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Chapter 1

 


 


 


Jenny Cope and Sam Cassel lay entwined in
solace and release that seemed impossible a year ago. Two or four
years before, neither would have imagined this scenario. All that
time Sam had dreamt it, but never allowed it as a concrete
possibility. Jenny had only considered this idea for months.

On Sunday, August the twenty-sixth, the
couple stirred, not due to crying children or sun streaming through
windows. Max and Liz’s wedding had enjoyed full sunshine; now dull,
sodden clouds blotted the horizon. Rain would soon drench earth
that was just trod by happy families. The nuptials hadn’t been
large, only relatives and closest friends in attendance, a ceremony
borne from a young couple’s desire to spend as much of their lives
together as possible. That wedding also ushered in a union for the
twosome lying in Jenny’s bed.

She stirred first due to aching, heavy
breasts as if William Alvin Harris was in his crib across the hall.
Standing naked, Jenny went to the bathroom. After washing her
hands, she set her palms under her bosom, noting a need for her
baby.

From the small window, Jenny saw darkened
skies. After yesterday’s clear weather, this day would be
different. She smiled, thinking of what had occurred last night.
Yes, Will would nurse that morning, but as it was a new start for
others, so it would be for her nine-month-old son. That day Will
Harris would begin weaning.

 


Due to rain, Sam and Jenny drove to the Smith
farm. Reaching the front door, Will’s cries were evident, and Jenny
complained her blouse was drenched not only from precipitation.
From the hallway Sam observed as Will nursed, Chelsea on Jenny’s
side, children she conceived with a man to whom Sam still owed a
sum he might never reckon. Perhaps it wasn’t to be thought of in
that manner. For years Sam had loved Jenny and that great agony
could be deemed enough to stand there, watching her feed their
baby. Will looked like his papa, exactly like him to Sam, but there
the similarities ended. Unlike Alvin, Will had no physical
handicaps. He might later fall victim to one ailment or another; it
seemed everyone around them bore some scar. But at least from the
start, Will Harris was in one piece.

Heading to the kitchen, Tommie and Rae passed
by Sam. Fifteen-year-old Alana gave him a kiss, asked if he needed
more coffee. Sam shook his head, gazing at a young lady, not the
little girl who had led him across the Smith front yard four years
before. Sam had let Alana spin him round, for his legs had been
turned to jelly by the woman sitting on the couch, a baby happy at
her breast.

Only these folks filled the house and Sam
sensed a quiet that would become the norm. With Max married, Tommie
and Rae had one daughter with two more years of high school. Soon
only the farmer and his wife would dwell here. Sam smiled,
finishing his coffee, his eyes again to his lover, his woman, his
life; Jenny Cope with Will in her arms and Chelsea at her side were
Sam’s entire existence. They were also a gift with a huge price;
again Sam was reminded of Alvin in the face of his eldest. Chelsea
resembled her papa, not a man for whom she had any conscious
memory. Chelsea’s biological father was noted by a headstone in the
physical. And again, unlike her father, Chelsea was perfectly
normal.

In this house only Sam and Jenny realized the
truth; not even Tommie knew Alvin had been born slow. Jenny hadn’t
wanted to use that to force sobriety. Tommie’s laughter rang
alongside Rae’s quieter chuckles from the kitchen. That couple had
no idea Alvin had been faulty from the get-go.

These children, made by Alvin, were Sam’s all
through, as if they had inherited his genes, sharper, correct.
Alvin’s head hadn’t been right, not that he wasn’t right in the
head. He had been born mildly retarded, what Jenny had shared after
Sam revealed his handicapped child. Lillian Cassel had been born
without a brain. Alvin Harris had been born with one slightly
damaged.

The rest of them worked with gray matter
precise, all but Grant Schumacher, only due to life’s mishaps. So
many injured, broken people and Sam smiled both for that notion and
the way Jenny sighed. Will hadn’t nursed since yesterday, right
before the ceremony. Now he was getting his fill.

“I’m never gonna wean him at this rate.” She
gazed at her son with half a grimace.

“It’ll happen, don’t worry,” Sam said.

He joined her on the sofa, taking their
daughter onto his lap. These children had no problems. Maybe they
would in the future; as Tommie and Rae came through, Rae’s slower
gait was obvious, from polio as a child. Tommie’s bum hand stemmed
from his car accident. Max’s limp arm and missing eye resulted from
another collision, as well as Grant Schumacher’s far more damaged
mental acuities. Other scars weren’t as visible but just as
debilitating; Jacob Cassel’s alcoholism, Tommie’s too. Sarcasm ran
along Rae’s bad leg, but Sam wasn’t sure from where that sprung,
maybe a remnant of her physical limitations. Sam had suffered since
meeting Jenny, loving her from that first Easter dinner. She knew
that now, had learned it just last night. He watched as she put
Will over her shoulder, receiving two large burps. The baby laughed
as if drunk, then began to fuss until his mother set him to the
other side. He was quiet immediately.

All smiled, Tommie in the big chair opposite,
Rae standing beside her husband. Alana joined them, taking her
father’s lap. The focus of their attentions was Sam and his family,
one not becoming smaller but larger. Once Will was weaned, it would
only be a matter of time.

Time, what Sam felt was slipping, why Jenny
wanted to wean her son, even though only weeks before it hadn’t
been a priority. Now things were different; Jenny knew Sam had
loved her for ages and looking at the established couple with their
last child almost too big for her dad’s legs, Sam sighed. He wasn’t
much younger than Tommie Smith, but starting fatherhood so much
later. Money had always seemed an object, but now they had plenty.
Kissing his daughter’s cheek, watching Tommie do the same, Sam’s
heart ached. The sooner Jenny carried his baby the better.

 


Sam’s nephew Scott collected Alana at
lunchtime while the rest ate leftover barbecue. Jenny felt
depleted, yet brimmed with delight for Max and Liz. Rae was
especially relieved, as rain continued to pour.

“I just can’t believe how lucky we were,” she
said, retrieving more barbecue from the microwave. Rae loved that
appliance, a gift from Alvin’s inheritance, how Jenny thought of
the money, a bequest that Bonnie almost stole. Bonnie Carmine
hadn’t bothered Jenny since they saw her at the store before the
Baxters’ party. Jenny laughed. So much had changed since that
reunion.

Jenny finished her lunch, feeling torn. She
had wanted to nurse Will as long as possible. Yet, since that
Baxter anniversary weekend, her life had been altered. Sam grasped
her fingers, a pull stronger than Will’s needs, which felt strange,
like receiving that million-dollar legacy, money now as plentiful
as time.

They always said they had more time than
money, but that was a fallacy, as Jenny studied the winnowed family
in front of her. Lexi was in town with Ricky. Steve and Marcy were
at their apartment, Max and Liz whooping it up at a Portland hotel.
Alana and Scott were seeing a movie, less serious were their
intentions. That duo went back and forth, but not there in the
kitchen. Only Tommie and Rae represented that line of Jenny’s
family.

A plethora of people aging, growing up,
moving away. Now time seemed the enemy, but Jenny knew that wasn’t
true. Time simply was; every passing second, every rainy
day, every stitch of yarn, kisses from her children, kisses from
Sam. As his lips graced her cheek, she closed her eyes, pressing
her knees together. They had made love that morning, but not a
child. Her period had ceased only days before and Jenny was still
nursing a baby, one she invited with a few easy movements by
lifting her blouse, setting Will to her chest. Weaning him would be
a longer process than with Chelsea.

What Jenny had told Tommie just months
before; boys were more stubborn when it came to relinquishing a
female frame, and Will was proving her right. Last night he might
have gone to sleep with little trouble, but now he showed no sign
of wanting to abandon what he took as rightfully his. Jenny laughed
at his cheerful face. If she managed to get pregnant soon, it would
be a miracle.

“He looks pretty settled there,” Tommie
chuckled.

Sam had spilled their news as soon as they
stepped through the door and Jenny smiled. “Well, we’ll just give
it the old college try.”

Rae nearly spit out her coffee as Sam had a
belly laugh. Chelsea joined in, more in tune with the adults’ joy
than comprehending their conversations.

“Will’s hungry,” she added, rubbing messy
hands on the high chair tray.

“Yeah he is. Are you done?” Sam asked,
swerving from her reach.

“All done!” she chirped. “But Will’s
not.”

“You ain’t just whistling Dixie,” Tommie
smiled.

 


As children napped in the playpen, Jenny and
Rae chatted about empty nests while Tommie and Sam walked to the
barn. Rain fell as the men spoke of more serious issues than the
women, but that was expected. Not that Jenny wouldn’t have
appreciated a heart to heart with Rae, but it was the men’s way to
bare their souls. After last night with Jenny, Sam had a lot to
say.

Tommie was glad Sam had told her the truth.
With Lillian’s condition revealed, now nothing was hidden. Sam
spilled a few tears, his honesty wide, for as he had shared how
long he’d loved Jenny, she had relinquished something too, someone.
Jenny had let go of Alvin.

Sam hadn’t been graphic, only noting she had
wept for ages, tears that Tommie himself hadn’t shed. That wasn’t
belabored; Tommie only heard joy that they were starting off free
from ghosts and undisclosed desires. He also noted wistfulness, Sam
wishing others had that same liberty. Yet Sam only said he and
Jenny would try to get pregnant as soon as they could. It would be
up to Will, Sam laughed.

“Maybe not as easy as we thought.” Sam
scuffed his feet along the floor of the barn.

“But sooner or later he’ll be done. God Tommie, it’s great, no
saying it’s not. Having told her and that she let him go, but
Christ, and I’m only telling you this, thinking about her pregnant
with my baby! Part of that scares the shit outta me.”

Tommie nodded, recalling that feeling from
years back when trying to make Lexi. “Yeah, I can imagine it’s
pretty goddamned frightening. But you know, gotta get back on the
horse.”

Then Tommie laughed and Sam joined him. “I
know. Shit, we’re not young like you and Rae were or Jacob and
Debbie. Hell, I’m nearly thirty-six, don’t wanna still be having
kids while you’re turning into a grandfather.”

Tommie chuckled. None of his children were at
all ready to procreate even if his sons had tied the knot before
their sisters, which Tommie thought was best. Easier to let go of
boys than see his little girls walk down aisles. Tommie liked Ricky
Shelton just fine, but wasn’t ready to give Lexi away, and no
impression of Alana and Scott stuck in Tommie’s head.

In Sam, Tommie saw a man ready to try again,
fourteen years since Sam lost Tracy and their baby, and maybe Will
would learn to take a bottle. “Oh Sam, it’ll happen. And yeah, you
and Jenny have the babies. I don’t want any grandkids until Lana’s
out of the house. Like to enjoy just my wife for a while. Been so
long, my God, I barely remember what that’s like.”

Sam slapped Tommie on the back, both hearing
women’s voices. “Yeah well, that’s a long time away for me and
Jenny. But that’s fine. I might be getting started later, but hell,
now I’ve got my head on straight. And Tommie…”

As Jenny held Chelsea on the front porch,
Will sat on Rae’s hip. Tommie studied what in a few seconds would
become a memory as Sam spoke. “Even if for some back-asswards
reason it doesn’t happen, standing right there is all I really
need.”

Tommie nodded as Rae called them for dinner.
It was only reheated barbecue, but dodging a few raindrops, he knew
Sam was right. No matter what came, in those two women, and for
Sam, children from another man, was all they truly needed.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


 


By the beginning of September, Will was no
closer to giving up nursing than on Max and Liz’s wedding day.
Jenny had tried introducing a bottle, but Will was having none of
it. Chelsea would turn three years old on Sunday, and as Max and
Liz pulled into Jenny’s driveway, rosebuds were returning to the
stripped bushes used at their wedding. The couple noted Sam in the
front yard, beginning to assemble Chelsea’s birthday present, a
swing set for both children. Sam had the frame up from which two
swings and a see-saw would hang. Chelsea stood watching her father
and Jenny had Will on the porch, that baby set against her
chest.

“What’n the hell?” Sam called, as Max stepped
from the truck. Liz moved more gingerly, both with weary faces
neither Sam nor Jenny would have expected. That or their early
return; the couple wasn’t due back until sometime on Monday.

“Hey Uncle Sam.” Liz collected Chelsea, who
approached at a dead run.

“Hey Max, Liz!” Jenny called from her chair.
“Weather force you home early?”

It had rained during the week, one reason
Jenny believed Will was fighting her. Maybe he had picked up on her
fears from storms, but that summer none had plagued her, thanks to
Sam. Yet, Will had fussed for days, and a long week it was. He was
teething, another reason Jenny hadn’t let him get too far. He had
reluctantly taken a nighttime bottle from Sam, but if Jenny was
near, Will cried for his mother. It was too hard for her to refuse
him, recalling how early Chelsea had weaned herself, and what that
had cost.

A split from Alvin, yet, that was the past.
Having made love with Sam all week condom-free, Jenny would never
pine for loving Alvin again. She did miss him in a strange,
ethereal manner, one that revolved around the smallest pieces of
her life. Seeing Max and Liz in her front yard, Jenny was sure
Alvin had assisted in that boy’s miraculous recovery. Jenny wasn’t
certain what she thought about the afterlife, but if nothing else,
she had asked Alvin to intercede on Max’s behalf, and while he wore
an eye patch, a limp, numb limb at his side, he smiled as before,
clutching Liz in his good arm. He offered to assist Sam with the
swing set, but they laughed; Max’s left hand wasn’t useful for more
than basic tasks.

Jenny sighed as her son gnawed at her breast,
squeezing the life out of her. “That’s about all of that young
man,” she said, pulling Will away.

“What?” Sam called.

“He bit me!”

More laughter ensued as Jenny burped her
baby, then fixed her blouse. Once presentable, she joined the rest.
From far away all she had seen was newlyweds inseparable, how the
couple should appear. Stepping closer, Jenny noted different moods.
For all her honeymoon joy, Liz looked positively sick.

“Honey, you okay?” Jenny caressed Liz’s cheek
as she had years before in the horse stall. In Tommie’s barn Liz
had been terrified of Chad Lambert’s advances. Now her upset was
more to do with what happened after a couple got
together.

Jenny wasn’t going to broach it, but saw the
same idea on Sam’s cautious face. Then she looked to Max, and it
was plain all over him, as if he was the one with morning
sickness.

“Jenny, Uncle Sam, oh my God!” Liz trembled
as she wept in Jenny’s arms.

 


Jenny held Liz on the couch, a crocheted
throw over their laps in part due to the cool day. Max had the
rocker and Sam sat on Liz’s other side. She was just eighteen the
day before her wedding, Max that age back in June. Only babies
themselves, but they had created a child, something they had
wondered on their wedding day and was all but confirmed as the week
had passed. While their campsite had toilet facilities, it was
privacy Liz had craved while throwing up in the mornings, feeling
utterly wasted the rest of the day. Spirit Lake had been lovely,
Mount St. Helens a sight to behold. For brief moments the couple
had snapped pictures and trekked about the area. But as night fell,
instead of making love all they could do was hold each other, Liz
throwing up outside their tent, Max wiping her face with a clumsy
left hand. In the mornings it was worse, and by Friday, there was
no reason to remain. They wanted to go home and confirm what they
believed. The next step hadn’t entered their conscious minds.

In Liz’s tears and Max’s pensive sighs, Jenny
assumed what should follow, no realistic way for this couple to
have a baby, not even if Max had two functioning arms. While Jenny
had been younger when leaving home, she’d been far more mature. Not
that she was pleased about that, nor was she eager to what an
abortion might entail. Yet, what other choice did they have?

Her heart jumped as if she and Sam had a baby
coming. The kids had lain down at the same time, Chelsea on her
bed, Will in the crib. In addition to the swing set, Chelsea was
getting a box spring, lifting her more from the floor. Simple gifts
were substituted for toys, for everyone else would spoil her
rotten, her grandparents the worst. Jenny could count on Sylvia and
Keith offering abundant parcels, even a few for Will, and all Jenny
needed to do was bake a cake. She gripped Liz. What she and Sam
wanted was within this young woman, only the timing wasn’t right.
Then Jenny’s milk came in. She didn’t hear her son, only Liz’s sobs
and Max’s sighs. They felt the same, all except Sam.

His eyes were dry, looking aware but apart.
Jenny reached for his hand, which was cool, setting it under the
blanket. Sam moved it toward his niece’s middle. Max and Liz had no
idea what Jenny and Sam wanted and Jenny squeezed Sam’s fingers.
Then he removed his hand.

“Listen, whatever you two wanna do is okay.”
Jenny’s voice was quiet but resolute. She caught Sam’s eyes, felt
the smallest bit of acceptance in her words.

“Oh my God!” Liz wailed.

“The main thing is let’s get you to a doctor.
It could be anything.”

Sam’s words were borne of hope, any other
reason his niece was green and exhausted. There might be another
explanation, but Jenny doubted it.

Max cleared his throat. “We haven’t told
anyone else yet, and to be honest with you, we’re not feeling that
secure about seeing any of the doctors around here.”

Jenny nodded. If Max and Liz went to Dr.
Fisher, the reason for their visit would be town gossip in no time.
The last thing Jenny wanted was for either Tommie or Rae to
know.

It was bad enough seeing Sam’s pained eyes.
If Max’s parents knew… Tommie might understand, but not Rae. “Don’t
say anything to your folks Max. Liz, can you tell Debbie?”

Her nod was slight. “Mom’s the only other one
I would.”

Jenny nodded as she settled into the sofa.
“You know, they sell those home kits now at Dougal’s. Supposed to
be pretty accurate. We could get one, then go from there.”

Max’s eyes went wide. “Are you serious?”

Jenny suppressed her smile. He had seen
countless calves and piglets born, but Max Smith was in no way
ready to be a parent.

“Why don’t you two stay here and Sam and I’ll
run to town. I think those tests only take a couple of hours. Maybe
you can give Will a bottle while we’re gone.”

Max took Jenny’s place as she went to the
kitchen. While preparing the formula, she heard Sam go upstairs. He
returned with Will in his arms and Jenny motioned for her son to go
to Max. “We won’t be long,” she said, handing him the bottle.

“Just let Chelsea sleep.” Sam’s voice was
low.

Max nodded. “Yeah sure. Man, thanks you
guys.”

Jenny led Sam to the front door. “You get
that formula into him and we’ll call it even.”

 


In his truck, Sam felt at home, but he hadn’t
while sitting in the living room. Rain fell as he and Jenny reached
Arkendale, traffic busy for a Saturday afternoon. A week ago it had
been sunny, the day Liz Cassel vowed to love, honor, and be
faithful to Max Smith. Not her first love, but her true love. Of
that, Sam had no doubt.

He discounted other things brought to light
that day. Not that his niece was pregnant, but what Jenny seemed to
think was best, what Liz and Max also wanted. Why in the world did
everyone think an abortion was right?

Not that it was inherently wrong; if he and
Tracy had known about Lillian, Sam would have wanted a termination
as soon as possible. But then his life would have been different.
He wouldn’t be sitting in traffic with Jenny, heading to buy a
pregnancy test.

“Honey, I love you.” He wished it was for
himself they were here. Instead it was Liz, and yes she and Max
were young. He only had one arm, not that it was much better than
his right one. Max could drive left-handed, could pick up a
toothbrush, hairbrush, a fork and spoon, but still couldn’t write
worth a damn. That boy was about as helpful as Grant
Schumacher.

“I love you too. Sam, we can’t let what we
want into this.”

He wished she wasn’t so damn smart. She might
not have graduated high school, but then neither had Alvin, both
with more common sense than most. “I know,” Sam sighed. She was
right but that didn’t make it any easier.

He parked just outside the drugstore. The oak
that had taken the brunt of Grant’s accident still bore scars,
Sam’s whole life turning with that event. He had visited Grant in
the hospital, then came home and watched Alvin fall from a
tree.

“Listen, I’ll run in.” Jenny’s voice was
apologetic, which only made Sam feel worse.

“Honey wait.” He leaned over and kissed her,
then blinked away tears, wiping them with his hand. The ones he
missed Jenny found with her lips.

“Sam, I know.” She set her palm against his
heart. “But honey, we’re not them and…”

“Go on.” He placed his hand over hers. It
wasn’t conducive to sending her away, and she laid her other hand
over his.

“I love you,” she whispered, then got out of
the cab.

 


Jenny returned with a brown paper bag; she
looked aggravated and Sam started the engine.

“Damn Bonnie Carmine,” Jenny sniffed, putting
on her seat belt.

“She see you?”

“Yeah, looked right at what I was buying.
Christ that woman, always a thorn in my side!”

Sam grasped her hand, those words easing some
of his anger. He wouldn’t show it to Liz and Max, didn’t want Jenny
to see it either. His father’s wrathful disposition circulated in
Sam’s veins and he didn’t like it one bit.

Jenny gripped his fingers, easing his
displeasure. “She didn’t say a single thing, but sure gave me a
crappy smile. God I hate that woman!”

It was much more than just what Bonnie had
inflicted on Alvin over the years, but Sam stayed quiet as Jenny
ranted, Bonnie Carmine the only one drawing her ire. Not her father
or mother, and for that Sam was glad. Fred Hooper didn’t even stir
Jenny’s blood. She could take smarmy leeches like Fred. Bonnie’s
cold manipulations were different.

Turning onto their road, Sam slowed his
speed. Jenny had calmed, but now she squirmed, needing to nurse
Will or express some milk. All Sam wanted with her was present,
only in another. How in the world had it come to this? Weren’t
those kids going to catch a break?

Passing Tommie’s house, Sam noted Debbie’s
car out front. Scott was there, did no one realize the newlyweds
were back? If the phone rang, had they answered it? Their
clandestine return grated on Sam. Yes, only Debbie should know. Sam
wasn’t sure what Jacob might think, but the way things had been
lately for Tommie and Rae, this was the last issue they needed.
Tommie was still drinking one or two beers a week, and Rae? Sam
didn’t understand that woman. She’d always been nice to him, but
aloof, even before Tracy. Rae wasn’t snooty, that was Bonnie. Rae
was chummy, just don’t lay too much emotional baggage at her feet.
She would take two steps back, and that’s all you’d see of her.

She had held together well enough during
Tommie’s hard drinking, even Max’s accident. Pulling into the
drive, seeing a hint of color on the roses, Sam parked in the shed,
Max’s truck blocking the Buick. Rae didn’t need to know about this,
and Sam kissed Jenny’s cheek as they made their rather slow way
into the house, despite the falling rain.

 


For the adults, it was the longest two hours
any of them had known in recent memory. After Liz gave a sample,
Jenny administered the chemicals, then washed her hands half a
dozen times. Then she set to work on Chelsea’s birthday cake.
Plenty of minutes within those two hours to mix a batter, put pans
in the oven. Plenty of time for Sam to attend a few chores while
Max and Liz read to the kids as Jenny expressed breast milk in the
bathroom. Time to start dinner, grilled cheese sandwiches, some
chicken soup for Liz, about all she felt like eating. Saltines
waited on the table, but Jenny noted the time. Five minutes
remained; dinner would come after the results.

“Honey, I’m going up now.” Jenny stood in the
doorway as Max and Liz took the stairs.

“We’ll be here.”

Jenny joined her family, running her hands
along her children’s faces. She would never abort any of Sam’s
babies, not even if a problem was detected. Had that been known
about Alvin, these children wouldn’t be here.

Yet, times had changed. Liz and Max had a
choice, for which Jenny was grateful. She still thought they were
too young, but saw all Sam felt in his weary eyes and the love in
which he offered Chelsea and Will. Jenny wanted to appease him, but
there seemed no way.

A timer went off above their heads. “Sam,
please tell me you don’t hate me, or them, no matter what.”

When she reconsidered this moment, Jenny
still wasn’t sure if it was her words or how she said them
that made Sam leap from the chair. He grabbed her with fearful
hands, stifling sobs, but they emerged later, as if Jenny was
Lillian and once again Sam had to let her go.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


 


On Chelsea Harris’s third birthday, Jenny and
Sam’s home swarmed with family. A year and a half after Alvin’s
death, with Sam at her side, Jenny felt able to call the farm her
home.

It was the usual crowd, the Smiths, Cassels,
and Baxters. Robert Tucker had sent a card, promising presents when
he and Cliff visited next month. Otherwise all whom Jenny loved
discussed how the swing set was progressing. Jenny heard Sam’s
laugh. Anyone willing could lend a hand.

By mid-afternoon, activity buzzed as men
wielded various tools. Chelsea was in charge of supervision, Sylvia
at her side. When Will wasn’t getting in the way, he was in Rae’s
arms until she grew weary. Then he crawled between feet or was
collected by Alana or Marcy. Ricky made a short appearance,
dropping off a gift from Lexi. She had returned to school right
after Max’s wedding, but called with birthday wishes.

There was no sign of the newlyweds, everyone
expecting them home sometime tomorrow. Sam was busy, Jenny too,
neither mentioning a word. So overwhelmed with the festivities,
Chelsea didn’t breathe a peep either.

That left Will, who only squawked when he
wanted down or his mother. With so many extra hands, Jenny
incorporated a bottle, and Will took it best from Rae and Debbie.
Still he rooted; Rae laughed while Debbie looked flustered. When he
tried with Alana, she called for Jenny.

“Oh goodness, Will Harris.” Jenny fidgeted in
part due to heaving breasts, and Will’s cries added to her ache.
She also hoped Chelsea wouldn’t spill Max and Liz’s visit, then
wished for a moment alone with Sam. But he was determined to
complete the swing set that day or die trying.

Taking her son from Alana, Jenny headed to
the nursery. She let him nurse for five minutes, then changed him,
setting him in the crib. Sounds from outside were white noise as
Will barely fussed, rolling onto his stomach. Within another
minute, he was asleep.

In her room, Jenny changed all her upper
clothing, choosing a regular bra. Her breasts felt bound, what she
wanted. As she pulled a new blouse over her head, Sam entered the
room.

“It’s done. Wanna come see?”

She nodded. “Chelsea try it out yet?”

His steps were slow, but his eyes shined. Sam
didn’t possess tremendous mechanical aptitude and Jenny had been
surprised he wanted to put it together himself. Or maybe he had
planned this group effort.

“We’re all waiting for you. We were gonna
wait for Will too, sounds like he’s snoozing.”

“Yeah, just topped him up. And changed my
shirt and my bra and…”

Sam fondled her breasts and Jenny sucked in
her breath. “Oh god, don’t do that!”

Once the words left her mouth, his kiss
followed. It wasn’t light or easy, but sufficed for what a houseful
of guests preempted. “Honey, I love you. Come see.”

Sam’s hands moved from Jenny’s chest to her
face. “Okay. Sam?”

He had been staring at her eyes and she
couldn’t look at him anymore. “Yeah?”

“I’m sorry.”

He nodded, then led her from the room.

 


By dinnertime, Will had given the swing a
test run. A baby seat hung next to Chelsea’s, both children pushed
by various family members. Groups drifted throughout the house and
yard as chairs were set on the porch, some near the swing set. No
music played, but chatter was a song, cheerful tones from Tommie
and Rae and Jacob and Debbie to their children, some married, some
still at home. Scott and Alana would start school on Tuesday,
seemed happy together. To Jenny, all those near were content.

Tommie’s eyes were clear, his voice gabby.
Debbie and Rae spoke with Sylvia about the rest of her family as
Steve, Marcy, Alana, and Scott talked of sport and music, TV and
films. Liz and Max were mentioned in passing; no one assumed the
couple would be seen until sometime Monday, the end of the Labor
Day holiday. Not even Debbie thought she would hear from her
daughter until then. Jenny dropped in on various conversations, Sam
and Keith in the house, getting more spaghetti. Keith was a retired
English teacher, and Jenny knew Sam was looking for someone to read
his writing. She hadn’t asked what he wrote and he hadn’t offered
her a peek. Feeling pressure on her chest, she headed upstairs. She
would express some and Rae had already volunteered to give Will his
nighttime bottle. After his nap, he hadn’t fussed for his mother
again.

If her son could be swayed from
breastfeeding, Jenny would do all she could to get pregnant. It
might be another month, perhaps two, until her cycles were somewhat
regular, and while it had taken her and Alvin months to make Will,
Chelsea had come easily. Maybe a first child with Sam might be
conceived in an equally expedient manner.

In the bathroom, Jenny removed her upper
clothing. She itched for a bath, wishing to remove that slightly
sour smell, also simpler to express right into the water. Normally
a B cup, now she was a double D, and her nipples were tender. She
released a small amount, but tears fell; in that same room
yesterday, she had attended a different task.

When she came downstairs in a different shirt
and padded bra, the living room teemed with people. Sam met her at
the bottom step, but said nothing concerning her appearance. He
took her hand, kissing her cheek. “Cake time, I think.” Then he led
her into the kitchen where the children sat in high chairs, Sylvia
and Debbie distracting them. Rae held candles in her hand.

“Go ahead,” Jenny said, feeling bereft.

“You okay?” Rae asked.

“Just need a long bath. And for this little
man to be content with a bottle.”

The women laughed, but Jenny didn’t join
them.

“Sam, you call everyone in here. Then we can
get this show on the road.” Rae took charge, Jenny happy to let
her. She had a hard time looking at Rae, then Tommie poked his face
through the doorway. Jenny couldn’t look at him either.

Within a few minutes the assembly was
gathered, “Happy Birthday” sung. Pleased with the attention,
Chelsea blew out her three candles, receiving the first slice.
Presents remained, then Jenny would excuse herself. Everyone knew
she was trying to wean her son, few secrets within this family. She
moved from the group after kissing her daughter’s frosting-covered
face, ruffling Will’s blonde hair. Alvin hadn’t been mentioned, but
Jenny had others to consider.

Needing some air, she stepped out the back
door. Tommie found her, his smile wide, as if drunk. With his bad
hand he stroked her face, wetness spread along her cheeks.

“Hey honey, it’s okay. I miss him today
too.”

Jenny nodded, turning away. If he saw her
eyes, he might see the fib.

“Come on honey, there’s a surprise
waiting.”

“What?”

“Come see,” Tommie laughed.

Jenny smelled the cake, then heard Chelsea
telling Will to eat his ice cream. In the kitchen, Jenny gazed at
her family, a strange mix of West Coast farmers and small town
villagers. Not a single one was blood except the children she had
made with a man now dead. As Jenny swallowed that, she looked at
the doorway, hearing shouts of Welcome home. Next to their
mothers stood the newlyweds.

 


Everyone was excited to hear their stories,
but was sorry that Liz didn’t feel well. She had picked up some
bug, why they came home early. They hadn’t called anyone, unsure if
they would make the party. But as Liz seemed better that evening,
they couldn’t stay away.

Jenny offered each an embrace, but said
nothing. Chelsea was just as surprised with their presence as the
rest. Will was the only one who seemed to recall their faces, but
luckily for Jenny, he couldn’t say more than ma-ma-ma which
alternated with da-da-da and pa-pa-pa. Slices of cake
were brought to the new couple, but Liz turned hers down, said she
would take it home.

Max ate his, then asked if there was anything
else, and Rae fixed him a plate. As Debbie, Jacob, and Scott
escorted Liz to the living room, Max’s kin surrounded him. He
barely had time to eat, talking with his mouth full. He would visit
a specialist on Wednesday in Salem; right before the wedding,
Chelsea had accidentally trapped Max’s finger in the door. Now
Steve squeezed Max’s arm, but he felt nothing.

Max managed fine left-handed, gathering pasta
and sauce by twirling his fork. Jenny retrieved Chelsea from the
high chair, washing her daughter’s sticky fingers, then setting her
down to play. Sam had Will in hand, and as both children were
clean, once Max finished, then the presents could be opened.

Jenny’s head felt as much pressure as her
chest. She scrambled upstairs, but this time her bra was dry. She
would wait until bedtime to express any more, but didn’t want to
return downstairs. Only when Tommie came searching was she
found.

“Honey, you okay? Max’s done, finally. If I
were you, send them home with a bunch of leftovers. Liz’s still
feeling lousy and this way they won’t have to cook for a day or
two.”

“Sounds good.” Adjusting her earrings in the
mirror, she evaded Tommie’s gaze, secrets in her brown eyes, and
one of Tommie’s that she hadn’t told Sam. A miscarriage for the
elder Smiths, now an abortion for those younger. Jenny bit her
tongue. As she concealed Alvin’s handicap from Tommie, she added
Max and Liz’s news too.

Jenny wore a smile from ages ago, one that
said nothing to no one. She had known about Alvin’s troubled
infancy since Will came to be; now another confidence was added to
the pile. Grasping her brother’s hand, Jenny Cope rejoined the
party.

 


At the end of the evening, only Tommie and
Max remained. Rae and Alana got a lift with Steve and Marcy while
the Cassels took Liz home. While Sam put the children to bed,
Tommie and Max spoke of Washington’s scenery. Spirit Lake was
beautiful, and Max recommended it highly.

Jenny was quiet; she was thankful for this
very moment. Only months before, Max had been in the hospital and
his father had been drunk. Now they sat, two bad limbs and three
working eyes between them as if nothing else had ever been.

She was grateful, also cheerless, which
seemed incongruous with the day, her daughter’s birth having
offered Jenny immense peace. While Jenny hadn’t noticed Alvin’s
absence as she feared she might, something else was amiss.

She sighed as Sam joined them. Jenny had
promised to keep Tommie’s miscarriage to herself. She had also
promised to say nothing about Max and Liz’s positive result. With
Sam, there was Lillian and Tracy, a past similar to her own.

Yet, she’d made no such vow about Bonnie’s
revelations. Alvin hadn’t been injured in that fall as a
nine-year-old boy, but was born with limitations already in place,
how Jenny justified Max and Liz’s consideration. They had married
early, taking each other for better or worse. Liz certainly had
bitten off plenty with her vows, but was a baby more cumbersome
than Max’s handicaps?

As Sam clasped Jenny’s hand, she didn’t
notice him sit next to her; she recalled Bonnie’s words spoken the
morning after Alvin was dead. Jenny’s baby might be like his
father, a man not harmed by a childhood tumble, but born that
way.

Jenny squeezed Sam’s hands, then set hers on
his thigh. Stroking his leg, she felt him move closer. She wanted
his baby the way a child was supposed to be conceived, not
accidentally, not a mistake. Alvin hadn’t been a mistake, but his
condition had been unexpected, his brief life as well. Jenny had
never predicted he would die on her. Max and Liz hadn’t assumed the
condom would fail.

“Listen, I don’t mean to be a lousy hostess,
but Sam’ll see you gentlemen to the door.”

She stood, kissing all of them, then scooted
upstairs before anyone could respond.

 


Sam found her in bed, her hair damp from a
bath. Jenny wasn’t asleep, but when he lay down she didn’t turn to
him.

As he moved toward her, she responded,
letting him envelop her. He avoided her breasts, bound in another
tight bra, resting his fingers right below her navel.

“I love you,” he murmured, kissing the side
of her face.

She nodded, placing her hands over his.

“Tommie left first and I had a minute to talk
to Max. He wanted to thank us, thank you for yesterday. I guess Liz
spent all day over the toilet, or in bed. Jenny, honey, can you
turn to me?”

She weakly shook her head. Then she lay on
her back, both sets of their hands remaining where they had
been.

“Jenny Cope, today, three years ago, you had
a baby. I know how scared you were about that, feeling you wouldn’t
be a good mother. Tommie told me, a few months back.” Sam paused,
then with his right hand, he stroked her cheek.

“Honey, when he was drinking he got a floppy
lip. I guess maybe it was his way of getting things off his chest,
hell, I have no idea. It wasn’t easy to listen to, but maybe he
thought I needed to know. Jenny, I know you were scared as hell. I
was thinking about that tonight after Max and Liz showed up. Made
me stop and reconsider things.”

“Sam, I, I…”

“Honey, all night I saw what we have, and I
don’t just mean family. Max and Liz would have that support, but
that’s not all it takes. Commitment, time, age; we’ve got the
years, but they don’t. Listening to him and Tommie, my God, Max’s
so young, and that’s not even bringing his arm into it.”

Lifting her nightshirt, Sam placed his lips
to Jenny’s belly. “Baby I love you and we’re not eighteen. We have
two children and there’s something I wanna ask you.”

“What?” her voice quivering.

“I’m a little more conservative than Alvin,
maybe not in my politics, but in other things. Jenny, honey, can
you look at me?”

She had kept her eyes fixed on the ceiling,
but a question wavered in his voice. Jenny turned her head, saw his
smile. “Yeah Sam?”

“Before we have a baby, although maybe not
before we get pregnant, would you marry me?”

Jenny sat straight up. “What?”

Sam’s face held more than a smile. His life
sat in his eyes, their lives, committed to each other, to their
children. A pledge made, vows taken; Jenny stared at the man next
to her.

“Honey, how can I judge Max and Liz when here
I am, living in sin with you?” He laughed, then kissed her. “Not
that I really consider what we have all that wrong. But Jenny, I
married Tracy because I loved her. We could’ve lived together, but
that’s not really my way. This’s all happened so fast, especially
us trying to have a baby. And if we do get pregnant first, that’s
okay. It’s not that big of a deal. But before you get as big as a
house, I wanna stand next to you, take your hand, and put a ring on
that finger. I wanna make a commitment to you, to the kids. I know
you and Alvin were planning that, I know…”

“Oh god Sam, are you serious?”

He wrapped her close and Jenny felt no pain,
only Sam’s heart, beating right against her own.

“Jenny, would you marry me? I don’t have a
ring, pretty presumptuous of me to bring it up, then come to bed
empty-handed.”

Clasping Sam’s hands in her own, Jenny
smiled. “They’re not empty now.”

“No, I guess they’re not.”

Jenny noted her bare fingers, then thought
about the chain around her neck, Alvin’s engagement ring. She still
wore that necklace, Will not strong enough to yank it loose.

“And Jenny, I wanna adopt the kids. I mean,
for legal reasons, but also so that when we do have a baby, while
they won’t look a thing like each other, they’ll all have the same
name. My name and…”

“Not Cope,” she mumbled.

“No. Like I said, I’m a little more
conservative. They’re Alvin’s children and what I thought was to
keep their names as they are, just add Cassel at the end. And then
any we have, they can be Harris Cassel too. Blah blah Harris Cassel
alongside Chelsea Louise and William Alvin Harris Cassel.”

As those words entered her head, Jenny’s
heart pressed as close to Sam’s as she could make them. Then she
nodded, her mouth claimed by Sam’s. His proposal was answered with
her kiss, one of fevered agreement.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


 


Jenny and members of her extended family
dreamed that night. Some were of spans that pre-dated Jenny
herself, but most detailed what had occurred since the spring of
1975, when Jenny Cope came to Arkendale.

Alvin Harris figured prominently and he was
always normal, if normal meant like the rest of them. Alvin had
been the same all his life, all anyone remembered. Even Tommie
Smith felt Alvin was Alvin, until after Alvin fell.

In Tommie’s dream, Alvin was swinging from
branches of the beech tree. He was dead, Tommie knew, but otherwise
fine.

There was no other way to describe Alvin
other than by a colloquial phrase which sounded undignified. Alvin
was right in the head, playing with a full deck, had all his ducks
in a row. Even with the injury, Alvin had more ducks lined up than
many, but there, dangling from those lower beech branches, Alvin
was perfectly normal.

Tommie hated thinking of his friend that way
and wished for a beer. Then he wanted to slap himself, seeing Alvin
laughing at him.

“Tommie, I tell you, a beer’s the last thing
you need.”

“Hell, I know that. What’n the world are you
doing anyway?”

“Oh, just hanging around.”

Tommie laughed and Alvin busted up too. He
swung around the branch, finding the ground with both feet. Then
Tommie grew still, wishing that was how Alvin had landed on that
snowy March day only last year.

Alvin gently slapped Tommie’s shoulder. “See,
I told you it would be okay for Sam and Jenny.”

Looking at the rose bushes, Alvin sat on the
grass, an array of colors blooming, but not the hues Robert had
chosen. All forty-one bushes were either green or gray.

“Like the blanket she made for me,” Alvin
said. “Aren’t they pretty?”

“Alvin, what the hell?”

Tommie sat on the ground, but it was
freezing, like the day Alvin died. Tommie stood, but Alvin didn’t
seem bothered.

“Sit down Tommie, just for a minute.”

“Alvin, it’s cold as hell down there!”

“Not where I am.”

Tommie chose a spot right next to Alvin, much
nicer than the foot away Tommie had first selected. Was that the
exact spot where Alvin had broken his neck? “Alvin, where are you
now?”

“I’m pretty close, but stuff’s coming and
you’re gonna need to lay off the sauce, you understand?”

This man was level-headed, all his ducks
lined up single-file.

“What now?” Tommie sighed, unsure if to take
this seriously.

“The next year, well, more than a year, it’s
gonna be pretty messed up. For you all, people north, far away too.
Tommie, you need to promise me…”

Alvin had spoken those words to Sam on the
snowy ground, a request Sam had fulfilled. Tommie had kept one too,
never telling Jenny what Alvin said in the ambulance, that she and
Sam belonged together. No matter how drunk Tommie had been, that
stayed buried.

“Alvin, I’ve kept my mouth shut about Jenny
and Sam, but they’re together, so…”

“I know and Tommie, believe me, that’s for
the best. For Jenny, for all of you.”

Tommie stood, even though the earth had felt
good. “Alvin…”

He wanted to see those ocean-blue eyes, but
Alvin stared straight ahead. “There’s still stuff that needs
attending. Not just Jenny and the kids, but other things, other
people. I want you to promise me that you won’t get drunk.”

Tommie laughed, then bent over, trying to
catch his breath. Max’s accident had mostly dried him out, but
still brought him to a beer every once in a while. Not even AA was
enough to keep him fully sober. Now here was Alvin, who caused
Tommie’s problem in the first place, demanding Tommie’s abstinence!
What could top that?

Alvin stood, gazing toward Tommie’s house,
the village and beyond. Then Alvin looked Tommie’s way as he had
while lying on the ground. His eyes were so blue that Tommie
shook.

“Jesus Christ Alvin, what’n the hell’s
coming?”

“Tommie, please. You promise me you won’t
take another drink?”

If there was a way to stop that moment
forever, Tommie might consider it. There with a man he loved and
saw daily in two small children, Tommie felt at peace. Was it those
eyes, or Alvin’s tenor, that of a normal adult? Was it how he
offered compassion, not judgment? “Alvin, I, I…”

“Tommie, please?”

“Alvin, I love you! I never got to tell you,
but you told me and then, oh goddamnit, you stupid bastard, then
you were dead!”

Tommie didn’t hit the ground only because
Alvin held him upright. “I know. Oh Tommie, it’s okay. It’s really
okay.”

When Tommie woke to use the bathroom, he was
clutching his wife, Rae snoring loudly. Disentangling himself, he
got out of bed, then sat on the toilet for the longest time. No
matter how he tried, Tommie couldn’t shake that dream.

 


As Debbie curled in a heap alongside her
daughter’s coffin, cold fingers reached for her, and Debbie let out
a shriek.

Turning, she saw her eldest child sitting
straight up, looking blue. “Mom
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