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Chapter 1: Wild Goats, Thirteen Going On Twenty, and the Joy of Teenaged Boys
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The quest for a civilized breakfast began as it always did, with a BANG as the twins came stampeding down the stairs like a herd of wild mountain goats: hair flying, shoes untied, sleep only half washed from their eyes.  

They shoved their shirttails into their jeans as they came, like they were in a contest to see who would be first to complete the process of dressing on the way to the breakfast table.  The house shook and floor timbers boomed from the impact as the two tow-headed, freckle-faced imps jumped over the last two steps and landed hard on the floor with both feet, signaling their arrival downstairs.

Racing to the table, they detoured through the kitchen and made a run by the stove to snatch oven-hot biscuits off the pan, nearly spinning it off the counter.  I swung a wooden spoon at one little rear end, but the owner tucked his butt and kept running, and I missed by a full inch.  I brandished the spoon at them instead.

“Sit down!  Hush up!  Act like you’ve got some manners!  Did you two wash your faces and brush your teeth?”

The hollering that came back to me sounded more like a squabble over who had dibs on my homemade strawberry jam than a polite response to my motherly query.  Shaking my head and clucking like an old hen, I turned back to the chore of scrambling a dozen eggs in a hot, buttered skillet on the stove.

“I swear, y’all are gonna be as toothless as your Uncle Jesse one of these days.  You’re already as wild as he was.” 

I hadn’t hardly gotten over that when Miss Caroline came waltzing down in a blue striped pinafore and a frilly blouse.  She was trying to get a bow tied into the back of her hair.  

My mouth fell open when I saw she’d been into my cosmetics drawer.  Eyes lined in black, eyelids painted blue as cornflowers, lips as red as the nose on Rudolph’s face. 

And her barely thirteen years old.

“Mama,” she whined, “I can’t get this bow fixed.  Help me!”

I pointed back up the stairs with the wooden spoon.

“Caroline Gentry, you march right back upstairs and get your face washed!”

“I already washed my face, Mama.”  Stopping in front of me, she pirouetted and presented me with her back.  “I can’t tie this ribbon straight.  Will you tie it for me?  And don’t pull.”

“Then don’t squirm.”  

I laid the spoon across the top of the egg pan and studied the situation.  

Caroline had combed the top half of her hair back and was trying unsuccessfully to tie the bow around it without benefit of a band.  I got one from a drawer and went to work creating a bow that draped prettily down the back of her golden locks.  I gave it one last, quick tug to tighten it, and declared it done.

“Now you go do like I said, miss, and be quick about it.  Breakfast is almost ready.”  

I picked up the spoon and went back to work on the eggs.  

“Oh, I’m not hungry, Mama.  Besides, I’ve got to go now.  I’m meeting Frankie Devon at the crossroads.  He’s gonna walk me to school.”

All signs of intelligence fled her face, replaced by a dreamy smile.  My mouth dropped open for the second time that day.  

Ralph Devon’s boy Frankie was on his way to sixteen years old and didn’t need to be anywhere near our little Caroline in an unsupervised manner.  It was only a ten-minute walk to the school, and school didn’t start for another hour.  

Clearly mischief had been planned.  

“Oh, no you’re not, young lady.  Now you get back upstairs and make yourself presentable for the breakfast table before your Daddy gets in here and sees you painted up like that!”

Caroline stamped her foot and her eyes welled up with tears, and we argued for a minute.  

But in the end, she turned away and went upstairs to do my bidding.  Not a moment too soon, either.  She hadn’t hardly reached the top of the landing before the back door opened and her Daddy let himself in.

Even after getting me with five children, Rupert Gentry still made my heart do little flub-de-lubs.  He had hair the color of sunlight, teeth so white and even they were the envy of the county, and muscles built from years of working on a farm.  A good provider and a good father to his children, my Ru was the love of my life.  

I turned my cheek up for him to kiss, even though I did detect a faint whiff of cow manure about him.  He gave me a quick smooch and went over to the washbowl and lathered up his hands.

“Abby, old Bess has an oozing ulcer on her udder and we’re clean out of ointment.”

I grimaced.  My hero had a knack for less-than-appropriate breakfast conversation.  

Eggs were done.  I scraped them onto a platter and started piling bacon and sausage around the steaming yellow curds.

“Call for Doc Vestal,” I said.  “And while you’re at it, have him look at the goat and see what’s wrong with her hoof.  She doesn’t want to put any weight on it, and I can’t find a problem.”

Eggs plated, I began loading biscuits into a linen-lined basket.  Rupert took a scrub brush to his fingernails and shook his head.  

“We ain’t got no money for Doc Vestal.  I just need you to hop over to the Vance’s after breakfast and borrow some of their ointment.  Tell Jester I’ll pay him back in a few weeks.”

“Ru, I ain’t got time to do that.  You know I’m hosting a wedding here this afternoon, and I have half a million things to do.  You’re going to have to send Bubba.”

As if on cue, our oldest boy made his entrance through the back door.  He smelled of machine oil and tractor grease and displayed smudged evidence of both on his face and hands.  The ground-in grease around his fingernails came clearly into my focus when he reached into the basket for a hot biscuit.  I caught up my wooden spoon and rapped him sharp across the knuckles.  

“Get your hand out of there, Bubba!  Get over to the wash bowl and get ‘em clean.”

“But Mama, I’ve been up since before sunup, and I’m about to starve—”

“You ain’t gonna starve in the next thirty seconds.  Now get washed up for the table.”

Rupert toweled his hands dry, listening, and stepped aside so Bubba could take his place at the washbowl.

“I know you’ve got wedding plans to attend to, Abbs, but Bubba and I need to finish getting the crops in the ground today or he really will starve next winter, along with the rest of us.”  

“And I gotta get the tractor running for that,” Bubba added, “or we’re gonna be planting by hand.”  

He pushed up his sleeves and bent over the wash basin, displaying an amazing amount of butt-crack at the top of his jeans.  It made me tired to see it.

“Bubba, pull your britches up,” I said.  

He did, leaving wet prints on the fabric.

“Abby, I tell you what.” Rupert hung the towel back on the rack in an orderly fashion.  He came over and laid his arms across my shoulders, locking his fingers behind my neck.  I let my arms go round his waist and he snugged me up close, his blue eyes fixed on a spot on the wall behind me.  “If you’ll run over to the Vance’s and get me some ointment for the cow, the next time I have a bit of money, we’ll go down the mountain to the city and I’ll buy you some pretty fabric for a dress.”  His eyes lowered and met mine.  “What do you say to that?”

Well, I never could say no to that man.  Though there’d been a night a couple of months ago when I should have.  But Ru didn’t know about that yet, and I wasn’t quite ready to spill that particular bucket of hog slop into the trough. We swayed back and forth a few times like we were dancing, and I grinned up at him.

“Make it a movie at that fancy new theater instead, and you’ve got yourself a deal.”  

He grinned back, and we sealed it with a kiss.  Pushing him away, I handed him the basket of biscuits and the platter of eggs and breakfast meat.  

“Here.  Take these over to the table and I’ll bring the coffee.”

Natalie, our fifth child, had arrived downstairs by then and
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