched at her desk, placing her book down. 

         She’d gotten up, only to pause at the sudden sound coming from the kitchen. Soft, cautious padding of feet. The kind where one was trying not to make any sound. 

           Amelia poked her head out of her office, peering into the kitchen. 

          It was Cam. The sweet boy was carrying a blanket and his small stuffed dog, sleepily padding around the kitchen. 

            Amelia quietly stepped out of her office, careful not to disturb him. 

      “Need any help, buddy?” 

           “Mama,” Cam said through a yawn, “I couldn’t sleep. I don’t want weekend to be over.” 

    Amelia chuckled softly. “Oh, I know that feeling. C’mere. A warm tea always puts anyone to sleep.” 

       She knew her kids loved the weekends the best. With everyone’s busy schedules, from Rae’s sports to piano lessons, to clubs, Amelia kept her kids educated and out of the house. 

      It was partially for the peace and quiet of it all. 

          Sometimes it was a necessity to stare at a wall for an hour while someone else looked after your kid. 

       But now, she was a mom, and she could tell from Cam’s demeanor that he needed someone. Whether he was looking for Jay or her, she supposed it must be something important that kept him up this late. 

      “Hey, kiddo,” Amelia began, once the tea mugs were warming up in the microwave, “What’s keeping you up?” 

        Cam shifted where he stood, as if debating to even share this information with his mother. A deep, guilty feeling spread through Amelia’s bones. Was this how her mother felt? Was this the age where it started? The debate to keep secrets from parents? 

          Was it ten, twelve, or sixteen? 

          Twelve years old. That seemed to be a fated number for Amelia Shapiro-Black. The Crash of 2012. Dad’s lucky number. The night she found out she had a disability. 

          Lucky – or unlucky? Would her children deal with the same fate? Amelia hoped and prayed not. 

          No. She’d try to change things for this generation. 

 It started with her. The pain will end with her. 

             “It’s – it’s really Kim,” Cam uttered, looking very much like Amelia’s father in the moonlight. His young features, the hair, his eyes, all Cameron Shapiro. “She’s so scared, about her friend Cassie. She hasn’t been coming to school this week.” 

            Alarm bells rang high in Amelia’s mind. “Did Kim tell you not to say anything? Was this supposed to be a secret?” 

             “Yeah. I think she’s doing it, to maybe protect Cassie? But now other kids are making up things. Rumors. That they skipped town. Or maybe – something bad.” 

                 Amelia wrapped her arms around her son, hugging him tight, “Listen to me, kiddo. Sometimes, the world may seem confusing and scary. Like you have no control over it. All you can do, as Cassie and Alec’s friends, is tell them you’re there for them. Understand?” 

            Cam sniffed into his mother’s hold, “B-but, how can we be there for them if Cassie hasn’t answered her phone in a week? Or Alec doesn’t talk to me? I’m trying to be strong for Kim, because their behavior has been like this since the sixth grade, but how much longer do we have to endure this?” 

                 Amelia feared this would be bigger than any of them could imagine. She’d had her suspicions about Cassie and Alec’s father. That he’d come here for a reason, and now that Kim and Cam were indirectly involved, it’s personal. Imagine your one and only friend from elementary school suddenly dropping off the face of the earth. 

         (Another deep, guilty pang hit Amelia, for the second time. Was this how Nessie and Micha felt, all those years ago? Was this Amelia’s penance as an adult, feeling the pains of her mother, her friends, when she cast them aside, as if they were nothing?) 

            “Then,” Amelia steadied herself, and Cam looked at her curiously. “You did the next right thing. You came to me. I will privately talk to Jay, and then we will contact Big Uncles Micha, and Luke. They’re a detective. They can be our inside eyes and ears.” 

          Luke becoming a detective with Micha at the local police department was the most oddest pairing, but after learning of Luke’s stalking habits and forensic skillset in high school, it was arguably the best fit. 

            Cam seemed eased by that statement, smiling. “Okay. Thank you, mama.” 
      
      “You’re welcome, champ. Okay. Let’s get to bed, right? It’s a school night.” Amelia reminded him, and he snorted through his tears. A sweet, sensitive soul, this one. 

          Must have got it from his father. 

  “Tuck me in?” Cam gazed at her, and for a moment, it was as if he was two years old. So tiny, in her hold. Perhaps that’s how he’ll always be. 

         “Always,” Amelia replied, voice thick with emotion, “Whenever you ask, mama’s here.” 

      Whatever Cam mumbled, Amelia didn’t hear. She didn’t ask him anymore, and wrapped one arm around her son, holding him tightly. 

         The night was quiet again soon thereafter. 
      

Chapter Thirteen: The Storm of East Side 

Jay 
             
   	A deep black hue fell upon East Side, as Jay waited in the parking lot for Luke and Micha. 

           Jay cast his eyes on the shadows of the building. 

     Here, he didn’t finish his degree like most teenagers. He’d certainly started in these halls – but his priorities were raising Holden, and reconnecting with his dad. 

          He was lucky enough to have the support when he did to finish his GED. 

     He’d gone to college, gotten his degree, and started his own record studio with the recourses he had at the time. From there, they’d grown into a company others looked up to. 	
 
    Now, he was back here again. Grown, with a family, and on a covert mission to make sure that his children’s friends were safe. 

          	He’d done many things covertly in his life, this would be no different. 

    Jay drew out a low puff into the cool air, breathing slowly. 

          In, out. 

     The daughter’s name was Cassie. Son’s name was Alec. Cassie was twelve. Cassie was in middle school, with Kim and Cam. Alec was ten. Alec was in the elementary school, with Rae and Teddy. 

        The Altor’s were wealthier that most folks in this town, picking the most expensive home on the block. 

         From what Jay knew of their father – he was on the city council. A politician. 

   Alison Altor and Victor Altor moved around to other places due to Victor’s government job.    

        Not much was known of Alison – though Jay was expecting Luke to certainly find something from his sleuthing capabilities. 

           In photos, Alison appeared poised but kid with her children. Quiet, certainly. Only speaking when spoken to in interviews. 

         (Jay had possibly watched hours upon hours of them about the family, only to come to an unsettling conclusion. Perhaps it was not only Victor controlling Alison’s life, but those in their inner circle. And if those in their inner circle know of Cassie and Alec’s absence, then this has happened before). 

      A low rumbling came from Jay’s right, and sure enough it was Luke’s motorcycle. 

           Behind him was Micha, looking out of place with their bright blue blazer, next to Luke’s sharp black leather jacket. 

            They had different styles, different lives. 

      Yet here they were – both caring for the kids. Who want to help, due to them being good at their jobs. 

          	Jay couldn’t have asked for a better pairing to assist him. 
  “Hey, dude.” Luke beamed. A disheveled Micha sat behind him, and they grunted. 

           “We couldn’t have taken an Uber?” 

     Luke rounded on them, “I’m wounded. You’d rather go on a self-driving ride than me?” 

             “At least with the self-driving,” Micha snickered, “I wouldn’t have to hear yapping in the front seat.” 

                 “I’m moving departments and finding a new partner.” 

        Micha’s mouth opened slightly, and they looked at Jay. “I’m getting bullied.” 

                 “People, people. You’re both pretty. Can we get to the matter at hand?” Jay laughed, and Luke sobered. 

               “Right. You contacted me for my superb stalking skills. I’m too good, really. You just can’t think of anyone else.” 

                 Micha looked between the two. “I’m missing the backstory here.” 

                 “It was during our high school years. I needed to get info on Amelia’s condition, and her father’s passing. I knew I wasn’t going to get it from the source itself, so…” Jay shrugged toward Luke, “Luke came in clutch, as the kids say.” 

            Micha nodded in understanding, “Got it. Well. Either way, Luke and I found something interesting.” They pulled up their holo-screen from their wristwatch, headlines popped up with the Altor family’s name. 

           Jay let out a shaky breath at the kid’s blurred faces. 

      “Victor Altor’s got quite the reputation in the political sphere. From wanting to turn all cars electric, to a pedophile cover-up from his brother a few years’ back, the Altor’s name does not have the greatest SEO data,” Luke shrugged, “Even if the press lies and says that he does.” 

       “I’m sorry,” the hairs on Jay’s neck stood on end, “His brother is a what?” 

   Micha’s eyes darkened, “His brother’s a registered sex offender. The kids – when they’re out of school,” they grunted, “Would stay with him.” 

              “Shit. And where was the mother? Alison?” Jay wondered. 

       “Caught up in some sort of scandal,” Micha explained, “Alison has her own make up brand, and folks are calling her out for poor packaging or some shit.” 

            Jay let out a bark of a laugh, “Damn. This is what goes on in the lives of those above the working class?” 

          Luke shrugged, “It would seem so. There’s basically nothing of the kids’ online, everything is blurred. And when searched, even in the incognito mode, nothing of Alec’s condition comes up. It’s wiped from the internet searches, that he’s autistic.” 

              “What? That hardly makes any sense. Why would a parent decidedly not share that their child has autism? It could help so many people. Especially with them and their status.” Jay asked aloud. 

            Luke frowned, bringing up his own cellphone pad. “It could be guilt. Shame. Denial. From what I discovered, he doesn’t even have an IEP at school. Disregarding the fact that the IEP system in the modern day is shit.” 

            Jay thought of Holden’s time in elementary school twenty years ago, and his heart broke in two for Alec. 

          “Well,” Jay sighed, “Sad to hear that the sentiment around special ed kids is far worse amongst the one percent. Either way, with this information, do we have a leg to stand on? What could we even report?” 

         Luke nodded, shutting his cellphone off, “I was suggesting to Micha on the way here that we pose as inspectors. We say we’re looking to speak to Alison about why her kids haven’t been in school, and we’ve been getting calls.” 

            “Sure. Let me play devil’s advocate. What if they – whoever answers the door – doesn’t fall for it?” 

            “We do what I do best,” Luke grinned, and for a moment, Jay saw his friend as a young, rebellious teenager. “Find another way in.” 


0o0o0o0o0o

       It was the dead of night now, the low hanging lights slowly starting to illuminate the streets of Richmond Town, Staten Island. 

        It was small and tucked away from the big city. Perfectly unassuming in every way. 

        Now, after Jay lived the life he had, not on the easy track, and finding out that there are still kids in that same situation, it pulled at him. He saw what lay underneath the yellow tape. 

          Why, with all the medical advances the modern world has given, were folks still in a state of denial over disabilities? 

           Even when some children are non-verbal, there are opportunities for them to thrive. Yet the parents, or the guardians involved, do not put in the combined effort to ensure their success within their limits? 

                 It was something where Jay, as a very involved parent, would never understand. 

        He knew his children had their peculiarities. Especially with Rae and Teddy, their youngest ones. Rae’s quiet and sensitive nature, paired with Teddy’s hyper activeness, both laced on the opposite end of the spectrums, had gotten themselves into issues with varying teachers. 

         After many late-night talks, Amelia agreed to get Teddy examined. 

    It was a journey they were going to begin as a family, and while it was going to be difficult, Amelia and Jay had the same mindset – that Teddy’s growth and capabilities to succeed was the most important. 

         The doors to the Altor home were shut, and the windows dark. 

    It startled Jay. Even this late, in some of the other houses, there was a low, dimming light.  
     
             What was going on in the Altor house? 

       “Okay,” Jay spoke lowly, nudging Luke, “You enter first, with your badge. I’ll be voice recording everything. Micha’s back-up.” 

        “I’ve got my gun strapped to my ankle, if needed.” Micha nodded. 

    “If no one answers,” Luke’s eyes narrowed, “I know how to pick locks.” 

        “Whatever happens, we’re going to find answers.” Jay agreed. He clicked the recording button on his holo-screen and stood behind his friends. 

          Luke knocked on the ornate door. 

     Once. 

  Twice. 

        No answer. 

   Luke turned, waiting. 

          It was Micha who spoke first, after the silence became deafening. 

   “Richmond Town Police Department,” Micha answered, their loud voice booming into the quiet night. “We’re looking for Victor Altor.” 

          Finally, after nail-biting wait, someone answered the door. 

    It was not Victor. 

          It was not Alison. 

     A small child answered. 

         It was Cassie. 

     “Daddy’s not home,” Cassie uttered, her voice so little, so scared. “He left.” 

            With all the tenderness in the world, Luke spoke to Cassie. “Who is with you? Is anyone else home?” 

          “Alec. He’s sleeping… mama. But mama’s…” Tears welled in Cassie’s eyes, “Mama’s not well.” 

         “May we come in and check on her?” Luke asked softly, “We won’t touch anything or hurt you, or your brother. We promise.” 

          Cassie stalled. She looked between the two, then when she caught eyes with Jay, they widened with recognition. 

            “You’re Kimmy’s daddy,” She breathed out a sigh of relief, “You know them?” 

    “They’re good friends of mine. I trust them with my children, and I trust them with you.” Jay assured. 

           “Okay,” Cassie said, after a nervous beat, “You can come. You first.” 

   She pointed to Jay, who nodded, smiling warmly. “As you wish, kiddo.” 

            Jay took the first step into the Altor’s grand home, which from the new perspective, hardly seemed grand at all. 



	Chapter Fourteen: The Glass Ballerina 

Amelia 

October 7th, 2039

When Amelia got the call that her husband, the man of her life, was in the hospital, her heart stopped. 

  She’d feared this day would come. 

  She’d told herself she’d know what to do. 

  And yet, she doesn’t. 

  Though, to her stark surprise, once the policeman who was on the case reporting, explained – it wasn’t her husband in danger. 

   It was Alison Altor. 

  Rage fueled Amelia’s bones. Jay promised he’d help but wouldn’t get involved. He can’t recklessly go on covert missions like this. He’s a parent, now. Not a teenager. 

       What good would that do, to throw himself into danger, and end up injured? 

Amelia wouldn’t be able to even form a sentence. 

Hell, Amelia wouldn’t be able to drive. 

       Her mother came to the rescue, Rebecca Shapiro, as she always did. 

                  Rebecca told Amelia to go, be there for her husband, and she would look after the kids. 

             No explanation needed, even if Rebecca appeared very concerned. 

    “I’ll tell you everything, mom,” Amelia promised over the phone, “We don’t have all the answers right now, but I’ve got a feeling we will, tonight.” 

          A deep sigh was heard on the other line. “All right, dear. Just remember not to overextend yourself. Do that for me, at least.” 

       Amelia promised.  

    Though Rebecca knew, and Amelia knew, that such a promise was hardly kept. 


           Amelia made her way through the large emergency room doors, to see such a sad sight. 

     The two Altor kids, shaken and pale, hunched over each other in the hospital chairs. 

            Amelia’s hands were clammy with sweat, as being in hospitals brought her back to a terrible time – to seeing her mother sob over her father, to even herself here, it made her feel claustrophobic and raw. 

          She could feel the very skin on her bones, as if someone was going to take it from her. 

   “Cassie. Cassie Altor?” Amelia found herself saying, but it didn’t sound like her voice. She didn’t feel like herself at all. It was that same state as before, where she was looking at herself through the lens of a third person. 

      As if she were a glass ballerina. Whereas some days, she was the knife. 

      “M-Mrs. Shapiro-Black?” Cassie’s little voice sniffed, and immediately, Amelia wrapped her arms around the small girl. 
      “I’m here,” She said, “Easy. I was called to look after you.” 

              “We were waiting here doing nothing,” Alec frowned, “No one told us nothin’.” 

  “I know. I’m sorry, kids.” 

            “O-one second, I was making sure Alec was asleep, and then the next, Kim’s daddy was at the door. Then the next –,” Cassie’s eyes welled with tears again. 

          “It got loud.” Alec winced. 

    Amelia squeezed Cassie’s shoulders and sat down. “What happened?” she then corrected herself, “What’s been happening?” 

        Jay’s voice was heard at her side, “I think we should let the kiddos rest, then we’ll take them home. I’ve just got caught up with everything.” 

            Amelia sucked in a breath, “You’re right. You’re right. Stay put, kids.” 

  Once they were out of earshot and by the magazine rack in the waiting room, and she turned to him, her eyes wild. “What the hell is going on? I thought you were only investigating the Altor’s, not end up in the emergency room.” 

         “Amelia. Calm down.” 

      “No, I will not fucking calm down. Do NOT tell a pregnant woman to calm down!” 

            “That is EXACTLY why!” 

    Amelia groaned in frustration, placing a hand on her forehead, one on her stomach. Questions swirled in her mind, but she focused on one: “Where was Alison Altor?” 

             Jay visibly winced. 

   “Jeffery Black. Where was she?” 

        It’s rare that she ever used his full name. Jeff or Jay or JJ had always been his nicknames, but this time, this time she was pissed. Yet it seemed that, given the gravity of the situation, Jay was trying to be cautious with her emotions, even if it pained him, too. 


        “She overdosed, Amelia. She tried to kill herself with her kids in her home.” 

  Amelia swallowed. Tears picked at the corners of her eyes, and her heart broke in two. She couldn’t believe it. 

       Not a woman that powerful – to have the name Altor, to have all the money, to have her kids get the best education possible – and to have the fortitude to do such a thing? To plan, to attempt, to set a date? 

          Amelia would know the process. Amelia tried, and was stopped before she could go through with it. Amelia had Alex. 

          Alison had no-one. 

     “Amelia?” Jay asked, worried. 

              “I’m here,” Amelia assured, wiping away her eyes. “Where is,” she huffed, “Victor Altor?” 

                “He’s just got word of the news, so he’s on his way here.” 

       “Oh. Great. A power-hungry bastard who’s ticked off that his wife almost died. I feel for the poor nurses who have to put up with him.” 

              “Amelia. The children are right there.” 

    “And? Cassie I’m sure knows. What do we do about them? Do we take them home with us still, or leave them here? I’d hate to have them here. They’ve been waiting for long enough.” 

           Jay looked to Cassie, who was tearfully blinking up at him. “Okay,” he agreed, “We’re all going home, then,” he then called out to Alec and Cassie, motioning them closer, “You’re leaving with us, chiefs.” 

         Tonight, instead of the ballerina, or the knife, she’d shattered the glass around her, and she was walking on the shards with her bare, tired feet. 
0o0o0o0o0o0o

    Somehow, and she was grateful her mother was there, because lord knows Amelia wouldn’t have been able to do this alone, Amelia was able to set up sleeping arrangements for Cassie and Alec.

       She had Jay climb up the attic for old sleeping bags, Kim and Cam’s – and while Cam’s was a bit big for Alec, he allowed it to swallow him. 

       Now, the two Altor kids, children who lived vastly different lives than Kim, Cam, Teddy, or Rae, were in their house. 

        What now? 

      Would Victor Altor come knocking on their door, demanding answers? Oh God, Jay was involved. Would he be charged with breaking and entering? Well. He didn’t break or enter uninvited. Cassie let him in, and he was working with Luke and Micha. 

              Who was at fault here? Amelia always tried to find the rights or faults in situations like this, and she found herself frustrated that she couldn’t do so. 

          Hell, it was already nearing the dawn of the morning, the children would wake up soon, and see their friends in the living room. 

         Were they going to assume it was a sleepover, with Nana included? 

    Amelia’s head hurt. 

               “Go to sleep,” it was her mother, a stern look on her face, “So I can nag on you in the morning.” 

         “I’m trying,” Amelia said in the quietest voice, “My heads’ too loud. I don’t – I don’t fully know what’s going on. I’ve got my neighbors’ kids in my living room, possibly an angry Politian at our doorstep, a play to produce, classes at school to teach, I can’t take another day off – oh my god, how am I meant to go into work tomorrow?” 

   “Amelia,” Rebecca said, sputtering, “It’s a Friday.” 

             “I –,” Amelia started, then she blinked several times, realizing. “Oh. Oh, my god.” 

        Amelia laughed. She wasn’t sure why she was laughing – perhaps the absurdity of everything. Or maybe she was really going insane. 

     Or maybe this was all a simulation, and there was no sense of God, or higher being, and they were all controlled by a giant, massive computer in the sky. 

        And then, perhaps then, it would make sense as to why Alison Altor wanted to take her own life. 

           Though, Amelia knew, that given she did this once too, there was no sense that came with a decision like that. 

        With that sudden, reality-crushing realization, Amelia sobbed. 

     All her mother could do was hug her. Cradle her, as if she was twelve again, and she found out her father died. 

             This was the feeling, Amelia’s last thought was, before sleep came into her being – that she’d feared of at the start of September. 

      She wanted run from the shards, but she couldn’t. 

  They stuck to her feet – sown in. 

 
Chapter Fifteen: The Clean Up Crew

Jay 

October 9th, 2039 

 Sunday morning came up slowly for the Shapiro-Black’s, as Amelia lay resting beside Jay. 
     
      Jay didn’t disturb his wife as she slept. He only brushed a few stray hairs from her face, kissing her temple. 

           He noticed some frost decorating the corner of the window, and had the feeling it was going to be a chilly fall day. 

      It was best he had all the kids inside where it was safe and warm. 
    Maybe they’d order some food, or he’d cook with Rebecca, his mother-in-law. 

        A big, melting pot of spaghetti would surely warm any aching spirit – especially the Altor children’s. 

            With that in mind, Jay set out to find his mother-in-law. 
            
   Amelia didn’t stir as he got up. Jay wasn’t surprised by this; she must have been exhausted, both emotionally and physically. 

        She’s two months along her fourth pregnancy, much older than she was during her first. 
 
     Jay felt like a fool for not even considering her age at the very beginning, or how that would affect her. 

          The only thing he could do, as a husband, was ensure that she was getting the care that she needed – limiting the stress as much as possible. 

        (Though, that was easier said than done). 

   Jay found Rebecca on the deck. 

              She had her eyes closed, but her chest was rising and falling. 

      She had a glass of orange juice on the table beside her, along with a reading Kindle. 

            Jay decided not to disturb her. 

   He sat beside her on the rocking chair. 

               After a time in comfortable silence, Rebecca let out a tired sigh. 

    “After Cameron died, I thought my world had ended,” She began, and Jay stayed silent. “I had to be strong. If not for myself, but for my kids. My family. Their aunts, their uncles. Anyone who loved Cam – who’s lives he touched. Then along came you. And somehow, you were able to reach her. I was envious, at first. Because how was it that you were,” Rebecca continued, though it wasn’t pointedly, “A delinquent almost-dropout who happened to be at the right place, the right time, in that damn parking lot. I had a lot of questions. But you made her happy, and you persisted, and it was unlike anything I’ve seen before. You’re still here – you’re still loving her, even now.” 
           Jay lulled his head in kind. “I can’t imagine my soul loving anyone else.” 
   
         Rebecca gave him a tearful smile. “Good man,” she then breathed in sharply, “Now tell me what the fresh hell is going on.” 

              Rebecca was a sharp-shooter, and that’s what Jay liked about her. He barked out a laugh, free and easy, the weight of the situation lifting, as he’s grateful for someone to offer a listening ear. 

           So, he does. From his children’s involvement – Kim’s affections for Cassie, how she would protect the girl at school, to how he had Luke investigate the Altor’s, and what they’ve discovered since finding Alison Altor in that dark place, even with her children in the home. 

           He didn’t mince words, though a part of him regretted that he’d had, for Rebecca dealt firsthand all those years ago with Amelia’s suicide attempt.

            “So, you mean to tell me,” Rebecca said lowly, “That no one was there for those children. No adult in the Altor’s lives, while their mother was in her depressive state, their father was away, their goddammed filthy uncle was watching them, stopped to think – ‘hey, are the kids okay’?” 

             Jay shook his head. 

     Rebecca was so angry, she was shaking. “I’m about to storm over to the Town Hall and pull that dammed Politian by the ear myself,” she looked to Jay, “You say he’s the mayor’s right-hand man?” 

      “Essentially. In all the video clips we’ve researched, he’s the one pulling the strings. He’s the real one who’s been making all the changes in this town.” 

        Rebecca hummed thoughtfully, “… so, if he gets exposed by this…” 

   “Then everything he’s called into law, will be called into question.” Jay finished. 

            “We’ve got to wait until the dominos fall in our favor.” Rebecca nodded, sighing after a moment. “Okay. I understand why you’ve played it this way, with Luke and Micha.” 

          Jay looked regretful, “I am sorry we’ve kept you in the dark. Things snowballed beyond what we’ve expected. We were just thinking of the kids. We didn’t expect…” 

           “That you’d have to rescue Alison, too,” Rebecca finished, “I get it. I just want, going forward, for Amelia to not be too heavily involved. It’s not good for her in her current state. She may be two months along, but she’s thirty-seven, far older than when she first had Kim and Cam.” Rebecca’s mother-mode shone through, and Jay could only listen. 

            “Should she take time off from work? She’s been involved with the play, and her elective classes.” Jay mused. 

              “I think that should be what Amelia decides. You know how she gets when she feels as if someone’s deciding for her.” 

            “Agreed.” Jay nodded and patted her hand in gratefulness. “Thank you,” he cleared his throat, “Thanks, mom.” 

           Rebecca looked to him tearfully, squeezing his shoulder, “Anytime, son.” 

      “Now. Let’s feed our hungry crew.” Jay grinned. 

                  Rebecca made a soft noise of approval, before letting him assist her in getting up, and she patted his chest in thanks. 

           
0o0o0o0o0o0o

    It was now early afternoon, and everyone was awake. They’d had a late-night watching Disney and Netflix shows, going far past their usual sleep time. 

      The big steaming pot of pasta was done, and the pizza had since been scheduled for dinner. 

   The kids – Kim, Cam, Rae, Theo, Cassie, and Alec were all sitting at the large dining table. The adults – Amelia, Jay, Luke, Micha, and Rebecca, were on the opposite side, giving the kids the opportunity to animatedly talk with each other. 

          Amelia looked adorable, with a robe over her loose pajamas, having no desire to change into actual clothes any time soon. 

          And Pepper, the Goldendoodle, was in the center of it all. Underneath the table, he was by Alec’s feet, making himself comfortable near the boy. 

          It made Jay’s heart swell. The dog probably sensed that Alec, out of all the children, needed the help the most. 

          “Did you ever imagine,” Luke started to Jay, sipping on a child-friendly drink, (it was just orange juice, but he was pretending it to be a mimosa). “That you’d have your kids, in your own home, sharing a table with a crooked politician?”

       Jay snorted, “Me having my own house was the most far-fetched out of all three.” 

    Luke laughed, “In the early 2020’s, with those economic prices?” he took a sip of his drink, “Lord. How did we make it?” 

              “A fundraiser, a dream.” Jay quipped. 

          “True that.” Luke agreed, and they clinked glasses. 

      “And my wife.” Jay added, catching Amelia’s attention, who was chatting with Micha. 

                “What about me?” She blinked. 

          “I was just telling Luke,” Jay eased smoothly, placing his drink down, “How it was because of you that we were all able to make it through those tough early years. You, and your resilience. Your creativity. Your support.” 

           Amelia furrowed her brows, “Are you buttering me up for something?” 

     Micha chuckled. They flash a grin at Rebecca, who was shaking her head in amusement. 

              “Can I not compliment my gorgeous wife?” 

       Amelia wheezed at his reply, and the kids – Cam and Alec, made pointed noises of disgust. 

                “You may. I need to be prepared for such things, though.” 

          Cam gagged, “Gross. Momma and dad are doing the sweet talk again.” 

                  Luke snickered, “That’s what led to you little brats being made.” 

         More groaning. 
 
              Micha hit Luke’s shoulder, “I will drag you out of here by the ear if you keep up your nonsense.” 

             “I’ll happily let you drag me any day of the week.” 

        Micha pinched Luke’s ear. 

                Jay was laughing. He laughed and laughed, as he picked up Amelia, despite the chaos in the room. 

               “I’m going to kiss you now,” Jay grinned, pressing their noses together, “Are you prepared for that?” 

                 “Always,” Amelia beamed, “Every time. For you.” 

        And so, their lips met. 



Chapter Sixteen: Amelia’s Evening Off 

Amelia 

October 31st, 2039 

         Amelia and Jay made the agreement, that if Jay took the children, along with Rebecca, to go trick-or-treating, that she’d give herself the evening off. 

         So, Amelia decided to visit Alison. 

        Once Alison was cleared to leave the hospital, she and her children packed up their things from their home. 

          Victor didn’t put up a fight. He didn’t even make a commentary on social media, about the temporary separation between him and his wife. 

         Now, Alison was living with her mother-in-law, on the far end of town, with Cassie and Alec. 

    She’d made plans privately with Alison to meet on this day, since she would be staying home as well, with Cassie and Alec being with Jay. How quickly it came to be, that the Altor’s integrated with the Shapiro-Black’s. 

        It was like history repeating itself – with the Florentino family and the Shapiro family attending dinners together, or Alex and Amelia bonding after their brief fall out. 

          What did Amelia hope to gain, with this conversation between her and Alison? They came from vastly different worlds. 

             They were both mothers, for one thing. But was that enough to build upon a friendship? Why was making friends harder as an adult than as a teenager? 

             She’d ordered a driving service that arrived within minutes. 

    The streets were filled with happy kids, tired parents, and pets dressed in frilly costumes. Amelia felt horrendous missing this moment with her own kids, but Jay assured her there’ll be plenty more Halloween’s to enjoy. 

         The roads became more rural, until trees formed on either side of Amelia’s vision, and soon, they were on the far end of Richmond Town. 

        The driver pulled up to the old and grand-looking front gates. The home, if this were some sort of horror film, would have dark clouds and lighting striking in the background. Yet, it was charming. Worn bricks were on the outside of it. Ivy cascaded from the roof to the front porch, but the lights were on inside. 

            The driver looked at the house and at Amelia. “Are you sure this is your stop?” 

      Amelia swallowed, “This is the address my companion gave me.” 

             “I’ll wait until someone lets you in, considering the day.” 

       Amelia grinned sweetly at him. “I’ll be sure to tip you.” 

                     She then exits, placing a nervous hand on her belly as she steps onto the leaves. 
          
            It was the mother who greeted Amelia at the door, a kinder, warmer old woman than the father ever was. It was shocking to even imagine they shared the same blood. 

                   “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, Mrs. Altor.” 

        “I take it that’s how you got here?” She asked, motioning to the driver. 

                  Once Amelia gave him the thumb up, he appeared to be relieved and left. 

              “Yes. My husband has kid duty tonight. I’ll oversee put-down time.” 

       Mrs. Altor gave her a knowing, gentle smile, “I’ll light a candle for your sanity with all those sugar infused children, especially my grandchildren.” 

              “Getting them in the costumes alone is the hardest part.” Amelia snorted. 

      Mrs. Altor walked Amelia to the living space, and Amelia’s nose sniffed as she smelled something wonderful from the kitchen.  

          “My daughter in law loves to cook. I hope you like steak.” 

     “I’ll eat anything. It depends on what this one wants.” Amelia grunted, motioning to her stomach. 

            Mrs. Altor hummed thoughtfully. “We can have soup for you too, if that would be easier to eat.” 

      “You’re thoughtful. Thanks.” 

  They both walked to the large kitchen, and sure as day, there was Alison – wearing an apron that no doubt costed more than Amelia’s outfit, her hair cut short now (possibly a recent decision), and comfortable slippers on her feet. 

      Twenty-two days it’s been since that dreaded night. Twenty-two days of worrying if Alison will ever function within society again, after such a separation from her husband. 

      Twenty-two days of Cassie and Alec going back and forth from their grandmother’s house to Amelia’s, and school. 

        Twenty-two days of Alison slowly regaining the strength within herself to feel human, and this was the first meal she decided to make. 

        For Amelia. 
        Tears filled Amelia’s eyes at the thought, and she realized that Alison was even possibly pushing herself to be in the kitchen itself, given that Amelia knew exactly how she felt. 

        (Even if it was many, many years ago. The memory of the pain never left). 

   “Smells good.” Amelia eased with softness, and Alison looked up. 

               Her big, brown eyes shone at Amelia, and Mrs. Altor chuckled. 

      “You came.” She breathed out. 

                   “I said I would. I don’t back out on a promise.” 

       “B-but you – your kids,” Alison stuttered. “My kids.” 

                   “Are fine. I’m getting live updates from Uncle Luke.” Amelia beamed, showing off her holo-screen, and sure enough revealed the kids’ themed outfits, ranging of characters from the Lilo and Stich franchise. Teddy was Stitch, Rae was Lilo, Kim and Cam were Jumba and Pleakey. 
   
       Cassie and Alec were Wednesday and Pugsley respectively, hilariously fitting with the gothic attire given the circumstance. 

            Rae was getting a kick out of calling Teddy the “family pet”, and on a few occasions Jay and Micha had to separate the two from any further escalation. 

           Amelia threw her head back, laughing. “It’s for the best we’re not there.” 

      “Too old for it, then.” Alison decided as well. She sniffed the pot, and nodded, as the timer went off, Amelia assisted her in setting the plates. 
       
      They worked together, oddly with ease. As if they’ve been friends for a long while, and they frequently had girls’ night like this. 

        Soon enough, the table was set, Elvis Presley was playing though the Alexa, and the three women sat down to eat. 
 
             “Spending my Halloween at the Altor’s was not on my 2039 bingo card, if I may be completely frank.” Amelia admitted. 

              “Neither was receiving a call that I had to pick up my daughter-in-law from the hospital because my son turned out to be a good-for-nothin’ deadbeat.” Mrs. Altor grunted, and Alison frowned. 

          “I should have…” Alison sighed deeply, looking at her food. “I should have done something sooner. Stopped something, from escalating to this.” 

         Mrs. Altor and Amelia looked at each other, and Amelia’s belly fluttered. 

   Amelia let out a soft noise of understanding. “I know the feeling.” 

            “Your husband told me. Not all of it, but enough.” 

      Amelia swallowed. She knew it was important to tell, so Alison could understand. 

            “We all have wounds, Alison. Some deeper than others.” Mrs. Altor said kindly. 

     If this woman said anything more, Amelia would have burst into tears right then. 

             Amelia took a bite of her stake, and looked gratefully at the grandmother. “I’m sure if my husband and friend picked your brain, they’d get the answers they want.”

           “I’ll do what I can. If it means the children are safe, from here on out.” 

   “We’ve never had help like this,” Alison sniffed, wiping her eyes, “Like you, or your crew. Until now, no one’s… or perhaps I didn’t ask for help, until things went bad.” 

          “I did that too,” Amelia said, taking a breath, “Twenty years ago, I crashed my car with the intention to take my own life.” 

             Alison inhaled sharply. 

         Mrs. Altor’s knuckles turned white. 

  “Even with my car beat up, and my breathing labored in the cold, I still didn’t die.” 

          “Fuck.” Alison gasped out, “Fuck, Amelia.” 

      “I know.” 

           Mrs. Altor raised her hands and held them in Amelia’s own, “What brought you to do such a thing, dear?” 

           “I suppose nothing ‘brought’ me to make such a decision. A series of bad events. I had a plan. I was going to off myself before my late dad’s anniversary. I wanted to, because I didn’t want to feel that pain again. I thought it was going to be the easy way out. But it wasn’t. The repercussions… far outweighed everything. Looking back on it, and the lives that were impacted due to my almost death, I wish I didn’t even have that thought to begin with. I did. I did, and it never left.” 

           Without realizing, Amelia hiccupped a sob. 

    “I drove that damn car. Drove it right into the fucking wall.” 

              Alison got up. 

       She’s crying, as well. She walked around the table, and wrapped her arms tightly around Amelia. 

      “I’m so sorry, mamas. Maybe you were feeling so broken, like I was. Maybe you felt like you had nothing left. You wanted to feel as cold as you did in your heart, on your skin, and would stop at nothing until that feeling took over.” 

        “Yes,” Amelia breathed out, “That was it, exactly.” 

   Mrs. Altor let out a heavy breath, getting up. “I will… leave you two to talk,” she grinned tearfully, going over both women, kissing the tops of their heads. “Fate brought you both together, and I will not be the one to interrupt that. Be good to each other.” 

            Amelia looked up at Alison with eyes full of emotions, resting their foreheads together, “I think I’ll be cherishing her for a long time after this, mama.” Alison said. 

            Amelia chuckled tearfully, “You’ll have to get in line. My husband’s first.” 

    “Then I’ll challenge him to a duel.” Alison amended. 

                “It will be a very long, drawn out brawl.” 

    “With my husband under investigation,” Alison said with annoyance, and Amelia poked her nose with affection, “I should have time on my side in that fight.” 
       Despite herself, Amelia let out a big, happy laugh. 

            It was going to be a very interesting night indeed. 


Chapter Seventeen: Late Night Realizations

Jay 

        If someone were to tell Jay twenty years ago, that he’d have to pick up his wife from his neighbor’s home who was embroiled in a political controversy, he would have laughed right in their face. 

          In his youth, all Jay was focused on was taking care of his brother, Holden. He was barely making enough money to keep food on the table. His father was a deadbeat then – but a fantastic grandfather now. 

         (Jay knew his father was making up for lost time, but he couldn’t help the sense of guilt that seeped through him when he saw his dad doting on Kim, Cam, Rae, and Teddy – especially Teddy, for that was his namesake). 

         He kept to himself. He didn’t have friends. 

     He didn’t even have close friends that he considered siblings – that is, until Luke and Micha. 

         In his middle-aged years, Jay can’t imagine getting through them without Micha’s guidance or Luke’s loyalty. 

             So, when Luke said he’d still look after the kids with Rebecca, Amelia’s mother, Jay almost hugged the man. 

           He would’ve, if it weren’t for Rebecca shooing him out, because he had an important task to do – the final one of the night. 

                        “We all wear many hats,” Rebecca said, tired, “But. It’s important to take one off every now and again. Amelia needed this. Alison needed this. When that girl comes to fetch her kids, I’m going to pull her ear for being foolish and give her a big hug.” 
  
          Jay chuckled, “I think we all need a vacation after this month alone. 2039 pulled us all through the wringer.” 

            “I need a drink. You owe me.” Luke said seriously, and all Jay could do was laugh. 

                 He got in his car and drove to the far side of Richmond Town. Where the roads became dirt, and the buildings became trees, and he started to see the dawn stars rising in the west. 

          He then slowed down as the roads became narrower, and the GPS alerted him that he’d be arriving within the next five minutes. 
            Jay’s stomach crawled with nerves. He knew everything was going to be okay with his wife – he trusted her. 

            Though, Alison Altor was a foreign entity. 

    He still remembered that night. Twenty-two days ago, when he saw her passed out on the floor. Her throat red and bruised, and the shower curtain torn in half. 

        It broke him – bringing him back to when he saw Amelia in the hospital, in that same state. 

     In that moment, he wasn’t sure if he could tell the difference between Alison or Amelia. To him, they became one and the same – different but under similar circumstances, and he pleaded to the universe to never have this happen again. For if it did, it may be Jay on the other side of the situation. 

         Jay liked to consider himself to be a strong individual. 

   He knew this for a fact. 

              If he hadn’t gone through what he had with Holden, he would be a different person. 

       Yet – everyone had their limits. 

              Even those with iron hearts like Jay. 

     Jay finally pulled up to the metal gates that Amelia warned him about. It was exactly as she described, if not spookier in the dawn light. 

          Jay supposed, in the grand scheme of things, this was far better than the circumstances she was in at the beginning of the month. 

               The service recognized Jay’s presence and let him in, and he pulled up the dirt pathway. 

      Jay received Amelia’s text that she’ll be staying later with Alison. 

              It was due to a talk that went longer than expected, realizations coming to light that weren’t there before, and Alison needing a friend, above all else. 

           So, what else could Jay even expect from such a response? 

    He couldn’t be so sure. 

           For the first time in his life, Jay Ashton Black was going in blind. 
              
   He parked the car in the parking lot beside the front porch and saw that the light was on in the doorway. 
 
        He got out of his vehicle and walked slowly into the dawn. 

    It was an odd sensation. Uncertainty. 

         Where before, Jay had known what to expect. Day in and day out, it had become the same. Did Jay enjoy the same-ness? Or was it that he’d become numb to such a thing? He felt guilty for even feeling this to begin with, because now he arguably lived a cushy life. He had a wife, a well-paying job, a roof over his head for his kids, and his last one on the way. 

        Why was it, then, that a new opportunity was before him, the very soles of his feet felt like led? 

          It struck him then that he was nervous.

   Nervous for what? 

           Anxiety never had a reason to exist, that was for damn sure. 

    He knocked on the door and waited. 

          An older woman answered, eyes kind, but her face was tired. 

     “Mrs. Altor.” Jay greeted. 

          “Mr. Black,” she responded, “Call me Mareena. Mrs. Altor was my mother.” 

     Jay smiled, “Thank you for looking after my wife.” 

             “She was a joy. I’m sure she is even more so to be around.” 

         “Well, as to be expected. And Alison?” 

                     Mareena’s face twisted with emotion, “I worry, as any mother does. I fear she should not go back to my son, but if he wins the case and custody of his children… I fear even then what might happen.” 

        “She’s strong, from what I hear. She’s got backing, with us and with the public. We will have to see what goes on. The truth will come to light for all.” 

         Mrs. Altor sighed deeply, “I should hope.” 

     “I will get you in contact with Amelia’s mother, Rebecca. She would be a good support for you. You have more in common under the surface than one would think.” 

         Mareena smiled gratefully at him, “Thank you.” 

    Mareena led Jay through the front of the home to the living room and then motioned upstairs. 

         “They were in the kitchen and dining room. They retired for the evening in the guest bedroom. I wish I had a separate room for Alison, but this house is older than even I.” 

            Jay patted Mareena warmly on the shoulder before heading up and finding the room. 

    He saw it be slightly ajar, and pushed it open with one hand. 

              There, sleeping together on the guest bed, were Alison and Amelia. 
 
      Even in the back of Jay’s mind, he never had any worries of his wife cheating, or him cheating. 

        They discussed at length that if they had feelings for someone else at any point in their marriage, they’d let the other person know. From there, they’d figure out a solution. Amelia discovered later in her youth that she was bisexual, and she’d dated around with a few women during their separation.   
      Jay, for his part, did date – but only with other woman, as he was content with his sexuality in being straight. 

          With Alison now in the picture, after knowing her these last few years due to their children being close, Jay never considered her as anything more than a friend. 

           At most, the mother to his children’s best friends. 

      At least, someone he sees on the news if she stood behind her husband. 

                With that being said – whether his suspicions came to light, would it be beneficial if they did involve themselves with Alison? That conversation alone required a late night and wine for Jay and water for Amelia. 

         Jay breathed out a tired sigh. Perhaps he was overthinking. 

    Jay leaned forward on the bed, tucking in his arms and letting his head snuggle in between Amelia’s neck and shoulder. 

         Amelia stirred at the motion, releasing her light grip on Alison’s hand and moved to Jay. 

     “You’re here,” she uttered sleepily, “How was your night?” 

                “Between Luke and I having to keep Rae and Teddy separate from World War III happening, Cam getting hyped up on sugar, and Cassie and Kim gossiping with each other instead of trick or’ treating, I’m ready to sleep for a year.” 

              “Come. Get in.” 

     “There’s room,” Jay said hesitantly, “For all three of us?” 

            “Look at all the side on Alison’s. She’s so tiny, there’s a second bed.” Amelia assured. 

     “She hasn’t been eating?” Jay asked softly. 

                  “A bit, tonight. I think she was just putting on a show.” 

          Amelia scooched over so Jay could lay down. He shoved off his shoes, his jacket, and tiredness threatened to overtake him. 

              “Don’t drive back right now. We can leave in the morning.” 

    “It’s already November 1st.” Jay said, his eyes closed. 

               “Merry Christmas.” 

   Jay chuckled. He kissed her nose, “What do you want to do for your birthday?” 

              “On the 31st? Shit. I don’t know,” Amelia huffed, “I’ll be four months.”  

     “If you genuinely don’t want to do anything, we can order in with the kids.” 

               “Or put Luke and Micha on babysitting duty,” Jay nodded, “You only turn thirty-eight once.” 

           “I’m almost forty,” Amelia groaned, “Jay, we’ll be forty.” 

      “Forty is the new twenty.” Jay joked, and Amelia swatted at his chest. 

                 “The fuck it is.” 
       
       The two chatted quietly for a long moment, before tiredness from their respective evenings overcame them both. 

            Unconsciously, Jay’s arm slipped around Amelia to Alison’s smaller hand, and he wrapped his leg around Amelia’s own. Alison took it, snuggling closer to Amelia, so she was comfortably in between both. 

       It was the most at peace Jay had been in a long, long time. 


 
Chapter Eighteen: New Perspectives

Alison 

November 7th, 2039

    The first week of Alison’s new life started off with a new sense of empowerment, solidarity, and chaos. 

    A different kind of chaos, of course. Not the anxiety from before – though it was still seeping in her bones, that her husband would come barging into her mother-in-law’s home and take her back to that dreaded place with him. 
  
      This new anxiety, of not knowing what to expect during her day to day, now that she wasn’t intended in the office – and her being there would cause more issues with the press. 

    I just got fired. Alison thought glumly. And no one in their right mind would hire me again, after hearing of this scandal. 

At this point, what to do? Do I skip town? 

    Do I – 

 Alison’s mind warped with anxiety, as she tried to navigate her new reality. 
  
        The freedom of choice, of what to do with her time now that she’s been ostracized from her previous society, confounded her. 

          She’d pulled up to the middle school at the same time as most parents. 

     Yet, most parents already knew each other. 

           Most parents attended school activities. 

   Parent-teacher conferences. 

               Softball games. Soccer games. Football practices. 

   Dropping the kids off at summer camp. 

     And there was Alison – known only as the trophy wife to her husband, to stand in silence behind him as he made political decisions with the mayor of Richmond Town. He’s always been a city council member, but secretly, she knew Victor was fuming at the mouth that he wasn’t in any position higher. 
 
         Would Victor even be able to amount to anything higher, after all this? After Alison makes it clear she wants a divorce? 

        She should have told him far sooner, instead of holding it tight to her chest. 
     Alison watched as all the parents either formed in groups or chatted in pairs as they waited for their kids. 

      Then – she saw him, Jeffery Ashton Black, known to his friends as Jay, husband to Amelia and father to Kim, Cam, Rae, and Teddy. Each of the names of his children having significance, Alison learned from Amelia; Cameron being Amelia’s father’s name, Teddy, or Theodore, being Jay’s father’s, Rae being the second born, the drop of golden sun, and Kimberly, who’s name means the protection of a royal fortress, with her being the first. Royally, that makes Kimberly be the first-born, the princess, naturally the one who protects her siblings alongside her mother and father. 

            He looked handsome in his own right – a leather jacket and form fitting jeans, with a moss green turtle-neck for his outfit to pick up his kids. 

          Alison’s stomach churned with nerves. She’s accepted long ago that she was bisexual, that she wanted to be in a polyamorous relationship. Though given her previous status – her almost arranged marriage to Victor – prevented her from exploring those preferences. 

       At the time, Alison hoped she’d married Victor for love. 

   It was that way – for her. 

         Until it wasn’t. 

    Now here she was, on the outside looking into a family that seemed to have it all together. 

             Was it sinful, selfish even – to want to be a part of something already established? To want to not be alone? 

          Alison knew what it was like to be alone, even when surrounded by many people. 

     Though, the people at those parties – those ‘charity nights’, where she had to wear her best to just, please the polite society around her, she wasn’t herself. 

         With Amelia and Jay, she could be more herself. 

  They didn’t ask for anything – demanded nothing. 

         It was maddening, being on the outside of the universe. 

      She took a step forward, toward Jay. 

         He noticed her next, looking up from his holo-screen. 

   He shut it down and smiled. 

              “Fancy running into you here,” Jay’s eyes were bright, and Alison knew why Amelia fell for them. “Here for someone?” 

           “Last time I checked I only have two kids.” Alison chuckled, “I only managed to get Cassie and Alec from the factory. It was a two-for-one deal.” 

            Jay let out a warm laugh. “I should hope it was a good deal. The factory has a no-return policy.” 

            “And Amelia? Is she still at work?” Alison asked. 

       “She’s leaving now that’s why I had my phone out. She’s going to pick up Rae and Teddy from the elementary school. The two of us can’t wait when the whole lot of ‘em are in high school, that way we can drop them off at East Side and be done with it.” 

        Alison agreed. “I can see Cassie, Kim, and Cam all being in Junior year with their siblings just starting out.” 

         Jay paused, smiling. “Their?” 

        Alison realized her mistake. “Shit. I – I slipped my tongue. I’m sorry. My kids and yours’ and Amelia’s kids are not –,” 

          Jay shook his head, putting his hands on Alison’s shoulders, “Ali. Breathe. I’m not mad at you.” 

         Alison hiccupped anxiously. “I overstepped.” 

     “Alison Altor, do honestly think that lowly of yourself to not consider yourself – after everything we went through together this past month, to not be a part of our family? That Amelia doesn’t hold you in a high regard? That Amelia and I, after many nights, have discussed including you in our lives and seeing how that would benefit everyone involved?” 

          “I –,” Alison cried softly, half out of relief and half from the stress of it all, “No.” 
 Jay chuckled, patting Alison on the head with affection. “Come to dinner tonight. We’ll talk, okay?” 

          Alison wiped her eyes, feeling silly. “Okay.” 

    Then, like a beacon of hope and light, the doors of the middle school burst open, revealing the kids. 

       In the crowds, were Kim and Cam, chatting amongst their group of friends. 

  And, to Alison’s stark surprise – her daughter Cassie. She was leading the charge.

      Tears poured from Alison’s face as her heart sang with relief. 


0o0o0o0o0o0o

   With Alison’s children settled in for the night at her mother-in-law’s home, she was free to do as she pleased for the evening. 

       Her MIL assured her that she has things under control, that she should be able to be an adult and enjoy her time while she had it. 

        That statement alone was enough to bring her to tears all over again. 

  She kissed her babies goodnight, pleading with their sleeping faces to be good. 

       She then gave a hug to Mrs. Altor, and the older woman squeezed her tight. 

  Without any more hesitation, she left. 

            She stepped into the cold November night. 

  She’d already ordered a car service, and it had arrived within the moment. 

          She was grateful she didn’t have to walk in the colder temperatures for long. 

   Within a blink, she stepped into the car, told the driver her destination, and before the end of the hour, she was on the other side of Richmond Town. 

           The Shapiro-Black’s home pulled into view. It was a large, spacious lot – pretty in the purple landscape background. 

                Custom built, with bricks on the right and left sides, plaster in the middle, and a large staircase in the front. A home made of memories, hard work – certainly coming from ground zero to where they were today. 

     Most of the homes in Richmond Town were ranch style, and this one was no different. But it had the personality quirks of the Shapiro-Black’s that separated it from the others on the block. 

        A Halloween wreath on the door; a large, six-foot tall skeleton that they still haven’t taken down from the night. They’re planning on keeping it for the remainder of the year, bolted into the ground, and dressing it for the remaining holidays. They’ll take it down in January, but Amelia didn’t seem pleased by that prospect. 

       Alison thanked her driver with a tip and exited the vehicle. 

           She took in a deep breath as she walked up the stone-shaped steps and knocked on the door. 

       It was Kim who answered, a miniature version of Jay and Amelia. Same beautiful silver eyes, red hair, and Jay’s nose. 

        Alison’s heart melted. 

 “Hi, Mrs. Altor,” she beamed, “Mom and dad are waiting for you.” 
 
            “Thanks, kiddo. Where are they?” 

    Kim let Alison in, welcoming her into the foyer. 

               “In the music room.” 
   
    “And your siblings?” Alison wondered. 

            “Cam’s still doing his homework with his virtual tutor, Rae’s watching her shows, and Teddy’s napping. A usual night in the Shapiro-Black household.” 

       “It’s a Monday.” Alison chuckled. 

    Kim nodded awkwardly. “Right. Uh,” she waved, then moved quickly to the side, “Bye!” She waved. 

     Alison laughed as she scurried away. 

          She made her way throughout the house, then found the stairway leading to the bottom floor. 

       It was then she heard the music, the deep thrumming of a base guitar and piano, that Alison entered the room slowly. 

           She saw Amelia sitting beside a two-way glass wall, with Jay performing a song on the other side of the room. Amelia had her headphones in, not hearing Alison. 

      But Jay did. He beamed wide, motioning to Amelia to turn around, and the other woman’s smile was bright. 

      “Hey!” Amelia’s eyes were like silver stars, “Right on time. He’s about to start. Want to listen?” 

         “Oh. I can? I wouldn’t be… I don’t know, interfering?” 

  Amelia shook her head, “This is a recording studio. The output we here is when the light is red, and he’s singing into the mic. When the light is green, we’re talking, but he can’t hear us. It won’t go through to the eventual recording soundbite.” 
 
       Alison drew out a breath, “Shit. Fancy stuff.” 

    Jay looked to Amelia, who gave him a thumb up. The red light blinked on. 

      The first chords of the hit Bruno Mars song from 2025 filled Alison’s headset, but it was Jay’s version. Alison sat back in her chair. The thing was, she knew Amelia and Jay were talented musical artists, responsible for the East Side Charity Concert every year in June since 2019. 

      Jay’s whimsical, tenor voice filled Alison’s very soul. 

     This… this was rawness. Pure vocals. Talent that hasn’t been cherry-picked out, but found on its’ own. Perhaps Jay didn’t always want to be a singer – maybe it came naturally, and he had other plans for his future. 

       If it’s anything Alison had learned in 2039, is that the future, even with all its’ glitter and glory and promises, was never set in stone. 

If the world was ending, I’d wanna be next – to you 
If the party was over and our time on Earth – was through 
I’d wanna hold you, just for a while and die with a smile 
If the world was ending, I’d wanna be next to you 

A tear fell down Alison’s cheeks and she shuddered. 
 
       When hearing those lyrics, she no longer pictured Victor. She imagined Amelia Rose Shapiro-Black and Jeffery Ashton Black, both at her sides. 

        Heavens, how she wanted them both. It ached at her. On the outside, looking into their life. Their affections. Craving it, for she wasn’t getting what was promised to her to begin with. 

      How dumb of her, to waste so much time on an unrequited love. 

 She’d only complicate things. 

         Alison Altor swallowed thickly. 

      She got up from her seat, setting her headphones aside and put them back in its’ place. 

              She turned. 

       She couldn’t see the looks on Amelia’s or Jay’s faces. 

                  She took another step forward, making a quick escape. 
  Then – a small mercy. 

          It was Amelia. 

  “Alison,” her own voice was thick with emotion, “Wait.” 


Chapter Nineteen: With A Smile 

Jay 

   The tension in the music studio was, without a shadow of any doubt, palpable. 

             For a moment, Jay stood still. He didn’t want to move too quickly. He didn’t want to scare Alison away; they’d gotten so close to reaching out to her. 

             It would be all for naught, if she walked out that door right now. 

     “Alison,” It was Amelia who spoke, and Jay’s very soul threatened to leave his body. “Wait.” 

                 “I shouldn’t be here.” Alison said thickly. 

      “Don’t say that. We want you here.” 

                   “No,” Alison shook her head, “In what way? I’ll only complicate things.” 

         Amelia turned to Jay, “Honey. Did you not tell her?” 

               “I did! Swear it.” he said and took that as his cue to leave the other side of the studio. He opened the door to where Amelia and Alison were. 

                “Even still. You two already have a life built for yourselves. At worst, other folks would think I’m a dirty homewrecker.” 

           Amelia shook her head, blowing a raspberry. “To hell with other folks. I grew up with a genetic disorder that limited the way I communicated with people. Going through that has taught me that the only thing in life that matters – truly – is how you decide to live with society. Not how society wants you to.” 

           “I had to raise my autistic brother by myself because my dad couldn’t take care of us. I couldn’t graduate normally like the other kids, because I dropped out. Amelia nearly dropped out due to a bullying incident. Society wasn’t built for folks like us, so we tried our damn best.” Jay added. 

         “I fell in love with Jay because he was the first human to see me as I was. Not for my disorder, not in pity, not for my limitations.” 

          Jay watched his heart break as tears fell from Alison’s eyes, “I’m… I… I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry.” 

        Amelia wrapped her arms around Alison. 

 “It’s okay. Truly. We’re telling you this so we’re all on equal footing, going into this.” 

          Jay nodded, and he settled at their sides, wrapping his arms around his wife’s belly. “We may have our life set for ourselves, but we both agree more can be added to it. This bub on their own proved that to us.” 

        Alison giggled tearfully, as she met Jay’s hands on Amelia’s stomach. 

 “I can’t imagine a better realization,” she sniffed, “I want to be a part of your lives. And mean something to this little one. There’s just – there’s so much I must do on my end, until we can go forward. I hope you can forgive me, for giving you such an answer. Even if it’s not exactly what you want.” 

         “Oh, baby. We understand. Know that you mean the world to us, and we want you. You, in whatever capacity you come to us.” Amelia’s eyes were teary now, as Jay saw that she started to cry. 

           “Is that clear enough for you?” Jay said in jest, and Alison snorted, snuggling into Amelia’s hug. 

          “Crystal,” Alison assured, “We’ll play it by ear. I’ll… need to meet with my lawyer, to start off the divorce process,” Alison grunted in annoyance, “I’m done with being an Altor.” 

        “Damn right you are.” Amelia beamed. Relieved, Jay kissed Amelia, breathing a soft sigh into her lips. His heart skipped anew as Alison, boldly, stood on her toes and placed a kiss on not only Amelia’s, but Jay’s cheeks. 

              Amelia doesn’t say anything in response. Her eyes lustful, she exchanges a look between her husband and Alison. She took both their hands into hers, and without another word, led them both to their bedroom. 

          For the first time in Amelia and Jay’s marriage, they were finally adding a third member – and their love for each other increased tenfold. 

     

           “How are we going to do this,” Alison breathed, as Jay closed the door behind them. He took off his belt. Alison was still holding onto Amelia’s hand. “Am I – will you –,” 

                Amelia smiled, pressing soft kisses to Alison’s cheeks, “We’ll only do whatever you feel comfortable with doing. If you want to just kiss us, then we can do that. If you want Jay or I to fuck you, then we can do that. If you want us to cuddle in the bed together, we can do that too.” 

          Jay grunted and his eyes narrowed as he noticed Alison whimper, and her thighs tighten. 

    “I don’t think I can just cuddle tonight. It’s been far too long.” 

                 “Noted.” Jay huffed, “We state our wants and needs clearly, here.” 

      Jay’s groin hardened then, and he needed a release. 

                “Your needs, then. What are they, baby?” Amelia asked. 

        “I need –,” Jay swallowed, “Please,” Alison let her hands grasp Jay’s belt. “Both of you. To kiss me.” 

        “Since you asked so nicely.” Amelia giggled adorably. “Alison?” 

   Alison let out an eager noise, as if she were a teenager in a video games store, her hands loosening the fly on Jay’s pants now. “Already on it.” 

             “Now this,” Amelia said, pulling Jay into a kiss, “Will make things go by a lot faster.” 

      “You two are going to kill me.” 

              Amelia clicked her tongue, “Don’t be so ungrateful. You’re the one that knocked me up.” 

           “Which ended up being a mutual benefit to us all.” Jay replied, placating his lustful wife. 
 
  “My fuck,” Alison breathed out, kissing up Jay’s thigh, “This is a beautiful sight.” 

             “It’s yours,” Jay assured, bringing up Alison’s chin with his finger, “Yours and Amelia’s, for tonight and every night after.” 

              “So generous,” Amelia grinned. “We should reward him, shouldn’t we, Ali?” 

   “If I’m going to hell for my association to the devil,” Alison mused, “I ought to enjoy the way there. Give myself a treat.” 

         “Now that’s,” Amelia laughed, “The spirit!” 

 Jay’s pants fall to the floor. Amelia and Alison both cheer with mutual excitement. 

        The nights’ festivities carried on. 

0o0o0o0o0o0o

       How it was possible that Jay’s heart could grow, even bigger than it originally was before, was something Jay couldn’t begin to grasp. 

        Ever since knowing and loving Amelia, his world expanded. 

   Through Amelia, he was able to get help for his brother. He was able to finish his GED. He was able to start his career, and the butterfly effect of learning about Cameron Shapiro had led him to do the same style of research with Luke to find Alison Altor. 

        So here he was, at age thirty-seven, watching his beloved wife have sex with another woman – a woman whom he also adored – fitting into their trio like a matching puzzle piece. 

           With Alison in their lives, what more could happen? Life for Jay was never dull. He wondered if it was perhaps due to the people he surrounded himself with, or – due to his eclectic personality, excitement follows him wherever he decides to go. 

      It was a question Jay wondered if he’ll ever find the answer to. 

   Alison gave out an eager, happy moan, and Jay’s hands cupped her breasts. 

        “Here?” Jay asked. They’d decided to treat Alison that evening. There’ll be other times where Alison could take the reins, or even Jay, but after what Alison had gone through, there was a mutual agreement to not stress her out further by having her do any more than what she needs to. 
   
      Alison’s breasts, smaller in frame, were still just as hardened. 

  “Anywhere,” Alison replied, her voice breathy. “Please.” 

                “You’re so polite.” Amelia giggled, pulling her in for a kiss. 

      “I can barely contain myself.” Alison huffed, “I’m so… overstimulated.” 

             Amelia slowed, but she didn’t stop grinding against her. 

      Jay’s one hand was firmly on Amelia’s ass and the other feeling Alison’s breasts. 

            “I’ve wanted this for so long,” she continued, her arms steadying themselves on both Amelia’s and Jay’s shoulder. “My ex wasn’t giving me what I needed, and I…” Alison blinked away tears, “I guess I settled on the notion that I deserve what I’ve been given. Because of what I associated with.” 

        “No,” Amelia shook her head fiercely, “Don’t say things like that.” 

     Jay kissed Alison’s cheeks, feeling the same way. “When I dug into your family name… it wasn’t Altor. It was Wong.” 

          “I’m American born Chinese. My grandparents are immigrants. I want to go back to being a Wong, even though they must feel disappointed in me. I haven’t been back to my family’s home country since I was a little girl.” 

       “That’s the thing about family. You’re born into it, but you could create your own, too. Whether your family decides to accept you is up to them, not you. I’ve learned long ago that many folks on my father side didn’t like my dad after my mom died. I stopped trying to reach out to them, because if they didn’t care to get to know me, or my new girlfriend, or my brother, then I’m done with it.” 

         Alison shook her head in bewilderment, “I’m… that’s terrible.” 

    “My dad made some bad choices when he was a young dad. That’s why I…” Jay buried his face in Alison’s shoulder, hiding his flush, “I try to be the best dad I can be, for these kids.” 
          
        “Honey,” Amelia soothed, and Alison nodded her head in agreement, “Please. We’ve talked about this. You’re already the best dad. The best in the whole world.” 

       Jay smiled tearfully, “I have my moments.” 

      “We’re human, that’s why. The fact that you’re trying… that’s something.” Alison agreed. “That’s saying something, compared to most husbands.” 

           Jay smiled at her gratefully. She was charming, in her own way. With her oval-shaped face, her usually straight hair waved and messy from their sex, and Alison’s bright, glittering eyes smiling back at him. 

          “You’re not with him anymore,” Amelia assured, gently caressing Alison’s face, “He decided to abandon you, and that’s on him. You’re a catch. You deserve to make your case, to speak out against him when he didn’t support you during your darkest hour, and to speak up for all the other women too who’re no doubt in your position.” 

          Alison nodded fiercely, “I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time. With you both at my side,” she breathed, her legs spreading so Amelia could fit into them, “My voice can be heard.” 

            Jay huffed, and this time, he kissed her. On her lips, making sure his words were for her to hold, he said, “We’ll make sure it’s the loudest.” 

          Amelia’s fingers competently found Alison’s center, and she let out a satisfying moan. 



					          Part III 

Chapter Twenty: Pumpkin Spice Kisses  
November 27th, 2039 

Amelia 

       At three months, Amelia was more than familiar with the changes that happens during pregnancy. Cravings, mood swings, the occasional crash out. 

   This time – given it was her forth, she knew what to anticipate. The first time, with Kim and Cam, was a hurdle to overcome. She was a lot bigger than she was now. 

         Still – the noticeable change in her abdomen, the swelling that took place around these months, always brought upon all sorts of emotions. 

          While it was Amelia and Jay’s forth time around, it was Alison’s first time experiencing it with them, as their partner. 

            Alison Wong, Amelia and Jay’s partner. 

    It was truly a sentence Amelia found herself wrapping her head around. 

          The reality of things hit Amelia the morning of Thanksgiving, when Alison had stayed the evening before – and their kids had a sleep over downstairs. 

          Amelia was looking at herself in their long, standing mirror, with Alison lounging on the bed. 

          Jay was getting ready for the day in their bathroom suite. 

    “Is that what you’re wearing for the day?” Alison wondered. 

              “Mmm,” Amelia grunted, “I don’t know. I wanted to wear something form-fitting, but…” Amelia’s shoulders slumped, “This one’s making things a bit difficult.” 

           Alison cooed, getting up from her place on the bed. She walked over to Amelia, wrapping her arms around her stomach from behind. “Baby. No matter your size here, you look great.” 

           “I know, I know. It’s just – I usually show a bit earlier; this baby’s been developing slower than the others. I know our visits have been positive with the doctor, but I worry. I’m older now, Ali. I’m older than I was when I had Kim and Cammy.” 

          Alison’s hold on Amelia tightened. “Amie.” 

        “I’m thirty-seven, going to be thirty-eight in two months. I’m born on the cusp of the New Year. A decade ago, none of these worries wouldn’t have mattered. But I know of what happens to mothers when they have their babies in their later years.” 

         Alison sighed into Amelia’s shoulder, “I was a young mom, so I wish I can relate to your struggles. I’m thirty-three, with twelve-year-old and a ten-year-old. But what I can relate to you on, is no matter what age, pregnancy is tough as shit. There’s nothing that prepares you for the toll it does to your body. The post-partum that comes after. I wish people talked about it more.” 

            “You’re looked at differently,” Amelia agreed. She let out a soft, hiccupping sob, “They say a woman’s sole purpose in life is to be a mother. Then you become one, and what happens next? Cook and clean and slave away? I never wanted that for myself, and Jay and I made it very clear that we would have equal share in raising the kids. It’s the principality of it all, I think. That never-ending anxiety, that to onlookers, to society, I’ll never be good enough at this. Even though this is the last time I’m going about it.” 

          “To hell with all that,” Alison said fiercely, “There’s more to life after we raise a family. I’m discovering that. You and Jay taught me that.” 

             “We did? Truly?” Amelia sniffed. 

      “You took a chance on me,” Alison beamed tearfully, “Even though we could easily still be strangers, neighbors, and our lives remain unchanged.” 

           “I gotta be honest,” Amelia breathed, wiping her eyes. She turned to face Alison, who wiped her own eyes as well. “I can’t imagine our lives – my life, without you. Wherever this partnership leads us,” she let out a nervous, shaky noise, “I’m happy you’re the one who’s at our side for the journey.” 

       Alison smiled, nodding, “I’m really happy too.” 

   Jay appeared from his time in the bathroom – or perhaps he was in there on purpose, giving the two women a chance to speak. 

        Amelia would have to ask him about it later. 

   “Are we okay?” Jay asked preciously. 

             “More than okay,” Amelia assured him, “I’m glad I have you both in my life.” 

    Jay pulled Amelia into a kiss, giving Alison’s hand a squeeze. 

                  “Rest assured, lovey. The feelings’ mutual,” he gazed deeply at Alison, “Thanks for being there for her.” 
            “She would do the same for me,” Alison replied, squeezing Jay’s hand back, “As would you.” 

              Jay cleared his throat, as to not get too emotional before the start of the day, “Right. Well. Let’s get to the festivities, ladies.” 

              Amelia and Alison giggled. Cutely, Alison pecked Jay’s and Amelia’s cheeks. 

     “One more out of either of you or we’ll be late to greet our guests.” Jay huffed. 

            “Something tells us you wouldn’t be too upset about it.” Amelia said, eyes twinkling. 

   The group cued in knowing laughter. With that, they walked hand in hand out the bedroom. The doorbell rang, and the first guest arrived. 

          It was Luke.  

0o0o0o0o0o0o


  “Hey, hey – let’s get this party stared!” Luke cheered. He came in holding boxes of sodas, dressed clad in foam turkey feathers coming out of his back, and a big, brown romper. 

        “Uncle Luke!” Rae exclaimed with sheer joy. 

   “Dude. We didn’t hire a clown.” Jay smirked. 

                  Luke put the sodas on the ground, and Alison took them. 

     “For shame. I’m the Thanksgiving Turkey, thank you very much. You know I dress up every year. As Santa, too,” He turned to Alison, who was giggling, “I take my role very seriously.” 

              “I can see that.” 

      Amelia let out a tired groan. “Kim. Cam. Help Uncle Luke with the snacks, please.” 

                 “Chips! Chips, chips, chips.” They chanted. 

     Teddy hung onto Jay’s leg. “Papa. Is anyone else coming?” 
 
           “The usual. Nessie, Micha, Alex. Uncle Keith. Auntie Toni, and Uncles Ritchie and Joe. The only new folks this year are our friends Alison, and Cassie and Alec,” he then paused, “OH. Can’t forget about Gramma Becca and Uncle Theo.” 

         “That’s a whole lotta people.” Rae said. 

   Cassie went up to Jay curiously, “Are all these aunts and uncles your siblings?” 

             Jay laughed. Amelia ruffled Cassie’s beautiful black hair that matched Alison’s own. 

           “No, love. They’re all very important people to me. I’ve known them all since high school. That was a long time ago.” 

            Cassie’s eyes grew wide, “Can you tell me the story?” 

     Amelia laughed. She looked to Alison for approval, who nodded. Luke had some of the kids following him like a shepard, or as if one of those characters in movies and television shows that somehow always have a group of kids around them, even if they had no previous experience in childcare. 

    Or like a needy dog following its’ owner into the kitchen for extra snacks. 

      Ironically, out of anyone else in the world, Amelia couldn’t think of anyone better than him. 

          “Come here, kid.” Kim saw that Cassie was sitting with her mother, so she split from the group, going over to Cassie, Amelia, and Alison on the couch. Jay gave Amelia a kiss, a soft pat on Alison’s head, before leaving. 
        “It was 2019, and the world looked a lot different then,” Amelia began, bringing up her holo-screen. She showed the girls, and Alison, photos of her friends from twenty years ago. “It feels like a different lifetime.” 

           Cassie holds Kim’s arm in shock, “You were a pop singer?” 

   Alison drew out a whistle. “I mean, I knew that but seeing these photos are another thing.” 

               Amelia blushed. “I only had a few Eps. You can still listen to them. Possibly even know a few, since they’ve became jingles or sounds,” The mother chuckled, “It helped to have friends in the industry. But where our story really started, is with my dad. Cameron Shapiro. When he passed.” 

          At the photo of the Shapiro family, with Rebecca, Cameron, Keith, and Amelia, Alison got up and sat beside Amelia. 

          I’m here, Alison said wordlessly. Amelia held onto her gratefully. 

      So, Amelia went through the story – that fateful year, of when Amelia was at her lowest. Of Amelia’s journey through that year of high school. How she met Jay. How through Jay, he managed to get her reunited with her old elementary school friends. 

              In result of that, the Music Festival Fundraiser was born. How it would be Cassie’s, Alison’s, and Alec’s first year experiencing it. How, this year being its’ twentieth year holds grand significance. 

           By the end of the story, everyone was teary-eyed and happy they were there to support each other. 

             “Mommy, for the record,” Kim wiped her eyes, peering at her mother. Her bouncy curls moved with every notion, “I think you’re cool.” 

          Cassie raised her hand, “I second that notion.” 

          Alison giggled wetly, letting her nose lightly touch Amelia’s cheek in quiet affection. “And I,” she whispered, “Must agree with our kids.” 

      Our kids. Alison’s mine. 

             Amelia could only hiccup in response, snuggling into Alison. She was grateful she had kids who thought she was cool. Some days, she could barely look at herself in the mirror. 

           All the riches in the world wouldn’t compare to a feeling like this. 


Chapter Twenty-One: Finding Family 

Jay 

The happy hum of the Thanksgiving chatter filled Jay and Amelia’s home. 
 
       Multiple conversations were being held at once, but Jay was mostly focused on Alison’s interaction with everyone else. 
    The young mom was carefree, fussing over Alec, who had gravy on his face. 
     
        Jay smirked at her, and turned to look at Luke, who was eyeing him cautiously. 

    A conversation was owed to Luke. After new information was brought to light regarding Alison and Victor’s situation, he hadn’t had time to talk to his friend. 

         They’ve both been busy over the last month – so one could hardly blame the other. 

      Jay turned to Amelia beside him, who was eagerly munching down on a second helping of ham. 

          “I’m going out for some air.” He uttered, kissing Amelia’s cheek. 

   “’kay. I’ll be here eating for two.” 

            Keith snorted, as he sat beside Alex. “You’re eating for two regardless of if you’re pregnant.” 

      “Ay, you moron.” Alex snickered. 

   “Mom,” Amelia whined, “Keith’s being mean to me.” 

              Rebecca narrowed her eyes at her children, “You two are grown adults and Rae’s acting better than you.” 

            “I’m always the best.” Rae giggled. 

      “Not fair.” Teddy groused. 

 Cue to go, Jay thought internally, chuckling. Luke snickered and shook his head. 

   
               Quietly, Jay and Luke made their way from the living room to the backside porch, the chatter muffling to a quieter rumble. 

          They settled on the swinging chair, Luke curiously still looking at him. “So,” he started, “What’s been progressing on your end?” 
  
            Jay drew out a breath. “Um. Interesting development.” 
  “Is Alison going through with the divorce?” Luke asked. He then panicked, “Is she backing out?” 

         “Oh. No. She’s – for sure going through with it. Her meeting with the lawyer and her husband is eight days from now. December 5th,” Jay swallowed, “She hasn’t been with the man since October 7th.” 

        “Okay,” Luke said slowly, “What’s new, then?” 
 
      “Alison, Amelia, and I…” Jay said slowly. “We’ve decided… we, ah,” 
 
               “Dude. You’re usually not so tongue-tied.” Luke raised an eyebrow. 

       “Please,” Jay leaned to Luke, his voice uncharacteristically nervous, “Keep this between us.” 

              Luke looked at him seriously, “Okay. You know you have me at your word.” 

      “We’re together now. All of us. We’ve decided to have Alison as our partner.” 

            It wasn’t Jay that said it, but Amelia. Amelia, in all her glory behind Jay – holding Alison’s hand. 

          “Hiiiiii.” Alison said again, grinning eagerly at the surprised look on Luke’s face. 

   Luke glanced at all three of them, before getting up and slapping Jay’s shoulder playfully, “You must take all the hot women away from me, huh? You’ve got yourself a couple of ten’s.” 

         “Please stop objectifying my partners.” Jay dead panned. 

   Amelia sighed, exhausted. She turned to Alison. “That’s Luke, for you.” 

             Luke snickered. He then gave Alison a soft smile, and said, “I don’t need to know how it happened. Just know that out of all the couples in the world, you chose a pair of the nicest, most wholesome duo one would ever come across. They’ll take care of you, of that I am certain.” 

         Amelia’s eyes watered. “Luke.” 

   “Don’t cry on me, asshole. I’ll ruin my make up.” Luke hissed. 

             “The make-up where he’s dressed as a turkey?” Alison asked. 
         “You’ll learn not to question these things.” Jay chuckled warmly. He placed a comforting hand on Luke’s shoulder. “Thanks for being chill about it.” 

          “Hey. Jay, I’m happy for you. Really. You’ve been like a brother to me. I know you’ve got Holden and now Keith, but our bromance will never be questioned. You’re my ride or die, man. Anything,” Luke sucked in a tearful breath, “I’m honored to be friends with a man who treats women like they’re the queens that they are.” 

          “Luke,” Amelia cried now, pulling Luke into a hug. “We’ll find you a lady friend. Count on us.” 

          “I don’t need your help, you lunatic!” 

     “I’ve got two hotties at my side. Clearly, I’m more of an expert than you. And you talked big game in high school. How does it feel to never be at your peak again?” Amelia laughed. 

       “Jay!” Luke wailed, “Your wife is bullying me!” he turned to Alison, “Ali. Girl. Help a brother out.” 

            Playfully, Alison put her hand on her hip, “I don’t know you like that.” 

   Luke relented in Amelia’s hold, and they broke apart – Luke ruffling his hair back to the state it was. 

         “Anyway,” Luke huffed, and the four friends settled back on the chairs, Alison easily being accepted into the fold. “Alison. Has anyone from Victor’s team contacted you?” 

      “No,” Alison shook her head. She snuggled close to Amelia, placing her hand on Amelia’s belly, “I’ve gotten nothing. Which is odd – usually, they send me everything of what he’s up to, when we were in contact. This is the first time in my life where I’ve gone no-contact with the man. I honestly have no idea what he’s doing.” 
     
      “For the meeting day,” Amelia grasped Alison’s hand in thanks, “Do you want us to be there with you?” 

         Alison looked at Amelia in shock, “Can that even be possible?” 

   Jay looked to Luke, who brought up his holo-screen, “I would suggest going. It’s an open hearing. There will be reporters, given the circumstance of Alison’s status.” 

        “Oh, god,” Alison bemoaned, “Reporters?” 

    “I’m sorry,” Luke said gently, “I wish I could lie to you.” 

                 Alison looked down at her hands, sighing. “All I wanted was a happy marriage. A safety net for my kids.” 

       Jay’s voice was soft, “I know. It’s a shame things went down this way.” 

   “I thought… I thought I could handle it. Being silent. Being the perfect housewife in our modern day.” 

      “Perfect wife,” Amelia snorted, “There’s no such thing.” 

  “I aim for a happy wife,” Jay beamed at her, “Happy wives, happy life.” 

        “Oh,” Amelia sassed, “So my happiness is only a convenience?” 

   “No, it’s a bonus, dear.” 

          “You’re perfect to us, Amelia. Don’t worry about a thing.” Alison soothed, and Jay smiled. He kissed both Amelia and Alison’s cheeks, making Luke gag.

       This cued the group in knowing laughter, and happily, Amelia snuggled into Alison’s side. Jay smiled at her. 

       They had a lot to expect, lately. Alison’s court date, December 8th. Their baby’s growth during these early months. The Frozen play with Amelia’s Drama Club. Alex and Keith getting married in March The week of March 18, in 2040. Which, shit. They were entering the 2040’s. Amelia’s birthday was coming up on December 31, so she’ll go into the new year turning thirty-eight. 

    Thirty-eight, with four kids, one on the way, a new partner and husband, and two bonus kids on behalf of Alison. 

          Amelia chuckled quietly to herself, as if thinking on the same wavelength as Jay; when did life get so interesting?

  “Well, now,” Jay eased, stretching, “Shall we return to the party?” 

            “Yes,” Amelia beamed, feeling happy about her latest realization. With how they started in the beginning of fall, if one were to tell Amelia she’d reach to this point of satisfaction, Amelia would have called them delusional. Jay would have laughed in disbelief.  “Yes, we shall.” She sat up, extending both her arms so her partners could take them.  

          Yet after their month in October, the hard trials they all went through, Jay couldn’t imagine what his life right now would be like without knowing Alison. 

            Jay’s thoughts went soft, and he smiled gently. I wonder if mom would be proud of me. 

     A cool wind brushed past Jay as he turned to enter his home, his friends at his side. He glanced back at the trees swaying amongst the darkening orange sky, heard the low murmur of chatter returning through the hallway, and saw a rare red cardinal perched amongst the branches, a bird usually seen in winter. 

         A white halo seemed to cascade around it, similar in fashion to that janitor he’d talked to at the first East Side Charity Concert.  

        Jay didn’t consider himself to be particularly religious or spiritual. They raised their kids to decide what they wanted for themselves, Amelia taking them to church services during Easter and Christmas at the local parish. She did it so the kids could grow up around a good community, but had a serious talk with the older children, Kimberly and Cameron, what they decided to believe for themselves. 

         But there was something about the other worldly nature of the strong influence that loved ones leave behind (Amelia’s experience with her late father was the first that came to mind), and that this sort of thing seemed to happen to Jay, he couldn’t ignore it. 

          His mother, in some type of way, seemed to genuinely hear him.   

    To that same end, Jay had no doubt that Amelia’s father’s presence was within the home too, watching over the Thanksgiving gathering. 
    “Jay?” Amelia asked her husband, gazing at him. 

            “I’m okay,” He replied, “Let’s go.” 

    Together, Amelia, Jay, Alison, and Luke went inside. 

            The bird flew away with the light ask briefly as it arrived. 



Chapter Twenty-Two: Office Date  

Amelia 
    
  Seventeen weeks. Four months pregnant. Amelia Shapiro-Black had to produce a damn high school play before winter break. 

   Friday the 16, and Saturday the 17, were the scheduled dates, the week soon after Alison’s divorce case. 

            Amelia sat in her quiet office, trying to stop the stress from forming into a migraine. (She was specifically told by her doctor not to get stressed going into her second trimester). 

           Yet here she was, supporting her partner in her divorce case and planning one of the most important events of her life. 

           Amelia was really looking forward to that vacation March 18th. 

      She then received a call from her work phone, gazing in confusion for it. 

            She got up, answering. “Hi, Shapiro-Black’s office.” 

   “Hi, Amelia! You have a guest today. She’s signed in to bring in your lunch.” 

         Oh. Amelia’s heart fluttered. Right. In her haste to get everyone where they needed to go, Amelia forgot to pack her lunch. 

                 It happened before, and she’s been chastised for it. 

  Old habits are hard to break. 

        “I’m on my way! Thanks, Terry.” 

  Amelia hung up and pushed in her chair. 

          She walked through the familiar halls of East Side, both nostalgic and knowledge of the building. She knew the best places to go for quiet peace – the right teachers to confide in if a problem arises, the crisis counselor’s room, and that happy nook area within the far corner of the library, next to a large window looking out to the recess playground. 

              When she was a teenager, she used to view this school as if a cloud had casted a shadow over it. 

      Now, while she understood that the school system had much to improve, even in these modern days, she had a different perspective as a music and drama club teacher. 

            Even more so, with the fundraiser she planned, and this year being the big 20th anniversary, she understood the importance of what it means to be a good teacher. To be proud of the job she has. 

      Every day with this group of kids brought on new challenges, behavioral incidents to manage, and knowing the wants and needs of each of her dear students.  

            When she came to the front office, Terry was grinning at her, talking animatedly to a quirky Alison. 

      “Hi, sweetie,” Alison was beaming, “Jay told me you forgot your lunch.” 

   “I did,” Amelia said with relief, her stomach growling. “The baby’s starving.” 

              “I’m sure.” 

    “It’s me, I’m the baby.” Amelia giggled, taking Alison’s hand. 

            Terry waved them goodbye, “Have a nice lunch, Mrs. Shapiro-Black.” 

   “So, this is East Side Prep,” Alison looked around. “It’s larger than I anticipated.” 

              “I can’t wait for you to see the auditorium. It’s massive.” Amelia grinned. 

     “I’ll reserve the surprise for your show.” Alison winked, and Amelia flushed. 

               “This’ll be your first time seeing me in my element,” Amelia realized, “I, uh. I can go diva-mode. Fair warning. Debut show nights are usually the most chaotic.” 

          Alison shook her head, “I’ll be sure to support you in any way I can.” 

          Amelia beamed at her, “Thanks, girlie,” Amelia winked, “Jay’s an old pro at my craziness, so he’ll be sure to keep you in check, too.” 

               Alison giggled in response. They walk down the hallway and pass by a gaggle of girls, all eagerly saying hi to Amelia. 

               “Ladies. Aren’t you supposed to be at lunch?” Amelia sang, and a chorus of ‘we knows’ and ‘hi, Mrs. Shapiro-Black’s could be heard in response. 

           “We took the long way back.” The taller one said, clad in purple hair, a golden blazer, and bright eye shadow. 

      “We’re making TikToks.” The younger one said, short haired and adorable-faced, to which the other one – the third, with bright pink hair, and striking features, groaned. 

     “Z, we weren’t supposed to tell her.” 

 “It’s Mrs. A! She’s nice.” 

                Amelia waved her hand, chuckling, “No worries, girls. Just get back to where you’re meant to be.”

        Alison watched the whole exchange, and the trio singing loudly to K-Pop songs Amelia couldn’t place in the moment, with a grin. 

             “This is what happens every day?” 

  “Oh. This isn’t even scratching the surface.” Amelia grunted. 

         She led Alison to her office, waving at another teacher who passed by; the sweet science teacher, Mrs. Preston, who was also in charge of the GSA club. 

          “Are you going after the idol group?” Amelia asked, dead-panned, and Mrs. Preston sighed. 

             “Those girls are fast.” 

      “They’re pack animals. They went that way.”  Amelia replied. 

               “Thanks, love. Hope you’re feeling all right today.” 

  “I am!” Amelia said gratefully, “I’m going to feed the baby now.” 

                Mrs. Preston looked between her and Alison, smiling and nodding. “Enjoy it, then.” 

   Mrs. Preston smiled at her work friend, before charging down the hall. “Zee! Don’t think I can’t see you! Get back here!” 
 
            Screams were met in response. 

           Amelia and Alison laughed at the scene. She gave the food back to Alison as she opened the door to her office. 

         She then pulled up a chair for her partner and helped herself to another seat where she sat down and ate. “So,” she said, picking up her burrito, “Welcome to high school.” 

      Alison laughed, “So. Yeah. I can’t be a teacher.” 

  “You were considering?” 

        “Well, I’ve started applying. I thought it would be nice to work where you are,” Alison flushed, “You’re pretty much hall monitors, here.” 

         “And we still don’t get paid enough.” Amelia grunted, wiping her mouth. 

     “With this nonsense you go through? Absolutely not.” 

            Amelia huffed softly. “There’s good days. Like the time Eddie introduced me to Mastas.” 

Alison gazed at her contentedly, “Mastas?” 
        
      “A sweetheart whose wheelchair bound. She plays the piano expertly. I’ve been privately tutoring her for the play.” 

  “Oh, my god. Ame.” Alison breathed. 

        “I know. It’s a lot.” 

 “No,” Alison shook her head, “Every day, I think I fall deeper for you.” 

         Amelia nearly choked on her burrito, pointing at her partner. “Don’t you dare turn me on while I’m at work.” 

     “Or else what?” Alison teased. 

  “Naughty bitch.” 

                They giggle at each other and enjoy the company as Amelia finishes eating. 

    They then hear a knock on the door as Alison cleans up, and Alison looked to Amelia curiously. 

    “Hi,” Amelia called, “Who is it?” 

          A soft, sniffly voice responded. “M-mrs. Shapiro-Black,” it was… Trina? “Are you free to talk?” 

        “I’m on my lunch break, dear. Is everything okay?” 

  “I – oh. M-me too. It’s okay. I can find you during drama club this week.” 

            Alison’s face filled with pity, and she nodded to Amelia. 

 “No, no. Come on in. I just have a guest.” 

           The young teen opened the door at Amelia’s approval, and her tearful face looked at Alison in surprise. 

           “Oh. Hi.” 

    “Hello, sweetheart. Don’t mind me. I was just bringing your teacher her lunch.” Alison said with all the care in the world. 

             “That’s nice of you.” Trina said, relief now on her features. 

       “Come on. Sit. Tell me what’s going on. You’re usually not upset like this.” 

                  Trina sniffed. “It’s Henry.” 

      Alison looked to Amelia. Boyfriend? She asked wordlessly. 

                 Not yet, Amelia’s eyes replied. 

  Understanding shifted on Alison’s face. Ah. Drama. 

                  “I – I saw him,” she hiccupped, “Practicing his lines for the play this week. With Corinne.” 

            “Corinne’s Anna and Henry’s Hans,” Amelia explained, “Trina’s my Elsa.” 

Alison hummed, “The names are kind of fitting.” 

   “Not so much Kristoff with Eddie,” Amelia said thoughtfully, “But the hairs do match. We won’t have to worry about a wig.” 

           “And how is Mastas’ involved in all this?” Alison wondered. 

   “Mastas’ is just Mastas,” Trina laughed tearfully, “She’s sweet and drama free. Her and Eddie are practically joint at the hip anyway.” 

               Amelia nodded, proud. “Right. So, you saw Henry practicing lines.” 

   “And, like, I know they’re both just acting. It’s all fake. Then, they were singing Love is An Open Door, and practicing their dances, and I –,” Trina hiccupped. “I interrupted them locking eyes at each other.” 

        Amelia sighed, rubbing her stomach where she felt a flutter. “Oh, dear. And who – dearest. Were you most upset about seeing the other with?” 

             Trina sucked in a deep breath. “B-b… both,” Trina uttered softly, “Both of them.” 

 Alison choked on air, nearly falling out of her seat. 

           Amelia sat upright, mostly in shock. “Good lord. Okay. Wow.” 

    “C-can this please,” Trina uttered, “Stay in this room?” 

                    “Of course, hun. You know you can trust us,” Amelia eased, “We’re together, you know. That’s why she’s here.” She happily pointed to Alison. 

           Trina’s eyes went wide, “A-and you make it work? I thought you were married!” 

 “I am. You can still be married and have a partner, as long as all parties are aware of the other and consent. Polyamorous relationships come in all forms.” 

         “I – I knew I was bi, I just didn’t know I was… poly. Until this year.” 

 “It’s always difficult at your age, navigating this. I’m sorry you were feeling the way you did. I promise, love. It does get better. You have to make sure your voice is heard, and you’re clear with your intentions.” Alison said, her voice breaking. 

       Amelia wondered if Alison saw herself in Trina and made a mental note to ask her when they went home. 

            “What if neither of them want me?” Trina looked down. 

    “Then,” Amelia got up, giving Trina a hug, “We’ll be here for you with tissues. You’ve really grown a lot this year, Trina. I’m very proud of you.” 

          “Being a teenager sucks.” She hiccupped. 

     “I heard that.” Amelia replied. 

                 This, then cued the group to laugh, and as Trina calmed down, the bell for lunch to be over rang. 

           “Go. Get to English, kiddo.” Amelia encouraged. 

     “Okay,” Trina mumbled, she then turned to Alison, “Bye, Ms. Alison. It was nice to meet you. I don’t normally cry.” 

             “It’s all good, honey. Have a good day.” Alison eased with kindness, and finally, the two women were alone again in the room. 

             Amelia straightened her back, placing her hand on her belly. “Phew. And we’re only halfway through the day.” 

              Alison placed her hand where Amelia’s was too, chuckling. “I’m treating you to a spa day.” 

             “Please,” Amelia all but begged, “We both need a break.” 

     Alison pulled her in for a kiss, wrapping her arms around Amelia’s waist. If it weren’t for Alison, Amelia wouldn’t have the energy she needed to get through the rest of the afternoon. But somehow, she did – even when Trina was arguing with Henry over the project during music and tech class. 

          She just thought of the kiss, the way Alison’s hands held her, of Jay waiting for her at home, and carried on with each lesson. 

         Until, finally, gracefully – the last bell of the day rang. 
Chapter Twenty-Three: Alison’s Era 

Jay 

Thursday, December 8th, 2039 


            The date of Alison’s divorce court case, it snowed. How ironic it was, that the date where she’d be freed from Victor Altor, was the day after Amelia’s father died, in the year 2012. 

       Death and renewal. 

  Death and a rebirth. 

              It seemed fitting, for their point in life. 
    
  A white blanket of snow settled on the sidewalk, and the plow trucks the night before got rid of the snow on the streets. 
         
      Jay let out a soft breath, the air making a soft shape on the glass. 

           Teddy climbed up beside him, and grinning, drew a smiling-faced emoji in the fog. 
 
      “Can we go play in the snow today?” Teddy asked. 

           “For sure. Gramma and Gramps are coming over to look after you. By the time you’re done playing, your mother, Alison, and I will be home.” 
 
         “Dad,” Teddy asked, his gaze curious, “Will Ms. Ali be coming over a lot more now?” 

   Kids can be so perspective. 

        “Yeah, buddy. Is that okay?” 

    Teddy beamed. “Yeah! I like Alec. He’s the best.” 

          Jay inwardly drew out a relieved breath. “That’s good, buddy. Be good for Gramma Becca and Grampa Theo.” 

          Teddy gave him a salute. “Yessir.” 

     Jay ruffled his small son’s hair. 

            He hurried off, returning to the playroom to play with Rae. 

     He knew today was going to be hard. 

             But that interaction with his kid and knowing that he has a family to come back home to, gave him the resolve he needed to keep going. 

           There would be time for rest after. 

   
   Jay and Amelia met Alison Wong in the parking lot. 

               Amelia got out of the car and hugged her first, and Jay smiled. 

    “You’re so brave,” Amelia breathed, “You’re going to be okay.” 

             “I know.” Alison nodded, “I have my resolve. I have a good lawyer, thanks to Jay. We have evidence of Victor’s negligence for the kids.” 

            Amelia caressed her cheek, smiling. “You’re going to smash it.” 

    Alison’s lawyer greeted her then, and Jay took Amelia’s hand. 

            “Hi,” she greeted warmly, who later introduced herself as Ms. Grace, “Are we ready to go?” 

         “Sure. Thanks.” 

  Amelia gave Alison one last kiss, before Jay took Amelia’s hand and watched her go. 

            The next few minutes were spent waiting outside the court room and watching as a few reporters walked in first. 

        Then, an officer opened the large doors. 

   “Hi. We’re opening to the public, you may come in.” 

         Amelia and Jay nodded. 
 
         Jay saw Amelia put a hand on her belly, and he placed a comforting hand on the small of her back. 

        They sat in the second row, watching Alison in the front with her lawyer. 

    The jury filled in their respective seats, as soon as a soft rumble occurred throughout the room. 

         Then, came the accused. 

    A gasp rippled through the reporters. 

              Flashes of camera light filled the air around Amelia and Jay, lens pointed at Alison and Victor. 

         The judge followed closely behind. 

 “Here we go.” Amelia whispered. 

           “We have called this court hearing to order on this day of December 8th, 2039. The prosecutor, Alison Wong, aged thirty-three, is accusing Victor Altor, aged thirty-six, the defendant, of child abuse and negligence. Poor judgement in regarding caregivers, and financial abuse over household income.”  

        Amelia swallowed thickly, startled by the last notion. 

     “The plaintiff is hereby filing a divorce due to these above reasons. Evidence compiled by plaintiff’s lawyer has proved of texts between defendant and defendant’s co-worker of plans to swindle further money from both Ms. Wong and Ms. Wong’s current caretaker, Mrs. Altor.” 

      The defendant’s lawyer spoke up after a shout rang throughout the courtroom. 

   “Now hold on just a moment! We also have screenshots of texts that have not been edited by the plaintiff’s lawyer that paint the whole story, in context. The plaintiff has made poor financial decisions in the past which was why, therefore, the defendant, my client, had decided to take it upon himself to get their finances back on track.” 

          “Order, order in the court!” the judge exclaimed. 

 Jay placed a hand on Amelia’s shoulder, noticing her tense up.

            “The plaintiff shall take the stand.” She settled on, looking sternly to the lawyer of the defendant, “And soon thereafter, we will have witnesses on the night of October 6th, 2039, take the stand as well, as per court protocol.” 
  
        Jay sucked in the air through his teeth. That meant he would be up there as well, and a small part of him knew that he too, would be questioned of his reasonings as to why he was on the Altor property. 

         As if answering the call, Luke quietly entered the court room by the officer, nodding in acknowledgement to Jay – he was there to be a witness, too. 
         
         Jay and Luke’s friendship, on this day, was certainly going to be put to the test. 

    He only hoped Amelia’s mental state could handle it, as she was already shaking. 

            “If this ever gets too much,” Jay whispered, “Take a break, for the baby’s sake. And for yours.” 

        He saw Amelia swallow, and nod. 

 “Alison Wong,” the judge called, raising her hand to the chair on her left, “Please take to the stand.” 

            Alison stood, looking for Luke, Jay, and Amelia, smiling when she found them. She wasn’t scared – not disturbed by any means. 

           When she arrived, the judge greeted her, holding out a Bible. “Do you, Alison Wong, swear under God, the court of Richmond Town, Saten Island, that you are of sound mind, body, and able to fulfil your duties as plaintiff on this day of December 8th, 2039?” 

           “I do.” 

    “Very well. You may take your seat,” she carried on, “Now, Ms. Wong, there has been a statement made by your lawyer that you wish to divorce Victor Altor. Do you confirm or deny this claim?” 

         “I confirm, ma’am.” 

 The judge nodded. “Please state the series of events that led to October 6th, 2039.”  

       Jay watched as Alison didn’t waver. Nor did she stutter with her words. 

  “Yes. I was increasingly overworked and distressed over my ex-partner’s lack of interest in his children. When I would confront him on the matter, he was dismissive and did not answer to me. He claimed he worked hard during the week and did not want to be bothered while he was home.” 

      “Who would look after the children if you or your husband were busy?” 

   “Either my husband’s mother-in-law or his brother, ma’am.” 

            “No one on your side of the family?” 

    “I am not close with my side of the family, not since I married Mr. Altor. They were largely disapproving of our marriage.” 

         The judge nodded, “I see. Thank you. At your daughter’s school, there was reports of her behavior changing and getting into arguments with classmates. The reasoning she stated was that there were problems going on at home, and she didn’t want to return due to her father’s absence. Is this correct?” 

       “Yes, I did go to a parent-teacher meeting the week before October 6th. That is correct.” 
 
   “Why was Mr. Altor not in attendance?” 

         “I am still not aware. That is what I confronted him about on October 6th, and what ultimately made the tipping point, for me.” 

         “Who was it that found you on the bathroom floor the night of October 6th, 2039?” 

   “Jeffery Ashton Black, ma’am.” 

              Jay locked eyes with Alison, his gaze tender. 

    Amelia squeezed Jay’s hand, her other hand on her heart. 

            “And who was it that called the police?” 

 “Lucas Virgil Garner.” 

          Alison’s lawyer stood, nodding at the judge. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I must ask a question. Alison Wong, was this suicide attempt planned?” 

         “Objection,” Mr. Altor’s lawyer protested, “Such a question is unrelated to the facts of the case.” 

          “Objection overruled,” the judge shook her head, “Carry on.” 

   “Thank you. Ms. Wong, is it earnest to assume that due to Mr. Altor’s child-care negligence, his control over your household funds, and lack of communication due to his workaholic lifestyle, pushed you into making that decision not only to divorce him, but attempt take your own life?” 

        Alison breathed out softly. “Long answer, yes. Short answer, also yes. I wanted to be more than a puppet for the camera. I wanted to be a better wife, a better mother. I wanted my life back, but I was nothing more than the furniture in my own home. One would think a council member’s wife would have all the riches and freedoms that come with it, but such was not the case behind the screen that we gave the town.” 

       “Or, rather,” Mr. Altor’s lawyer announced, and the hairs on Jay’s neck bristled. “You were so overcome with the guilt of not doing more for your husband, because your mind was occupied elsewhere.” 

        “Elsewhere? You have the audacity to claim that my client attempted to end her life over guilt of cheating?” 

           “One of the witnesses is one of her new partners!” he exclaimed. 

   A ripple of commotion burst through the court. 

         “Order, order in the court! Goodness.” The judge exclaimed, disappointed.  “Ms. Wong, thank you for your testimony. You may sit. Jay Black, you are the next witness. Please take to the stand.” 

            Amelia squeezed Jay’s hand, nodding at him in affirmation. 

      “Yes, ma’am.” He replied, and mentally sending a quiet prayer to his mother and Amelia’s father, he walked out from the pews of the court. 
Chapter Twenty-Four: Vindication 

Amelia 


     The second time this year Amelia’s heart was in her throat; the first was the call that her husband was in the hospital. Her future beyond that day seemed uncertain. 
  
   Now, seeing him as a witness to one of the worst trials in Staten Island in the late 2030’s. 

       None of what the last four months was what she expected to occur, or on her mental bingo card. 

     If she could, she could write an autobiography about how insane her life’s gotten, and she’d at least have content worth of two books. 

     (She decided to table that thought for a rainy day). 

  “Do you, Jay Ashton Black, state that you are of sound mind and body, to state nothing but the truth under God and the court system of Richmond Town, Staten Island?” 

   “Yes, ma’am.” Jay replied. 

The baby fluttered anxiously in Amelia’s stomach, and she rubbed the side of her belly. 

              It’s okay, baby. It’ll be over soon. 

  “Very well. Please state clearly your involvement with the Victor Altor case.” 

              “It was at first, coming from a place of concern. My son came to my wife prior to October 6th, 2039, about concern for his friend. Kids are more intuitive than you think. So, of coursed they sensed that something was wrong.” 

             “What was the initial concern your children had, Mr. Black?” 

      Jay stared directly at Victor Altor, eyes darkening. “That this man’s daughter wasn’t showing up to school over the last week. It was unusual behavior, given the status that came with the Altor name. I knew for a fact prior to that day that these children never missed a day of school.” 

        “When she did show up to school, what were there behaviors?” 
   “The children did not come with lunch, as per usual. Cassie was tired and slept through most of her morning classes. On top of that, the clothes they wore matched the initial claim of Mr. Altor taking control over funds, which therein gives a visual case of that consequence. The children did not have clean clothes or clothes that fit them to wear during the day.” 

     A low rumble fell through the audience and the jury. 

  “As a parent and father of four, I can’t tell you how enraging this makes me. Regardless of the status of one’s job, a parent should always make it their responsibility to ensure their children have the right clothes and food on the table. Where was Victor Altor the night of October 6th? Quite frankly, I don’t give a damn. Where did the money go that you saved from neglecting your children? Where did those extra funds get funded to? Your impending mayoral election? Was it worth it then, Mr. Altor? Stealing from your own wife?” 

       Jay was not letting up, and heat swelled from within Amelia’s being. Alison looked to Amelia, her eyes widened with shock and delight. 

         I know, Amelia grinned. 
            
“Objection!” Mr. Altor’s lawyer exclaimed, almost wailing. The low murmur turned to a roar, and soon the reporter’s camera started flashing. “The plaintiff cannot ask questions to the defendant!” 

        “It is unprecedented, but Mr. Black and Mr. Garner had provided substantial evidence to the jury, I will allow this moment for Mr. Black. Ms. Grace, please further interview Mr. Black.” 
      
               Ms. Grace nodded, organizing her notes before getting up. “Mr. Black, it appears to the public that you are indeed close with the Wong’s. Did this… closeness, occur before or after October 6th?” 

              “My wife and I have known Ms. Alison Wong for the last decade, but yes, only recently became close as you say. The exact date of us all being together was October 22nd, and my wife visited Ms. Wong again on October 31st, which you could see is collaborated by the texts provided, Ms. Grace.” 
    
         “Which further disproves the Altor claim that your involvement predated October 6th. Ms. Wong didn’t try to kill herself over guilt of cheating, all parties involved in this partnership has been consensual.” Ms. Grace nodded. 

          Amelia’s heart swelled. She was going to give a gift to Ms. Grace after all this was done. 
  The first claim was debunked with logic and evidence. 
 
           While she wasn’t so pleased with her private relationship becoming public within the court, whatever helped prove Alison innocent and Victor, at the very least, shady, was a small price to pay. 

             “Right. Moving on, the night of October 6th. How did you get into the Altor household?” 

  “I did in fact, intend to break into the Altor household, should the situation be extreme enough. It was for the better health of the children involved, Cassie and Alec Altor. We did not break into the Altor home. Cassie let us in, and if you’re going to blame a child for worrying about her own mother, due to once again, sheer abandonment, then I think there needs to be a personality realignment examination. No self-respecting parent would consider putting any of their loved ones in that situation.” 

            Oh. Now there truly was no stopping her husband. Jay was out for blood. 

        “Ma’am, as the Ring door-cam footage been reviewed to collaborate these statements?” Ms. Grace asked of the judge, who nodded. 

             “It has. Further evidence also dictates that both Mr. Garner and Mr. Black worked together to get county police involved, so the police were aware they were stepping onto private property to investigate. In light of Mr. Garner’s previous detective services, he’s well known throughout the county, and was given clearance.” 

       This now, surprised Amelia, to the point where her mouth fell open. She first exchanged a look with Alison, then to Luke, who was grinning at everything. 

        Luke was the perfect example of a spring trap. Quiet, waiting, biding time. Then, when he strikes, he strikes. He’s done this before – even for Jay, when it came to being a sleuth at finding people. At gathering data. He’s even found facts about Amelia’s father that Amelia didn’t know. 

        Good Lord. Luke was so good at his job, it was frightening. 

      “I understand,” Ms. Grace nodded, then turned to the jury, “Ladies and gentlemen of a jury, I do not see a man involved in a cheating scandal. I see an upstanding citizen of Richmond Town, a father, a husband, a partner. He was concerned for his son’s friend, and in turn, that concern led him to saving a life. I fully believe that Ms. Wong wouldn’t be here with us today had it not been for Mr. Garner’s foresight and Mr. Black’s quick thinking. Your Honor, I believe this is also a case of child neglect and spousal control. Further investigation needs to be carried out into Mr. Altor’s campaign trial, and for Ms. Wong to receive compensation for emotional damages. That is all.” 

       Ms. Grace bowed to the judge, which then caused the jury to another uproar. Two things happened at once; Mr. Altor’s lawyer slammed his papers onto the table, and Mr. Altor stormed out of the court. The judge banged her scaffold on the wood, trying to get order once again. 

        Alison was shaking, perhaps with a wave of emotions pouring through her, and Ms. Grace put a comforting hand on Alison’s arm. 

            “You are dismissed from your post, Mr. Black. Court is adjourned until a further date.” 

  The scaffold banged one final time, and the judge stood. 

             Finally, Alison could no longer stand, and she collapsed in her chair.  

  Amelia locked eyes with Jay, and they nodded at each other. 

             Quickly, they both made their way to Alison’s side, Amelia pulling Alison into a hug.

     “We did it, baby. You were amazing. Amazing!” Amelia cried out. 

               “I can’t feel my legs.” Alison replied weakly. 

    “I really gave ‘em a verbal beating up there. Did you see?” Jay grinned, placing a kiss on Amelia’s cheek. 

            “Oh, Jay. You were a star.” Amelia swooned. 

  “You were a damn natural up there, Mr. Black.” Ms. Grace praised, impressed. 

                 “When it comes to protecting my own, I don’t give a damn who I need to stand up against. Alison’s our family,” Jay nodded, and Alison flushed, leaning into Amelia’s hold. “I know she would do the same.” 

        Wordlessly, as her eyes were tearing, Alison nodded. 
 
        “This stud impressed me the most,” Ms. Grace grinned, taking the three by surprise when she pointed to Luke. “We’ve been in contact, and his organizational skills with the ring cam footage and text screenshots helped this process go by faster than it usually does.” 
   “Happy to help, gorgeous.” Luke winked. 

                 Amelia looked between Grace and Luke, her mouth agape. “I… never thought I’d see the day.” 

               Jay slapped his hand on Luke’s shoulder approvingly, “Way to go, man.” 

     “Your lawyer and Jay’s best man, did you ever imagine it?” Amelia said to Alison. 

        Alison shook her head, “Based on what you’ve told me about him, no.” 

             Luke had the self-awareness to look indignant, “Hey! Come on now. I wasn’t that bad, when we were teens.” 

              “You flirted with every single one of my friends. Even Micha.” 

    “Micha’s still hot, what can I say,” Luke said, cueing them all in knowing laughter. He then turned to Grace, whose eyebrow was raised. “Oh, but ignore them, baby. You’re the only one I have eyes for.” 

        “Given these folks new testimonies, it seems I have some things to rethink.” Grace smirked. 

   “Please don’t. I adore you. I’ll do anything.” 

             “Treat us to drinks.” Grace clicked her tongue, “I worked hard on this case.” 

     “Ma’am.” Luke saluted. 

                  For the first time since that morning, Amelia felt a weight lift from her shoulders. The hardest part of this month – no, this whole past year – was finally over. 

           Amelia, Jay, and Alison hugged each other tightly. 








Chapter Twenty-Five: Curtain Call

Jay 

Friday, December 16th, 2039 

      It was the early afternoon of the first weekend East Side Prep’s Drama Club performance, and Jay knew to not let anything disturb his wife as she’s preparing for her big night. 

       Instead, he was picking up his children from their respective schools, Alison at his side. It was her first rodeo dealing with Amelia’s club-zilla moment, so she was, admittingly, understandably – nervous. 

         “Are we allowed to go backstage?” Alison asked. 

  “Certainly not during the performance.” Jay grinned, “That’s socially unacceptable.” 

        Alison gave him a deadpanned look, “… well, even I know that.” 

        Jay laughed. It was the freest laugh he’s ever done in a while, as the stress with Alison’s court case gone, and all they needed to do was get through tonight. Saturday’s evening performance comes along faster, and then they go to Denny’s and get late-night waffles. (It was an ancient drama club tradition, long before even Nessie was in it, with Madam Toutain). 
 
     That evening, Jay would always pull Amelia in a loving hug and tell her how proud he was of her success. That no one could do it better – and he wished that when she was a teenager, she had a teacher as wonderful as Amelia. 

        Then, perhaps – Amelia would be on a steadier path when she was in her early teenage years. 
 
          Jay smiled wistfully. Though, he supposed everyone’s path was unsteady at that time. He was included in that motion, and by proxy, Alison. 

      They all made it out in the end – found each other, in this mess of a world. 

   “We just be there to support her.” Jay resigned, checking his phone for the time, and grinning as it was almost dismissal. “Keep the little monsters out of her hair and let her do her thing.”

         Alison nodded, leaning into him. “Got it, boss.” 
   “You’ll catch on quick, kid.” 

              “Will Luke be there, too?” 

    Jay laughed, “He’s Uncle Luke. He’s always there. Now with Grace.” 

         “Oh,” Alison blinked, pausing. “That’s going to be weird.” 

    “Weird, yeah,” Jay nodded, “Fun? Absolutely.” 

              This time, Alison joined him in laughter. 

Shortly soon after, the children left the school building, the first half of Alec, Rae, and Theo. 

       They were going to pick up Kim, Cam, and Cassie at the middle school.

    It was nice to have Alison – another adult with a gaggle of kids to look after helped organize things. 

   He truly couldn’t wait until all of them were in high school; they were all several years apart; Kim, Cassie, and Cam being twelve, and Alec being ten, Rae being eight, and Theo being four. 

      At least then, they would all be in separate years but in the same school. 

  Though, his mother-in-law did tell him once that he would miss these early years, when he was young and able to pick them up, rough house with the boys, and treat the girls out for shopping or ice cream. 

       It was a wistful experience, he supposed. Because now, Amelia was expecting their fifth and last – including Alison’s Cassie and Alec. 

      Who would have thought, that from the broken household he’d grown up in, he’d have a full house to care for and worry about. 

      He, Alison, and Amelia all came from different lives, yet here they were – hugging their children, Theo climbing up Jay’s legs and Rae wrapping herself tightly around Jay’s waist. 

        And here, he realized what his mother-in-law was referring to. 

  This feeling was worth its’ weight to the degree not even gold could create. 

    With all the children gathered, Jay and Alison knew that Amelia would mostly be at the High School all evening. 

     So, he pre-packed dinner that could be heated up for Amelia to eat during the performance. 

 He also packed water and Gatorade into a lunchbox, with a note included. 

      On the way back, he had the kids each pick out a card of their own to give to Amelia at the end. Then, Cassie and Kimberly bought flowers. 

        On their end, they were all set. 

  The Waiting Game was the hardest part. Those anxious two hours before curtain call, where usually he would put on a movie and space out. 

   But now, he had Alison at his side – and for the first time, he was steady on his feet during nights like this. 

       “Are you okay?” Alison asked softly. 

 They were sitting in the dining room, as the sounds of chatter around the living room and kitchen could be heard. The kids all had enough company to entertain themselves, and each other – which was also a first. 

            Jay relaxed. “I’ll be fine. The waiting part is usually the hardest. Once we get into the car, it’s go-time.” 

        “So, I’ll see how you are under pressure, then.” 

 “Most of it is self-induced.” Jay mumbled. 

            Alison gave him a soft look. Then, she held his hands across the table. 

   “Breathe with me.” Alison said, “In for two, out for four.” 

                Jay nodded. He does, going along with it. 

 It wasn’t easy, as thoughts wrapped like they were miles long, with no ending in sight. 

     Still, he focused on Alison’s touch, on the loving expression in her eyes, and his racing heart eased. 

           “Okay,” Alison started, “Now, what is usually the most anxiety-inducing about these nights? Is it what Amelia needs to do? Is it organizing all the kiddos? What is one thing we could do better this year?” 

         Jay nodded, thinking. “It’s just – making sure everyone is where they need to be. You’re a parent, so you get it. There’s always someone who’s bothering the other, someone who’s gotta go to the bathroom, someone who gets lost because the high school is damn huge. I always end up exhausted.” 

     “Have you talked with Amelia about this?” 

      “Yeah. We’ve had long nights about it. Then the conversation goes to her thinking I don’t care that she’s a teacher, that her work is draining her, and that I’m losing sight of things.” 

         “If anything, there’s a bad ratio of kids to adults.” 

   “Right! And it’s not like, there’s a guidebook to this sort of thing. Our family is messy, and chaotic. But we always try to make do with what we can, because we love each other. Amelia loves doing this, and I love supporting her. She does the same to me during my music DJ career, and we’re a team when it comes to the Music Fundraiser in June.” 

     “Then if you’re this passionate, you should both meet each other halfway. Amelia should take on less tasks going into the new year, so she can be home with us more often. It will be a win-win scenario.” 

         Jay blinked, and then shrugged, “We can bring it up to her, but maybe she’ll consider it if you told her. I’ve been thinking about it. It’s no secret that I work lesser hours than she does but make more money based on the celebrities I pull in to collaborate with.” 

              Alison hummed in thought. “I see. Yeah, that’s the way of the economy at the minute I’m afraid. Teachers are notoriously paid less. I have been job hunting, as I don’t want to be a stay-at-home mom. I want to be able to provide for our family too, and get my financial affairs in order, after my divorce. I don’t want to be a freeloader to you or Amelia.” 

      “Alison…” Jay shook his head, “We’re two months out from your incident, there’s no rush at all. No one can blame you for not working. But the fact that you’re trying, and you still have this intention, says a lot to us. We see you trying, and we love that.” 

   Alison sniffed, blinking. “I… wasn’t expecting you to say that.” 

                “It’s what a good partner does. Notice things, you know.” 
 
     Alison laughed, squeezing his hand. “I think we’re both going through a learning curve with that.” 

          “We sure are. Let’s get through this chaotic night together?” Jay asked. He brought his glass of wine to Alison, who nodded. 

               “Yes,” Alison agreed, “Let’s.” 


Chapter Twenty-Six: Opening Night 

Amelia 

     Teenage crash-outs were common on opening night, and Amelia was only one drama club director. 

       Thankfully, she did have a few parents chaperoning, to ensure the safety of everyone involved, so those teens having nervous meltdowns could go to their respective parents. 

     Whom she was mostly concerned with was Trina, Henry, and Corinne. Her sophomores, in their second year at East High – endless opportunities of potential with all three of them. 

        In a way, they reminded her of herself, Jay, and Luke, two decades younger. 

   Trina was getting ready for her Elsa look, practicing her lines half-heartedly. 

         Amelia was about to go and comfort her, when she saw Mastas come up beside Trina. 

  Hi, Mastas spoke through their iPad. 

             “Hey, girl.” Trina’s voice wasn’t as up-beat. 

     Mastas looked confused and frowned. Are you okay? 
 
                “I’m not nervous. I know I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Mastas shook her head, pointing to her chest. Here. 

          Trina looked at Mastas, shocked. “Wow, you’re… really observant.” 

     I stare a lot. 

        “I… yeah, that probably helps,” Trina giggled. She then sniffed.  “I’m worried. I – don’t say anything, to anyone, okay?” 

       Mastas gave her a dead-panned look. 

  “Not even Eddie.” 

         Swear. Mastas rolled her eyes. 

    “I… I caught Corinne and Henry,” Trina said quietly, hesitantly, “… they saw me, but I ran away.” 

         Mastas sighed. Stupid. 

 “Me?!” Trina exclaimed. “Mas!” 

       Coward. You like them. 
 
   “I… it’s true, I do, but –,” 

              So, tell them. 

   “I’m scared.” 

            Mastas looked to her expectantly, you’d be surprised by what I know. 

She then typed again, I know things. 

           Trina gripped at Mastas’ shoulders, “Then tell me!” 

    Don’t want to, Mastas grinned, you ask them. 

           “Gods, you’re insufferable.” 
 
        You love me. Mastas’ smile was infectious. 

   “Y’caught me,” Trina sighed, “I love you, as a sister. It’s true,” she then patted Mastas’ head, “Eddie better not break your heart, or I’ll break his arm.” 

        This time, Mastas cooed with embarrassment, blushing and shoving her. Trina was laughing now, the sound bubbling from her lips until she cried, and Mastas hugged her tight. 

         Amelia let out a deep sigh. Young love, she thought wistfully. 
    
They’ll figure it out, she knew this well. 

           She then brought her speaker to her lips, and announced, “Curtains in five. Get to places!” 
   
 “Thank you, five!” Trina replied. 

                   Amelia nodded. 

        She adored her sophomores this year. Things were going to be okay. 

She then checked the time on her phone and took a deep breath. 

            She made her way to the curtains, looking back at her teens to ensure that all of them were in fact, in their places. Eddie, who was donned in his Kristoff outfit, nodded and gave her a thumb up. 

          Amelia then looked to her left, to see her chaperone, a parent of one student in the ensemble cast, also give her a thumb up. 

         She smiled and took a step out from the curtains. 
 
   She saw Mastas by the piano, sitting beside another sophomore, who was going to assist her with turning the pages.  
  
         It’s show time. 

   On cue, an assistant who volunteered to help for the evening, handed Amelia a microphone. 

          “Thank you,” she smiled at them, and they gave her a salute. She looked to the front row, smiling wildly at her family. Sure enough, there was Jay, Alison, and all their kids, giggling and happily calling out to her. Jay and Alison shushed them. “Greetings! Hello, friends, family, esteemed guests, and fellow thespian enjoyers! It is with great honor and pleasure to direct this year’s play, East High’s rendition of Frozen, in honor of the live action movie that was released this year. We’ve got a stacked line-up of teens, and they’ve all worked so incredibly hard over the last three months to produce this play for you. It wouldn’t be possible without your support, that you come to these shows, that you comment and share our stories online, because theater is for everyone. For the first time in East High history, we have Mastas, our wonderful pianist. She worked super hard as well, not only to perform as she is tonight, but to be so supportive of her friends, and she’s the glue that holds the drama club together. Our chaotic family would be nowhere without its’ foundation, where at its’ core, we accept everyone, and everyone here can be anything.” 
      
        A standing round of applause. 
  
      Mastas sat back in her wheelchair, looking teary and her assistant smiling widely, squeezing her shoulder. 

       “Without further ado, please enjoy East High’s Frozen. The cold,” Amelia paused, extending her hands in dramatic effect, “Never bothered us anyway.” 

            A turn, the first few chords of the first song, and stomping. 

    The clapping dissolved along as the first scene progressed, and Amelia disappeared behind the hallway. 

   Now, the hard part was over. The set up, the advertisement for the play, getting everyone in place. 
 
       The anticipation before the play. 

  Then, once the metaphorical ball got rolling, and the wheels turned into place. 

        Yes, there might be some minor hiccups – like a costume malfunction (Eddie’s hat fell off as he was waiting for his scene and wouldn’t come back on) or someone bumping into another, or Corinne forgetting her line once, but no one had any major meltdowns, as it was any drama club director’s worst nightmare. 

     She recalled horror stories, of Nessie crying over Madam Toutain giving them all parts that didn’t suit their vocal ranges, or clothes that were far too tight, or didn’t care for costumes at all (when that was the whole point to a play production!) or taking things far too seriously. Directing a play or working in theatre or music should be an enjoyable and passionate pursuit.  

     How ironic was it, that now in her adulthood, she took the same job their hated teacher had, and was determined to make this club into a safe space she knows it can be. For the teens who need it, to hold onto a legacy. 


     Amelia smiled beside Eddie, as Corinne was showing off her singing talents during Do You Want to Build a Snowman? A certainly heartbreaking song, as it showed the progression of time that put distance between the two sisters, and knowing what Amelia knows about the girls who play these characters, it was enough for anyone’s heart to break. 

        Corinne and Trina were friends first before they knew Henry. Best friends, from what she knew, in middle school. 

      She didn’t know who started liking who, but they slowly started to stop talking to each other as the drifted off into separate friend groups. Then, they met again in the drama club and along came Henry. 

        So, when the imagery of the fake door being placed in between Corinne and Trina, Amelia felt that too. How she once treated Nessie, who was her closest friend in elementary school, they separated, and who was now an auntie to her children. 

       Amelia looked past the curtains at Nessie in the crowd, who had her hands on her chest and her eyes were welling up. 

         Micha had their head on Nessie’s shoulder. 

      The song ends, and the progression of the years pass on with the ensemble cast dancing, holding poles with long, flowing silk to resemble waves. 

          Then, the darkened image of Anna and Elsa’s parents (just the chaperone and her husband) walking up to the cardboard ship, the ship moving across the stage, before ultimately disappearing behind the curtain.  

      This part was ultimately the hardest part to practice. None of Amelia’s teens liked being sad on cue, and it was uncomfortable for those kids who did lose their parents in their past. 

      Still, Amelia was patient, she listened to each of their inquiries, and they made it so that way the parents’ passing was still implied but not shown on the sea. Only a darkened shadow, and the music slowing. 

       A dark blue hue fell onto the stage, the funeral scene played out, and in this universe, Anna (Corinne) hugged Trina. Trina’s mom passed away when she was two, and while she’s said privately to Amelia she doesn’t remember her, she wasn’t sure she could relate to Elsa’s grief (since Elsa knew her mother). Though, Amelia told Trina seriously, and gently; that grief was grief – and there was no time limit, nay, no rhyme or reason to how it happens. 

   No person’s grief was worth more than the other. 

 So, when real tears fell down Trina’s face, and Amelia’s heart broke once again, for she realized unlike her – where she was able to properly grieve her dad, Trina was never able to grieve her mom. Here, on the East High stage, she finally was. 

         The curtains fall – not only to signify the end of the scene, but to give Trina some grace. 

    Away from the audience’s eyes, Corinne pulled Trina in for a real hug, cupped her face in her hands, and lightly kissed her nose. 

           “You’re doing wonderfully, Nini.” She hushed above a whisper. 
 
     “Cor…” she whimpered, “I’m sorry,” she hiccupped, “I’m sorry I ran.” 
 
             Corinne shook her head, taking Trina’s hand, “We’ll talk during intermission.” 

     Corinne to her credit, whether she was feeling emotional or not as well, recovered quickly. She brought Trina over to Amelia and Eddie, who looked after Trina during the next scene. 

          As any star would, the show went on, and Corinne bounced into the next scene, the curtains raised once more, and she addressed the audience. 

          “It’s my sister’s coronation day!” she exclaimed, cheery, “Oh, I can just sing it from the rooftops!” 

       She nodded to Mastas, who smiled, and played the first measure to For The First Time in Forever. 

          To the audience, the play was going without a hitch. But behind the curtain, emotions were bubbling beyond the surface, and Amelia worried if her teens would even make it through to the second Act. 


Chapter Twenty-Seven: Standing Ovation 

Jay 
              

      The kids in between Jay and Alison were buzzing with delight at the effects, the costumes, and the songs. 

         Jay rarely saw Amelia, though during opening night that was to be expected. 

  He was grateful to Alison and Luke and Grace. Luke took up his uncle role seriously on nights like these, when everyone’s behavior was of utmost importance. There’d be eyes on them, given they’re the director’s kids. 

             Granted, the older ones were usually well-behaved, it was Theo who would become overstimulated easily and start bothering Rae. Then, Rae would typically cry, and Luke would have to take her home. 

     Now, they had a few new dynamics added to the group, and somehow – where one would think that would complicate things, there was enough help to go around. 

          So, here was Jay, enjoying a high school play, grateful he was on the other side of the curtain from the inner drama happening between the cast members. 

          To him, all the cast members were fully immersed in their roles. It was the scene where the Elsa character – Trina, Jay recalled – walked swiftly onto the stage, ready to do her scene. 

         It was the famous scene, where Elsa was standing on the white snow, about to sing her ballad. 

          Though, Trina, not Elsa, appeared to be distressed. 

    Her face, twisting with emotion – as she looked off stage. 

          The first chords of the song played. 
         Trina sang the first set of lyrics, and then the second. 

   She had a beautiful voice; choir trained for sure, excellent projection. But she faltered, blinking several times, before putting her hand in front of her eyes as the spotlight was directly on her face. 

        “Lighting,” Jay could hear Amelia hiss, “Too strong. Lower, pronto.” 

     Then, the music stopped. It was the girl who was the pianist, as she slowly wheeled to the front of the stage, taking Trina’s hands in hers. 

        Trina – breathe. She put into the iPad. 

   Low rumblings were heard in the crowd. 
 
             “I can’t.” Trina uttered. 

    Try. With me. 

              So, Mastas does, a true showmanship, and friendship formed through theater. 

  Like we practiced. 

         Trina breathed, once, twice, before shaking it all out, and clearing her throat. 

It’s funny how some distance 

Makes everything seem small 

    Quietly, Jay slipped out, knowing that Mastas wouldn’t make it back to playing the rest of the song in time.

And The Fears that Once Controlled Me 

  Jay poked the assistant on the shoulder, motioning silently to the piano. The assistant smiled, nodding, giving him space. He’s been a regular at the rehearsals, so everyone knew that he was Amelia’s husband. 

Can’t Get to Me at All! 
 
      Jay’s fingers danced across the piano keys expertly, as murmurs of excitement now went through the crowd, and Jay’s children were rapt with attention, now that their father was playing the accompaniment serendipitously. 
 
It’s time to see what I can do 

Test the limits and break through – 

  Trina gripped Mastas’ hands eagerly, more confidently, as her friend had a happy, beaming smile on her face. 

       With little force, she pulled Mastas along with her, switching up the lyrics. 

No right, no wrong – who cares! 

No rules for us! 

We’re free! 

  Finally, gently, Trina did let go of Mastas’ hands, to which her hands went to her wheels, and she brought herself safely to beside the curtain, where Amelia grasped the handle of Mastas’ chair. 

    She gave Mastas a squeeze on her shoulder and, turning to Jay, blew him a kiss. 

 Just as the music swelled, Jay, with a flourish, stood up. He knew this score by heart, played it all the time for his children – so when it came to concerts, he was eager to play his heart out. Even if he wasn’t getting paid for this gig, who the hell cared? These kids clearly deserved it, and Mastas put in great work. 

    When Mastas decided to come back to her post, Jay would be happy to hand back the torch. If she didn’t, he wouldn’t blame her. He could see even from here that she was tiring out, but didn’t want to show her exhaustion. 

  Now, the crowd was truly into the music, cheering and clapping as Trina found her confidence on stage, and she danced around. 

            The musical number continued, as did Trina’s now animated performance. It seemed like the whole mood of the very theater shifted. 

      If someone told Jay that he’d be indirectly helping the show go on, after a slight hiccup, he would have thought they’d be delusional. 
        
         No partner of a drama club director would ever set foot into that world after hearing of its’ chaos, but Jay supposed given their history, and where he was directly involved in keeping the music department afloat twenty years ago, he felt this was a small way to give back. 

        The song ended. Jay played the final notes with one last jazzy flow of his hand, and Trina looked at him gratefully. 

           The cheers were so thunderous, one would imagine it was a concert at a stadium. 

    The curtains closed, signifying the end before the fifteen-minute intermission, and Jay let out a sigh of relief. 

       Alison was the first to engulf him in a hug, filling his face with kisses. 

  “Oh, Jay! You were wonderful! Bravo. Bravo, darling.” 

               “Brava.” Jay smirked, and Alison squealed. 

         “Daddy saved the show!” Rae exclaimed.   

                “Daddy, daddy, are you gonna go back? Go play! Play more!” Kim laughed. 

     “I’d have to ask the director for permission, I kind of didn’t that time.” Jay chuckled. 

                “Dude, the director’s your wife.” Luke smirked. 

         Jay snorted.  

            Grace looked between them all, half amused half in shock. “Is hanging out with these guys always so…” 

              “Entertaining? Chaotic?” Luke listed. 

  “I was going to say serendipitous, but okay.” 

               “Yes, to everything, Ms. Grace.” Cam spoke, grinning widely. 

      “Guess I better get used to it if I’m going to stick around, huh?” Grace chuckled, ruffling his hair with affection. 
  
       “If you stick around?” Kim said, crinkling her nose, “You are going to stick around.” 

   Grace looked to Luke. “Did I just get threatened by a pre-teen?” 

            Luke grinned at her, squeezing her shoulder. “Yes,” He nodded, “Yes, you did.” 

   This cued everyone in knowing laughter, and Jay was the happiest he’s ever been in that moment for a long, long time. 

0o0o0o0o0o0o

     The rest of the play seemed to go on without any further hitches, as Mastas’ parents were so grateful that Jay helped her keep the song going. 

     They found a compromise where Mastas would still be by the piano, and she’d play one song she’d want to, and Jay would do the more complicated pieces. 

        He learned a great deal from the night – how dedicated Mastas was to improving herself at the piano, and how tight the bond is between drama club members. They truly do love each other – a bond forged over hard work and for the love of theater. 

         He was glad that, despite the drama club’s rocky start when they were teens, it had a strong leader in the hands of his wife. 

      Then came for the final ensemble number, Trina and Corinne holding each other’s hands. 

  The emotions were high between the girls, anyone can see that.   

         As soon as Corinne spoke the words, “Elsa, you’re free”, tears burst through from Trina, but she kept on singing. 
       
    She didn’t stop, unlike before, her voice strong and unwavering. 
 
          Then the whole cast stepped forward, Henry, Eddie, their friends, as they all sang together. A beautiful display of young voices. 

         Henry stood proudly beside Trina and Corinne, placing his hand on Trina’s shoulder. 
   And before they even sang the last ‘let it go’, there was standing ovations amongst every member of the crowd. 

         Jay and Mastas played the last chord together. 
  
     Tears. Applause. Laughter.

            Parents were throwing flowers on stage. 

       Henry and Corinne hugged Trina first. 

                The cast all took each other’s hands, raised them, and bowed. 

      Then, Jay’s wife stepped out on stage, a mess of tears and emotion herself. 

           From the curtains on the left, bouquet of flowers was handed to Trina, and then Trina – still in tears herself – gave it to Amelia. 

              She’s also handed a microphone, keeping her hand steady on Eddie’s shoulder. 

        “Wow,” Amelia breathed out, overwhelmed, “These kids are amazing, aren’t they?” 

 The crowd cheered in response. 

       “Thank you all for coming out tonight. Parents, there’s drinks and snacks in the hallway for yourselves and the kids and thank you all for supporting the arts. You’re all amazing, each one of you. Wonders never cease.” 

    Amelia turned to Mastas and Jay, mouthing thanks you to them both, and Jay saluted her in appreciation. 

     Mastas was clapping, delighted beyond words. 

         Jay gave Mastas a high five as well as their assistant, before finally returning to his family. 

      Alison had her arms wide open for him, Cassie and Alec bouncing in their seats. 

        With just as much emotion, Jay returned the hug, and all their children – from Cam, to Kimberly, to Rae, to Theo, to Cassie and Alec, hopped on both. They all tackled the two parents into a hug, and Jay didn’t even care that he toppled to the ground. 
   It was the happiest love pile he’s ever been in. What more can anyone ask for? 

 No riches in the world could ever dare to rival such a feeling. 



Chapter Twenty-Eight: Holiday Episode 

Amelia 

Saturday, December 24th, 2039 



     It was the night before Christmas, and all through the Shapiro-Black house, not a creature was stirring, not even their dog. 
           
     Pepper was snoozing by the fireplace, in a deep sleep. His little ears twitched back and forth, either dreaming of cashing after the neighborhood squirrel or the kids at a dog park. 

    Amelia was on the couch with her husband and girlfriend; her husband snuggled on her left and her girlfriend on her right. Alison had her hand on Amelia’s belly, making soothing caresses, grinning at each flutter she felt underneath her palm. 
  
    The rest of the children were long since asleep. Cam, Kim, Rae, Theo, Cassie, and Alec had a day of holiday festivities. With all six of them under one roof during the weekends, it was like monitoring a small, contained classroom. Their little bubble of wonderful oddities, and Amelia wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
        Amelia stirred awake, her stomach growling. “I’m embarrassed to be hungry at this hour.” She whispered to Alison. 

          Alison giggled softly, shaking her head. “I say, eat. The baby wants it.” 

   “At this rate, I’m not sure who I’m eating for. With how much I go to the fridge.” Amelia grunted. 

         “We go to our local grocer so much they know us by names.” Alison giggled. She peppered kisses on Amelia’s cheeks, who’s flushing. 

  “You’re lucky you’re adorable,” Amelia grumbled, “Otherwise, I would tell you to buzz off.” 

            Alison’s mouth went agape, “You wouldn’t do that. Buggy, your mother is so cruel.” She stage-whispered to Amelia’s bump. 

          A fluttering sensation appeared to Amelia’s right, and Alison cooed. “I love you, little munchkin.” 

          Beside Amelia, Jay rose awake. “What are you two plotting?” 
              
“I’m plotting how we’re going to kick this bombshell off the island.” Amelia chuckled. 

            Alison’s eyes grew wide. “Jay, Amelia’s trying to sabotage me because Buggy and I are in agreement!” 

          Jay raised an eyebrow, “Buggy?” 

     “Her nickname for the kiddo.” Amelia explained. 

            “Like, you know – after stomach bug. Also, bugs are small. I downloaded an app that tells the size of the baby by week.” Alison grinned. 

            “That’s a new one. Can’t say I don’t hate it.” Jay shrugged. 

    This cued the trio in laughter, and as if by some divine intervention, Amelia’s stomach growled again. 

       “Oh, wow. I guess we really do need to give you late-night snacking.” Jay said. 

  Amelia groaned, “I don’t want to get up. What time is it?” 

                 “It’s only a bit after eleven pm. We should all head to bed, though.” Alison explained, causing Jay to nod. 

           “C’mon, baby. We’ll help you up.” Jay added. 

    Amelia flushed but said nothing else. While being doted on by two loving partners was wonderful, she couldn’t stop the feeling of complacency. She wanted to feel like she could do things on her own again. Though, with her belly getting larger by the week, partially due to this being her third and last pregnancy, and partially due to her eating habits, she wondered how long it would be before she really did need to the help to move, and it wasn’t just Jay or Alison doing it out of their adoration for her. 

        Amelia knew these feelings were something she’d have to confide in her partners eventually, but for now, she didn’t want to ruin this tender moment. 

           Jay and Alison were working together in the kitchen to make sure Amelia had a meal.

      Alison prepped the stove and Jay took out some bread from the cupboard and condiments from the fridge. 

          The best sort of quick snack was bread caked in mayonnaise, butter, and olive oil. Top it with an avocado finish or some lime and the customer is left satisfied. 

            Within moments, a healthy dose was served with cool oat milk in three glasses, and Amelia could swear drool was falling from Alison’s lips. 

         It was such a simple meal for Amelia and Jay, but for Alison, she’s never tried it. 

   The smells of the kitchen wafted around them, as they ate in companiable silence. Once Amelia was finished, making sure her plate was clean, she let out a satisfied sigh. 
 
       “That was… so good. Thank you, Jay. Ali.” Amelia said shyly. 

    “If you’re hungry, then say so. Don’t be shy about it.” Jay snuggled close to her. 

        “But – but I –,” Amelia’s lip wobbled, “I wouldn’t want to inconvenience either of you.” 

  Jay looked to her in confusion, and he put the plates in the sink. He took Amelia’s hand in his, “Amelia. This is the fourth time we’ve done this. We’re not spring chickens, I know your needs, but I’m not a mind reader. I can only help you if you say something.” 

   “I wouldn’t want you to be uncomfortable, under any circumstance. I may not be new to being a mother, but I’m new to being your partner. If I ever do anything that steps out of line, I want you to tell me, too.” Alison assured. 

      At this, Amelia and Jay looked to her in shock. 

 “Alison. What a ridiculous thing to say.” Amelia said, bewildered. 

       “You could never be too much. After what we’ve been through since October, you’re a part of our family fold. I thought that was a given?” Jay asked. 

       Alison’s eyes glisten, and this time, Amelia cooed. “Sometimes I go to sleep at night and fear both of you won’t be at either side of me in the morning. And I’m back there.” 

            “Ali…” Jay soothed, pulling Alison into his arms, Amelia beside them. “No. You won’t be back there. Not ever.” 

        “You’ve got us. For as long as you feed me, then you’re here. Deal?” Amelia eased. She rubbed Alison’s arm in comfort. 

         Alison let out a teary laugh. 

 “Hey,” Amelia put her hand on Alison’s chin, “I love you.” 

          Alison’s pretty eyes widened. 
          
    “Y-you…” Alison blinked, looking to Amelia and Jay. 
 
        “Oh, we’re saying it now?” Jay grinned at his wife, turning to his partner, “Yeah. We love you.” 

       “Wh –,” Alison gasped, “Oh.” 

   “You don’t have to say it back. We know this can be a lot.” Amelia assured. 

           “I – I hear you two say it to each other all the time,” Alison hiccupped, “I never thought I’d get the chance to have you say it to me.” 

          “Ali…” Amelia soothed, rubbing her arm. “Why? Did you expect you were just a fling, for us? Did you trust us that little?” 
 
        “No, no… it’s not that I had low expectations…” Alison shook her head, “It’s that it’s been a long while since someone…” Alison took a deep breath, “Told me they loved me, so easily.” 

       Amelia looked to Jay, smiling. Jay nodded. “Because loving you is easy,” she pulled Alison close, rubbing noses with her, “Don’t have anyone tell you different.” 

     The three hugged in a happy, quiet embrace. 
0o0o0o0o0o0o

December 25th, 2039 

8:15 am 

   In the soft easy morning before the chaos, Amelia like always was the first one to stir. 

      She’s had to go the bathroom a lot lately. 

She knew this from experience, after carrying her first three, that the fourth month was usually when symptoms became real. 

    She’s no stranger to this with Jay. He was always doting, always knew what to get her. What was a first, though, was the experience with Alison. 

     Alison who dropped everything to make sure Amelia’s needs were met. 

    Alison who, though shy, showed her affections to Buggy (and Amelia often wondered if it bothered Alison that Buggy wasn’t biologically hers. Amelia’s other thought then argued that Alison was still just as a mother as she was). This Buggy was going to grow up so loving, having three parents, and it was going to be a new experience for them all. 
 
    They were going to go through the motions together, and Amelia was glad they were all on the same page. 

    With a soft nod, she got ready for the day, brushing her teeth and going into the shower. 

  As she got ready, she heard her home wake up too and smiled at her family. Today was going to be a day of fun. Sure, chaos was guaranteed with their lot – but the drama was far behind them. (The play, the court, the year Amelia’s had at school, with her students). She’s gone through so much and they’ve got the home stretch to close off 2039 strong. 

     She dried herself off with a towel and dressed in her comfortable holiday pajamas, and laughed. 
    
   She then returned to her bed to see her eldest, Kim and Cam, hopping on Jay. 

   “Dad!” Kimberly exclaimed, “Can we open presents now?” 

    “I was about to,” Jay grunted, “Until you lot dislocated my knee.” 

               “It’s been dislocated, honey. Don’t scare the children.” Alison quipped. 

    “You two,” Amelia clapped her hands, “You’re old enough to know not to jump. Off. Get the others up, we’ll meet you down. Understand?” 

          With a pout, Kimberly did listen and get off her father. She gave him a kiss and Alison a hug, wishing them a merry Christmas. 

          Amelia placed her hand on Kimberly’s head, “Because you listened, you get to open up presents with your brother first.” 

             “Yeah!” Cameron cheered, punching Jay in the stomach excitedly. 

    Jay let out a comical ‘oof’’ noise. 

                 With a blur of ‘love you’ to Amelia and the parents, the twins hurried out of the room. 

      Alison raised a smirking eyebrow at her partner. “Ready to go, Jay?” 

                 “You two go on ahead,” Jay grunted, sinking into the covers, “Give me five minutes.” 

    Amelia’s heart swelled as she looked to Alison. Happily, she went over and gave Jay a kiss. 

            She extended a hand to Alison. “Let’s round up the children, dear.” 

        “I’ll follow you.” Alison smiled. 

                   Amelia wondered how she got so lucky. 








        

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Family Vacation 

Three Months Later 

Amelia is seven months pregnant. 

Jay 

March 16th, 2040 

It was Friday, March 16th, 2040, and Jay was doing some last-minute packing. 

          Jay already had the necessities – clothes for a week, toiletries, a tailored suit for the wedding, but he knew that judging his family history there was always going to be something someone forgot. 

     They were leaving early tomorrow morning on a 7:00 am flight. It was five hours from New York to Las Vegas, and they were going to be well into the afternoon on the 17th of March. Which meant Jay had to prepare to feed seven hungry kids before they’ve reached the Venetian Hotel. 

    Alison was coming along for emotional support, which Jay and Amelia were both grateful for. With Amelia well in her third trimester, this was going to be the last time she’ll be able to go on a trip or fly before the baby is born. 

        How wild it was, that they were now talking about the day she’d have to deliver, packing a preemptive hospital bag, and calling her work to ensure that she would have the necessary time off to stay home and care for her kids. 

          Where at the beginning of September it seemed, life moved at a snail’s pace, now it was going at lightning speed. 

        Jay hoped to get some alone time with Alison and Amelia, but knowing his chaotic family, that was going to be slim chance to none. 

          Jay folded his pants and looked at his packed green suitcase. 

   Should he pack an extra hat and pair of sunglasses? Couldn’t hurt. 

              He was about to get up, when there was a knock at the door. It was Alison, with Cassie hanging on her arm. 

        “Hey, babes. You want a break? We’re making lunch.” Alison peeked into the room. 

    Jay smiled, “Sure, I’ll be down in a minute. Hey, Cassie.” He laughed. 

               “We’re having tacos. Mama’s hand made the toppings.” 

    “Has she now? Well, your mama’s a great cook. I’m looking forward to it.” Jay eased. 

                Cassie beamed, and Alison chuckled. 

        “All right. How about you make sure you’re all packed, then? Be certain you’re bringing the specific toy you want, but don’t take everything. Leave room for what you need.” Alison explained sternly. 

        “Yes, ma’am.” Cassie saluted, hopping off Alison, and hurried down the hall. 

    “I’ll see you soon.” Alison winked. 

           Jay could only grin at his partner, his heart swelling big. He was truly the blessed guy in the world. A big family, two loving partners, and a trip on the horizon? He didn’t know what could possibly happen next, and when it does, Jay had the feeling there was no going back from it. 

            After having lunch with his family and both his partners ensuring all the children were fully packed, the youngest, Theo, was excited due to this being his first trip. 

          Amelia went over the rules for travel – always stay with an adult, and if not in the presence of an adult, stay with Kim or Cam and wait in a public area. Do not talk to strangers. Do not accept anything from strangers. If someone was tired or hungry do not be afraid to ask for something, do not be afraid to ask for a break if it was too hot. 

           As Theo listened with rapt attention, Jay got a call from Keith. He wanted to meet for drinks with him and Luke, one final hang out before the trip. 

             “Hey,” Jay said to Amelia, gently poking her shoulder, “I think your brother’s having last-minute anxiety. I’m going to treat him to drinks. I’ll be back before midnight.” 

    “Okay, honey. But will you be drinking?” Amelia asked, her eyes filled with light worry. 

               “No,” Jay eased softly, “I’ve got two loving ladies to come home to. I’d be doing a disservice to them. I’ll be driving your brother back to Alex, just to make sure he’s all right.” 

           Amelia breathed a sigh of relief, “Thank you. Her eyebrow furrowed, “Who are these loving ladies? Are they hot?” 

             Jay sputtered out a laugh, looking at Alison, who was grinning. “Very hot. One’s carrying my fifth baby, and the other’s brought two of her own. I’m very lucky. I can’t imagine my family being anything but like this.”

       “You’d better only be satisfied by us,” Alison snapped, “Otherwise. We’re going to have words.” 

           “Oh, Ali,” Jay husked, “I’d rather you have words with me in a different sense,” he snuggled close to Amelia, “Perhaps that can be arranged?” 

          “Perhaps,” Amelia cooed, playing with his hair, “If you behave tonight.” 

          Alison’s eyes narrowed with lust, and Amelia chuckled. “Best leave now, or neither of us will let you.” 

        “Don’t threaten me with a good time.” Jay said, patting Amelia’s belly warmly. He kissed Amelia, and then Alison, before finally making his way out the door. 

    If he didn’t take another step, he was seriously thinking of blowing off Keith. 

 But after seeing the anxious texts his brother-in-law left him, he figured the other man could use some big brother guidance. 

0o0o0o0o0o

     “You better count yourself lucky, Shapiro,” Jay sneered at him, once he entered the local dive bar, “I left my pregnant wife and partner at home. Yet I’m here to pick up your anxious ass.” 

         Keith looked at him sheepishly, and Luke thwacked him across the head. 

   “Get a grip, man. What’s up with you?” He laughed. 

    “What if,” Keith said slowly, looking down at the booth, “What if Alex’s family decides I’m not good enough for her?” 

           “What?” Luke’s eyes grow wide, “Dude. That’s crazy.” 

  “I hear them, sometimes. I’ve been picking up on what they say, even if they speak in Spanish.” 

          “Who’s mostly against it?” Jay frowned. He sat beside Keith, and ordered a soda. 

  “Alex’s uncle. He’s… very vocal that I’m not Latina.” 

            Luke paused. He drew out a soft, angry breath. 

“Then screw the uncle.” He uttered. 

           “We can’t do that, she loves the guy!” Keith exclaimed, exasperated. 

   “Well, does everyone else adore you? You’ve known Alex since high school, been in their lives for nearly two decades. I think at this point, if they still have any reservations, it’s rooted in their own ideologies, not personal.” Jay explained. 

        Keith looked down at his glass, thinking hard. “I guess so. Growing up, I always felt like the odd-person out with my sister and her rag-tag group of friends. I never fit in anywhere, and so when Alex fell for me as we became adults, it felt like everything fully realizing itself.” 

        “Know that we never excluded you intentionally,” Jay assured, “If you genuinely felt that way, I’m sorry.” 

         “It’s not your fault. I don’t feel that way now, and I’ve had many talks with Alex about it. It’s just…” Keith sucked in a breath, “when you’ve lived your life as one thing, The Kid Brother To Amelia Shapiro, then you look at how successful she is, how she started from nothing, how am I supposed to compete with that? How am I supposed to even start trying? In my mother’s eyes, she was always the most worried about Amelia. Amelia’s mental health, if she’s eating right, if she’s doing well at school, her kids, you, and I’m thrown to the wayside, and I take it in strides. It stings. It hurts like a bitch, but at the same side, that’s my sister, I’m still proud of her and I still love her.” 

       “That’s a human thing to feel, you’re not at fault for that,” Luke assured him, patting his shoulder, “You can do two things with this feeling. One, hold it in and be bitter about it – which is valid. Or, two, recognize that this dynamic exists, communicate your emotions effectively with your sister, with Alex, let the past be in the past so you can enjoy your future. I know grief hit you and Amelia in different ways. But know that one way is not better than the other, just because one sibling got more attention. That doesn’t mean you were loved any less.” 

         Tears pricked Keith’s eyes, and he wiped his face. 

   “You should be a therapist, Luke.” Jay grinned. 

           “I prefer my backdoor detective work, thanks. That involves not communicating with civilians.” Luke sassed. 

         “Thanks,” Keith uttered, shaking his head, “Things have been… chaotic, lately. Sometimes I don’t even know if these days are real. When has life started to move at such a fast pace?” 

        Jay shrugged, taking a sip of his soda. Luke ordered a second round of drinks, “I was thinking about this lately too. I think it’s because when we were teens, we didn’t feel like we were in control of our own lives. There was someone else propelling it, our parents, the adults in our lives. Now, we’re adults, we’ve got partners, kids, and other people to worry about. We don’t have time for moments like these. Time for us to take a break – and it’s something we’ve become accustomed too. It isn’t right, but it’s, you know… it’s life. You’re not wrong in any way for feeling like this.” 

               “I think we should do this more often. Even if it’s not drinking. Just you, me, and Luke catching up with each other. Because sometimes I really miss you guys. Not exactly the old days, because I know we can’t go back to that – but time for ourselves. When life gets too chaotic.” 

      “Well, noted. Keith gets sentimental when he’s drunk.” Jay grinned. 

   “I’m not… drunk.” Keith mumbled. 

              “No, but we won’t leave you alone tonight. You’re going back to Alex.” Jay affirmed, looking at Luke. He nodded. 

       Luke paid for Keith’s tab, and together, they helped the younger man out of the bar. 

  Luke sat in the passenger seat while Keith slumped in the back, and Jay was satisfied with their night. Luke and Jay chatted amiably about the next days’ plans, when they would leave for the plane, and what time they’d be entering the hotel, and they figured it would be best after that to go by ear because the following day would be strict with time, given that everyone had to be at the courthouse to witness Keith and Alex getting married. 
   It felt like Jay’s life was coming full circle, in a way. First, it was that he found out Amelia was pregnant with their fifth child. Then, it was meeting Alison, falling for her with Amelia, discovering a dark underbelly in their own justice system, and in the same week, giving an impromptu performance at a high school play. 

     Jay couldn’t even make this shit up if he tried. What would he even benefit from ling, anyway? 

       Perhaps he should take Amelia’s jokes seriously and write a book about their life with her. 

   This was something no one would believe unless it was given to a first-hand account. 

              Chuckling softly to himself, Jay pulled up to Keith and Alex’s apartment with Alex waiting at the doorstep. 

            She looked at her fiancé with a deadpanned look, but gratefully flashed her eyes to Jay. “Thank you for finding him. He wasn’t answering my calls.” 

           “He was off being an idiot. We’ve located him for you.” Luke assured Alex. 

  “I’m going to give him a good spanking in the morning.” Alex sassed. 

            “Mi amor…” Keith slurred, stumbling toward his fiancé. 

    “You crazy man. How could you ever think that I let my family’s opinions trump over my affections for you? Estupido.” 

           “I ‘unno. Got stuck in my head.” 

    “Come here. Get your ass inside. Let me love you.” 

             “’Kay.” Keith replied, falling into Alex’s embrace. 

        Jay and Luke smiled. They looked at each other, before getting in the car again, and drove off into the cool spring night. 

           Whatever happened on the trip, it was going to be the memory to last a life time, Jay was certain of it. 


Chapter Thirty: Spring Wedding 

Amelia 

March 18th, 2040 

 
Amelia never thought she’d see the day where her little brother got married. 

       Not to mention, getting married to one of her best friends since high school.

     Yet here she was, seven months pregnant with her fifth child, sitting next to her mother in the first row, beside her partner. Her husband was Keith’s best man, and he stood beside him. (Alex’s older sister was the head bridesmaid, and she was standing on the other side). 

          Keith’s standing with the officiant, whom he asked Luke to be. Coincidentally, Luke was also an ordained minister. 

          The odds of that also happening were even rarer, but this was now Amelia’s reality as well. 

       Keith’s standing with Luke, and Luke slapped his hand affectionately on his shoulder. “Y’ready, chief?” 

          “Ready to be married? Yeah. Ready for you to officiate? No.” 

   This got a laugh rippling from the crowd, and Luke frowned. 

         “Come on, trust your bro. I take my job very seriously. I’m licensed.” 

  “You do undercover detective work and officiate weddings. Who are you, Lucas Garner?” 
 
         “No one more important than your new bride, buddy.” Luke smiled, nodding at the door. 

     The crowd turned, and Amelia’s eyes watered at the sight of her beautiful best friend. 

          In front of her, were Kimberly, Rae, and Cassie, dressed in soft pink frills, throwing classic flower petals on the ground. Following them were Theo, Cam, and Alec, Cam holding up Alex’s dress and Theo and Alec in charge of holding the rings (all the children taking their duties very seriously). 
      Chuckles rippled through the crowd and Amelia had her hand over her heart, while Alison put her hand on Amelia’s shoulder. 
 
        “Look at all of them.” Amelia breathed, causing Alison to chuckle softly, leaning her chin on Amelia. 

         “Our babies.” Alison agreed. 

     In pairs, the kids went up to say hi to Keith, before sitting with their moms. Once they were all sitting in the chairs, Alex had walked up the front of the church with none other than her uncle. 

     Her father had since passed on and was no longer with them during her time in college. Given this was a devastating time, Amelia drove out to be with her dear friend. She spent the first worst nights with Alex, and it brought them even closer together. Her mom was sitting on the other side, sniffling. 
 
        “You look beautiful, my sweet girl,” her uncle said tearfully, “I remember the day your father…” he sucked in a deep breath, “Your father called me and told me you were born.” 

         “Tio…” Alex assured him, “I will always be your muchachita.” 

   “And you,” her uncle turned to Keith, who straightened himself, “Take care of her. She’s all…” he bowed his head humbly, “Her and her sisters. They’re all I have. My late wife and I, we…” he paused, “We never got the chance to give her cousins her age. So,” he nodded firmly, “Family is important to us, you see.” 

                Keith’s expression softened. “I see, sir.” 

    As an olive branch, he extended his hand for the uncle to take, “Love her with everything you’ve got.” 

           “I will.” Kieth said, a fire in his eyes that Amelia’s never seen before. 

      In that moment, he was no longer that little brother that hung around his sister in the hallway. Amelia shared a glance with her mother, but Rebecca was already sniffling. 

           “Thank you.” The uncle could only reply. He sat beside Alex’s mom in the row of chairs, and she patted his shoulder in affection. 

     Everyone’s eyes were now on Alex and Keith, who Keith reached out to hold Alex’s hand in comfort. 

           Luke cleared his throat, “May we have the rings?” 

     Rae nudged Theo’s shoulder, “Ring bearer.” She hissed, and he perked up. 

             “On it!” He exclaimed, and comically, bounded toward Luke with the pair. 

   Luke smiled at the kid, ruffling his hair. 

                “Thanks, kiddo,” He told him, and addressed the crowd, “Ladies, gentlemen, family and friends. We are gathered here today to witness the beautiful union of Alex Florentino, and Keith Shapiro. Should anyone have any objections prior to these two wonderful individuals saying their vows, speak now or forever hold your peace.” 

               In true Theo fashion, he glared out into the chuckling crowd, even making an I’m-Watching-You notion at Alex’s uncle, who shook his head with a sheepish grin. 

          He leaned over to Theo, “You can sit down, pal. I’ll take it from here.” 

    Theo gave a salute and hopped off the small stage, running back to where Rae sat. 

               Amelia tried to hide her laughter in her hand but was failing miserably. 

   Luke turned to Alex, smiling, “You may now say your vows.” 
 
            “Keith,” Alex beamed, “Know that you will always be enough to me. No one else can compete because they can never compare,” she began, looking at him teary eyed. “I love you. Even when you were a freckly-faced, kid brother to Amelia.” This earned a laugh from the audience, and Amelia chuckled in endearment. “I’ve watched you grow up. I’ve seen you become the man that you are. It’s amazed me, since day one, how you always put so much heart into everything you create,” Alex blinked tears away, “It’s something wonderful, falling in love with your best friend. You’ve seen me at my worst, and you’re still here. You defend my honor with every ounce of your being. We’re a few years apart but none of these things ever stop you from loving me. In all my life, my family had only brought chaos. You have been consistent, in your adoration, your love, your zeal for life. The way you are as a Tio, to your nephews and nieces. I know with my full heart that you will have that same devotion to our babies, when they come,” Alex was shaking, and Keith holds onto her tight. “I love you. Mi amor, I cannot wait to spend the rest of my life with you.” 
     Amelia looked to Jay, and he’s tearfully grinning at Keith. He gave Alex a thumb up, making her giggle in earnest. 

        Luke was crying too, and he wiped his eyes with his sleeve. “Keith? It’s time to say your vows.” 
 
  “Alex. You always brought light to my life, even when it seemed like you were leagues ahead of me being best friends with my sister,” Keith said, and Amelia made a gentle noise. Why was she out here catching strays in her brother’s vows? “Even then, I loved you. I loved how you lit up every room you entered. How people gravitated toward you. How you always made time for me, when I don’t deserve your affections.” 

        Alex made a clicking noise with her tongue, shaking her head at him. 

  “Affection is not something to debate. It’s something that’s given. And I will always give that too you, for it is what you deserve.” Alex eased with gentleness. 
  
      Keith leaned into her, wrapping his arms around her shoulders. 

 “I love how your laugh meets your eyes. I love how with everything you’re passionate about, you put in 100% of it. I love that even when you’re at your wits’ end with me, and the chaos that my family brings, we always come back to each other. How we’re each other’s right hand. How we honor each other. I love you, Alexandria Florentino. I hope to become the man that not only you need me to be, but also someone your uncle can be proud to call his family, too. My goal above all else is to honor that.” 

     Alex hiccupped and put her hand on Keith’s cheek, “You already have. There’s no need for you to do more.” 

      “Then let me treat you like the royalty that you are, adore you even on your worst days, and lift you up during your best.” 

   Alex rested her forehead on his. “You do enough.” 

          Luke sniffled, then coughed to gain his composure, “Then, you may now exchange your rings,” he replied, handing the first golden ring to Keith. “Now, Mr. Shapiro. Repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed,” 

          Keith nodded, “With this ring, I thee wed,” 

   “Alexandria Florentino.” 

            Keith repeated, his voice cracking, “Alexandria Florentino.” 

   “To have and to hold, to love and to cherish,” 

           Keith repeated in kind, and Luke continued, “In sickness and in health. ‘Till not even death do us part,” Keith had Luke change the phrase, and it sounds much nicer to Amelia’s ears, “For better and for worse. For as long as we both shall live. Keith Shapiro, do you accept Alexendria Shapiro as your bride? With this ring, from this day forward?” 

            “I do.” Keith said in kind, and beside Amelia, her mother hiccupped a quiet sob. 

  Amelia patted her mother on the back in comfort. 

         Luke repeated the same phrases to Alex, who, to her credit was also trying to hide her tears. 

   But she does her diligence to say the words, holding onto Keith to keep her steady. 

              “I accept Keith Shapiro as my husband, and with this ring, I thee wed him in kindness, in love,” Alex said, “I do.” 

           The rings were exchanged and Luke smiled broadly. 

    “Then by the power vested in my ministry and in the state of Las Vegas, Nevada, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss.” 

         Amelia was the first to stand. She’s crying, she’s clapping, as was everyone else in the ballroom. 
 
         There was her little bro, now no longer little. He’s got a wife, a new family to grow, to look after. She wished that her father was here – how proud he would have been. 

       You’ve grown into a fine person, Keith. Amelia thought, wiping away her tears. 

  She felt a hand on her back in comfort and turned – Alison. 

          Are you okay? She mouthed, and Amelia smiled. 

      Later, she replied, and held onto Theo who was hopping up and down beside her. 

          She wasn’t sure why she was crying so much – whether it was hormones, how tired she’s been from the pregnancy, the stress from traveling to Vegas, or that their family was growing and not what it used to be. She knew a private session with Jay and Ali was in order, where she could full-on weep and air out her anxieties until they all feel better, but that will come to pass. 

   For now, she hugged her mother, kissed her partner, and extended her arm so her husband could come by and join the hug. 

     Nothing else mattered. 



 
Chapter Thirty-One: “Down Time” 

Jay 
 
   If someone told Jay, that he’d be lounging beside two gorgeous women, one was his very pregnant wife and the other his just-as-lovely partner, he would have said they were delusional. 

     Yet for today, one final day before they had to leave, he had nothing to do. No emails to send, no work to be done. 

       There were no classes to teach for Amelia, no job interviews Alison had to go on, no other responsibilities where they had to take the kids somewhere, and it was wonderful. 

        Jay glanced over to Amelia, who was snoozing the afternoon away. 

    His partner sighed contently, flipping onto her side on the comfortable towel. 

         “Are you doing all right?” Jay’s voice rumbled. 

     “Never better,” Alison replied, “I could eat in a bit, though.” 

            “I was thinking that too. We need to round up the kids.” 

       “What about Amelia?” Alison asked, glancing at her girlfriend. 

              “Go,” the redhead yawned, “I need these extra few minutes of quiet.” 

Jay chuckled. 

           He got up, kissing Amelia on her forehead, and gently patted her belly. It was growing exponentially, its size the usual for seven months, but Jay and Alison can see the toll it’s taking on Amelia’s knees. 

          It was never easy, even when she was growing a whole other human, to have all that extra body fat on her. Amelia usually ran slim, as she took care of herself. 

           Jay worried for his wife. He didn’t know how this pregnancy would affect her post-partum. 

        It was different for all persons, and after each pregnancy with their other children. 

    Only because they had a lot of major stressors this year, from paranoia around Rae’s health (poor girl was diagnosed with alopecia, to which Jay brought Rae to the hospital immediately and demanded to find the best doctors – they now follow the proper regime to keep Rae on track), to Amelia’s drama play, to Alison’s court case waiting for its’ resolve, then to preparing for this very vacation, stress manifests differently in everyone. 
 
        Sometimes, Jay wanted to stare at the sky and ask the universe to calm the fuck down. 

   They’ve all gone through a lot this year, and it wasn’t even over yet. 

             “Jay?” Alison asked, tapping Jay’s arm. 

  “I’m okay. Reflecting. I’m having a good vacation so far, I don’t want it to end.” 

              Alison gave him a gentle smile. “I get it. The chaos of tomorrow is not something I’m interested in doing. But, we have a game plan, right?” 

           “Stick together. Leave at 11 am for our 4 pm flight, have the early morning breakfast, and make sure all luggage is by the door for the bellhop to take.” 

            “Do we have cash to tip?” Alison asked. They walked over to the kid’s pool, where children and parents were together in the shallow waters of the pool. 

     “We have about $60 left. Should be enough for the remainder of time.” 

     “Still on the camp of not getting extra money through the slot machines.” 
     “I agree with you on that, even if the last person we watched one $18,000 grand.” 

          “That was crazy,” Alison breathed, “Do they even get the money? If so, through what? Certainly not an envelope.” 

             “Not to mention, they must give a percentage of those earnings for tax, so the winnings aren’t entirely $18,000 grand. It’s a scam from the get-go.” 

             “Legalized criminal activity, showcased blindingly to kids of all ages,” Alison rolled her eyes, “Vegas is so charming.” 

              “Next trip we’re going somewhere calm. I know this wasn’t Amelia’s favorite, either. But she did it for her brother, and because it’s Amelia, we’re going with her to support.” 

          “Oh, I one hundred percent agree. I just worried consistently for Theo and Alec. Alec hadn’t enjoyed himself at all, it broke my heart.” 

           Jay paused, thoughts swimming about the sensitive boy. “Alison,” he said quietly, “Had Alec always been uneasy about public spaces?” 

            Alison breathed out slowly, “Yes. And I know where you’re going with this. He’s had his… moments. I had long talks at night with my mother-in-law about him. If I’ve failed as a parent for not getting him help sooner or knowing how to get help. I know he’s got something. Thinking about what he has, whether it’s ADHD, Autism, emotional regulation issues, it’s something, and it makes me stressed, because I don’t know where to start.” 

         “Ali…” Jay eased, taking Alison’s shoulders in his hands, “Please. Don’t built yourself up for this. At least you’re aware, you’re concerned for him. I didn’t get Holden the help he needed until he was ten. We really had a hard life without any recourses.” 
 
        “You were so young,” Alison choked, “Only a baby.” 

     Jay shrugged, “Shit happened. I was a loser finding my way with an alcoholic dad and a dead mom.” 

       Alison kissed him, “You turned out all right to me.” 

 Jay’s laugh warmed her, “Thank you for saying so.” 

                They were broken apart by a noise, “Daaaaaad. We’re hungry.” It was Kim and Cassie, the girls matching in bright pink one-piece swimsuits, where Kim had a butterfly print and Cassie had a unicorn. 

          “Well, how convenient. Your mother’s hungry too. We ought to leave now to find a good place to eat before the afternoon rush.” 

           “Okay. Theo and Cam were pushing each other and Cam slapped Theo’s back as he went down the slide.” Kim said, as if she were saying how lovely the weather was, or that she’s obsessed over a new show. 

            “I’ll handle that, kiddo. Don’t you worry.” Jay assured. Alison grinned, turning to Cassie. 

  “Get your brother and meet us by the chairs, okay? We’ll go up to our room to wash.” 

        Kim saluted her father, hugged Alison, before rushing off. Cassie hugged Jay, to which Alison cooed softly in endearment and ruffled the girls’ wet hair. 
 
      “For however way we both started,” Alison said, once the girls were out of earshot, “I’m happy for where we’re now at.” 

           Jay looked at her, nodding. “So they can have a better head start than we did.” 

   Alison’s eyes welled with unshed tears, “Right.” She wiped them. 

              After kissing one another, the pair turned to deliver the incoming news of lunch to Amelia. 


        It was the evening of the final night in Vegas, and the large family was out celebrating at an Italian restaurant. 
           
    Amelia and Alison were dressed to kill, Amelia wearing a gorgeous flowing red dress while Alison wore black, and Jay pressed his favorite dark brown tuxedo. 

      The kids were in varying articles of ‘fancy wear’, or in Rae’s case, donning an Elsa dress in full glam unapologetically.  

    Cam was reprimanded quietly for pushing his little brother down the slide. After an apology and a promise not to act like a delinquent at diner, he was let go.  

       They met up with Luke and Grace, to which the kids were all eager to celebrate their arrival. 

       (It was clear who was the more favorite of the two – Rae and Cassie hung on to Grace’s every word). 

     Jay watched the dynamics between each of his family and smiled to himself.  
  
         He chuckled as Rae, Cassie, and Kim colored in the coloring packets the restaurant gave them, Theo was blowing bubbles into his cup, and Cam was chatting with Luke about Star Wars. 

       Jay waved over the waiter, smiling at them, “Thanks for everything tonight. I’ll grab the check.” 

        Luke’s head snapped, “Um, no. Mr. Big Bucks. Let me pay.” 

  “Here they go again.” Cassie groaned to Grace, who giggled. 

            “You paid last time.” Jay argued. “And for the play.” 

  “Bro. Let me impress the missus.” 

        “And go bankrupt before forty?” 

 “Boys, boys. You’re both pretty. Amelia and I already split.” Alison snickered. 

             “How did you –,” Luke gaped, and the waiter laughed, handing Amelia the receipt. 

        “When I had to get up and go to the bathroom for the thirtieth time, I stopped at the front.” Amelia explained. 

         “Is it always like this?” Grace asked Cassie, who grinned. 

  “Yeah,” the dark-haired girl beamed, “It’s been awesome.” 

         It took everything in Jay not to tear up in front of everyone at Cassie’s sweet words. 

       “I drew a horse being abducted by aliens, do you wanna see?” Alec asked Luke, and as if a switch flipped, Luke’s face beamed and he hopped over to Alec. 

           “Tell me, oh great Picasso.” 

     Jay relaxed then, shifting so he was in between Amelia and Alison. Amelia sighed contentedly and put her head on his shoulder, while Alison gave his cheek a kiss. 

         His love for this unit he’s formed soared high above the ceiling, until it overflowed onto the streets below. 







Chapter Thirty-Two: The Reunion

Amelia 

 It was nearing the end of March, spring clear in the air, the trees, and the flowers. 

        Amelia was nearing eight months of her pregnancy, and it was here that she was truly starting to feel it. The tiredness, the body aches, the sluggishness, even if she got a full nights’ rest. 

        Before, she found herself enjoying this experience far more than the other ones. She didn’t know if it was due to her being familiar with it, the fact that she had more help this time around, or that her body this go was stronger than the last three. 

       She couldn’t be bothered to figure out the science behind it all, she had to attend a parent-teacher meeting between herself, Cam, and his guidance counselor. 

        She waited with a sheepish Cam, as the kid blew his lips out in exasperation. 

 “I swear, if this is about you slapping the backs of other kid’s heads –,” 

          “I’ve stopped that, honest! Haven’t done anything since Vegas.” Cam assured. 

  “Then why else would I be pulled out from my work, take time out of my lunch, to hear whatever the counselor has to say about your mischievous butt?” 

          Cam opened his mouth to say a rebuttal but realized he couldn’t. He honestly had no idea. 

    “Hi! Mrs. Shapiro-Black?” the young therapist asked, grinning. She looked to be no more than twenty-five, blonde and fair, a rounded face and silver eyes, like Amelia’s. 

        “Yes, this is she.” 

  “Great, thanks for coming in. I’m Ms. Zee, this is something new we’re trying to implement with the IEP kids, a sort of check-in to see how their day is going and we wanted you to be here for the first consultation.” 

     “Oh,” Amelia blinked, looking apologetically at her son, “Well, I stand corrected.” 

 Cam puffed out his chest, “I’ve been good today. Top marks.” 

            Ms. Zee giggled sweetly and welcomed them into the room for privacy. 

  “It’s always entertaining, seeing Cam and Kim interact with each other. Have they always been close?” 

          “Some days, I want to pull her hair out,” Cam answered honestly, and Amelia gave him a look. “But most of the time she’s okay.” 

        “That’s good to hear.” Amelia uttered. 

   “I heard you all came back from a big trip this spring. How was that?” 

            “It was super fun. We stayed in Vegas for five days because my Uncle Keith got married.” 
     “I bet it was expensive, huh mom?” Ms. Zee asked Amelia. 

            “I try not to think about next month’s bill.” 

     “That’s always the worst part of vacation. Coming home to the numbers,” Ms. Zee understood, then she grinned, “Now, let’s go on to discuss grades and classes. Cam’s been academically praised this year for his consistent marks.”  

         “Really?” Amelia stared at him, “How come you don’t tell me or dad or Alison?” 
  
 “I’ve told mama Ali but haven’t gotten to you. You’ve been busy.” Cam mumbled. 

    Suddenly, guilt washed over Amelia. 

   How could she have been so neglectful? Sure, she loved all her children. It was no secret that she wore her heart on her sleeve in every sense. She’d hate herself endlessly if one of her children felt that way, even for a millisecond. 

    Yet was she so focused on Rae’s health, her work, and ensuring the final months of her pregnancy that she unintentionally left Cam wading by the shore? 

     “I’m sorry, love,” Amelia said now, softer with her tone, “It was not my intention to have you feel you were being left behind.” 

           “I always am, though. You expect the worst of me. You expect me to look after Theo, when he’s the one usually causing all the chaos. Then by the time I try to stop him, dad reprimands me.” 

        Amelia sucked in a breath. Suddenly, she was taken back to an earlier time, of when her own father was lecturing her about looking after her brother in a crowded mall. That she shouldn’t leave him behind to hang out with her friends – even in public, he was still her responsibility. 

     For a time, among other factors – her father’s passing, her mother doting more on her brother, Amelia grew to resent Keith. Even when he didn’t do any wrong by her. She’d hate herself if this cycle continued to her children.  

       “Do you hate Theo?” Amelia asked quietly. 

 Cam looked to her in alarm, “What? No! I could never hate him. He’s annoying, but he’s my brother. He was the only one I had, until Alec.” 

     “Perhaps it would benefit the two of you to spend the afternoon together. Go to a restaurant the Cam likes or talk to each other about your day. I understand that you two, while you’re parent and child, live different lives. It would help to meet in the middle.” Ms. Zee suggested. 

        “I... I... I’ve been wanting to go to a local concert with my friends, but I haven’t had the time to tell you. Can I go?” 

     “Well, I am a bit worried about you going to an adult function... would you consider going still if Uncle Keith went with you?” 

        “Deal.” Cam suggested, “if I get my ‘yes’ day.” 

 “... yes day?” Amelia then asked, blinking. 

             “It’s in this movie I watched with my class. The family wasn’t getting along because the mom and dad were super strict, and then the sister and brother came up with a list of rules the parents had to follow.” 

       Ms. Zee chuckled softly to herself and nodded to Amelia. “I think that might be something your mothers and father would have to discuss.” 

         “And, we’ll have to find a day that works best, too,” Amelia nodded, patting his shoulder, “Okay. Maybe this is what we all need. Everyone’s been under a load, in some way. Thanks for suggesting it.”   

        “Not a problem, mom.” 

  “Remind me, I’ll write it down but tell me this weekend, so I don’t forget.” Amelia assured her son. 

          The smile that appeared on his face was worth more than any other riches in the world. 


 
  “A yes day, Nessie! What does that even mean?” Amelia said, half with exasperation and the other in awe of what her son can come up with. 

      She was having a dinner with her high school friends, Nessie, Alex, Micha, and Toni.  

 “Knowing your kids, you’re in for a hell of a day.” Alex snickered.   

        “So, Cam feels left out because he’s always getting the brunt of the discipline? Poor baby.” Toni pouted. “He was always my favorite. Don’t tell the others.” 

       “He’s a good kid, they all are. I just feel awful things went awry this year. Nothing went according to plan.” Amelia mumbled. 

         “There was a plan?” Micha chuckled. 

     “Yes, the two main things were going to be the play, and then my brother’s wedding. Everything else in between...” Amelia sighed, thinking of Alison, the pregnancy, and her involvement in their family, the court case that was resolved, “... not expected. At all.” She rested her hand on her belly. 

      “Well, sometimes that happens. It came as a surprise to all of us when you told us about Alison.” Nessie eased, and the others nod. 

     Amelia flushed. “… I wasn’t expecting to fall for her, either.” 

 Nessie grinned, “I always knew you were some kind of queer. I have the sense, you know.” 

      “It’s true,” Micha laughed, “Ness’ has got the most gaydar out of anyone I know. Most of my friends are gay. Save for you, Alex. No offense.” 

       “Hardly an offense if its’ true. I’m banging her brother. And married to him.” Alex smirked, turning to an even more flushed Amelia. 

      “Guh, somehow I’m an adult and it’s still so weird to hear about how your friend who you were once friend-enemies with now married with her kid-no-longer-a-kid brother.” 

       This comment cued everyone into knowing laughter, to which Alex nudged Amelia. 

    “How would you feel,” Alex then said, “If said kid brother and also said friend were trying for a baby because we talked about how sweet it would be if your baby had someone their age to grow up with?” 

     There was a pause, and Amelia’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
  “Oh my god. Alex… you… you don’t have to make that decision right now –,” Amelia sputtered, in tears. 

     “We haven’t tried anything, just had a few long discussions. About what we both want, how to go forward. But we wanted to tell you, because this little Bugger is growing up as the baby of the family, as things currently stands.” 

            “The baby fever is strong with this one.” Micha grinned. 

      “… I am so laughably single.” Toni sighed, and Micha patted her shoulder. 

 “Get on those apps, babe.”  

         “I was on them!” Toni sighed, “I met this hot masc for a blind date but she’s a fire-fighter, she’s got an intense job. She’s always cancelling our dates last minute.”  
       
          “Are we absolutely certain it’s a work thing or is she just bailing you?” Amelia glowered, “because if she is…” 

           “No, no, no…!” Toni waved her hands, “Well. There is something else. She’s got a kid to take care of, and the kid’s from a toxic ex who refuses to pay child support. She carried the kid, and the ex refuses to take any responsibility now that the kid’s not ‘biologically theirs’. They think that’s reason enough to get out of paying or being in the kid’s life at all.” 

        There was silence at the lunch table, as the other friends digested Toni’s words. 

   “Damn,” Nessie whistled, “You’ve had a whole young adult novel-themed life going on under our noses?” 

      “Or a 25 Part TikTok Series of Who TF Am I Dating.” Alex suggested. 

 “Ooh, that’s good.” Micha grinned. 

      “Hold on a minute,” Amelia breathed slowly, pressing her hands together, “So, you’ve been in a situationship for the last spring with this hot fire-fighter, find out that she has a kid after she poured her soul to you, banged, feelings got caught, and. You. Dip?” 

      “I – I never said I dipped!”   

  “When was the last time you talked with her?!” 

      Toni flushed and looked down, ashamed. 

“Three weeks.” 

         There was another pause. The friends looked at each other, half in shock and disbelief. 

 Micha threw their head back and laughed. 

       “Three weeks?!” 
         
 Amelia groaned. She extended her hand to the table, “Give me your phone.” 

         Sheepish, Toni did so, hiding her face in her hands. 

 “I’m a disaster.” 

            “True,” Alex beamed at her, “But we love you all the same.” 

 That, Amelia could easily agree with. 

          She loved reunion lunches. 














Chapter Thirty-Three: Yes Day 

Jay 

April 7, 2040 

   The fateful day came for the children’s first ‘yes day’, as Jay honestly didn’t know what to expect from it. He’d never seen the movie, only looked up reviews, and saw that it was good for kids to watch. 

       After being told of what occurred during Cam’s meeting, he was inclined to agree that things had been moving far too fast for anyone’s liking. 

     So, the family had settled on a Saturday in April, because March was quite busy with work-related activities, and Alison was starting her new job as a secretary to Ms. Grace’s law firm. 

      Alison’s end goal was to help women in domestic abuse relationships, as she joined a Facebook group of other survivors, and they have online meetings in the evening. It’s been helping her heal, and that’s all Jay and Amelia could want for her. 

          It’s hard to imagine that it’s been six months since Alison came into their unit, since their takedown of Victor Altor, and one of the hardest month in all their lives. 

       Alison loved their family; it was clear as day.  

  Jay couldn’t imagine his days waking up without her beside Amelia, the three of them snuggling in the early morning. 

       He just wished they hadn’t met under such tragic circumstances. 

       Though, he supposed they couldn’t change the past – same for his and Amelia’s own backstories, it’s what made them into the adults they were today. 

         All they can do is keep going forward. 

 Alison woke up next, blinking awake. “It’s quiet.” She whispered, looking to the door. 

   “Too quiet.” Jay murmured. 

          “... are the kids still sleeping?” Alison wondered.

   “No, we’d see them on the monitors.”  Jay nodded to the smaller holo-screen in their bedroom, which revealed that in fact, the children were out of their beds. 

         To that, the children never willingly woke up this early.

  This was coordinated. 

           In his arms, Amelia stirred, and Alison caressed her fingers through her hair. 

    “Good mornin’.” She eased, kissing her. 

               “Hi.” Amelia greeted them, “...what’s going on?” 

       “We’re trying to figure that out ourselves.” Jay chuckled. 

 Just then, there was a knock at the door, and giggling. 

         “Oh, here we go.” The father uttered. 

     “We request an audience with the Lord and Ladies of House Shapiro-Black-Altor.” Kim announced, her voice raising to match the Bridgerton accents. 

         (Amelia, of course, had skipped the more sensual scenes with her pre-teens, given how that was hardly appropriate. They have had The Talk, but Kim was far more interested in learning about that sort of thing than Cam).                

           “Request accepted, young Lady Black.” Jay announced, and the group of them huddled in, with a large white board and a list of things written on it. 

         Kim, Cam, Cassie, Alec, Rae, and Theo looked to each other and nodded. 

 “We have some new decrees for today’s Yes Day, and after much deliberation –,” Kim started, and Jay let out a whistle. 
  “Wow, deliberation. Nice vocab word.” 

            “Thank you. Anyway, we want to have ice cream for breakfast today.”  

   Alison nearly paled. “... no bacon? No protein?” 

            “You can’t say ‘no’, babe. It’s a yes day.” Amelia grinned. 

 “I gathered that, my Lady.” Alison sassed, and Amelia giggled. 

      “Ahem. Should the Ladies or Lord of the household defy any of these decrees, punishment to the highest caliber must be seen to.” Kim coughed, and Theo giggled. It was clear that Kim was taking this very seriously. 

         “What kind... of punishment?” Amelia asked slowly, sitting up. 

  “An hours’ long compilation on the holo-screen of Bluey, and SpongeBob. Not the earlier seasons.” Cassie clarified, and Alison groaned in despair. 

       “The first season is the best one!” 

  “A tragedy. You’re ruthless, Altor child.” Amelia said as she patted Alison on the shoulder. Alison whimpered softly. 

             “We want what we want. And we’re going to get it today. So, let’s hit the list. Ice cream for breakfast, followed up with a park visit with Pepper – Pepper wanted his own yes day – then, we go to Mochi Donuts for lunch, and try their spicy corndog challenge, and then –,” Kim had skipped the old English by this point, rattling off the list. 

        “Hold on. Hold on. Spicy Corndog Challenge?” Amelia’s eyes bugged. 

  “Can we have a truce on this one? Spicy food is not good for Bugger.” Jay saved Amelia, and the kids looked to each other. 

          They huddled together for one moment, each of the six kids every so often looking back up at the trio still on the bed.  

    “Okay. One asterisk on the decree, Amelia Mama does not have to participate. Only one bite, and we will be satisfied.” Cassie announced, and Jay felt the wave of relief from his wife. 

           “I live to see another day.” Amelia said, relieved. 

       “All right, so we have breakfast, lunch, and the afternoon. What’s dinner? What’s the evening?” Alison asked, possibly begging for some vegetables. 
   
             “The evening, we’re going to Dave and Busters!” Cam took over, eyes excited and beaming. “Games. Drinks. Snacks. Food. It has everything, what more could you want?!” 

        Alison held back a groan. She was not getting any vegetables. 

     Jay laughed. How ridiculously wonderful was this idea? His children were superstars, that was for damn sure. 

             “Can the Ladies or Lord of the house bring a friend? For emotional support, perhaps?” Jay raised his hand. 

         “On the condition that we pick.” Kim sassed back, and Amelia looked to Jay in exasperation. 
  “As you would.” 

            Kim looked to Cassie, who had a wide grin on her face. 

 “Ms. Grace and Uncle Luke.”  To Cassie’s response, Theo let out an enthusiastic ‘yes!’. 



0o0o0o0o0o0o

    After taking out the large tub of ice cream for the six hungry kids, the adults had their own private breakfast. 

       “Okay, so game plan. This already seems like it’s going to be an overstimulating day. How are we going to navigate that if one of them feels overwhelmed and needs a break?” Alison whispered to Jay and Amelia. 
 “That’s why we have Luke and Ms. Grace. They can take any of the kids who need a break time, and we’ll deal with the others. Or vice versa, if anyone of us needs to stop, too.” Jay said, eyeing Amelia. 

         “I’m going to be fine. We’re doing this for the kids – but I’m doing this for Cam, so I want to be sure I have some alone time with him.” Amelia assured. 

    “You’ll get that.” Jay said, now determined. 

  “Okay. Break.” Alison said, tapping her hands together. 

        Amelia giggled at her, and she gave Alison a kiss. 

  Jay’s chest tightened with premature anxiety, but he trusted his partners and his friends. Together, they could put in an awesome day for the kids. 

        The family met with Luke and Grace at the park with Pepper, and the six kids bounced around the playground, meeting up with other kids in the neighborhood. 

         “Well now, lookie what we have here. It’s the whole clan.” Luke spread his arms, pulling Jay into a one-armed hug. 

         “Thanks for agreeing to spend the day with us last minute.” 

“No prob, it’s always fun with you crazy coots.” Luke assured good-naturedly. 
 
         “The only coot here is you.” Jay sassed, and Luke made a blowing noise with his lips. 

       “Little Cam, your father is bullying me.” Luke whined as they started to walk. 

  It was a lovely pathway, going along a lake, and it was a clear spring day. 

         “No bullying on Yes Day.” Cam declared, and Kim nodded in agreement. 

    “Not the children ganging up on you.” Alison laughed. 

               “Jay Black will remember that.” Jay sassed.    
“Press space bar to skip cut scene.” Luke replied, and Cassie looked to Grace in confusion. 

      “Ms. Gracie, what are they saying?” 

 “Nerd-speak, hun. From the early 2010’s. Before your time.”     

         Jay and Luke playfully punched each other’s shoulders, laughing. 

  The rest of the walk in the morning went smoothly, with Gracie hanging out with the girls – Cassie, Kim, and Rae, while the boys; Alec and Theo, chased after their father and Luke. Cam hung back with his mother. 

        “How’s your Yes Day going, Cam?” Jay heard Amelia ask him. 

  “I like it a whole lot,” Cam beamed, “Everyone’s always doing... stuff. We never have any time for each other.” 

     “Wait, Cam,” Amelia paused, “Is the whole reason for Yes Day because you and your siblings have been so busy with your extra-curriculars, sports, and homework, you orchestrated a whole day to spend time with everyone?” 
           
      “And no phones or holo-screens.” Cam added. 

 Amelia looked to Alison, who burst into laughter. 

         “And whenever we asked you to do something with us, the answer was always no, or no we don’t have the time, but that’s not important for today.” 

        “You raised a diabolical genius, Amelia.” Alison snickered. She patted Cam on the back. 

[bookmark: _Int_56VSIkx6]       “I’m not sure whether to praise you or be worried for your future partner.” Amelia shook her head, then knelt meet Cam at eye-level. “Cameron. You were named after the most honorable, musically gifted man in all of New York. You’re earnest, fun, and anyone would be blessed to spend the day with you. You should never have to go through this length just to spend the day with a parent. And if I ever say that to you again, I want you to bring up at that white board and remind me what fun we had on this day. If I absolutely cannot stop what I am doing, then I will promise then to make time for you. Because I’ve got to make sure that all my babies are okay, before this one comes along. Understand?” 

           Cam sniffed, nodding. Alison went by him too, ruffling his hair and giving him a hug. 

  “We love you, Cam.” 

             “Love you too.” Cam mumbled, as both women affectionately doted on him. 

      “Now, go catch up with your siblings. They’re feeding the ducks.” 

          Cam nodded, taking off with that lightning speed of his. 

    Amelia got up and leaned against Alison. 

            She watched as he met up with Cassie and Kim, the girls greeting him warmly. The six of them were wading in the lake, just their feet without their shoes in the water. 

         Normally, Amelia would tell them no, don’t get wet, but not for today. Today, her kids will be kids, brazen, and unapologetic. 

         (Of course, if anything did go awry, or if they were being crass, Amelia or Jay or Alison would step in to discipline). 

          “Are you okay?” Alison asked Amelia, smiling at her. 

 Amelia wiped her eyes. “I love our family,” she breathed, “I love us so much.” 

        Alison sucked in a breath of her own, snuggling into Amelia. She didn’t need any words to respond. She already knew. 

            





Chapter Thirty-Four: The Entourage  

Amelia 

May 11th, 2040 


  It was the day before Amelia’s baby shower, and the mother couldn’t be more eager to leave work. 

       She was walking to her last period class, beating the onslaught of traffic by leaving a few minutes earlier. 

     She felt heavy, though not in the physical sense of the word. 

     She’s felt this feeling before – when her body was so exhausted of all its’ capabilities, and she had to mask it due to her current responsibilities. She knew that without any fraction of a doubt the moment Alison picked her up (since they were now worried about her driving on her own, and the baby coming), she was going to pass out in the car. 

         This class period, she had Trina and the wonder trio, Zo, Ru, and Mira. 

   Trina kept to herself during this period, given she wasn’t with Corinne. 

               Though if she absolutely had to, she partnered with the girls, and it was hilarious seeing their minds try to work together.

       Today, Amelia had assigned something easy – adding music to a silent western film. The music of choice could be from anywhere; it just had to match the theme of the fight. This was the tech part of her class, where her students were able to learn how to create their own sounds. 

          Majority of her students were able to get it, though the few stragglers were goofing off and pressing random notes on the keyboard. 

       It hurt Amelia’s ears to no end, but she was far too drained to say a word. 

  Once she gave out instruction for the class and saw to it that everyone had opened their respective screens, Amelia sat down on her desk chair. 

       Thirty minutes pass before Trina got up, going over to see how Amelia was faring. 

   “Mrs. Shapiro-Black, how are you doing?” 

            Amelia shook herself to focus, blinking at her student. “Hi, dear. I’m okay. I’ve been managing. Somehow.” 

        The high schooler looked to her in worry, “Will you be well enough to drive home?” 

    Amelia smiled at her gently, “Sweetie. My partner’s picking me up.” 

           “Oh, good. Good,” Trina shook her head, “Sorry, you just don’t have your usual energy today. Mastas and I were worried.” 

         What sweethearts. “You tell Mastas everything’s okay. I’m a bit overwhelmed because I’m preparing for when I leave for maternity reasons, and I won’t finish the rest of the month with you. I’ll be back just in time for the start of June.” 

           Amelia rarely took off, being the workaholic that she was. Even this was a lot for her to take in, as the last thing she wanted to do was miss teaching and require a substitute. 

         This seemed to satisfy Trina, but she still had a look of caution. “Okay. Well, just know you’ve got students looking out for you. Please don’t overwork yourself. Especially now.” 

       Amelia smiled. “You remind me a lot of a friend I’ve got,” she said to Trina, who looked to her cautiously. “Her name was Tonianne, but everyone called her Toni. In our day, she was a bit of a Mean Girl. We didn’t get on. But it took this school’s music program being threatened to dismantle, and a whole school uprising, for us to see eye-to-eye. Her popularity helped us get the word out.” 

         Trina looked down, lightly kicking the floor. “I did some things I’m not proud of, last year.” 

    “No, we never do. But we meet friends that change our lives, don’t we?” Amelia grinned and winced at the baby kicking her side. 

   Trina startled, “Are you okay?” 

             “Give me a minute.” Amelia breathed through her teeth, sitting upright. 

        Trina looked at the clock, seeing that there were only a few minutes to the bell ringing. 

“I will walk you to your car.” Trina suggested, and Amelia stared at her in shock. 

            “Dearest, you don’t need to do that.” 

     “You can barely sit up!” Trina whisper shouted. 

                 Amelia grunted. The last thing she wanted was her students seeing her in pain. It wasn’t their business, or responsibility to assist her. 

          Another pain came, this time longer, and a wave of panic fell through her. 

   Oh, no. No. Not here. Not now. Couldn’t the baby wait, until she made it to the hospital? 

           The bell rang, but somehow Amelia didn’t hear it. She didn’t hear the scratching of the chairs on the floor, the students telling her goodbye, or even her phone ringing. 

        “Trina,” Amelia said sternly, “Use the wall phone, call security.” 

     “Yes, ma’am.” 

               Ameila breathed, keeping her hand to her heart and answered her cell. 

   It was Alison, worry in her tone. “You didn’t pick up the first time, is everything okay?” 

           “Baby, I need you here,” Amelia barely managed, “I’ve got a student with me. Security is coming. I don’t think I can walk on my own.” 

           “You won’t have to. Jay and I are on our way.” 

     “Jay’s there too?” Amelia said with relief. 
       “Yes, love. I was antsy, I left work early. It seems my suspicions were correct.” 

“Our kids –,” Amelia wheezed. 

          “Rebecca and Theodore’s got ‘em,” Jay explained, “Luke and Grace are also on their way.” 
    “Thank god.” 

              “I’m shocked as all hell you managed to teach last period.” Alison sighed, and Amelia heard the car doors shut. 

          “Me too.” Trina spoke, after finishing the call with security. 

   “Hi, Trina! Thanks for being here for her. Hey Amelia, you should give Trina extra credit.” 

              “She’s already –,” Amelia wheezed, “The top of my –,” the mother cursed, “Damn it.” 

  Security arrived, and she spoke something into her walkie talkie, before hurrying over to Amelia. 
       “Hi, dear. I’ll assist you to the door. Do you have all your belongings?” 

    The guard helped her up, as difficult as it was. 

          “I’ll handle ‘em!” Came a shout from the doorway, and surprisingly, it was Henry. “No worries, bro.” 

           “Henry!” Trina exclaimed, grinning widely, “What are you doing here?” 

   “I heard the commotion and came over to see if Mrs. S-B was okay. I’ve got some friends with me.” Henry said, nodding to the football team. 

       Amelia was touched. She started to tear up. 

   “Okay, don’t crowd. Please let us through.” The guard smiled, her name was Elena. 

          By this point, now wasn’t the time for being embarrassed. She allowed herself to be helped by Elena, and Henry carried her backpack. Trina took Henry’s hand, grateful to him. 
  “Her partners are waiting by the door.” Trina said to Henry, and he nodded. 

            “I guess we’ll find out tomorrow,” Henry patted her hand, “Everything’s going to be okay.” 

             When Amelia made it to the door, with Alison and Jay waiting, they looked in shock at the crowd behind her. 

         “What’s going on?” Jay asked in shock. 

  “The kids wanted to make sure your girl was safe.” Elena winked, not letting go of Amelia until she was safely in Alison’s hold. 

          “That’s sweet.” Alison beamed, sharing a smile with Jay. 

   “You’ve left quite the impact on these teens, Amelia.” Jay said, kissing her. 

           “All in a...” Amelia wheezed through the pain, “Day’s... please get me in the fucking car, so help me fuck.” 

       The rest of that hour was a blur. Amelia couldn’t comprehend anything else besides her contractions, getting into said car, and Jay driving her to the hospital. 

       Then she saw the tile ceiling, the feeling of a stretcher on her back, and she lost consciousness. 

0o0o0o0o0o0o


       As the morphine fell through her body, drifting her into a blissed state, memories of her childhood filled her mind. 

         She was a small human again, in that music studio with her dad.  Music from the 80’s jammed out from his electric guitar, as Cameron taught her how to play. 

         Her mother, much younger in this memory, watched on with a smile.     

 Then, the memory shifted – her tenth birthday party. 

          Her first recital. 

   All her earliest memories of music, her father was there. 

            Then, that fateful evening. The fight. Amelia crying. 

     The door – that dreaded door – a slam. 

        Slam. 

        Slam. 

      She briefly regained consciousness, realizing that the slamming doors was the doctor and nurses coming into the hospital room. 

         “Patient’s stable. Dose of morphine is fading, request for another?” Asked the nurse, who was checking her vitals. 

         “Another granted. There’s been a request for no C-Section, she’s going to push.”  

   “Y’hear that, Ames? You need to push.” Jay eased, though his forehead crinkled with worry. 

       Amelia could barely make out every fifth word. 

   But even so, Amelia does. She doesn’t feel it, the pain anymore, but she feels the exhaustion. 

           “She’s not with us.” Alison whimpered, “She’s out of it.” 

       “A few moments more. We’ve got to hang tight. I know, I see it, but we’ve got to.” Jay broke down. 

         She counted. She wasn’t sure why, but she did. 

 One. 
  
        The nurse lifted her thighs and announced that she saw the head. 

   Two. 

          Jay gripped Amelia’s shoulder tight, sharing a worried look with Alison. 

   Alison was crying. 

        Three. 

       Amelia pushed, long and hard, even until her legs gave out. 

            Until finally, the baby, the small being who arrived unexpectedly, both when they were conceived to when they were born, gave out their first cry. 

       “They’re okay,” the nurse breathed out in relief, “Both mama and baby. A healthy, happy little one.” 

           Amelia blinked, her hair damp with sweat, her body worn out, as she barely lifted her arms for the baby. 

           “Let me see her.” Amelia said weakly. 

  The nurse nodded, then turned to Alison, “She’ll need some help holding her.” 

          “Right.” Alison nodded, snuggling at Amelia’s side. 

       Jay felt his own body collapse, as his knees gave out. “We did it.” 

             Amelia’s arms were supported by Jay and Alison’s own, as she admired her little one’s features. 

         This baby had Jay’s brown mop of hair, and Amelia’s silver eyes, and Keith’s dimples. 

                “Do we have a name?” the nurse asked kindly. 

   “Ashley,” Amelia said, smiling at Jay. She then turned to Alison, “Ashley Grace Shapiro-Black.” 

        Alison’s breath hitched, “You’re naming her after my lawyer?” 

        “We’ve thought about names a lot. And the people who’ve helped us this year. Grace was at the top of the list. Also, Luke, but we figured that Luke’s head would get bigger than it already is if we named the baby after him.”  

      Alison giggled.  

   “I’m sorry I didn’t answer your call the first time.” Amelia said through a wince, removing her shirt from her shoulder. 

        Jay assisted, taking off her shirt completely, so Amelia could be the most comfortable. 

   “Don’t worry about it. I’m just shocked you made it to the end of the period.” Alison assured. 

        The nurses cleaned up the bedsheets and gave Amelia fresh ones, before ensuring that her vitals were still normal.  

            “The baby had other plans.” Amelia sassed, though with all the warmth in the world. 

       Jay laughed. “As they have, since the beginning.”     

               Amelia let out a relieved sigh as Ashley Grace had her first meal and nuzzled into Amelia’s hold. 

           “Well, she’s here, whether we expected it or not. She’s got all four limbs, her eyes, her head, and honest that’s all a dad can ask for.” Jay beamed. 

           “You did it,” Alison asked, kissing her cheek, “You two made it, safe and sound.” 

 “No small feat.” Amelia agreed, letting her head rest. “I’m tired.” 

           “Sleep, honey. We’ve got time on our side. The hard shit is done.”  Jay said. 

Amelia blinked, teary-eyed. “Are you sure?” 
 
           “Fuck, even getting you to sleep is a tall order.” Alison snickered. 

  “Tell me about it.” Jay replied, holding Ashley Grace in his arms now, bouncing her.   

           Amelia snorted, not having any rebuttal ready, for they were right. She didn’t want to waste a second of seeing her new baby, but she could truly feel the tiredness now. Once she stopped thinking, stopped the stress of the day, felt the cool sheets under her palms, this new exhaustion came onto her like an anvil. 

        Alison kissing her was the last thing she remembered before sleep overtook her spirit, and she no longer fought to stay awake. 

       Nothing else mattered. 





Chapter Thirty-Five: “Epilogue” 

Amelia 

June 10th, 2040 

        With how many times Amelia’s done this cabaret in her life, one would imagine she wouldn’t be so wound up this go around. 
    
    The Music Program Charity Concert was in its 21st year and still going just as strong as ever. 
  
    It was masked as a singing competition, when truly for now, it served as a reunion concert for Amelia and all her high school friends that she founded this event with. 

       She had her youngest in front of her in a carrier, just turning a month old. 
 
  “Is it safe to bring a one-month-old to a concert?” Rebecca had asked in worry, and Amelia gave her a dead-panned look. 

       “You took me to a Coldplay concert when I was ten and the guy next to us was smoking a crack pipe.” 

      Alison burst out laughing. Hidden lore Amelia never explained in her life to Alison, but it was never brought up. 

       “I worry about her little ears.” Rebecca pouted. 
  
   “We’ll give her ear mufflers.” Amelia assured, and that was that. 
 
             So, there the young mother was, with all five of her children, her husband, and her partner, her partner’s kids, walking into the venue they’ve been setting up all weekend. 

       They’ve expanded to have food and drinks set for everyone, a ticket booth, as well as an intensive bag checking system. 

       It’s become a life of it’s own, in over two decades – where all she had to do was lift a finger, and since she’s done so much for the community, and her request got done within 5 to 6 business days. 
    “Mommy’s going to sing today,” Rae exclaimed, bouncing among the group. “Mommy’s going to siiiing.” 

       “And Ms. Grace’s a judge. How cool. Can I be a judge next year?” Cam asked, looking up at his dad. 

      “We’ll talk about it.” Jay replied. 

   Cam couldn’t be more thrilled. 

    They still had their usual list of thirty contestants, of varying kids from both East High and West High Preps, and they’ve even opened it up to other cities. Their four judges this year, who volunteered, Grace, Alison, Toni (it was very full circle, for her), and Mastas (they had a special seating arrangement just for her), were all eager to watch some great performances. 

         On the roster was Trina and Cor, Henry, Eddie, Ru, Zo, and Mira, to name a few. 

   A few other teachers even signed up, one specifically requesting to play the Oboe. 

        The first ten were largely students from her drama club class, and Amelia’s heart was so, so warm. 

            (Well, the K-Pop wannabe stars were a trio, and she didn’t have to guess what song from a certain movie franchise they were going to sing). 

      Luke and Grace came up to her then, both greeted warmly by the family. 

  “Looks like a big crowd tonight.” Luke was beaming. 

         Amelia sized him up, knowing that look on Luke. 

 He was planning something. 

                “Sure is, at least two thousand folks.” Jay agreed, “Is the stage all set up?” 
 
  “Yeah, and we’ve got all thirty kids plus the sound people behind the stage. All we’re waiting for is you. It’s almost nine.” Luke said, turning to Amelia. 

          “Not a problem at all,” she said, carefully taking off Ash’s back carrier and giving it Alison, and Jay held Ash. “I’ll be on in five.” 
  Luke spoke into his earpiece, “Start in five, folks.” A chorus of ‘aye’s was heard in response.
 
       “Okay, kids. Let’s find a good spot.” Jay said to the others, who all let out a shout of excitement. 

           The adults made sure everyone ate and went to the bathroom prior to arriving to tonight’s event, so there wouldn’t be any unexpected delays. 

        With the crowd beginning to become denser by the five-minute call, Amelia slipped through to the backstage, where she met up with Trina and the contestants. 

      “Hi, everyone!” Amelia greeted, and the high schoolers responded to her warmly. 

     This was her first public event since having Ash and will start her first week post-maternity leave one week from today, perfect for the last week of half days. An easy start before the summer break. 

      (Ironic how things ended up working out in Amelia’s favor, so she could spend more time with her family). 

   “Mrs. S-B, we’ve missed you!” Henry exclaimed, pumping his fist. 

         “I wasn’t gone too long.” Amelia smiled, chuckling. “I couldn’t miss this.” 

   “Are you and the baby and everyone okay?” Trina asked, taking Amelia’s hands. 

          “More than okay, thanks for asking,” Amelia patted Trina’s hand. “Let’s put on a good show today. Everyone performance ready? Got their mics checked?” Amelia then spoke into her earpiece, looking at Mastas at the judging table. “Mastas, mic check. One, two, three, can you hear us?”         
       
         From across the crowd, Mastas nodded, typing into their iPad, and holding it up to the mic in front of them. Yes, the monotone voice replied, then: all good, fam. 

    A rumble of laughter spread through the crowd. 

  Henry grinned, proud of himself. “I added that.” 

         “No one is surprised, babe.” Trina rolled her eyes, and Corinne giggled. 
    
  “Okay. Well, I’ll start going up. Good luck. And have fun, kids.” Amelia saluted. 

         The group saluted in return, each telling the other some kind of good luck phrase. 

 Once the crowd noticed Amelia, an earnest wave of cheers vibrated toward the stage. 

       Amelia could swear she felt it rumble.  

    “Wow,” Amelia breathed, looking to the side of the stage, where everyone was lining up. She then turned to Alison, who gave her a thumb up. “Hello, everyone! It’s good to see you and welcome to the 21st Annual Music Program,” She took a breath, “Charity Concert. Thank you for showing up and showing out year after year. It means the world to us. So, things are going to go as per usual – we’ve got four judges, and thirty contestants from our lovely East High Prep, West High, and this time, we’ve done a bit differently – we’ve opened it up to teachers and neighboring city schools.” 

     Another roar from the crowd. 

   No matter how many times Amelia’s had to do this, it always took her breath away. 

        The sharp hue of the spotlight. 

   The people all huddled together. 

        Amelia’s family – from Jay, to Alison, to Kimberly, to Cameron, to Rae, to little Theodore, to baby Ash, Cassie, and Alec. Then there was her chosen family, Nessie, Micha, Richtie, Joe, Toni, Alex, and her brother, Keith. 

    All in the front row. (With Toni by the judging table). 

    Amelia teared up. “And I’m so glad to see not only some familiar faces, but new ones. Let’s have a great night, we’ve got some great singers ready for yah, so please give them the respect they deserve once they step on stage. Everyone worked hard to make tonight happen,” she then extended her arm, looking to the right side of the stage, “Give it up for the duo representing our schools, this generation’s sophomores, Trina and Corinne!” 

      Trina was clad in a dark gown while Corinne wore pink, and Amelia handed the first mic to Trina.  
 
      Corinne was beaming encouragingly at Trina, nodding. “H-hi, everyone,” she coughed, as they took center stage. “It’s an honor to be starting off this year’s Charity Concert. My name is Trina, and this is my best friend, my partner, Corinne. I was encouraged to sing this year, but I told Mrs. S-B I couldn’t do it alone. I had to do it with my girl, and with our partner Henry, so they know how much they mean to me. To us. This school means the world to me, it’s where I found my voice, my love for music again, my pride. I hope you love our song choice as much as we do.” 

        The spotlight appeared on the stage, and there revealed Henry, dressed nicely in his tux.  

    A low cheer rippled through the crowd. 

          Though, Henry was only focused on Corinne and Trina. He was taking lessons on piano with Mastas and Amelia, and Amelia was in shock by how quickly he caught on. 

        “Okay. Ready?” Corinne mouthed to Trina, to Henry. 

  They both nodded. The first chords of For Good played, and Amelia’s throat tightened. Tears were already pricking at her eyes. 

       She’s heard this song over a thousand times, but for some reason – seeing her students perform it for the first time, in front of an already cheering crowd, made Amelia’s heart soar.   

  Corinne, Amelia’s Anna, now as Glinda, sang first. 

I’ve heard it said

That people come into our lives 

For a reason 

Bringing something we must learn… 

Amelia held her hand to her heart the whole time. 

     Trina took Corinne’s hand. 

        During the song, the lyrics swam through Amelia’s soul, as she looked out into the crowd again. 

   Her husband and partner weren’t looking at the performers, they were looking right at her, teary eyed and wanting. 

       Amelia sucked in a breath. 

  “Xander, you’re on announcer duty for the next ten acts.” Amelia said, handing the teenager her clipboard. 

Who can say if I’ve been changed for the better? 

But because I knew you 

I have been changed for good 

“I – wh – Mrs. S-B!” 
 
        Eddie chuckled. “Let her. This charity concert was run by teenagers since the beginning. We’ve got this.” 

          She then walked down the steps and into the crowd, her heart pounding. A burning question was on her mind – something she wanted to ask Alison, with Jay. Her entire being burst with it. 

        She locked eyes with Jay, and he extended his hands out. 

  Alison was snuggling with him, pulling her into their hold. 

       “Aren’t you supposed to be on stage crew, baby?” Alison asked, and Ash cooed. 

 Amelia turned to Xander who now had a mic attached to his ear, and he gave her a thumb up. “The kids have it covered.” 

               “You’ve done so much to prepare this concert for everyone,” Jay nodded, “Watch it with us.” 

         “I will,” Amelia beamed, tears threatening to fall from her eyes, “I am.” 

      “We love you.” Jay said, as the music swelled.  

 “I love you both too.”  
The words died in Amelia’s throat. Only emotions followed, as Amelia snuggled close to her partners. 

         After this, she’ll have all the time in the world to rest. 

   She would have the time to ask Alison with Jay to marry them. 

         She will have the time with her babies. 

   With Ash. 

           For now, she focused on the moment, her phone off, and in between Jay and Alison, with their children beside them, where she belonged. 

      She then looked up at the stars, as the music filled her soul, her being, and she smiled. 

      Their family was messy, loud, and fun. Their family was hers. Something she made all on her own. 

  Dad, she thought silently, we made it. 

         I made it. 

      

 

           
          









THE END 
	
	
	



