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1
THOMAS BEERMAN was born with a hole in his lung. Because of this birth defect, he spent the first six months of his life in the intensive care unit at Helmutt-Briggs, a hospital in West Los Angeles. The doctors told his mother, Branwyn, that most likely he would not survive.
“Newborns with this kind of disorder, removed from the physical love of their mothers, often wither,” kind-eyed Dr. Mason Settler told her.
So she came to the hospital every day after work and watched over her son from six to eleven. She couldn’t touch him because he was kept in a glass-enclosed, germ-free environment. But they stared into each other’s eyes for hours every day.
Branwyn would read to the little boy and talk to him through the night after her shift at Ethel’s Florist Shop.
“I know you must wonder why it’s always me here and never your father,” Branwyn said to her son one Thursday evening. “Elton has a lot of good qualities, but bein’ a father is not one of them. He left me for one of my girlfriends less than a month after we found out I was having you. He told me that he’d stay if I decided not to have the baby. But Elton had the choice to be with me or not and you didn’t. I couldn’t ask you if you minded if I didn’t have you and if you didn’t have a life to live. No sunshine or sandy beaches. You don’t even know what a sandy beach is. So I told Elton he could leave if he wanted to but I was havin’ my baby.
“May Fine said that she’d be happy to be childless with a man like Elton. You know, your father is a good-looking man. He’s got big muscles and a nice smile.”
Branwyn smiled at Baby Thomas, who was then four months old. He grinned within his bubble and reached out, touching his mother’s image in the glass.
“But you know,” Branwyn continued, “May is gonna want a baby one day, and when she does, Elton and his good looks will be gone. And then she’ll be worse off than me. It’s like my mother said, ‘That Elton’s a heartbreak waitin’ to happen.’
“So he’s not here, and he probably won’t be comin’ around either. But that doesn’t matter, Tommy, because I will be with you through thick and thin, rain and shine.”
Branwyn brought children’s books and read and sang to Thomas even when he was asleep and didn’t seem to know she was there.
DR. MINAS NOLAN was a heart surgeon who had temporary offices across the hall from the intensive care unit where Thomas and his mother spent that half year. Nolan was a widower, young and hale. A week after Thomas was delivered, Dr. Nolan’s wife, Joanne, had borne them a son. She died of complications thirty-six hours later. His son, Eric, came out weighing twelve pounds and twelve ounces, with a thick mane of blond hair, and arms and legs flailing. One of the nurses had commented that it was as if Eric had drained all of the life out of his mother from the inside, and by the time he was born, she was all used up.
Dr. Nolan often worked until eleven at night, when the ICU nurse on duty was forced by hospital regulations to ask Miss Beerman to leave. Branwyn always hesitated. She would have happily spent the whole night sleeping in a chair next to her baby. Then in the morning she could be the first thing he saw.
One evening, noticing the new mother linger at the unit door, Minas offered to walk Branwyn to her car.
“Oh, I don’t have a car, Doctor,” she said. “I get the bus down on Olympic.” The dark-skinned Negro woman had a beautiful smile and nearly transparent gray eyes.
“Well, then let me drive you,” the doctor offered.
“Oh, you don’t have to do that. I live very far away.”
“That doesn’t matter,” the doctor said. “I don’t have much to go home for. You see, my wife died in childbirth recently—”
“You poor thing,” Branwyn said, placing a hand on his forearm.
“Anyway, Eric, that’s our boy, is usually asleep when I get home, and there’s a nanny there . . . and I’m not very tired.”
Branwyn was taken by the doctor’s handsome Nordic features. He was blond and blue-eyed, and his smile was kind.
They drove down to Branwyn’s neighborhood near Crenshaw. He parked his silver Mercedes in front of her apartment building, and she said, “Thank you so much, Doctor. You know, it’s a long trip on that bus at night.”
There was a moment when neither of them talked or moved.
“Are you hungry, Miss Beerman?”
“Why . . . yes I am, Dr. Nolan.”
She wasn’t really, but the way the doctor asked the question, she knew that he needed company. A man losing a wife like that would be lost in the world, she knew.
There was an all-night place called the Rib Joint on La Brea, run by a wild character named Fontanot. He was a six-foot-seven Texan who smoked his ribs in the backyard of the restaurant and whose great big laugh could be heard from a block away.
Fontanot had a long face and sad eyes. He was very dark-skinned and powerful, in both his limbs and his will. At that time, the Rib Joint was very popular with the Hollywood set. Movie stars, directors, and big-time producers came there every night. They ordered Fontanot’s ribs for their private functions and often invited him to come along.
“I ain’t got time for no parties,” he’d say, shunning their invitations. “Make hay while the sun shines, that’s what my mama always told me to do.”
Fontanot did not fraternize much with the muckety-mucks from Hollywood. He laughed if they told a good joke, and he put ribs along with his homemade sauce on their tables.
When Minas and Branwyn came into the restaurant, sometime just before midnight, there was a line of at least a dozen parties waiting to be seated. Men and women were laughing and drinking and trying to get their names put ahead on the list. Minas hunted up a stool and put it against the jukebox so that Branwyn could get off her feet.
When Fontanot saw this simple gesture from the tiny window that looked out from his kitchen, he came out and shook hands with the doctor.
“Ira Fontanot,” the restaurateur said.
“My name’s Minas. Minas Nolan. And this is Miss Beerman.”
“You two are in love,” the sad-eyed giant informed them.
“Oh, no,” they both said at the same time.
“You might not know it yet,” Fontanot announced, “but you are in love. There’s no helpin’ that. All I need to know is if you’re hungry or not.”
“Starving,” Minas Nolan said with a deep feeling in his tone that struck Branwyn.
“Then come on back to my special table and I will serve you some barbecue.”
To be seated at the special table was the desire of every powerful customer at the Rib Joint. That table was there for Ira’s mother and for his new girlfriend.
Minda, Ira’s sainted mom, said that her son’s girlfriends were always new.
“The lady he’s seein’ might be with him for one birthday, but she’ll never see two,” Minda would say through her coarse smoker’s rasp.
Other than that, the special table, set in the corner of Ira’s kitchen, usually went empty. When a famous director like Heurick Roberts would ask Ivy, the hostess, to give him that table, she’d grin, showing her gold tooth, and say, “If I was to sit you in there with Fontanot he’d skin ya and clean ya and slather yo’ ribs wit’ sauce.”
But Minas and Branwyn didn’t know anything about the kitchen table and its special status. As a matter of fact, Branwyn thought that it was probably the worst seat in the house, being in the noisy kitchen and all, but she was willing to sit there because of that note of deep need in Minas’s voice when he declared his hunger.
Minas asked for ribs, but Fontanot told him that if he was hungry he wanted the restaurant’s special smoked sausages.
“Sausages stick to your ribs, boy,” the big chef declared. “An’ what will you have, Miss Beerman?”
“I don’t eat much meat,” she admitted with a slight bow of her head.
Minas thought that she was such a kind woman that she was afraid that her appetite would somehow bruise Fontanot’s feelings.
“I got catfish come up ev’ry day from Lake Charles, Louisiana,” Fontanot said. “They’s a farm down there where they introduce wild fish every six weeks. You know, the big catfish farms got they fish so inbred that you might as well call’em sole.”
This made Branwyn laugh.
Minas looked at the young, beautiful woman and wondered where she could have possibly come from. He was about to ask her, when Fontanot put a big oval plate of steaming sausages in front of him. One bite and Minas couldn’t stop eating. The sauce was extremely spicy-hot, and so the doctor ate plenty of bread and downed glass after glass of ice water through the meal. But he didn’t turn away the second plate when Fontanot placed it in front of him. Something about Branwyn’s company and the kitchen and loud, loud Ira Fontanot made the doctor ravenous.
Branwyn picked at her catfish, which was very good, and watched the heart surgeon eat. She imagined that he probably hadn’t had a good meal since the day his wife died.
Rich white doctor or no, she thought, it’s an unlucky star that shone down on this man’s backyard.
“I’m not usually such a pig, Miss Beerman,” Minas said when he noticed her smiling at him.
“Appetite ain’t nuthin’ to be shamed of, Doctor,” she said. “I wish that I could see my son eat like you.”
“You should see my boy, Miss Beerman,” Minas replied. “He sucks down formula by the quart. When he cries it’s almost as loud as Mr. Fontanot here.”
“Maybe he’ll be a singer,” Ira Fontanot said. “That’s what I always wanted to be. But my voice was too strong, and they made me lip-synch in the church choir.”
“That’s awful,” Branwyn said. “A boy or a girl should always be let to sing. When you gonna sing but when you’re a child?”
“And who has more reason?” Minas added.
The three were silent a moment, appreciating how much in line their thinking was.
“More sausages, Minas?” Fontanot asked.
“I wouldn’t be able to get in behind the wheel if I had them, Ira.”
“How’s your fish?” the big cook asked Branwyn.
“The best I’ve ever eaten,” she said. “But don’t tell my mama I said that.”
BACK IN THE CAR, Minas related a long and convoluted joke about a poor woman who fooled a banker into being the shill for a hoax she was pulling on a fancy-pants lawyer.
The story took so long to tell that he had driven to her apartment building and parked in front of the door again before it was through.
Branwyn liked a good story, and she was happy at the end when the trick made her laugh and laugh.
“That’s really beautiful,” Minas Nolan said.
“What?”
“Your laugh.”
This caught the young mother up short. She had never in her wildest dreams imagined that she would be sitting in a car in the middle of the night with a rich white doctor calling her beautiful. White people were fine by her, but she never responded to any flirtation that she got from white men. She wasn’t interested in them. She liked men like Elton, with his jet-black skin and deep laugh.
But Minas Nolan wasn’t flirting. He really thought that she was beautiful, and he was honestly happy to be sitting there next to her.
“I should be going,” she said. “It’s very late.”
“Thank you for keeping me company, Miss Beerman,” Minas said.
They shook hands. Branwyn thought that she had had kisses less passionate than the way that surgeon held her fingers.
THE NEXT EVENING, Minas was waiting outside the ICU at eleven.
“I don’t expect you to have dinner with me or to do anything except to accept a ride home, Miss Beerman,” he said quickly, as if to keep her from protesting.
“You don’t have to do that, Doctor,” she said.
She had been thinking about Minas throughout the day—whenever she wasn’t thinking about her son. Before their night at the Rib Joint, Branwyn would spend her days thinking about what it would be like if Elton came back and Tommy got better and they all moved to a house out toward the desert where they could have a backyard with a garden and a swing.
But that day, she hadn’t thought of Elton at all—not once.
This wasn’t a pleasant realization. If just one impossible night with a man who couldn’t ever really be a friend made her forget the father of her child, then what would two nights bring? She might forget about Tommy next.
Dr. Nolan could see the rejection building in Branwyn’s face, and before it could come out, he said, “Last night was the first time I got to sleep before sunrise. I had a good time just driving you home. It was something I could do. You know what I mean?”
She did know. It was just as if he knew how she understood things. His few words spoke a whole volume to her understanding of the world and loneliness. She couldn’t refuse him the release of that drive. If she went home on the bus now, she would never get to sleep because she’d be up thinking of that poor man lying awake, thinking about his dead wife.
“I can’t go to dinner though,” she said as if in the middle of a much larger conversation.
Dr. Nolan drove Branwyn straight home. They talked about flowers that night. She explained to him how she thought about arranging different kinds of blossoms and leaves. He listened very closely and asked astute questions.
The next night he told her about the first time he cut into a living human body.
“I was so scared that I threw up afterward,” he admitted. “I decided that I wasn’t meant to be a surgeon.”
Branwyn grinned at that.
“What are you laughing about?” the doctor asked.
“You.”
“Because I was afraid?”
“Because you seem like you’re not afraid of anything,” she said.
“I’m scared plenty.”
“Maybe you think so,” Branwyn replied. “But people really afraid hardly ever know it.”
“What does that mean?”
“Well . . . the way I see it, a man who’s afraid stays away from the things he fears. A man afraid of cutting into another to save his life would never put himself in the position to do that. He’d become an artist or anything else and then talk about surgery like he was some kinda expert. Fear makes men bluster. They do that so you can’t tell how they feel, and after a while, neither can they.”
The next night they were both quiet on the drive. The only words the doctor spoke were “thank you” when Branwyn got out to go to her door.
She liked it that Minas stayed in front of her apartment until she was well into the building.
MINAS NOLAN WORKED nearly every day after his wife died. And almost every night he stayed late and drove Branwyn Beerman to her door. After many days had passed, he made an appointment to talk to Dr. Mason Settler about Thomas Beerman’s condition.
“There’s nothing more I can do, Minas,” Dr. Settler, head of the pediatric section of the ICU, said. “I’m surprised that the boy has lived so long. You know, his immune system is off, and I don’t like the way he’s breathing.”
“You can’t just let him die without trying something, Doctor,” Minas said.
“What?” the elder Dr. Settler asked.
“Something.”
TWO WEEKS LATER, when Minas and Branwyn pulled up in front of her building, she hesitated before opening the car door.
“Dr. Nolan.”
“Yes, Miss Beerman?”
She took a deep breath and then said, “I have something I want to ask you.”
“What’s that?” he said in a whisper.
“Do you ever plan to kiss me?”
Dr. Minas Nolan had never in his life been without words. And even then he thought he had an answer to Branwyn’s question. But when he opened his mouth to speak, nothing came out.
“Never mind,” Branwyn said, and she pulled the handle on the door.
Minas reached out for her arm.
“No,” he said.
“No what?”
“I . . .”
“What?”
“I never, I never thought that you wanted me to . . . and I was afraid that you’d stop coming with me if I . . .”
Branwyn turned toward the doctor and held out her arms. He rushed into the embrace, and they both sighed. They hugged without kissing for the longest time. It seemed that with each movement of their shoulders they got closer and closer, until one of them would groan in satisfaction and chills would jump off their skin.
“Let’s go back to your place,” Branwyn said finally.
That’s when he first kissed her.
He turned the ignition and slipped the car into gear.
She touched the side of his neck with two fingers and said, “You drive me crazy.”
THEY NEVER WENT to sleep that night. The first rays of the sun found them nestled together, thinking very close to the same thoughts.
“I’m worried about Thomas,” Minas said after a very long, satisfying silence.
“What do you mean?” Branwyn asked, rousing from her lassitude. She had just been thinking that she had enough time to go see Thomas before she had to be at work.
“Dr. Settler doesn’t know what he’s doing for the boy. He just keeps him in that bubble, waiting for him to die.”
“No.”
“Yes. He has no positive prognosis. I think you need to try something else.”
“Like what?”
“You need to take him out of that place and hold him and love him. Maybe he’ll live.”
“Maybe?” Branwyn asked, knowing that this man cared more for her than the whole of Helmutt-Briggs Hospital and every other doctor she had ever known.
She was thinking over what he had said when loud crying erupted from somewhere outside the master bedroom. Minas jumped up, and Branwyn followed him into the room across the hall. There, in a large crib, sat a giant baby with golden hair and eyes the color of the Atlantic Ocean. He was hollering, but there was no pain or sorrow in his face, just mild anger that he’d become hungry a moment before the nanny brought his food.
The nanny was a small Asian woman (later, Branwyn would find out that Ahn was from Vietnam) who seemed too small even to lift the child tyrant—Eric. But she hefted the thirty-five-pound infant from his crib and stuffed the rubber nipple of the plastic bottle into his mouth.
“He’s so big,” Branwyn marveled. “Twice the size of Thomas. And his eyes so blue. I never seen anything like it.”
Eric, nestled in the tiny nanny’s arms, suckled the bottle noisily while staring with wonder into Branwyn’s eyes.
“He like you,” Ahn said with a nod and a smile.
Branwyn tried to figure out how old the woman was. She couldn’t tell by the weathered face or the tiny features. She smiled at the woman and held out her arms, taking the behemoth baby to her breast.
Eric dropped his bottle and stared open-mouthed at the woman holding him. He made a soft one-syllable sound and put his hands on her face.
“Ga,” he said.
“Ga,” Branwyn replied with a smile.
Suddenly Eric started crying, hollering.
“You stop that crying right now, Eric Nolan,” Branwyn said in a stern but loving voice.
Abruptly baby Eric stopped, surprise infusing his beautiful, brutal face.
Ahn smiled and hummed.
“That’s the first time he’s ever obeyed anybody,” Minas said softly so as not to break the spell. “Usually when he cries, there’s no stopping him.”
“That’s because Eric and I understand each other. Don’t we, boy?”
Eric laughed and reached out for Branwyn’s face like a man come in from the cold, holding his hands up to a fire.
Ahn made breakfast while Branwyn, Eric, and Minas went to the drawing room on the first floor. There they sat on the divan that faced a picture window looking out on the Nolans’ exquisite flower garden.
“It’s so beautiful, Doctor,” Branwyn said while bouncing the baby on her lap. “You have more flowers than the florist I work for.”
“My wife loved flowers.”
“So do I.”
Minas was looking at his son’s white body beaming against Branwyn’s dark-blue dress and darker-still skin.
“Don’t you think that you should call me Minas or honey or something like that?”
Branwyn laughed and so did Eric.
Then a deep sadness invaded the woman’s face.
“Did I say something wrong?” Minas asked her.
“I shouldn’t be happy like this when my baby can’t even be comforted by my arms.”
Minas opened his mouth to say something, but again he could not find the words.
Eric opened his mouth too, and Ahn—who had just entered the room carrying a platter of sliced fruit, cheese, and bread—had the distinct feeling that the baby could have spoken if he wanted to. But Eric just stared at the black woman with the intensity of a much older child.
“I have to go to the hospital . . . , Minas.”
“I’ll drive you,” the handsome doctor said.
ON THE RIDE, the doctor said again that Thomas would never get better as long as he was in that bubble.
“He needs his mother’s arms and the sun,” Minas told her.
“That’s what I told Dr. Settler, but he said that with Tommy’s lung like it is he’s liable to get an infection and die if they let him out.”
“He won’t grow in there,” Minas said, “and he won’t get better.”
“But what will happen if I take him out?”
“He’ll be your baby in your arms.”
“But will he die?”
“I don’t know. He might. But one thing’s for sure . . . he’ll never grow to be a man in the ICU.”
THE DOCTOR DROPPED Branwyn off at Helmutt-Briggs and then drove back to his home in Beverly Hills. Before he was in the front door, he could hear Eric’s howls. Minas found the boy and Ahn in the nursery. She was holding him, and he was battering her face with pudgy fists. The boy had been screaming at the top of his lungs until his milky skin turned red.
“He won’t stop,” Ahn told the doctor.
Minas took the boy in his arms. Eric fought and struggled and screamed and shouted and hollered. Hot tears flooded out of his eyes. Every now and then he’d stop long enough to be fed, but as soon as the bottle was empty, he started in crying again.
It was like that all day. Dr. Nolan examined the boy for gas and then infection, but he couldn’t find anything and the baby couldn’t talk. All he could do was yell and cry.
At four thirty in the afternoon, after what seemed like three years of tears to the doctor and Ahn, the telephone rang. Minas rushed to it, hoping for some heart attack or stroke that would take him to the peaceful operating room.
“Dr. Nolan?” a woman asked.
“Yes.”
“I’m calling from the ICU at Helmutt-Briggs. We were told that you’re familiar with a woman named Branwyn Beerman.”
“Yes.”
“Well, Doctor,” the woman said, “we think that she removed her son from the isolation unit he occupied. He’s gone from the hospital, and the number we have for her on file has been disconnected.”
“What do you want from me?”
“Do you know how we can get in touch with her?”
Eric was screaming two rooms away.
“Don’t you have an address for her on file?” Minas asked.
“We don’t have the staff to send, Doctor, and the head of the unit has ruled out calling the police.”
“So, again, what do you want from me?” Nolan asked.
“We thought that maybe you knew how to reach her. Her baby might die outside of the isolation unit.”
“No.”
“No what?”
“No, I don’t know how to reach her.”
MINAS NOLAN, THE Vietnamese nanny, Ahn, and Eric all piled into the silver Mercedes and drove down to a street off Crenshaw. There were no buzzers at the front door, and the mailboxes had numbers but no names.
On the first floor of the dilapidated, modern building, only one apartment door in the long corridor of doors was open; just inside sat an extraordinarily thin black man wearing only a pair of black cotton pants.
“Evenin’,” the man said to Minas as he hurried by with his son and the nanny looking for some sign of Branwyn.
“Hello,” Minas replied. “Excuse me, sir.”
“You lost?” the old man asked. “You look lost.”
“I’m looking for Branwyn Beerman.”
“You from that hospital?” the man asked suspiciously.
“I’m a friend of hers.”
“Then why don’t you know where she live at?”
“I’ve never been up to her apartment. I’ve only ever dropped her off at the door.”
“Oh,” the man said, smiling now. “You’re that doctor always takes her home after she visits with her poor baby.”
“Yes. That’s me.”
“You not comin’ to take her baby away now are ya?”
“No, sir. I’m the one who suggested that she take Tommy out of there.”
The whole time in the car and while they stood in the hall talking to the old man (whose name was Terry Barker), Eric screamed deafeningly. Nothing that Ahn or Minas did or said could stop him.
Terry told them that Branwyn lived on the fifth floor, but the elevator didn’t work.
They scaled the stairs and made it to 5G. The door came open before they knocked. Branwyn was standing there, beautiful with babe in arms.
“I heard Eric from out on the street,” she said. “I would have come down to meet you, but I didn’t want to jostle little Tommy.”
Thomas Beerman was small and still in his mother’s arms. He moved his head only to keep an eye on her face. His hands were holding tight to her thumb and forefinger.
Eric stopped crying when Branwyn appeared.
“Can we come in?” Minas asked, relieved at the silence Branwyn brought into his life.
MINAS NOLAN CHECKED baby Thomas for signs of disease or decay.
“His breath is a little labored,” Minas announced. “It would probably be best to put him in an oxygen tent for part of each day.”
“I don’t have no oxygen tent,” Branwyn said.
She was sitting on the bed with both boys. Thomas was in her lap, while Eric nestled up against her thigh. At one point Eric raised his head and looked at Tommy. He brought his hand down with some force against the recently liberated baby’s head. Thomas didn’t cry but merely frowned at the pain.
Branwyn grabbed the offending forearm and said, “Eric Nolan, you are welcome in my house but only if you are kind to my son, Tommy. Do you understand me?”
Eric’s face twisted into agony. He was about to let out a scream.
“I don’t want any’a that yellin’ in my house,” Branwyn said, and Eric’s expression changed into wonder.
“I had an oxygen tent brought over to my place for Joanne when she had pneumonia last year,” Minas said. “Why don’t you come and stay with us until young Thomas here has built up his strength?”
Branwyn thought about saying no, but Tommy needed a doctor and it was plain to see that Eric needed a mom.
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