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To get the fullness of this story, please read:

Dreams Happen  (not only when you’re sleeping)

Segment 2: Dreams Happen – call to courage

Segment 3: Dreams Happen – by his side

Segment 4: Golden

Segment 5: Golden – 2 the Core

Segment 6: Golden – rebuilding home

Segment 7: Chasing the Chance

Segment 8: Chasing the Chance too


first, to better understand and appreciate 

the quirky lives of Jay and Meri Stryde. 

It’s best read in sequence.



Welcome to their intricate world.


Join them on their eccentric journey and 

myriad lessons they discover along the way.
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For Joan McCaffrey

and

Gary Stricklin


Good friends

Lost too soon.
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Where there is the pain,

where there is the hurt

one can learn to refrain,

and come to see again

what is a heartache could be a treasure

Depends on how you view it. 

Or when

Although you may think it’s horrible, 

open up a bit

like a pearl deep in the muck and pit,

there’s a gem that could become unstuck

because of it

Pearls are moments of gratitude and giving

realized in the dirt of Life

uncovered in the struggles of living

found in overcoming 

the hardships and strife.
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Chapter 1

January Joys and Jigs
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Where did the month go? The last year of this century, 1999, is already pulsating. Seems it was just yesterday, Jay and I left the clinic January 2nd confirming the most intense news that has now changed the direction of our lives, again. After several months of trying, and all the struggles we went through, (although I suspect, half of them were self-inflicted), I’m expecting.

I was adamant to hold our huge joy to ourselves at least for the first trimester. I wasn’t sure I wanted people to know, as I am afraid I’ll miscarry. Jay has kept his promise, as hard as it is for him, except for his sister, who is ecstatic for us. 

He was also super giddy at my first prenatal visit, mid January, at 7 weeks we estimated. He was over the moon when we heard the baby’s heartbeat. He was beaming all day. And I was beaming all day when it was certain I am only carrying ONE baby this time. That so made my day.

Jay kept the kids engaged during the whole winter break. With one new twist, Mac got into watching the tape of Jay and them making Christmas sugar cookies. Several times a week, probably as neither Jay nor myself could bake with him. Although happy they had so much of their dad’s attention, they were somewhat relieved not to be on the go every day and returned to school in mid-January.

About that time, we got a call in the evening from his mother, Kate told her. He’s laughing, happy, agreeing, yeah it’s true. Yes, we are so overjoyed. Uh, about early September. Can’t wait. He’s bursting but can’t quite announce it as we haven’t told the kids yet. Thankfully they were all in their beds when she called. 

He handed me the phone. I smiled at her excitement and joy. She knew it would be this year, when she gave me her blessing at Thanksgiving. She couldn’t be happier for us. Thanks, but I still have intense morning sickness. She chuckled, oh, she doesn’t miss that part. That means a healthier baby. Thanks, we hope so. I handed the phone back to Jay. He goes on chatting, happy as a lark, how unbelievably lucky he is, we are. I leave him to his conversation with his mother, as he talked about what the kids are doing. He’s so grateful we get one more chance, so proud of his kids. He loves being a dad. 

Yet I can’t fault him for finally letting it out to share this incredible joyful news. He is jumping bean ecstatic.

Jay has gone up and beyond his role as husband and dad. While I was quite queasy and some days downright sick, he got our kids up and took them to school every day in January, instead of alternating mornings.

I was sick almost every morning, for half of this month, sometimes violently. Ugh. It wiped me out more than I thought, and some mornings I didn’t get out of bed until after 10 am. Jay brought me ginger tea faithfully every morning, before he left, as well as my orange slices to suck on. I listened to Yanni or Enya which helped a bit. Usually by noon I was fine, yet by seven, I was so tired. Some evenings I’d fall asleep on the couch after dinner. Jay was so good. He put the kids to bed first, came and carried me to bed, as the protector and provider he embodies. He told the kids the flu I had over Christmas had torn up my gut, so it’ll take weeks for me to fully heal. I need lots of rest. For the most part, they bought his story and come up to me when I’m up like it’s a part of their routine now.

He truly has kept his promises. He’s not perfect, he gets frustrated, but pauses, and tells me what he’s feeling, owns it, and we breathe through it, all of which has taken years for him to work through. He’s so grateful and super excited about our biggest surprise and miracle, which like me, will put up with all the discomforts that are a part of this.

As I felt better by noon, I went and picked up the twins at 1:30, and back to get Ben by 3:30 each afternoon. Drop off and 

pick up are old routines for us.

Once Jay started teaching the third week of January, things became tighter. Where he could chill or return home to check on me, that changed to him staying in Boulder all day on Tuesdays and Thursdays. By that week, we returned to the kids’ after school activities as well, packing more into our lives. For the twins, they returned to Tumbling on Tuesdays, Thursdays at 2pm, and Speech on Wednesdays at 2 for Mac, which I took them to. Although we added horseback riding at 4 pm on Wednesday where Jay picks up Ben after school, and we meet them at the stables. The twins will be learning to ride on ponies.

The kids got back to tutoring at 4 pm on Tuesdays, well, the boys did. Ben for his academics, and Mac for French. Jay takes Liana to join the children’s story time. There are no more committee meetings at the library since Jay dropped them. If he has to meet a contractor about the playground, (which will be constructed before Easter) he meets them at the location.

And of course, I can’t forget the Friday after school meet up with Ben and his friends. This month they met at the ice rink. Jay’s the only father on the ice. He shows the kids hockey moves, but all in fun. The most important thing is to have a good time. And I’m relieved they get along, for the most part. We remind Ben not to hold in his frustrating feelings, and not quit on the second attempt. He’s working on it.

As for the couple activity Jay chose for us, to both attend the Critical Thinking Philosophy class at 11 am on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, I almost missed the first class on Wednesday, from being queasy. Jay patiently waited for me, even though it made us late. 

Walking in, we were stared at by everyone, no biggie, yet basically gawked at by some of the young girls in their late teens for most of the class. I had forgotten that glaze/gaze. And if I wasn’t so hormonal I wouldn’t have cared, but it got to me.

Jay and I sat together. We tried to stay off to the side, but the buzz was there. Even the teacher gave us a shout out to Jay. Great. He came right over to us after class. So glad we’re here. I grin, not feeling all that well and let Jay do all the talking. We’re excited to learn more about philosophy, Jay told this professor. (Although truth be told, Jay is hoping to outwit me in our discussion/arguments, so he can say he’s almost as smart as me. OK, I grin. I still ‘win’ most discussions, though.) A group of the students encircled us. They all knew who the Intro to Screenplay and Film Making instructor is, as well his mega star fame with his movies. He’s somewhat of a living legend on campus now. Wow, big shocker. The man does command his orbit.

Friday, I left the class early being lightheaded. Jay found me in my car, the black SUV. I shook my head. Well, we tried it. Maybe next year. He sent me home, and he picked up the kids. He was going to quit with me, but I insisted he continue. He was hesitant as it was supposed to be our joint activity together. OK. But I can still discuss the subject with him, and we can still work on the script Crutches. It got put on the back burner since I got sick in December. Besides, he can use the class to debate with me logically and win more discussions. He liked that. When asked where I went the next week, Jay told them it conflicted with my other projects. I’m sure those young girls who gush over him like it without his wife around. He shrugged. He’s happier sharpening his mind, than gloating his ego with fans half his age. They are, aren’t they? I smirked. He doesn’t like the teasing, that he’s getting older. He’ll be 37 in a few weeks. The horror.

As for other budding interests, we had been looking around for art lessons for the twins, but the Y and other establishments have an age requirement of five. So that put a kink in our plans. Until I woke up from my nap on Saturday, fourth week of January to a clatter. 

Not a good sound. Jay was in the shower. We quickly got dressed and found our 3-and-a-half-year-old daughter in the kitchen with every pan and pot out, and inside the bottom cupboard, looking for teacups for her tea party. Liana, in her pink frilly tutu over her butterfly PJs, just shrugs. She has a flair for theatrics, like her dad.

Jay tsk. “I just left them for ten minutes.” He puts the pans back under the cabinet.

Where’s Ben? In playing video games, not paying attention. 

That’s not the only mess we discover.

I open the door to her room, clothes are everywhere.

“Liana, what did you do?”

And there is Peat, our German Shephard guard dog, sitting patiently next to her little table, between her two dolls. With some dress of hers half on one ear, half hanging off.

“See, Peat need a dress.” She pats our dog. “Good Peatie.” 

“For what?”

“For the tea party, Ms Bessie, and Ms Suezy, and Mac but he don’t want to. He busy.” She explains so matter of fact as she gives her half-combed harvest golden hair a brush back. She has my fair skin, and eye color, although they are more of an azure blue. But thankfully she has Jay’s features, symmetrically set eyes, longer lashes, cute nose, high cheekbones structure. She’s more an exotic blend of Jay and I.

“Honey, Peat doesn’t wear girl dresses.”

“Why not? She a girl. Just need girly dog clothes.”

“She’s a dog.”

Jay chuckles. “We can get a bandana for Peat.” He scoops up a pile of clothes and plops them on the bed. He snaps his fingers, points to the door, and Peat trots out of the room. The dog is not allowed in their bedrooms.

I scoop another bunch and pile them on her bed. Times like these I wish we had a maid. “And you want another girl,” I shake my head at my husband. “Wait until she hits adolescence.”

“I’ll help her pick up.” He nods to me. “Come on pumpkin, clean up time.”

She giggles, she loves her daddy’s attention.

We let out a sigh. He’s set to clean up her room with her. 

“I’ll go check on the boys.” At least they don’t empty out their bureaus.

I call for them. Ben hollers from the kitchen. OK.

As I enter their room. I glance around, not seeing my other son. “Mac?”

“Ici. Here, Mommy,” he pops up. I catch sight of his mop top golden hair from the other side of his bed. For not being identical, he looks a lot like his sister, but his eyes are hazel, and his eyelashes longer than hers, giving him his adorable features. His complexion is more like Jay’s, as he tans easily. He is also an eclectic combination of both of us, although he looks more like Jay, thankfully.

“What are you doing, little guy?” I come around the bed that is right by the door. “MAC!” I speak loudly, more out of surprise than a reprimand. But he needs one. “Mac, what did you do?!”

Jay rushes in. What?

“Look at this!” I bend down and take the permanent marker from his color-streaked hands. “What did I tell you about coloring on the wall, MacGreggor!” His tan shirt is streaked as well.

He glances at me timidly. Mommy upset. He has smudges on his face and hands, sort of looks like a calico cat. I can’t get too upset at that adorable face.

Ben walks in, dressed in a long-sleeved blue shirt and jeans. Of average height for an 11-year-old, at almost 5 feet, you couldn’t miss him as my son, with his wheat color hair, fair skin and light blue eyes. Although my hair is more of a light golden brown, I gave up lightening it last year, going more for my natural hues.

“Ben, why weren’t you watching your brother?” I ask.

“What? I thought he was with dad.” He comes around. “MAC!” Ben drops to his knees next to me. “Look at this!” He picks up a marker. “And this!” He picks up two more. “Mom, he busted the tips on all of them. These are my permanent markers for school. Mac, bad!”

“OK, OK, Ben, they’re just markers. we’ll get you another set.” Jay leans over Ben.

Ben tsks as he stands up. He is mad and rightly so.

“Hey, you should have put them away.” Jay reprimands him.

“Fine!” Ben drops them on the floor and stomps over to his bed along the farthest wall. Windows make up most of the northern side of the room. Although there is one window at the base of Ben’s bed that faces East. The curtains are closed, limiting the light in the room for now.

“Hey, hey. Watch that attitude.” Jay warns him.

I put the smudged tip markers back in the box. Parenting rule number 2, only one of us disciplines. We never want to gang up or bully our children.

“Fine! He gets away with anything.” Ben marches out of the bedroom.

Jay shakes his head. I nod to him to watch his tone. Perhaps he is tougher with Ben. But not because of blood.

“What? He shouldn’t have left them out.”

“True. But wonder where he gets that attitude?” I remind him. “And this one, isn’t innocent.” I motion to our youngest. “Take Mac and clean him up. I’ll get lunch ready. We’ll deal with the wall later.”

“Fine! I’ll talk to him later. Come on color boy.” He takes our youngest to the bathroom. Good luck scrubbing off permanent markers.

Without much further discussion, after lunch, we tidy up Liana’s room, before we head to the stables for an afternoon ride.

Jay decides we’ll paint over the wall where Mac marked on. Problem solved.

“OK,” I sigh, “if that’s what we need to do. But that was a nice design the interior decorator painted on the wall.” A western motif of a prairie and a beach on the other wall, under the windows

“Was it?” Jay goes to check. “Meri,” he calls me.

What now?

“Come here, look at this.”

I go in the boys’ room. Yeah? 

Jay squats down. “Look. One, two, three, four, five, and a circle with antennas.”

Yeah?

He chuckles. “That’s us. I’m the first stick figure.”

“You tower over everyone.” It shows how important Jay is to his son.

“I do, and I’m at the head of the line. Here’s you, with your stick arms out, and Ben, and Lee and Mac, with their stick arms touching.” Like we are all holding hands.”

“And Peat.”

Jay is confused, “That’s a circle with antennas.”

“Antennas are the ears.”

“Do three years old draw like this?”

“He drew you the smiley picture in November, with you tossing him the air, with the rest of us stick figures smiling. They can draw circles and lines, rudimentary shapes. He’s been coloring since two. Around four, they’ll begin writing their name.”

“He does that already at school, with the big stick of an M on his papers, although the C looks like an L.” Jay traces the figures.

“Well, I did a lot of exercises with them once they could hold a crayon. Remember the Academic Mat I had? They knew colors, shapes, and numbers before they were three. He’s seen enough pictures of people.”

“Auhg, we can’t paint this over, Meri. It’s us.”

“Just the base board.”

Liana comes in. “Riding, daddy?”

“Where are your brothers?” I ask.

“Bathroom. Kick me out.” Liana makes a face. “Au, eh, Mac in trouble.” She points to the drawing on the wall she now notices. As much as she gets into it, she knows what trouble is.

Jay and I shake our heads. OK, he goes gets the boys.

We sit all three on Mac’s bed.

Mac says he sorry, de’sole’, hangs his head.

“OK. Your dad and I are disappointed but we’re not mad. Walls are not for drawing on. Mac, you can’t take Ben’s things without asking. And Liana, you will lose your clothes if you keep dumping them on the floor. Are we clear?” My turn to scold.

“But Mommy,” she whines.

“No, Liana, your dad and I give you free time to play, not create mayhem in your room. You are a big girl now, you don’t need to take everything out of your bureau. And Peat stays downstairs to guard the house.”

“Why’d you get on my case?” Ben groans. “I didn’t color a yellow sun on the wall in permanent marker.”

What yellow sun?

“Look. I get on your case cuz you’re older.” Jay takes this response. “You shouldn’t have left out your markers. Mac will get time out next time he takes something without asking. But lesson learned.”

Ben lets out a relieved sigh. 

We now noticed the yellow circle. Jay stares at it, again. He’s impressed. “That’s pretty good for three, Meri. Wow, we got such creative kids, a chef and now an artist, and Lee with her outfits. Since we can’t find an art class, let’s get a private artist to teach them.”

“What about me?” Ben knows he’s not artistic.

“Well, you’re great with horses. You got your mom’s horse to calm down within two weeks. Come on, let’s go ride.” Jay stands up.

“What do you mean, he got Sapphire to calm down? I thought you bought me a calm horse.” I am confused.

“Ben and I were looking since we got back in August. He picked out the horse. I thought it was a bit spirited, and he rode it a few times and trained it.”

“Ben, you picked out my horse? And you kept it a secret.”

He shrugs. “Well, Dad did, but he fell off twice, so I trained him. He made me promise. You liked Black Sapphire, don’t you?”

I come up to him from behind and give him a big hug and kiss on his ear. “Thank you. But you could have told me.”

“Mom,” he shrugs me off. “You made me swear not to tell dad about this house when you were house hunting, till Dad saw it.” He heads out of the room.

“Well, that was different.”

“Really?” Jay gives me a so-there look. We both hold secrets. He smirks at me. “We have great kids. Let’s go riding.” He swings Mac on his hip and exits.

“Mommy, up,” Liana hops to standing on the bed. 

“Come on, pumpkin.” I swing her on my hip.

Yet I stop to study the 5 stick figures in a row. Yeah, neither of us was there to catch our youngins experimenting in something that’s not tidy, but it’s all for the good. Even the messy. And mistakes. We allow them some time alone to figure out what to do or not do. And if they get messy, it’s still a learning lesson. The clothes will be put away, and the wall, well, we have a new design on it. Yeah, like pearls in the dirt, you have to extract the good from the muck, so to speak. Pearls are moments of gratitude found in the messy dirt of Life. Yeah, we do have great kids.

I eye Jay as we get to the stables, and let the kids rush to the barn first. It’ll be a short ride, as it’s winter. 

“You told me you slipped once.” I lower my voice.

He shakes his head. “On my butt. It was embarrassing my then ten-year-old son was better than I was at calming the horse down. So, I didn’t tell you.”

I point to my head. Did he hit his head?

He adamantly shakes it, as we pause at the barn doors. “No, not then. But I did, when I lost my phone, on Ben’s birthday, and was under the table looking for it. But it was just a bump. Didn’t feel anything after a couple of Tylenol and a beer.”

“You didn’t care to tell me that?”

“We got side tracking into a major fight that night. I forgot  about it. It was a bump. I didn’t black out. So, it wasn’t a concussion. I’ve had those. I know what that feels like.”

His PA ad on having a concussion aired in the L. A. area last week. It has gotten a good response. At least his mistakes have helped some. Another pearl.

I sigh. OK. It was months ago. “It might have explained your ass hole behavior, then.” I tsk.

He lets out a snort. “I can be a jerk without hitting my head, you know.” He gives me a slight smirk.

That he can. Hitting his head has made it worse, like drinking did. Thankfully he’s kept that promise and abstains.

“Wear a helmet today, please.” I pat my tummy.

He nods.

After riding, we have to stop and get Ben a new set of markers for his projects. And a warning not to leave them out. 

Jay disappears, as Ben picks out some other things he needs  for school. He comes back 10 minutes later with a large box.

“A child’s easel?”

“For our budding artist. It’s plastic and folds out into a tri- angle to keep it standing. And it’ll keep our walls clean.”

Mac gazes at it like he’s seen his first sports car.

Liana makes a pout. What about her?

“Oh, and for you, pumpkin. Bandanas and a real plastic tea set, with unbreakable plates.” He points to another box under the easel box. No more using actual ceramic mugs. Or cleaning up broken ones.

Oh, daddy. She bounces and claps.

“We have very creative children.” He grins.

Yes, we do. And we have the means to indulge them.

We go into the store to get a box of permanent markers for 5 bucks and come out of the store spending over five hundred dollars. He had to get the most expensive one, and all the accessories. Extra school supplies, he justifies.

Yeah, right Santa Claus. Every day could be Christmas with him.

“Where are we going to put these things?” I ponder as he finds room in the SUV to fit them in.

“Your office. You never write in there, anyway. It’s perfect for the kids’ art room. Less mess in their bedrooms.”

Of course. “It’s down the hall from our bedroom.” I point out. 

“So, we can hear if anything breaks.” Oh, he has an answer for everything.

We get in the SUV and buckle up. “Oh, and it’s time for a new car, anyway.”

I glance at him, shake my head. With him often wanting to up-grade to whenever newer version of something coming out, it doesn’t surprise me it would be our cars next.

“What’s wrong with your Renegade?”

He shakes his head. “I could, it’s 3 years old. But, you need a new car, to fit us all.” He winks at me. The SUV comfortably fits 5, with a sixth we will need a newer and bigger vehicle. Ugh, probably the dreaded Mini van.

“Let’s wait till the summer.”

Yeah, right. Even as he nods in agreement, we’ll be shopping for a newer model sooner. We arrive home with our new gifts. The kids love setting them up. Everyone’s happy.

I even get to settle into a half an hour nap/rest for a bit before dinner, which Jay sets up.

Mac and I even have time to bake tonight. His baking has progressed to quick breads. After dinner, he makes banana bread. Liana and I assist. She stirs, I prep the pan and pour, while Mac directs us in French. Jay and Ben join us after to enjoy a slice of delicious bread. Avec Amour, ah, he does cook with love.

I was driving up to pick up Ben this past Tuesday, when he got in the SUV, and said his teacher wanted to see me, if I have a few minutes. I sigh. Is he in trouble? No, Ben makes a face. OK, I park, take the twins out of their car seats, and we all go visit Ben’s teacher.

Her door is open as I give a knock. 

She looks over, happy to see us.

“Hi, you needed to see me? Don’t mean to be rude, but I’m limited on time.”

“Oh, yes. It’s just a re-cap.” She moves the twins to the far corner. “Here, let’s get the little ones coloring over here.” She gets markers and paper for the twins, has them sit down.

“Uh, Ben, would you mind bringing this to the office? She hands him a folder. “Thank you.”

Sure.

She waits until he is out of the room. motions me toward her desk. I glance at the twins coloring before I step closer to her.

“Um, I was concerned about your health. Ben said you have been sick.” She begins.

I nod. “Yeah, caught that bug twice around Christmas.”

“And Ben told me, Mr. Stryde brings the kids to school every morning.”

“Yeah, it works with our schedules. Is Ben having any problems?”

No, no,” she shakes her head. “It’s just, well, I asked Ben how you’ve been doing. And he said, uh, you were sick over the holiday, and it was really hard on all of you.”

OK.

“But then he said, uh, that you used to be upset, but now Mr. Stryde is happy. Ben said, uh, he hasn’t seen the two of you happier in a while.”

OK.

“And that you’re mostly sick, in the mornings.” She looks at me, as if to cue me. I don’t respond.

“And his dad goes around humming. Umm.” She pauses. “Uh, I don’t mean to intrude, but when are you due?”

I look at her for a few seconds. Let out a sigh. “Early September.” a small smile creeps on my face. “Mrs. Allen, we will tell our kids soon enough. It’s uh, you know, don’t want anything bad to happen.”

“Oh, oh, no, I didn’t say anything to Ben, I figured you would. Congratulations. I am really happy for you.”

I thank her.

Ben comes back.

I thank her again, and we head out.

He is concerned as we get in the SUV. I reassure him, it was all good. She wanted to let me know how good he’s doing.

I think that was the incentive to sit Ben down that night, and let him know why his dad is ‘happy’ that I’ve been sick.

At first, Ben has a blank look on his face. Pregnant? Yeah, pregnant. Ain’t I too old to have a baby? No. He doesn’t have to change diapers, doesn’t he? No. We ask him not to tell the twins yet. OK, he sighs, then goes back to his gaming.

This past week, I also paid a short visit to my doctor, Maggie. I went to her office before I picked up the twins and asked to briefly see her. She came out. As she came up to me, I held my grin and nodded. She is perplexed at first then caught on. Instantly she hugged me, was so happy for me, for us. It’s almost like she predicted it. She shakes her head, naw, just statistics.

Also, Jay found an artist/teacher who gives private art instructions and exploration for young children. Thus, we added private art lessons for the twins beginning in February at 2 pm on Mondays. This is how our lives get busier. But it’s all good.

This past Thursday, Jay even did some research on the development of 3- to 5-year-olds. Using the internet, appropriately this time, he pulls up an article online after dinner.

“Hey, Meri, get this, it says between 3 and 5 years old, a child draws images with meaning, and starts to develop symbolic thinking. At three, they actually start to create. And it’s an important milestone, get this, it means your child understands that lines on the paper can represent something in real life, like a person, or house. The child also gets the difference between writing and drawing. Lee handed me a drawing the other day, and made up a whole story, with these scribbles. Is that why the teacher writes the words under the scribbles?” Yeah, he’s catching on to early childhood education.

“That is the beginning of writing.” 

“That’s cool. Lee could be an author like you.”

“It’s more to it, Jay. All kids scribble.” I rinse the dishes.

“Of course. This article says, they experiment with letters in their own name, as its most familiar to them. That makes sense. We say and write their name enough. I notice Lee mimicking me when I write, thought she just wanted my attention.”

“That’s how they develop and learn to write, even though they don’t look like letters, yet.”

He keeps reading. “They also learn the symbols of the letters represent actual real things, so instead of just a crude line, there are often long and short lines to denote the shape of the letters. It says, it doesn’t matter if they are technically words, this is a milestone that means your child is understanding that text and written words have meanings. That’s cool. Can we do something to encourage it?”

“I know. I already did. What do you think I did all last year, with our Academic Mat, I was preparing them to pick up the skills when they were ready. There is a lot of research on it, if you start early, they can excel in school later.”

“We already have them in preschool. I never went.”

“It’s not really formal lessons like in grade school.” I finish loading the dishwasher.

“I get that. Hey, this one article said you don’t have to teach. Let them experiment and explore and be there to guide them. There is an independence that will also make them more confident, competent, and clever. Yeah, my kids are going to be creative masters.”

“Creative Masters? Your kids? Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself?” I start the dishwasher. 

“OK, our kids. No, all I need to do is sit nearby, watch them, and enjoy my child’s discovery and creation. That’s the guidance I should give, says this article. We need to have a variety of art materials, for them to create.”

I nod as I move over to the couch.

“Do we have these? Besides crayons, markers, paint brushes. Oh, they can paint with cotton balls, Q tips, sponges. Really? Have them rub the crayon over textured surfaces. Hey, we did that with a penny when I was little. Or draw on the sidewalk with chalk. We used to do it as kids.”

“Let’s not get too crazy with the powdered paint or glitter. It’s a pain to clean up.” I sit down, lean back. Chores done.

“Yeah, glitter sticks to everything.” Coming over to the couch holding his laptop, he makes a face.

I make no comment on what he is referring to, when I dumped red glitter all over him to get his attention last fall.

“Scoot over.” He sits down as I pull up my legs. “No, they can play with playdough, or oh, oh, colored food dyes. They can make tie dyes. Oh, not just that onesie, we can have all the kids have tie -dyed shirts.” He’s getting into this. 

“Yup. Art also helps them convey their emotions,” I point 

out. “Instead of a tantrum, give them some play dough or paper and crayons and have them draw, and express themselves and make sense of intense feelings, too.” I stretch my feet on his lap, getting comfortable. I’m feeling tired.

“That’s good too. You notice Liana doesn’t throw tantrums like she did last spring.” 

“She’s older, learned to restrain her emotions, and express them in her creative endeavors at school.” I agree with him. “Plus, when she gets overwhelmed, she does her breathing, so it doesn’t

escalade.”

“It says we can teach them to write more, like have them make out a shopping list with their scribbles, and we can pretend to go shopping. Just take their attempts seriously.”

“Seriously? When was the last time you took them to the store by yourself, Jay? I end up with twice as much stuff in the cart. Ugh. Give them a coloring book and they can scribble.”

“We already do. It says to praise them whenever they bring anything home. We pin up their great masterpieces on the frig.”

You know, we should have an art board, so it shows more of their artwork.” I suggest. Not much room left on the fridge door.

He nods.

“Hey, that’s a short project you can handle.” I tap my foot on his leg.

He taps my foot in respond, yeah, OK, he can put up a poster board in our ‘new’ kids’ art room.

“Umm, it says, most importantly let your children tap into the magic of their own imaginations. That’s cool. I’m going to visit the education department and get more ideas.”

I know he will. Another new shiny project for him to chase. “You do that. In the meantime, can you rub my feet, sweetie.” 

He makes a face, but puts down his laptop and picks up my foot. Ahhh, that’s nice.

With everything else going on, he’s put another project on his plate. Hopefully, he’ll get something accomplished before he darts off to another endeavor outside our home.

So that leaves me to today, Sunday, the last day of the month. I managed to shot off a short email to Tim, as I was sick, I was unable to review year end records from Golden Production until this week. We barely broke even. Both he and his secretary, Lisa took off half of December, as schools were out. It’s OK. They will both get paid.

Jay is coming down the hall, having put the kids to sleep. Will pause my journaling, we are going to do our end of month eval of how we are doing as a couple and family.

“Hey, you ready?” He comes in and locks the door.

“Just about.” I save my document.

“How’s this documentary coming?” he teases me.

“Good.” I told him I will be documenting this pregnancy, being it is our last, and write whatever he and I experience, as not to forget. It will help us to remember this time, that is so special between us. Journaling almost daily, I focus on writing as much as I can, so it can be fresh. I turn off my laptop.

He climbs into bed. “Can we nutshell this? I’m a bit tired.” 

“I’ll drive the kids tomorrow.” I slip in on my side.

“Are you up for it? You’re still sick in the mornings.”

“Not as intense. so maybe it’s passing.”

“Good to know. Just take it easy, Meri. I’m okay with taking on morning mayhem. The kids know the routine. Lee doesn’t squawk when getting dressed now. Miss Melody does her hair. So, we’re good. You need to rest.”

“Thank you. Your support means a lot.”

He nods. “Weeza team. We can do this together.”

I reach for his hand, give it a squeeze.

“Oh, you haven’t told Campbell, yet.”

I shake my head. “He’ll hear it with the announcement when you tell John next month. But he has been bugging me, to come to L. A. soon. They got most everything set up, ready to start filming.” My script EACH is actually going to be made into a movie. That is so cool.

“I don’t think you should travel right now.”

I nod. We don’t want to take any extra chances.

“You can visit the set when we go in May.” Jay shakes his head. He doesn’t like Mark much, going back to the manipulative stunts Mark pulled when Jay was filming Courage, Captain with him almost 4 years ago. He’s forgiven Mark since, so he’s OK with me working with him. He is a good director, abate his unorthodox methods.

“Something to do while you’re filming.” I add. I don’t want to hang around his set, especially with the kids. They get antsy and in the way. He understands that.

“OK, our Monthly Refresh to Express Meeting now called to order.” Sitting beside me, he taps his fisted hand lightly down as a gavel.

“Jay, it’s not that formal.”

“OK, any big concerns?” He starts right up.

“Umm, keeping up with overscheduling. What can be flexible?” 

“Wednesday, horseback riding lessons for the twins. We go on Saturday.”

I nod. “You have enough time for your side projects? You go back to the gym tomorrow, yes.” He’s not going to restrict his life completely. He needs to have his own time for himself. We’ve been together 4 and a half years, I know when he needs to free himself, to expand to his immense curiosity and energy he has.

He nods. He’s cut back exercising due to my being extra sick this month. “Oh, but when they start up with laying the foundation and putting in the new playground, I may be gone a few dinners. It shouldn’t be till mid-March though, and no more than a few hours. Oh, I have to call Mr. Sables.” He’s only on the playground project. So much simpler to handle than the ten committees that pulled so much of him away from us last fall.

“Just let me know when.”

He nods and reviews the paper. 

“Oh, I think we may have to schedule time for your collaboration on the story Crutches.” I mention.

“Oh? Oh, yeah. You’ve been kinda sick lately. I don’t want to push it.”

“Well, that’ll soon pass, in a couple of weeks.”

“How about any time after dinner, for half an hour, when the kids are busy, but before bathtime? Play it by ear.”

“OK. I’ll pencil it in.”

“Anything else on the schedule that needs adjustment?” He scans our crowded schedule.

“Our date night.” I bring up.

“Where?” He takes the sheet and looks it over.

“Exactly. When can we fit it in?”

He shrugs. “Let’s be spontaneous.”

“Yeah, where?” That worked when we didn’t have three kids.

“Nothing scheduled on Thursday, evening.”

“But Friday mornings are crazy. How about Saturdays? After riding.”

“Saturday night. We can stay out late and be naughty.” He tee hees and hands me back the paper.

“Hire a sitter.”

“Done.” He leans in for a kiss. “This is much better than us fighting.”

It is. Part of Stanfield’s recommendations he sent later after our intense therapy session in November were to talk about how we want to plan our lives, together and separately, which can cut out a lot of unneeded and unwanted interruptions. I like it because I know what to expect, he likes it cuz he has guidelines to follow and not get sidetracked. We both like it as it has helped us minimize fights about those miscommunications and feeling neglected.

Yeah. That reminds me. I draw back from our kiss. “Oh, we should schedule, you know.”

He gives me an odd look.

“Our love making.” Odd concept to plan but our lives are too busy. He has this need more than I do, so it’s not fair to him that he does his best to work on my needs, and I don’t do the same for him. I have learned every intimate union with him doesn’t have to be divinely inspired or earth moving. It’s a thread of a connection like all the other ways we can relate to each other, that makes us stronger together.

“Any night is fine with me, babe,” he grins wicked, chuckles. Of course it is. “Once you feel up to it.”

Yeha, it’s been sporadic this month, as I have been so tired and sick. He’s been patient, though.

“I can’t be too tired. Uh, so, Sunday night? Get the kids to bed early.”

“Unless our date night includes it, too. I’m liking our weekends already.” He smiles. Oh, yeah, Saturday date night, how quick he put those together.

“You would. Well.” I’m not against that plan, but it has to be adjusted. Part of our amendment as a couple was not to instantly shoot down any idea the other has, but to give alternatives if it doesn’t fit.

“How about a quick connection on Wednesdays, just simple, and sweet, when we can, and you’re up to it. And either night on the weekends.” He gives a slight variation. “And if life gets in the way, we can roll with it.”

“Twice a week, um. We can work on that, when I’m up to it.” I agree. It would make him very content.

“Thank you. Will circle those days. Anything else?” He yawns. He’s tired. I’m about there.

“Any other concerns?” I ask. “You’re not mad at me about anything, are you? Or feeling guilty so to want to make me mad?”

Jay shakes his head, give me that what look. “Not lately.” 

“I’m not making you do anything you don’t want to do?” I have to check.

He grins as he shakes his head. “Nope. All done, freely. Even holding your head as you throw up.” He makes a face. It’s not a pretty sight. But it’s all part of this pregnancy he’s wanted more than anything.

“OK, so, no stirring wars within you, this month?” I have to be sure.

He shakes his head again. “I’m owning my own. Uh, do you see any dark clouds in the distance? You can call Stanfield if any of my demons escape. OK?”

Not really. He’s home most nights, he lets me know if he’s going to be late, he’s attentive when needed, and he’s a great dad and partner now. Plus, he has been right with me when I’ve gotten sick, being more than comforting, and cleaned it up without a grumble. “Nope, we’re working on us.” I tap his hand. “We’re good. Thank you.”

We lay down, side by side. He rubs my belly. “Nine weeks, babe. 31 to go.”

“Keep praying this trimester is without drama. I would be devastated.” My voice chokes up. I look away. I still fear a miscarriage, as much as I have been good to not think about it much. Being I’ve been sick a lot more, although I don’t like it, I think that’s a good sign.

He puts his fingers to my lips, leans closer. “Don’t go there. This baby will be born healthy and whole. I know it.” He rubs my belly again. “Ours, you and me. Two unstoppable forces, when we work together.”

I take a deep breath, let out my anxiety. “OK. Can you put that enthusiasm in a bottle, so I can take it? When I feel scared.” I take his hand. Sometimes he has more faith than I do. 

“Sure.” He gives me a sweet kiss. “Hey,” he glances at the calendar. “What day is today?”

“Sunday.” He should know what day it is.

“Night.” He gives me another sweet kiss, leaning me back. “Schedule time, babe,” he wiggles into me.

I grin, running my fingers through his dark silky hair. Oh, yeah, he’s keeping with our schedule. “I thought you were tired.” I gaze at his gorgeous face, into those soulful, mischievous, cinnamon brown eyes, hints of wistful wonder, and a twinkle of playfulness, gazing back at me, grinning that gorgeous smile that make me sigh. Sigh.

“Naw,” he squashes his yawn as he nibbles down my neck.

He’ll be snoring five minutes afterwards... but in the meantime, while I have some energy...
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Chapter 2

February Fluctuating Follies
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Ugh. Too much. This morning, I manage to make it to the toilet. Jay is beside me on the second upchuck. He holds my hair back, rubs my back, shhh to comfort me. When the nauseous wave is over, I lean back on my heels, eyes closed, panting. Got through it. Jay thankfully closes the lid, and flushes. 

“That wasn’t that long, this time.” He is up, and returns with a warm face cloth, gently brushes back my hair, wipes my face. He hands it to me to wipe my mouth. He has the cup of water ready for me to rinse and spit. Helping me up, he tucks me back in bed. Before I can thank him, he has Yanni on low. He tells me to rest, he’ll get the kids up soon.

He returns within a few minutes, with my ginger tea, orange slices and his coffee. He helps adjust my pillows so I’m comfortable, he’ll get my oatmeal before they leave. He sips his coffee as I sip my tea, and we enjoy a few moments of quiet togetherness. This is how the First of February starts. Hopefully by the end of the month, this yuck part will be over. 

I feel a bit better, enough to wish the kids a good day as he takes them to school, as he has been doing every morning. Yet today he will return to the gym before his philosophy class this morning. And stay in Boulder, having time for himself.

Our schedules are mostly the same as in January, but for a few adjustments. On Monday and Wednesday, after he drops the kids off at school, Jay can have his free days back. Like we used to, that he needs to. To change to that adjustment, I order him to this morning. I’m OK, the waves of nausea aren’t that bad. Half a lie, but it gets him up and motivated to start doing activities he used to do: exercise, cycling and hanging with his bike buddies. Yeah, but I’m still sick, he resists leaving me for too long. I’ll be OK, I get to stay in bed, as much as I want, anyway. He needs to get back in shape for his role coming up, I remind him. OK. He’ll call me later. OK. I’m determined to head us back to “normality” this month. He needs his freedom and separate interests. Not that I’m being completely altruistic, he gets to be a bear without them.

I don’t tell him, but this morning sickness has been like a tenacious pit bull these past couple of weeks. I do manage to roll out of bed around 10, take a shower and get ready by noon, nibble on something, oranges and mash potatoes seem to do the trick to subdue my queasiness, before I to go down and pick up the twins by 1:30 pm.

The afternoons won’t change with their after-school activities: Art lessons on Mondays which begin today, (we dropped Liana’s dance class for now) and Mac’s speech on Wednesday.

Jay will get in his work outs, his classes and socializing and then meet us at the library by 4 pm. He and Ben have been picking up the dinners, and we all meet back home after 5. Hopefully I get through dinner before the fatigue hits, and I retire on the couch like an old lady.

Tuesday/Thursdays haven’t changed much either. They are more compact. Jay still drops the kids off at school, but he’s teaching most of the day, and we don’t meet up. I can still pick up the twins, take them to tumbling gym class, then pick up Ben and go to the library for their tutoring. I’m sitting most of the time, so I’m OK.

As cumbersome as the adjustments to the difficulties of pregnancy are, it has given me time to slow down, and think, sort through ideas and ponder as I get to rest by myself in the mornings.

I’ve come to realize we go through spurts of intensity between Jay and I, after there is a lull, where it’s mostly day to day stuff we do, and that’s OK. Perhaps as to rest, or recharge from all the prior stress. We don’t need to be intense for too long. It would burn us both out. When either of us need something more from the other, we tend to ask now. Weird, or maybe not weird, we shift as our needs adjust. Our schedule is only an outline, and with us, we have to remain flexible to allow it to change as warranted.

I don’t know about Jay, but I like the schedule as it reminds me, when it seems so much is going on, to take a deep breath, and follow the outline. It keeps us on track, but not going so fast as we are over doing it.

Oh, our trip to the car dealership will be delayed, as well. I haven’t had the energy, nor have we had the time to look. We still have months to go, so it’s no biggie.

And we had to postpone the horse lessons with the twins. As they are still quite young, and Liana almost fell off bouncing around, we reevaluated if they actually need lessons. They ride with us, anyway. Although Jay did take Ben over this last Wednesday after school to exercise our horses. Usually, we have one of the staff do that.

Jay is still on high wattage as usual, once his coffee kicks in. I’m so glad, relieved and thankful more of his focus is on us, and the kids. He’s been full-on parent since I’ve been sick in the mornings. He gets them up, dressed and out the door to school on time too. His greatest role, he sighs with a grin. But we both know they are a handful some days.

Jay still runs into ex committee members who hope he joins another council meeting. He tells me he kindly declines. He has too much to do as it is. 

Well, in saying that. I’ve lived with Jay long enough whether he intends it or not, something will change, with him, with his life, with a new interest, with another curiosity stirring within him. I don’t take it as something being taken from me anymore, but roundabout way of him not only growing, but including me in his journey of continual discoveries.

Not to say, he finds us dull. Far from it. We have many a discussion about our lives, how his day goes, or what he’s teaching. In the evenings, before dinner, Jay often tosses the ball to exercise Peat. The kids usually join him, although they don’t stay outside for long, except Liana. Like her dad, cold doesn’t bother her. She laughs, trying to throw, but drops the ball more often than not. Jay lightly corrects her, picks up the ball and tosses it out for Peat to chase. After he brings Peat around into the garage, near the dog washing station where Peat sleeps during the spring, and vacuums her fur, both to curb her shedding, and remove any debris she rolled in. She still goes to the groomer once a week. Jay has been taking her recently. I’ll soon take back that obligation.

He washes himself off, changes his shirt, before we sit down for dinner. There is often a round of different philosophical discussions, even Ben can participate in, as Jay draws from the information, he learns from the Critical Thinking class he is still taking. Last month, Jay instructed us in what a philosophical argument is (no, it is not fighting, he corrected Ben), the structure of a valid argument, being sound or not. This past week, he has introduced us to deductive vs inductive reasoning/ arguments. 

After clean up, we often crash on the couch, for some light T.V. If the twins join us, we usually watch Mr. Rogers, or the Magic School Bus, Nick at Nite, or even Winnie the Pooh. Ben usually goes off to do homework, but if he sits with us, it’s Red Dwarf, Top Gear or That 70’s Show. It’s no more than 30 minutes, followed by a bit of play, bath and bedtime.

As we move into February, as hesitant as I am to say it, as routine as we have made our lives lately, the more I like it. Well, Jay tolerates it. We know what is expected, no major jolts. There is a calm sense of security in that. Jay has been working to make it this way, as he is determined nothing upsets me and all my needs are provided for. As he promised he would be there with me 100 percent with this pregnancy. And he has been. I am more than impressed and grateful. I’ll find ways to show him.

After the kids are asleep, in our room settling to bed ourselves, we open up to deeper more adult themes of conversation, concerns for our kids, and his latest, newest budding passion – I never would have guessed – to find our baby’s name.

He’s trying to persuade me to pick a girl’s name, when we don’t know if it’s a girl, and I don’t want to know.

He ran out of his ‘favorite’ names, which really aren’t favorites, but only the ones on the top of his head, so he is now reading out of the baby book, like an antiqued novel. We are at D. 

“Darcy? No. Dakota? No. Danielle?”

“No. But did you see the cute house Danielle and Marcel bought?” I tell him of our French nanny the kids had last summer.

“Yeah, you showed me. It’s cute.”

“She’s invited us to visit.”

Jay holds his grin, sighs. Yeah. “Maybe next year. Have you told her yet?”

“No, the announcement will go out when John lets the media know, end of this month. Like we agreed.”

Yeah, he gives me that what are we waiting for look. I’m fine. No issues out of the ordinary so far. He’s been more than stellar holding the news. 

“Just a couple more weeks, and then you’ll get endless questions, OK?” I pat
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