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To all those quilt makers
 who use their considerable needlework talents to help others,
 particularly those who are working so hard to Quilt for a Cure.
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PROLOGUE

Most of the time Kendra Taylor found that spending time with her nieces helped fill an empty space inside her. When Alison or Hannah wrapped their chubby arms around her neck or planted a sloppy kiss on her cheek, her primary feeling was gratitude that she and their mother, her younger sister, had finally built a bridge across the abyss of their dysfunctional childhood.
But “most of the time” also meant there were moments, like this one, when Kendra found herself wishing for more than a day, or even a week, when she and her husband, Isaac, could enjoy the high-voltage electricity of children in their lives. Now, as she watched four-year-old Alison shove a red-and-white Santa Claus hat over her copper Orphan Annie curls, she felt a pang she knew too well.
“They’re something, aren’t they?”
She turned at her husband’s voice, and saw that Isaac had moved up beside her and was smiling at the little girls, who had woven their way into the crowd of onlookers enjoying the National Christmas Tree on the Ellipse in Washington, D.C. In the background, the White House stood sentinel, as if to discourage snowflake intruders, but the air was chill and promising. Even the most powerful family in the nation might not be able to stop a light dusting later that evening.
“They are that,” Kendra said, over the warbling of a high-school ensemble faithfully recounting “The Night Before Christmas” for everybody’s enjoyment. “The girls know how to get what they want.”
Without shoving or asking for favors, the girls had wormed themselves into front-row positions. Hannah, nearly eight, was instructing her sister on how close she was allowed, but Jamie, their mother, stood two rows behind, near enough to make a lunge in case the ebullient Alison decided to ignore her. There were model trains to tempt any little girl, and fifty additional trees, one for every state. Jamie was taking no chances.
“It’s been a great visit,” Isaac said.
Kendra linked arms with him and for just a moment rested her head against his shoulder. Jamie’s arrival had been a surprise. They hadn’t seen her since Labor Day, when she and her daughters had flown in to present the plans Jamie had drawn up for a small guest cabin on the property Kendra and Isaac owned in the Shenandoah Valley. Then, on the past Friday, after Kendra had casually mentioned on the phone that she and Isaac had nothing going on that weekend, Jamie and the girls had flown in to surprise them. Since they were scheduled to return in two weeks—on Christmas Eve—this additional trip was puzzling.
To their left, two laughing young couples were shouting down the seconds until five o’clock, when 75,000 lights would glow among the branches. Kendra watched Alison clap her hands as the lights finally came on and the magnificent blue spruce was magically transformed.
“I hate to see them leave, even though they’ll be coming right back,” Kendra said.
“Jamie’s going to be looking for an internship as soon as she finishes her master’s. Has she said where she plans to settle? Could this visit have anything to do with job hunting?”
“She’s been surprisingly evasive.”
Isaac glanced down at her. “What do you think that means?”
“Maybe she knows I’ll disapprove?”
Isaac wasn’t classically handsome, but he was easy to look at, tall and broad shouldered, hair and eyes a warm golden-brown, and these days wearing an expression of contentment that softened his strong features. Now he sent her the ghost of a smile as he touched her chin with a gloved finger.
“You don’t think Jamie’s beyond needing your approval, K.C.?”
When Isaac looked at her sister, Kendra knew he saw the redesigned Jamie, the only one he’d ever known. Sometimes she envied him that view. Yes, the Jamie she saw was at least partly that responsible adult, the excellent mother and fabulous cook, the talented student architect, the forthright young woman who never made self-serving excuses for wandering aimlessly, dangerously, through her young adulthood. This mature Jamie freely admitted to her failures and counseled others to avoid the same traps that had snared her. She was wise, forgiving and hungry to make amends.
But what about the other Jamie, the sister who had disappeared for years, who had given no thought to the pain she caused, who had brought two daughters into the world without allowing Kendra access to them? Unfortunately, that Jamie still lurked at the periphery of Kendra’s vision. In Kendra’s worst nightmares, that Jamie returned, and in an instant their newly established rapport vanished, her nieces were snatched from her life and she and Isaac were left alone again. Without Jamie, without the girls, without hope that children would ever be part of their days.
“I’m not sure she needs my approval,” Kendra said. “But I do think she loves to avoid a hassle.”
“A pretty common trait. I don’t like hassles either, do you?”
She heard the gently veiled reminder to ease up. In the year and a half since Jamie had returned to Kendra’s life, she had been difficult to fault. She was a spontaneous, freewheeling mother, with few stated rules and a tendency to overlook precise bedtimes. But under the thin veneer of “anything goes,” the girls were learning a solid respect for others, a deep belief in their own abilities and the importance of making good decisions. Jamie seemed to be doing an excellent job.
“Worrying is deeply ingrained in me.” Kendra squeezed his arm, then let her own fall free so she could wind her scarf tighter around her neck. “And right now I’m worried about Alison. She looks beat.”
To her credit, apparently Jamie noticed that, too. As Kendra watched, Jamie stretched out her hand and rested it on Alison’s drooping shoulder. Whatever she said did the trick, because Alison wiggled her way to her mother’s side, and in a moment, dark-haired Hannah followed suit.
“Maybe she’ll take a nap while we put dinner together,” Isaac said.
Kendra doubted that, but she had squirreled away a couple of simple jigsaw puzzles and picture books for a quiet hour. In a moment, Jamie and the girls joined them. Kendra put her arm around Hannah’s shoulder, and Isaac bundled Alison into his arms and out of the flow of the crowd.
“You two ready to go home?” Kendra asked.
Hannah leaned against her aunt’s hip. She was blithely unaware that she shared her mother’s fine-boned beauty, and today she had garbed herself in a faded denim skirt, an adult-size sweatshirt that displayed Harry Potter’s Gryffindor crest, and olive-and-maroon-striped knee socks. For warmth the ensemble was covered by Kendra’s faux fur jacket, which fell past her knees. Her shoulder-length hair was tied on top of her head with an elastic shoestring. No amount of coaxing on Kendra’s part had convinced her that a barrette would be a better choice, or that a wool cap would be a welcome addition.
“Alison is ready. I would choose to stay, but there will be no living with her,” Hannah said.
Quelling a smile, Kendra squeezed her niece’s shoulder in commiseration. Hannah was an overly mature eight-year-old with a rich imagination, precise speech and a strong herding instinct. She kept Alison in line; sometimes Kendra suspected she kept Jamie in line, as well.
“This way we can beat the crowds to the Metro,” Kendra said. “And I’ve got hummus and pita chips to snack on while Uncle Isaac and I make dinner.”
With an expression of forbearance, Hannah ran ahead to catch up with Isaac and Alison, who were forging a path through the crowd. Kendra was left to pick her way with Jamie. They didn’t speak until the crowd had thinned and they were walking side by side toward the nearest Metrorail stop at McPherson Square for the ride under the Potomac into Arlington.
Jamie glanced at a man who was giving her a visual once-over. She tossed her dark hair over one shoulder and gave him a small smile, just enough to let him know she’d noticed his attention, but not enough to encourage him to approach. Then she turned back to Kendra, who, despite herself, was impressed with her sister’s easy confidence with men.
“I’m so glad we could make the trip,” Jamie said. “It was such a luxury to just hop a plane. All kinds of opportunities have opened up for me, now that I have access to my trust fund.”
Kendra had wondered how Jamie would deal with the unseemly amount of money she had recently inherited from their father’s estate. When Kendra’s share had been turned over to her eight years ago, she had left it where it was. She only used a fraction of the available interest for large purchases; most of the time she and Isaac lived within their means. Of course, knowing that they had no reason to save for a rainy day, no mortgage or car payments, meant that they could do almost anything they had the time to.
Until last year, when she had turned twenty-eight and her share had been turned over to her, Jamie had chosen to live on her own, without help or supervision from the estate. She had spent a lot of years counting pennies. The change had to be huge.
“I love being able to just get a ticket on the spur of the moment,” Jamie said, as if she were reading her sister’s thoughts. “But I still went to a broker for the cheapest deal. It’s ingrained in me. I go to the consignment shop to look for clothes for the girls. I clip coupons.” She gave a low, musical laugh. “I got three cans of creamed corn last week because the third one was free. I was halfway up the aisle before it hit me that none of us like creamed corn, and we don’t have to eat it ever again.”
“I tried to ignore the impact when the money came to me, but it’s pretty hard. I wondered how you felt.”
“I’m keeping most of the investments right where they are. Say what you will about Jimmy Dunkirk, but he knew the right people to watch over his money, and I don’t see any reason to change that now.”
Jimmy Dunkirk, their father, had died spectacularly—the way he’d lived—in a skydiving accident. Although he had been a careless, absentee father, he had managed to nurture the multiple millions left to him and turn it over to them on his death. Kendra would have preferred love and affection, but she was fairly certain money was the best Jimmy had been capable of.
Now she saw an opening and took it. “If nothing else, the money’ll help you get established after you graduate. I know you still have more than a year of graduate school. But have you made plans for what comes next?”
They had almost caught up to Isaac and the girls before Jamie answered. “Well, to some extent that depends.”
“What depends on what?” Isaac asked, as if he had been part of the conversation all along.
“I was quizzing Jamie about her future,” Kendra said.
They were interrupted by Alison, who pointed toward a shop across the sidewalk. A few minutes later the girls had to be prodded not to stand forever in front of the Santa display in the window. The moment to find out more about Jamie’s plans was lost.
They reached the Metro stop at last, and Jamie took Hannah’s hand for the escalator ride. Once they arrived at the proper platform, the girls took seats on a bench, and Isaac chatted with them. Kendra followed Jamie to the edge overlooking the rails. Somewhere, echoing in the distance, she could hear a lone violinist playing “Silent Night” for tips.
“Okay, I’ve been waiting for you to notice, and you haven’t,” Jamie said.
“Notice what?”
“What’s different about me.”
Kendra chewed her lip in concentration. “Since Labor Day?”
“Uh-huh.”
Kendra gazed at her sister. Jamie’s hair—one shade from black—was still halfway down her back, falling in waves from a deep widow’s peak. The body under a bright pink ski jacket wasn’t visible, but Kendra hadn’t noticed that Jamie had gained or lost weight. She still wore her jeans tight enough to showcase a small waist and narrow hips. She still attracted attention just by the way she carried herself and met the eyes of any man who cared to look her way.
Isaac joined them, turned slightly so he could still see the girls. “I haven’t seen you smoke.”
Kendra realized he was right. “Did you quit?” she asked Jamie. “You’ve always been so careful about smoking outside that I just didn’t pay attention.”
“I quit.” Jamie nodded to Isaac. “Right after I got back to Michigan after Labor Day.”
“Good for you.” Kendra gently punched her sister’s arm.
“Yeah, way to go,” Isaac said.
Kendra heard the rumbling of a train heading their way. “What made you do it?”
“I never smoke when I’m pregnant.”
For a moment Kendra thought she’d heard her sister wrong. Then, when she realized she hadn’t, she searched for an explanation other than the obvious. Jamie was simply pointing out that she could stop and had already proved it twice. Now she was announcing that it was time to make that permanent.
But even as she ran through those possibilities in her mind, Kendra knew that wasn’t what her sister had meant at all. In her own way, Jamie had been answering Kendra’s question about her future. This was not a change of subject but an explanation. As that realization hit her, the void deep inside—the empty place that would never be filled with a child because she could never risk carrying one—throbbed in protest.
Jamie had already proven that she could get pregnant without making an effort. Double proof was sitting on the bench behind them. Hannah and Alison were the product of two casual relationships, and their arrival in the world had been unplanned.
“You’re pregnant?” she asked, as the train, not yet in sight, grew louder.
Jamie rested her hand on Kendra’s arm. “Not yet.”
Kendra tried to make sense of this. They were standing on the edge of a subway platform; people streamed by on their way from holiday events downtown. Isaac was beside her, and they were going home for a quiet family evening before Jamie and the girls disappeared again. But there was something here she didn’t understand, something large enough that Jamie had chosen this moment to play it down. She had needed the crowd, the rush, the noise, to make her announcement.
“I don’t get it,” Kendra said, and she heard the edge to her words. “You’ve decided to have another baby? While you’re in grad school? Is there a man in the picture? Somebody you’re in love with?”
“No, somebody else is in love with this man.” Jamie searched her sister’s face. Her smile was tentative. “You were asking about my plans for the future. Well, in the immediate future, I want to have another baby. Your baby, Ken. Yours and Isaac’s.”
Kendra stared speechlessly at her sister, but Jamie went on.
“I want to be your surrogate. I’m in perfect health, and my doctor’s given me the go-ahead. You can conceive, and I can carry. There’s nothing I want to do more, and I want to do it this summer, when I’ll have some of my basic graduate work behind me. I can live in the guest cabin out in the Valley—if it’s finished by then—and keep an eye on the crew building your new house and learn some things while I’m at it. You’re getting those plans for Christmas, by the way.”
“Jamie…”
Jamie held up her hand. “I can do some work on my own and take a break from formal classes until I’m sure what area I want to concentrate on. The timing’s right for me, and I know it’s right for you.”
The train appeared, then slowed as it approached the platform, but Kendra might as well have been standing on a newly discovered planet. She didn’t know the language to communicate what she was feeling. Somewhere deep inside she thought that the girls must have felt just this way as they waited, breaths held, for the Christmas tree to blaze into life.
Jamie rested her hand on Kendra’s arm. “Don’t make this hard, Ken. It’s easy. All you have to do is say yes. Let me do this for you and Isaac. Let me do it for all of us.”


1

Jamie Dunkirk could sell almost anything. Maybe her talents hadn’t always been put to the best uses, but in her twenty-nine years, she had proven her ability to make quick connections and convince likely targets they had to have whatever she was peddling. Without conceit, she knew that nobody was better at building excitement until a buyer was ready to take the plunge.
Still, nothing she had sold in all her years had been as difficult as selling Kendra and Isaac on her offer to carry their baby.
In the end, her sister and brother-in-law’s deep yearning for a child, not her own expert salesmanship, had prevailed. They hadn’t been easily swayed by words. They had considered and reconsidered all the things that could go wrong, then balanced them against the possibility of a baby, their very own baby, in their arms. The scales had been heavily tipped.
Now, if luck and Mother Nature did their part, one of the embryos a doctor had placed inside her three days ago was settling in for nine months of incredible changes. And when that baby emerged and she presented the squalling, sticky bundle to its rightful parents, Jamie knew she would finally have sold herself the most important commodity of all.
Forgiveness.
“Really!”
As so often happened, a living, breathing child interrupted Jamie’s train of thought. “Really, we have to be there,” Hannah said. “Are you sure we haven’t passed it?”
Jamie glanced at the passenger seat of her minivan and saw that once again her older daughter was tracing their route on the Virginia map with her index finger. A callus was sure to develop before they arrived in Toms Brook.
“The exit is just ahead,” Jamie said. “And Aunt Kendra’s still following us. Right? Don’t you think she would have called me on the cell phone if I passed the turn by mistake?”
Hannah looked frazzled, but Jamie couldn’t blame her. Since the end of May, their lives had changed so drastically that even the adaptable Hannah hadn’t been able to keep up. First they had terminated the lease on their house in Michigan—the only home Hannah really remembered—then they had packed their belongings and put most of them in storage. Finally Hannah and Alison had said goodbye to the friends and parents of friends who had peopled their little world. The future was a question mark, and even a whole week spent with Kendra and Isaac hadn’t cured Hannah’s anxiety about what was coming next.
Unfortunately that was just for starters. Hannah didn’t know that her mother might be pregnant with her aunt and uncle’s baby. There was plenty of time to tell her once the test was positive. The thought of explaining surrogacy to an eight-year-old, even one as mature and intelligent as Hannah, made Jamie long for the simplicity of the birds and the bees.
Hannah looked over her shoulder to see if Kendra really was following them. “I have to go to the bathroom.”
“Which is why I suggested that you forgo that last juice box.”
“Is there proof I wouldn’t have to go now, if I had?” She sounded more interested than combative.
Hannah’s analytical nature was Jamie’s reward for sleeping with Hannah’s father, a hotshot attorney. Larry Clousell wasn’t often on the scene. He didn’t like children and found parenting too complex to master in his brief interludes between high-profile court cases. Still, this little apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. More and more often Jamie saw flashes of Larry in their daughter, and she knew that before long, Hannah, too, would win every battle she engaged in. By the time Hannah was in college, no doubt Larry and Hannah would discover their similarities and become fast friends—after he apologized for more or less abandoning her as a child. Until then, this verbal sparring was Jamie’s penance.
“Hannah, what goes in must come out. That’s a general rule of physics, and it applies here. We’ll be there soon. You can wait.”
“You’re sure of that?”
Jamie lightly poked her in the arm. “Stop giving me a hard time. I’m tired, too.”
“I liked the old cabin.”
“You remember it?”
“Of course.” Hannah rarely pouted, but now she was doing a reasonable imitation. “It had character.”
Jamie tried not to smile. “Well, now the new cabin will have characters. Two of them. You and Alison. And your aunt and uncle say it’s very inviting.”
“Do we have to live there if we don’t like it?”
Jamie considered. “No.”
“You’re certain?”
“Who could be more certain? I’m in charge. There are plenty of other places to live. It’s just that this makes sense, don’t you think? The contractors are going to start building Uncle Isaac and Aunt Kendra’s new house using the plans I drew for them. We can live in the cabin, and I can be there to learn some things and watch it go up.”
“Why did the old one have to burn down?”
“Because somebody was careless with a cigarette. Another reason not to smoke.”
“You smoked.”
“And I quit.”
“Forever?”
“I hope so.”
“Why would you start again?”
Jamie wished they were already at the new cabin and the questions were finished. “Some things have a very strong pull, even when we know they’re bad for us. That’s why it’s a good idea not to start bad habits. Not starting is pretty easy. Quitting is not.”
“Like the people at First Step? The ones who are trying to quit using drugs?”
“You got it.”
“Is there a list of things I shouldn’t start? So I will know?”
“You learn them along the way. And I’ll be helping, so you don’t have to worry.”
“You might want to put them in writing. So I can check every once in a while.”
“I’ll take that under advisement.”
“Alison is lucky. She can sleep anywhere. I want to sleep, too, only I have to go to the bathroom.”
Jamie was delighted to see the Toms Brook exit sign. “Hold on, kiddo. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”
“That will be just about right.” Hannah closed her eyes.
The trip down I-81 had been scenic enough to remind Jamie what was in store for her. But now, turning off the highway and pulling over to give Kendra the lead, she let the cool green of pastures and the rise of mist-shrouded mountains blunt the fears she hadn’t shared with her daughter.
Jamie knew herself better than most people. She had spent a year as a client at First Step, a drug treatment program, then more years as a staff counselor. No professional played games with addicts, because nobody could ever beat one. Addicts were the ultimate gamesmen, so brutal truth was the rule of the day. Her fellow staff members had never been shy about ticking off a list of her faults. She was impulsive and idealistic. Her expectations, particularly of herself, were ridiculous. She was tactful when she should be forthright; she was too slow to give up on losers and too quick to forgive. She continually strove for absolution.
Ron Rosario, the director of First Step, had put it this way: “You’re not ever going to be content, Jamie, not until you make some sacrifice so huge that even you’ll feel you’ve made up for the bad times.”
So, knowing what she did about herself, Jamie had considered, then reconsidered, the extraordinary idea of becoming Kendra and Isaac’s surrogate.
She wasn’t sure when the idea had taken root. In September, after visiting them and seeing how delighted they were to spend time with her daughters, she had caught an interview on a morning news show with a woman who had carried her infertile sister’s baby.
The story hadn’t shocked her. She’d felt as if a question had been answered, a miracle had been witnessed. Somewhere inside, she must have nurtured this possibility, even if the words hadn’t surfaced. Because when she heard the woman recount the joys of giving her beloved sister a baby she could not bring into the world herself, Jamie had known, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that this was her mission, too.
But she was impulsive. She was prone to idealism. She knew it, had survived having it pounded into her psyche until she understood how she could be harmed by both. So she had researched. She had surfed Internet bulletin boards, spoken to a counselor at a local fertility clinic, consulted with her own doctor. She had scheduled a few personal sessions with Rosario—which were guaranteed to knock the stuffing out of any bad idea. And in the end, the resolve that had formed while she watched that morning news show had grown even stronger.
She would do for Kendra what Kendra could not do for herself because of childhood injuries. She would carry her child. And when she was done, she would hand over the baby to her sister and brother-in-law, knowing that no couple would be better parents or love it more. Selfishly, she would know that she had helped create a cousin for her own daughters, who would never have one otherwise. Together, she and Kendra would raise their beautiful children to be healthy, happy adults. This new generation would have the start that she and Kendra had not. This would be a rebirth of the Dunkirk family.
“So, okay, that last part’s a little over-the-top.”
Hannah opened her eyes. “What?”
Jamie realized she had been muttering out loud. “See, we’re at the top of the hill leading down to your aunt and uncle’s land. We’ll be there any minute.”
Alison shrieked, not an uncommon occurrence when she first awoke from a nap.
“You might want to drive faster,” Hannah advised.
“I want to get out!” Alison shrieked.
“Hold on tight.” Jamie made noises of sympathy to her youngest and leaned on the accelerator.
Fitch Crossing Road had a Toms Brook address, but the tiny Virginia town was some distance away. The road was narrow and windy. Houses dotted the borders. Some had the shady, inviting front porches of another age, where inhabitants met in the evening to chat or tell stories; others were brick boxes that relied on air-conditioners for relief from the heat and television for entertainment. But no matter which they preferred, neighbors here relied on each other for help and support, rarely on elected or paid officials. Two years before, Kendra had moved here for several months and had made a number of friends.
Although the cabin where Kendra had retreated no longer stood, plans to live permanently on the property had survived. Now Kendra and Isaac wanted to begin rebuilding, with an eye toward moving here in the near future. Kendra hoped to use her experience as an investigative reporter at the Washington Post to freelance or work on a book, and Isaac, who was the head of a fledgling environmental group that concentrated on the health of the nation’s rivers, hoped to move his office here, to the doorstep of the Shenandoah River, one of the waterways that needed his assistance.
Kendra braked, and Jamie followed suit. Then she trailed her sister down a long drive and slowed to a crawl.
“The driveway’s a lot better. I think they’ve widened it. They’ve certainly graded it, and this looks like brand-new gravel.”
“Gravel will be hard to ride a bike on.”
Hannah had learned the rudiments of bike riding, but she was still prone to the occasional spill. Jamie had to agree. Spills on gravel would be lethal.
“We’ll find good places for you to ride,” she promised.
“Will there be anybody to play with?”
“If there isn’t, I’ll pick up your friends and bring them here.”
“How will I make friends when it’s already summer?”
“The neighbors are nice. I wouldn’t worry too much. We’ll find friends.”
But even as she spoke, Jamie wondered how she and the girls would be greeted. Unless Kendra was completely open with the locals about the surrogacy, Jamie would simply appear to be an unwed mother. Having twice earned that title the normal way, she knew that not everybody would accept her or her children. For some people, the way a child came into the world was far more important than the child itself.
But even if the truth was widely known, there would still be people who felt what she was doing was unnatural and therefore wrong. They would not see that the act of giving birth to her sister’s child was an expression of love, a family miracle. She just hoped those people would keep to themselves and not upset her daughters.
Kendra pulled to a stop before Jamie expected. The ruins of the old cabin were gone, and Kendra parked in the clearing near where they’d been. To Jamie’s surprise, the new cabin that she had designed for her sister was nowhere in sight, although she had envisioned it on the western edge of the Taylors’ property.
She turned off the engine and got out, then opened a rear door to help Alison out of her seat. “Did you forget to tell me something?” she called to Kendra.
Kendra slammed her door and started toward the van. Sunlight picked out the subtle red highlights in a wealth of brown curls. She was poised and elegant, despite freckles and a generous mouth. Kendra would look equally at home on a polo pony or a yacht, but Jamie knew that what seemed to be an aloof sophistication was just a barrier she erected to keep trespassers away.
Now Kendra snapped her fingers. “Oh, darn, I forgot. We didn’t build your cabin after all. I guess you and the girls will have to camp out.”
Hannah’s eyes were wide. “Is there a tent large enough?”
Kendra ruffled her niece’s hair. “I was just teasing your mom. There is a cabin, but don’t worry, if you want to sleep in a tent some night, I’ll come down and camp with you.”
“Alison will want to come, too, and she is often afraid of noises.” Hannah eyed her sister, who was rubbing her eyes. “We could wait until she’s asleep.”
“Oh, I think I have a tent big and safe enough for all of us.”
“So what did you do with the cabin?” Jamie’s curiosity was simmering.
“I think you’ll be pleased.” Kendra pointed to a road winding through the woods that bordered the clearing. “We can drive right up to the front door, or we can walk and stretch our legs.”
“Little House in the Big Woods,” Hannah said. “Like the book.”
“This is more like Little House in the Tiny Woods.” Kendra draped an arm over her niece’s shoulders. “These woods were cleared sometime in recent history for timber, so there weren’t a lot of big trees to worry about when we selected a site for the cabin. We cleared away the scrub and left the nicest trees in place. I think you’ll love the view. You can see the river below.”
“Hannah, you’ll be okay?” Jamie asked, remembering their bathroom conversation. But Hannah nodded enthusiastically.
They didn’t have to walk for long. The road wound to the right, and a clearing opened up in front of them. Perched in the center was the cabin.
“And here’s your mommy’s masterpiece,” Kendra said.
Jamie stopped to take in the details. She had not envisioned her plan in this setting, yet it was picture-perfect. The cabin was simple, meant for an occasional weekend getaway until Kendra and Isaac’s new home was ready. Then it would function as a guesthouse or even an office. She had designed it with nearly as much square footage on the wraparound porch as inside. A loft rose over what was essentially one large room with a fireplace. A kitchen, bathroom and bedroom lined up along one side.
“For sentiment’s sake, we used a few of the logs we were able to save from Isaac’s grandmother’s cabin for the beams. And the stone from her foundation went into the fireplace. The new with the old.” Kendra faced her sister. “But it was never meant for a family, Jamie. You know that best of all. Are you sure you want to stay here? You have so many other options.”
Jamie had considered all of them. She’d thought about moving somewhere new to begin a job in an architectural firm. Staying in Michigan and finishing the last of her course work. Moving here. Moving to Arlington to be near Kendra and Isaac while she was pregnant with their baby. She knew if she did the latter Kendra could help with the girls and be active in every part of Jamie’s prenatal care.
In the end, she had discounted most of them. The first two options had seemed cruel. Jamie wanted her sister and brother-in-law to witness and participate as their child grew. And trips to and from Michigan, or anywhere else, would tire all of them unnecessarily, particularly if the first in vitro procedure didn’t work.
The last option, moving to Arlington, had presented a different set of problems. Jamie’s relationship with Kendra held promise, but so many things could still go wrong. The phrase “nipped in the bud” had been coined for situations like this one. She wasn’t sure their relationship would blossom if it was fussed over and cultivated with too much vigor. So in the end, she had chosen to be near, but not too near. She hoped she’d done the right thing.
Jamie shooed the girls in the direction of their new home, and they took off to explore, Alison’s short legs working double-time to keep up with her sister’s.
“We’ll give it a try, Ken, but I think we’ll be comfortable. You forget, at this age the girls don’t take up much space. I’ll take the loft, they can take the bedroom.”
“That’s what I thought you’d do. But you’re not afraid that climbing stairs will be a problem if…” Kendra fell silent, as if she was afraid that by speaking her greatest desire out loud, it would never come true.
“You’ve got to trust me. I have the most amazing pregnancies. A few steps up to a loft will mean nothing. And I wouldn’t let Alison sleep upstairs with Hannah. She’d swing from the rafters.”
“At least they’re sturdy rafters.”
Although Kendra was trying hard to make light of things, Jamie heard her sister’s fears. Everything in her life was changing, and so much of it was out of her control. As children, Kendra had been Jamie’s only reliable caretaker. Kendra, who was thirty-seven to Jamie’s twenty-nine, had been forced to grow up too soon and assume responsibility for her little sister because nobody else in their unstable family had any interest in doing so. So after a lifetime of being in charge, letting go, when so much was at stake, was alien and frightening.
“I know you’d like to watch over me, and wait on my girls hand and foot,” Jamie said. “I understand that. But we have to have our own life separate from yours and everything else that’s happening. Just don’t worry. I promise that you and Isaac will see lots of us over the next year. By the time this is finished and you’re changing diapers, you may wish we’d stayed in Michigan.”
“That’s not remotely possible.”
“When the baby comes, Ken, the girls and I need to have other things going for us. I want them to see this as a gift we gave you while we were going about our ordinary lives. I don’t want the next months to be all about the pregnancy. If they are, it’s going to be too hard for them—” she paused “—and me to move on the way we’ll need to.”
“I can see that.” Kendra released a deep breath. “It’s just that things could go wrong out here.”
Jamie thought about all the things that had gone wrong when Kendra had lived on this property. “You should know.”
“Touché.”
“I promise we won’t burn the place down. We’ll scare away varmints, and if we have a problem with trespassers, I’ll make sure to report them. I’ll have a telephone. We have neighbors. I have a car. There’s a hospital nearby, and a rescue squad. And being pregnant’s not an illness. Maybe we’ll move in with you for that last month or so. We’ll see. But for the time being, you have to relax.”
Hannah was up on the porch now, peering into the windows. “There’s furniture! Can we go in?”
“Leave the door open for Alison.”
Hannah disappeared. Jamie figured she would find the bathroom on her own, since the house was only about thirty-six by twenty-four feet without the porch.
“I hope you like what Isaac and I bought to put inside,” Kendra said.
“Having you furnish it made it so easy to just put all our stuff in storage. I’m grateful.”
“You know, anything you need, anything at all, you only have to pick up the telephone.”
Jamie stopped just before the porch. From inside she heard squeals of delight. “I know you. This place may be small, but it’ll have everything I could ever want.”
Impulsively, she reached out and touched her sister’s arm to stop her from going inside. “We haven’t really had a chance to be alone and talk. But we’ll need to along the way. I have no qualms about this. I know I’m going to carry a healthy baby to term for you and Isaac. And I know you’re going to be wonderful parents. But there aren’t any manuals for our situation. I’m pretty sure it’s not in any of the guides I consulted when I was pregnant with the girls. So we have to feel our way, and we have to give each other space. Then, when the big payoff comes, we’ll be ready. All of us.”
Kendra didn’t look at her. “It’s such a big thing, Jamie. You know how big it is, right? And if I’m scared, how must you feel?”
“Well, if you come around to visit often enough, I’ll tell you. That’ll help us both.”
“I wake up in the middle of the night now and wonder what we’ve forgotten to worry about. You’re right, there aren’t any manuals. What if we’ve forgotten something important, something so important we can’t get around it or over it?”
“Then we’ll ask somebody for a road map.”
“What if this comes between us?”
Jamie put her arm around her sister’s waist. “And what if it binds us together in a brand-new way? Let me do this. Let me give you this. Just have some faith, okay?”
“Maybe this is hormones?” Kendra and Jamie had both been subjected to months of strong hormones to regulate their menstrual cycles and prepare for the implantation. Kendra had provided the eggs and Jamie the perfect host environment and both of them had been poked and prodded almost beyond endurance. Neither had enjoyed the chemical part of the experience, and Jamie was still taking progesterone to improve the odds of implantation.
“Maybe you’re just preparing for motherhood,” Jamie said. “I can guarantee you’ll worry all the time.”
Alison threw the door open wide and stepped back out onto the porch. “Mommy, bunk beds!”
“Oh, good, something new for me to worry about,” Jamie said. “Will Alison try to crawl up to the top bunk with Hannah and fall on her head?”
“It’s the safest system money can buy. I did the research.”
“See what a good mom you’ll be? So you concentrate on that, and let me take care of the little stuff.”
“Like having the baby?”
Jamie felt a rush of love for her sister and hoped they would stay this connected in the months to come. She squeezed. “Nothing to it, Ken. A piece of cake. I promise.”
Silently, she prayed she was right.


2

Little lives were not always shaped by big decisions, by moves across country or physical upheavals. More often, the lives of children were shaped by the small decisions, the mundane interactions, the patience required just to avoid leaving footprints on a little girl’s soul. That was when the true mettle of motherhood was tested. Jamie had told herself that from the moment she had become a parent. And from that very moment, she’d learned that following her own good advice wasn’t always going to be easy.
Two adult-free days later, two days of hormones that made her skin crawl and her breasts ache, Jamie summoned a new shot of serenity as she listened to yet another in the barrage of Hannah’s questions.
“Our stuff comes today? You’re sure? Manny and Warren can find us?”
Busy trying to tame her youngest daughter’s mop of curls, Jamie glanced up and forced herself to wink at her oldest. “I dropped a trail of bread crumbs. Don’t you remember? And they promised they’d follow it here.”
“If you dropped bread crumbs, the birds ate them. We have lived here almost forever.”
“Two days, Hannah, and the guys just left Michigan yesterday. I promise they’ll find us.”
Jamie gently nudged Alison back into a sitting position, grabbed one last lock of hair and teased out the tangles with a wide-toothed comb. Alison, with her pink cheeks, green eyes and copper-colored hair, looked as if she’d just arrived as an exchange child from the Emerald Isle. Her father, Seamus Callahan, had bequeathed her everything except the curls. Those had come from Jamie’s father, Jimmy, an inheritance that Alison shared with her aunt Kendra. Jamie wondered if Kendra’s baby—if there was a baby—would emerge, as Alison had, with curls already plastered to its tiny head.
“I wish we had a big truck.”
Jamie tried to envision a real moving van creeping up their gravel driveway instead of the Ford Econoline with the two college students she’d hired to bring their personal belongings. “We’ll have a big van when we settle somewhere and they bring all our furniture.”
“But you promise they will have our clothes and toys?”
“I promise. I promise!” Jamie released her hold on Alison, who sprang to her feet and tackled her sister. Hannah, who was habitually braced for this event, caught her and pushed her back toward her mother.
Alison had been as patient as she could manage. “I want to go outside!”
Jamie nabbed her youngest daughter for a big hug. “We can do that. But it’s sunny today. You have to wear a hat.” She looked up. “Both of you.”
Hannah rolled her eyes, but retreated to the pegs beside the back door, where hats and raincoats were hung. Alison followed at a gallop.
Jamie waited where she was. The pegs were child-height. In fact, everything in the cabin had been planned with children in mind. The bedroom closet was sectioned so the girls could hang their clothes on the bottom rack and store more in cubbyholes on the side. The room had shelves along two walls, wide enough for toys and low and strong enough to perch on for play. The state-of-the-art bunk beds had a dresser and two cubbyholes for night treasures. On the porch, two rocking chairs scaled to a child’s shorter legs held special places.
Jamie wasn’t surprised at Kendra’s attention to detail. The cabin was tiny, but Kendra had treated that as an asset. She had scaled down, carefully choosing just the right pieces to make the cabin feel like home. From the Egyptian cotton sheets to the All-Clad cookware, no effort had been spared to make staying there comfortable and easy. In the days since their arrival, Jamie hadn’t needed one thing that Kendra hadn’t provided.
The cabin itself was extraordinary. Jamie had designed it as a class project oriented toward using readily available materials and fixtures that were commonly stocked at lumberyards and big-box stores. In theory, the design was geared toward do-it-yourselfers planning to put up their own vacation nest.
Rosslyn and Rosslyn, Kendra’s builders, had taken her basic plans to an entirely different level. Quality materials and workmanship had been the rule here. The natural cherry cabinets had custom detailing; the counters were desert-sand granite. The lone bathroom, though small, had an etched glass shower surround and slate tile. She was particularly fond of the copper sink mounted on a handcrafted iron pedestal.
She was sorry that she hadn’t been able to participate in the construction of the cabin, but there wasn’t much she would have done differently. Kendra and the Rosslyns had made the cabin their own with subtle modifications and creativity. In the big picture, that meant Jamie’s plans were adaptable and therefore a success. Photos of the cabin, along with the blueprints, would take priority in her portfolio.
Someday—which seemed like a long stretch into the future at that moment—she really would need a bigger and better portfolio. She would hang on to that thought in the months to come.
The girls screeched to a halt in front of her. All morning, she had promised a walk to the old orchard at the edge of the property, and she knew if they waited much longer, they would end up dragging themselves home, moping and sweaty. Since she was counting on the walk to tire them out, not transform them into heat zombies, the time had come.
“Okay, let’s scoot,” she told them. “Let’s see who can spot the first bluebird.”
Outside, she drew in a deep breath and almost tasted the humidity. Maybe June had just established a foothold, but no matter what the calendar said, summer had arrived. Despite the heat, the excess of hormones and her unusually short supply of patience, the morning seemed almost idyllic, a long breath expelled after years of combining school, work and parenting.
Jamie was not by nature a worrier. She was sure she had done the right thing by volunteering to carry a child for her sister and by bringing the girls to Virginia. She had her whole life ahead of her, years in which she could do exactly what she wanted to. Nine months was not a long time in the scheme of things. The time at the cabin would be a transition, a chance to take stock, to look over possibilities and make the best choices for their future.
But the reality of what was in store was already beginning to set in. She adored her daughters, would walk barefoot up an erupting volcano for them, would swim the length of the Shenandoah. But the uninterrupted stretch of time alone with them, the confines of the cabin, a community where she and the girls were complete strangers? She just hoped that in addition to her daughters’ eccentric, charming companionship, she could find an accepting adult or two to converse with from time to time. Over the next year, she and the girls were going to need all the friends they could muster.
The girls took off for the orchard willingly enough, watching for flashes of blue along the route.
“I’m going to run!” Alison ran ahead, and Hannah allowed her a head start, then took off after her. Jamie followed behind, hauling a mesh bag with a Frisbee, bottled water, a picnic blanket, granola bars and The Marvelous Land of Oz, which she was reading out loud.
The trip to the apple orchard was short. The small orchard might once have been productive enough to help feed Leah Spurlock Jackson, Isaac’s grandmother, and his mother, Rachel. Now, however, the trees were in the final stages of decline. Some had died with their roots still planted in the earth; others had fallen. Here and there, a carpet of dried blossoms indicated that some had struggled to bloom in May, but Jamie saw no indication of fruit. Her knowledge of gardening was limited to a philodendron that the girls had watered to death, but she wondered if any of the old trees could be saved.
She spread a blanket on the grass, then took out the Frisbee, but the girls wanted to explore.
“I will collect flowers,” Hannah announced. “There are enough to share with the animals who live here.”
“I’m sure the squirrels and chipmunks will approve.” Knowing where the flowers would go for the return trip, Jamie opened her water bottle and drank a couple of slugs to prepare.
“Do you think Black Beauty left when the cabin burned down?” Hannah asked.
Jamie remembered Black Beauty well, but she was impressed her daughter did, too. He—or possibly she—was a gargantuan black rat snake who had lived under the old cabin and nearly scared Jamie to death the first time he’d showed himself. The girls, on the other hand, had been fascinated.
“Aunt Kendra said she saw him slither off into the woods right before the fire,” Jamie assured her. “So he’s safe somewhere, and probably two feet longer by now.”
“Do you think he will come to live under our cabin?”
Jamie wondered how fast she could pack if he did.
They meandered, stopping every two feet to look at something, discussing snakes and squirrels and the kinds of birds that lived nearby. Alison and Hannah spotted the same bluebird at the same moment, a perfect end to the contest, then followed it deeper into the woods. As they went, the girls collected rocks and oddly shaped twigs, trading them back and forth like legitimate currency.
“I bet the woodpeckers love the old apple trees,” Jamie said. “Bugs like to live under the bark, and woodpeckers like to eat bugs.”
“If I invented the world, I would not let one animal eat another,” Hannah said.
“How about flies and mosquitoes?”
“I would not invent flies and mosquitoes.”
“I don’t like mosquitoes,” Alison said, siding with her sister. “I like spiders.”
“I would not invent spiders, either,” Hannah told her.
“I’d be sad.”
They were just about to turn around and head back for the blanket when Alison stopped. She pointed just beyond them, where the woods parted and eventually opened up to Fitch Crossing Road.
“I see something!”
They hadn’t walked far, but even in the woods, the air was warm and humid. Already tired, Jamie was ready to finish her water and collapse for a while. She had been warned not to interpret unusual symptoms as in vitro success, but she remembered feeling exactly this way when she was pregnant with both girls.
“There’s always something to see,” she said, resting her hand on her daughter’s back. “But let’s head to the blanket, okay?”
Alison resisted. “It moved!”
“Maybe it was a squirrel. There are lots of them around here.”
“Bigger.” Alison spread her hands. Then, before Jamie could stop her, she plunged deeper into the woods, not in the direction Jamie wanted to go.
“Come back, Alison.” Jamie knew better than to depend on instant obedience. With thoughts of Black Beauty or worse, she took after her daughter to corral her.
Alison stopped abruptly. “See?”
Jamie nearly tripped over Alison’s compact body. Without thinking, she put an arm out to hold Hannah back and snatched Alison with the other to keep her from going any closer.
But the sight that greeted all of them was nothing to be afraid of. Not far from their feet was a fawn, curled up in a ball. Its coloring was perfect camouflage, and if it had been moving before, now it was as still as a log. Jamie wondered how her youngest daughter had spotted it.
“Oh, Mommy.” Hannah tried to move forward, but Jamie held her back. “But it’s all alone.”
“I’m sure its mommy is nearby,” Jamie said.
“How do you know?”
“See how perfectly it blends into the ground and the leaves? I bet its mommy left it here while she went off to find food. We have to go.”
“But how do you know for sure?”
“Mommy animals know how to raise their young. If we move the baby, or maybe even if we touch it, the mommy will be afraid to come and take care of it. And it could die.”
“But what if the mommy is gone? Then it will die.”
Jamie pressed her lips together before she said something she regretted. She knew this was an argument she couldn’t win. Her oldest daughter would not forget about the fawn. Hannah would worry and fret until she was sure the little deer was safe.
“Here’s what we’ll do. I’ll hang my hat on this tree.” She took off the Detroit Tigers baseball cap she’d worn to shield her face from the sun and hung it on the branch of a nearby sapling. “Then we’ll come back in the morning and check. How’s that?”
“I want to check sooner.”
“That won’t give the mommy enough time to know it’s safe to move the baby. She’ll be afraid we’ll come back.”
“It might be sad all night, and crying.”
“I think it will be sadder if we interfere and scare off its mommy.”
Hannah squatted. “Are you sad?” she asked the fawn. “Do you need help?”
“Hannah! The poor little thing is hoping you don’t see it. Let’s get out of here and let the mommy come back.” Jamie urged Hannah up with a hand on her back.
“I saw it,” Alison said. “Me!”
“Yes, you did. What wonderfully sharp eyes you have. I’m very proud of you.”
Alison beamed.
Jamie managed to drag them away, but not until they had stopped for half a dozen peeks until they were too far from the fawn to see it anymore. Once they were out of sight, she knew their imaginations would set to work. The fawn would never be out of their minds.
Thirty minutes later, after snacks and wildflower selection, they were finally resting on the blanket when the rumble of an engine sounded from the direction of the cabin. Jamie hoped the movers had arrived although, knowing how much college students liked to sleep in, she had expected them much later in the afternoon.
She pushed herself to a sitting position. Hannah had been telling a story based on cloud shapes, but she had run out of steam and was recycling the plot. No surprise, the clouds had yielded a herd of deer and a mean wolf who wanted to eat them, until a little girl saved them.
“Somebody’s here,” Jamie said, hoping whoever it was might help the girls forget the fawn, at least temporarily. “Are you girls ready to go back?”
Alison bolted upright. “Lunch!”
Jamie got to her feet and offered her oldest daughter a hand. “Let’s see who’s here, then we can eat.”
As they packed up and started down the hill toward the cabin, the girls argued about what kind of sandwich they preferred. Jamie had found a natural-foods market in Woodstock and a farm stand on the outskirts. She was looking forward to buying fresh produce, and cooking for Kendra and Isaac when they came to visit. Since it was a passion and something she could do at the cabin, she suspected she would be cooking a lot in the next months.
“We ought to plant some tomatoes,” Jamie said as they neared the clearing. “And maybe some peppers. We can learn how. I don’t think it’s too late in the season. Aunt Kendra said there’s space in the beds near the old cabin site.”
“I want to grow M&M’s.” Alison shoved Hannah when she laughed. “I do! Stop it!”
Jamie started to scoop up her youngest daughter, then she remembered that the doctor had warned her against lifting anything heavy while she waited to see if the in vitro was successful. Instead she pulled Alison close and admonished her softly.
“You can’t grow M&M’s in any garden,” she explained after she’d delivered a mini-lecture on shoving. “They make them in factories. But I’ll tell you what. If you help me plant tomatoes, I’ll buy you a pack of M&M’s. How’s that?”
“I don’t like it when Hannah laughs.”
“It’s a good thing to make people smile, isn’t it? Better than making them cry.”
“Well, I want to cry.” Alison puckered up but was unsuccessful.
“I would like an older sister,” Hannah said.
Eyes narrowed, Jamie sent her a warning glance.
“As well as Alison,” Hannah said, shaking her head. “An older sister for both of us.”
“Nice save,” Jamie said.
They made the rest of the trip in silence, which was a relief. By the time they drew near enough to see a pickup parked outside their front door, Alison had forgotten she was angry.
“Not the movers.” The truck looked vaguely familiar, and a man in a T-shirt and khaki shorts was unloading plywood. After a few seconds, Jamie realized who it was.
“That looks like Mr. Rosslyn. Cash. Remember Cash, Hannah? He fixed the stairs on the old cabin when we were here.” She glanced at Hannah. “You liked him. He’s a nice guy.”
“What’s he doing?”
“We’ll find out.” Jamie called to him as they rounded the last bend. “Cash, up here.”
The man stopped and turned, watching as they drew closer. He didn’t wave, then go back to work, as most would have. He watched them approach. Jamie saw a slow grin light his face.
“Boy, have they grown,” he said when the three females reached him.
Jamie was delighted he remembered her daughters so well that he could catalog the changes. “Hey, it’s nice to see you again. I was hoping you’d come by this week, so I could tell you how much I love the cabin.”
“I had good plans to work with.”
“I hope you’ll say the same thing about the big house. I’ve been working on incorporating Kendra and Isaac’s ideas with my own. Maybe you’ll have a chance to look over my final drawings soon, so we can have your architect go over them and draft the blueprints? Kendra says you’d like to break ground in a month or so.”
“I’ll be glad to. It was a darned shame about that fire. I’m glad they’re planning to get started again.” He squatted and looked Alison in the eye. “You’re Alison. I’m Cash. Remember?”
“We found a baby deer.”
“You did?” He sounded properly enthused. “Did it run away?”
“No, it was little.”
“Like you?”
“No! Little, like this.” She threw her arms open. “With spots.”
“Why are you throwing boards on the ground?” Hannah asked.
“You’re Hannah, right? Somebody told me two little girls needed a playhouse. Do you think they were right?”
Alison whirled. “Mommy?”
“Kendra sent you?” Jamie asked.
“We both figured they’d need something to do out here this summer or go crazy as trout in a drought. A place of their own. And a way to give you a little more space.”
Jamie wondered how much Kendra had told Cash about their reason for moving here. “I think it’s a wonderful idea. Girls, what do you say?”
Hannah spoke first. “How big is it going to be, and where do you plan to put it?”
Cash got to his feet. “You’re Hannah, all right, only bigger. I remember all those questions.”
“I was hoping for a thank you, not an interrogation,” Jamie told her daughter.
“I would like to know exactly what to thank him for.”
Cash laughed. “Well now, I thought with your mommy’s help we could figure out something together. What do you think? Would you have some ideas?”
Hannah’s whole face glowed with excitement. “A pirate ship?”
“Too many showings of Peter Pan,” Jamie explained.
“Or maybe a spaceship?” Hannah added
“Lost in Space and Star Trek. Why don’t we let Mr. Rosslyn build you something that can be anything you want it to be. A castle, a ship, a fort.”
Cash gave a low whistle. “You don’t ask for much, do you?”
Jamie met his eyes and smiled a little. Cash was an attractive man, and she was aware he was thinking of more than a playhouse. She felt his interest and saw it in his eyes. She reminded herself that she was feeling lonely, that she’d been yearning for an adult to talk to and was therefore a tad too receptive to the warmth in his smile. But despite her better instincts, she heard herself playing along.
“Oh, you might be surprised what I could ask for.”
He hesitated just long enough to make a point. “A man could have trouble keeping up.”
She doubted this man would have trouble on any level. She studied him for a moment. Cash was taller than she was, although an inch or so shy of six feet. His hair was a warm brown, his skin deeply tanned. His eyes were most arresting of all, neither blue nor green but something in between, like a tropical ocean under dark brows and lashes. She guessed Cash was maybe four or five years older than she was, but like her, he had lived those years at warp speed. He was country-boy casual on the outside, but from the first time they’d met, she had thought there was probably something more simmering inside.
“I was thinking imagination ought to be the key component,” she said, pulling herself back to the matter at hand. “The girls can supply that.”
“Now that’s funny, because that’s exactly what I had in mind. A deck with a sandbox under it? Slanted railings at the sides, a roof, maybe a slide for Alison, and a knotted rope to climb up and down for Hannah. A good pirate would have a rope.”
“But no plank to walk, okay? Alison would take that challenge in a heartbeat.”
“I can see that. She looks like a pirate to me.”
Alison beamed. “Cap’ain Hook!”
“Definitely a resemblance,” Cash said, nodding. “I thought maybe you girls might like to help me figure out just what to do, then put in a nail or two when the time comes. Would you be willing?”
Jamie could see that lunch had been temporarily forgotten. The girls were thrilled. For however long this took, they had a project to occupy them. Then, hopefully, the playhouse itself would be good for many happy hours.
“This sounds like a lot of work to me,” she warned. “If you ask for their input, you might end up building a McMansion.”
“Oh, I’ll take my chances.”
“It all sounds great, but we’ll owe you big-time for this.”
“Your sister’s footing this bill.”
She felt a surge of affection for Kendra, who had thought so far ahead and seen the need. “Listen, money can’t buy the peace the pair of you’ll be giving me.”
“The fawn wasn’t moving,” Hannah said, as if they had never changed the subject. “Do you know about fawns?”
Cash squatted down so they were eye to eye. “Yes, ma’am. I know that’s how they protect themselves. Where did you see it?”
Jamie listened as Hannah tried to explain. Once her daughter had finished, she clarified. “Where the woods curl back toward Fitch Crossing.”
“It wasn’t moving. I think it will die,” Hannah said.
“I tell you what. I think we should check on it tomorrow morning. Just to be sure. I’ll come over, and we can go together, but we shouldn’t go back any sooner.”
Jamie was glad to have reinforcements. “I marked the place with a baseball cap.”
He got to his feet. “Girls, I left something on the porch. My grandmother sent you a pie.”
For the moment the deer was forgotten. Hannah’s expression brightened, and Alison clapped her hands; then they took off together to see.
“This is all very nice of you,” Jamie told him.
“No trouble. That’s how we welcome people in the country. By fattening them up.”
“I was afraid the whole day was going to be about the fawn. Now they’ll spend at least some of it drawing up plans for the playhouse.”
“And eating apple pie.” His face grew serious. “I didn’t want to alarm them, but I did see a dead doe up on Fitch Crossing not too far from where you’re describing. I’ll call one of my men to help me remove it on the way out of here, so the girls don’t see it next time you leave, but we probably should keep an eye on that baby. Just in case that was the mother.”
“Not hunters…”
“Not this time of year. No, a car. People aren’t always good about cleaning up their own messes.”
“And what should I do if that was the mother and the baby’s alone?”
“That’s why I volunteered to come with you. We’ll see if we can figure out what’s up.”
“You’re going down in my book as a helpful guy to know.”
“I’d say just going down in your book is a good thing.”
Despite the silent voice urging caution, she was enjoying herself. Talking to a man was a welcome change from the girls. Flirting with one was a welcome change from just being somebody’s mother. And she liked Cash, had liked him the first time they met. Had even thought about him a time or two since.
“So you were serious about stopping by in the morning?” she asked.
“This is just my first load of materials. Maybe the girls can come up with an idea or two for the playhouse between now and then. We’ll look for the fawn first, then see what we can do about starting on it.”
“I’ll show you what I’ve done on the house plans, and by then the girls will have thought of a hundred good ideas to share with—” She came to an abrupt halt. “I’m sorry. I’m assuming you’re still single and don’t have a wife who has the right to claim your Sundays. I wasn’t thinking.”
“How did you know I was single in the first place?”
“Oh, last time I was here, it came up in some conversation or other.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t get to hear that one.”
They were back to flirting. Worse, she was back to liking it. “I doubt it was anywhere near as interesting as you’re imagining.”
“I’m not married. No woman in her right mind wants to be saddled with me, and of course this is strictly business, right?”
She thought of the baby that could well be growing inside her. “Oh, yeah. That’s definitely what it is.”
Alison gave a whoop, and Jamie turned to see Hannah holding up the pie. “I’d better go. I promised the girls some lunch. I’d be happy to feed you, too.”
“Thanks, but I ate. I’m going to unload this truck, then head out. But I’ll bring another load when I come back tomorrow.”
“You’ll thank your grandmother for me?”
“I’ll tell her.”
Jamie started toward the cabin, then she glanced over her shoulder. He was watching her, but she had known that. She’d almost felt his gaze. “See you then, and thanks again for everything.”
“It will be my pleasure.”
Jamie was just a little worried about the pleasure she felt.
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Before moving into the old mobile home parked at the back of Cashel Orchards, Cash Rosslyn had reluctantly painted the exterior—but only because at the rate the trailer was rusting, he was afraid one morning he might wake up in his birthday suit with nothing sheltering him except gnarled apple trees and the shoulder-high weeds he called his front yard. With the same level of interest, he had hauled away all the junk in view: the graveyard of farm machinery, the 1943 Studebaker, the disintegrating hay bales complete with mouse housing developments and, last but best, the still pungent dog run where generations of retrievers and hounds had waited impatiently for hunting season to begin.
The inside of the mobile home was another matter. After the first trip inside he had bombed it for fleas and roaches and every other critter that had set up housekeeping. He had hauled out the remnants of the last farmworker’s belongings, removed and replaced the old cheap paneling with new cheap paneling, then hired a neighbor woman to scrub the whole place from top to bottom.
That was the last time he had paid much attention to interior decorating.
This evening, of course, a woman decorated his interior, the only one who felt free to come and go as she pleased, who ignored his protests—if he even bothered. Grace Cashel sat on his secondhand sofa watching one of the three channels his malfunctioning satellite dish would part with. She didn’t look up as he opened the door.
“Sandra was disappointed you didn’t make it for Sunday supper,” she said, eyes still trained on the fuzzy images flickering across the screen.
“I had a prior engagement. I told her way ahead of time I wouldn’t be there.”
“Your mother is easily hurt.” Grace picked up the remote and turned down the volume a notch. “I hope this woman who intercepted you on the way to a family engagement was intelligent enough to chew with her mouth closed.”
Cash plopped down next to his grandmother and put his arm around her. “Just somebody I know from high school. We went for a pizza, and she didn’t stop talking long enough to chew, although she sure downed her share.”
“You’re lonely.”
“I’m fine. And I’m not the one sitting here watching somebody’s thirteen-inch TV set when she has a twenty-six-inch and a working satellite dish in her house up the hill.”
“Whenever I turn that one on, I can almost hear Ben insisting I change the channel. I swear he’s still living there. Some nights I just have to get away from him.”
Cash squeezed her shoulder. “What does he want to watch?”
“He’s prone to wrestling and anything with John Wayne. Oh, and cowboy movies. If he hadn’t had so many responsibilities as a young man, he would have taken off for Wyoming and a home on the range.”
“He never would have left you.”
“You might be surprised. I’m not always the easiest woman to live with.”
“No…” Cash let loose with a long, low whistle. “You, Granny Grace?”
“She uses cheap perfume.” She finally glanced at him. “Your pizza-eating chatterbox. I can smell it on you.”
“I told you, she’s an old friend from high school, and she just got divorced. She spent the whole night sitting beside me in a booth swallowing eight slices to my two and telling me every rotten thing her husband ever did to her.”
“Your mother made roast chicken, mashed potatoes and green beans. Not an herb or garnish in sight. Last week I gave her my recipe for jerk seasoning, but apparently she was unimpressed.”
“I’ve got a job for you.”
His grandmother groaned. “I could swear I retired. Didn’t somebody somewhere give me a gold watch? I certainly deserved one.”
“Did you keep up your permit for wildlife rehabilitation?”
“What have you gotten me into?”
“There’s another woman…”
 
The fawn was not easily forgotten. When bedtime rolled around, the girls demanded Jamie tell them a story about a deer. Jamie discounted all the ones she knew—Bambi and The Yearling certainly weren’t appropriate under the circumstances—and made up her own tale about a deer’s happy life in the forest. She was fairly certain they didn’t completely buy it, but by the time she had finished describing the many happy moments eating grass and leaves and destroying local vegetable gardens, they were fast asleep. Although she wanted to stay up and savor the quiet cabin, the chirping of crickets and a little time with the plans for Kendra and Isaac’s new house, she wasn’t far behind.
The next morning, the girls were up with the sun, demanding another trip into the forest. Dragging herself out of bed, she reminded them that Cash was coming later to help them look, so they had to wait. That did not make for peaceful conversation.
The telephone rang while she was getting eggs out of the refrigerator; Cash was on the other end. The call was brief. When she hung up, she recounted it to the girls.
“That was Mr. Rosslyn. He’s coming over at nine with more wood for your playhouse. I told him we’d feed him breakfast.” She went back to the eggs. “And he’s bringing somebody to meet us.”
“Who?”
“He said it was a surprise, and they’d be here by nine.” Actually, what he had said was “I’d be happy to come, but would you mind if I brought somebody with me? I promise she eats like a bird.”
Jamie was intrigued. She had decided not to prod, since that was probably exactly what he’d expected. But with the challenge issued, she rummaged through the refrigerator again to see what she could make that would be more festive than scrambled eggs.
She decided on mushroom omelets, a simple fruit salad and surprise muffins. The surprise was two teaspoons of jam buried in the center, which Hannah and Alison loved to help with. Once the muffins were in the oven, she put Hannah in charge of peeling bananas and Alison in charge of folding napkins.
The movers had come late yesterday afternoon, piling most of the boxes in the girls’ room or on the back porch, and after dinner, Jamie had unpacked several and tidied the cabin. With some of their own things on display—framed finger paintings and photos, an afghan a First Step friend had crocheted and a carnival glass pitcher filled with wildflowers they had brought back from the orchard—the cabin seemed more like their own.
Once the muffins were out of the oven, she showered and changed while Hannah read to Alison. By age four, her daughter had gotten tired of waiting to be read to and had taught herself, with only the most perfunctory help. Now, at eight, Hannah read to her sister almost as often as Jamie did, although Alison was learning to figure out words, as well.
As she towel dried her flat abdomen, Jamie pondered how quickly her daughters were growing. Cash had seemed surprised at the differences, and she understood. Unless an onlooker was watching every moment, the changes could be startling. Sometimes, she mourned the loss of the cuddly, malleable infants and toddlers they had been.
She rested her hand on her belly for a moment, wondering how that belly would look after three babies had grown inside her. Would men still find her attractive? How about somebody like Cash?
Did she care?
She smiled at that. She wasn’t even thirty, but her luck with men had been terrible. Of course, her ability to select men with an eye toward a stable future had been terrible, too. In her defense, early role models had been sorely lacking. As a child she had been a prime witness to her mother’s destructive relationships; then, as a teenager, she had been educated on city streets where nothing wholesome could flourish. The men who had crossed her path had been as lost and angry as she was.
Even when she finally began to rebuild her life, she had not chosen well. Neither of her daughters’ fathers were husband material. Imperfect birth control, not hopes for a loving family, had turned them into parents. Her heart had not broken when either man walked out of her life, although sometimes her heart broke for her girls, who needed more than financial support and their fathers’ reluctant visits.
So did she really care if the time came when men no longer gave her a second glance? If they looked at her hugely expanded body, no longer as likely to spring back into form after this third pregnancy, and turned away? Did she care if Cash lost all interest when he found out why she was in Virginia?
She had no answer. She wasn’t ready to give up on men. Just because she’d habitually chosen losers didn’t mean that, somewhere, some man wasn’t routinely crossing the finish line ahead of the pack. On the other hand, she wasn’t sure she wanted any part of the race for a while, either.
Didn’t she have her hands full already?
From the great room she heard the patter of bare feet, then Alison’s loud giggles. She’d had her five minutes of contemplation. Both charmed and wary, she dressed quickly in a denim skirt and tank top, ran a brush through her hair and went to see what was up.
By nine o’clock Hannah was providing running commentary from the front door.
“It’s nine and they are not here.”
“That’s called being fashionably late.”
“When is it fashionable, and when is it rude?”
“When the muffins get stale it’s rude. That’s a long time yet.”
“There are not always muffins.”
“Hannah, when you host a meal, even breakfast, you plan to eat some time after your guests arrive, to give them time to sit and chat, have something to drink, enjoy your company.”
“How long does that take?”
“Anywhere from half an hour to an hour, although shorter at breakfast time, and now I’m done with the entertainment tips.”
“I think I hear a truck. They are only—” Hannah glanced at a clock on the mantel “—two minutes late. Does that mean they are unfashionable?”
“No, it just means that you’re watching the clock. Why don’t you go out and greet them?”
“Me, too!” Alison took off for the door after her sister.
Jamie shook her head and hoped that whoever Cash’s guest was, she was up to the onslaught.
By the time the girls came racing back, the muffins were arranged on a stoneware platter, a pitcher of tea sat on the counter next to a carafe of coffee and the fruit salad was adorned with sprigs of mint.
“Cash and Granny Grace are here!” Hannah said.
Granny Grace? Of all the people Jamie had anticipated, Cash’s grandmother hadn’t been one of them. She stepped out from behind the breakfast bar just as one of the least grandmotherly-looking women she had ever seen crossed the threshold.
Granny Grace was tall, almost as tall as Cash, who entered behind her. She was willowy and slender, with iron-gray hair and sharp features. The features were belied by creases and folds around dancing dark eyes adorned with rectangular black-rimmed glasses. A wide mouth signaled decades of smiles and laughter.
The most extraordinary thing about the woman was her sense of style. Rarely had Jamie seen lime green and purple used together with such abandon. Harem pants billowed around her hips and tucked in at her ankle; a hip-length vest, sprinkled heavily with crystal beads, sparkled like a fireworks display. She wore gold tennis shoes, and her fingernails were a deep scarlet that matched her lipstick.
Judging by the wrinkles and the patches of scalp visible under spiky hair, this woman could well be someone’s granny. But judging by her bouncing step, her flamboyance and obvious delight with life, she was a teenager.
What exactly did it say about a man when he brought his grandmother to visit?
“You must be Jamie.” Granny Grace extended her hand. “Let the rest of them call me Granny Grace. You call me Grace.”
Jamie shook, impressed by the strength of the narrow, age-spotted hand. “I’m so glad to have you here. Cash didn’t tell me exactly who he was bringing. Now I can thank you for the pie.”
“Cash is a rogue and a renegade. It skipped a generation. His mother is as tightly reined in as a carriage horse. Sandra’s a good daughter, mind you, but I was thrilled to see the mischief emerge again in this one. Until he came along, I was afraid all my genes had been flushed down the eternal toilet.” She nodded toward Cash. “Although he could do with some breaking in.”
Jamie laughed. “I bet if anybody could do it, you’d be the one.”
“Your oldest daughter has your dimples. She’s your spitting image. Was there a father?” She waved away her own question. “Never mind. Clearly there had to be, but he didn’t leave much of a footprint, did he? Now the other one? The leprechaun princess? Not a bit of you in the face, but I bet you had that same amount of energy and enthusiasm as a child.”
“I’ll have to ask my sister. She would know.”
“Don’t bother. I can see it in your eyes. I’m not fond of women who look like everything’s been washed out of them.”
Cash put his hand on his grandmother’s shoulder. “Granny Grace has no real opinions about anything.”
“There’s no reason to keep what I’ve learned to myself, dear. I need to share, share, share while I can.”
Jamie was enchanted. Normally she was suspicious of outrageous women. Her mother was all flash and dazzle, with little under the rhinestone exterior to anchor her to reality. But Grace had already paid close attention to Jamie’s children and made connections. Jamie thought this was a woman who probably paid close attention to everything and everyone.
“So what do you think of the cabin?” Cash asked his grandmother.
“I think it’s a lovely little postage stamp, and I think these girls are going to need that playhouse you’re building for them, so their poor mother can breathe a little. I suggest turrets and portholes and places to hide secret messages.”
Cash’s gaze swung to Jamie’s. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say there’s a conspiracy brewing.”
“And we just met.” Jamie flashed the dimples that were exactly like Hannah’s. “Just think what kind of trouble we’ll get into when we’ve known each other a week.”
Grace did not eat like a bird. She ate the way she dressed, with gusto. Once she was seated at the table, she listened raptly as the girls explained how they had helped with the muffins. She asked for seconds on the omelet and stole more off Cash’s plate when he wasn’t looking. The fruit salad interested her most of all.
“There’s not an apple anywhere,” she said. “It’s delicious just as it is, of course. And eye pleasing. Food that looks good is as important as food that tastes good. I can see you know that already, but where are the apples?”
“I don’t like Red Delicious, and that’s all they had at the grocery store. It’s too early for the local apples at the fruit stand.”
“I knew you had excellent taste. You have, after all, already become friends with my grandson, which means you can spot a diamond in the rough. But what apples do you like best?”
“Not too sweet. Firm and crisp.”
“Jonathans, then, and Ida Reds, although I’m not sure you can find them easily. Yorks aren’t so tangy, but you would like them, as well. At one time, we had five hundred or more. Nothing beats a York in the kitchen, although it’s a funny-looking thing. The Pennsylvania Dutch—and we had some around here, you know, although I suppose by rights we’d have to call them Virginia Dutch. Anyway—” she waved her words away “—they called it a schepabbel. Crooked apple. And the cider we made? That pie was from last year’s apple crop. But, of course, today people want apples that look like they’re made out of wax, even if they taste like sawdust.”
“Granny Grace and Grandpa Ben had an orchard,” Cash explained.
“Have. Ben’s gone, of course, God bless him, but the orchard still belongs to me.”
“We know that,” Cash said. “Nobody’s disputing it.”
“And nobody’s helping, either.” Her expression belied the words. She didn’t look angry. Jamie characterized the set of her lips as determined.
Jamie didn’t know what was going on, but she intervened, hoping to turn the conversational tide. “There’s an orchard on this property, or at least the remnants of one. I wonder if any part of it can be saved.”
“You could try pruning the trees over a period of years if the trunk is still firm. And I’ve seen trees topped, just lopped nearly in half, and brought back to life that way, but it takes years, too, and it’s not always successful. Still, if they’re old friends…You do whatever it takes for a friend, don’t you?”
“They were somebody’s old friends. My brother-in-law’s grandmother Leah lived on this property. Did you know her? Leah Spurlock Jackson?”
“I don’t recall. I was so busy with the orchard and my children…that’s the way my life went. It races by, you know. Remember that if you have a boring day. Boring is the period at the end of a run-on sentence. Meant for a deep breath and a nap.”
“We don’t have many boring days around here.”
As if to prove it, Alison jumped down from her chair. “Ready!”
“We’ll wait until everybody’s finished,” Jamie told her daughter. “But after you’ve asked to be excused, you may put your shoes on.”
“May I be excused?”
“You may,” Jamie said with a grin.
“May I please be excused, too?” Hannah asked.
“Yes. And as soon as we’ve finished, we’ll join you.”
Cash caught Jamie’s eye and flashed her a grin. “May I be excused, too, Miss Jamie? I’d like to unload the materials before we go for that walk.”
“You bet. The sooner that playhouse is finished, the faster my life improves.”
“Now, tell me about the fawn,” Grace said, once the girls had gone into their bedroom to get ready and Cash was outside. “Exactly what did you see?”
 
The fawn was in the same place Jamie and the girls had left it yesterday. Today, though, it was bleating softly, like a baby lamb.
“Girls, you stay here with me,” Jamie said, when they tried to follow Grace and Cash closer. “Too many people will scare the poor thing to death.”
“It was in exactly the same spot yesterday?” Cash stood behind his grandmother, who got down on her knees.
“I don’t think it’s moved,” Jamie said.
Grace was kneeling beside the fawn, examining it gently, and Cash backed away to join them, watching his grandmother as he did.
“She’s really a wildlife rehabilitator?” Jamie asked. She’d hardly believed it when Grace had told her so at breakfast. “That’s a stroke of luck.”
Cash spoke softly. “She always says it’s her life’s work to take care of castaways.”
“A good job, that one.”
“Uh-huh, if what you’re trying to bring back ought to be rescued. My mother says people who lived around the orchard and beyond always brought injured animals to Granny Grace. I know when I was a boy she let me help raise a trio of baby coons who’d lost their mother to a redbone hound. Eventually, the authorities caught up with her, if you can believe it. Told her unless she had a permit, it was against the law to do what she’d been doing for years.”
“I guess they’re just trying to protect wildlife from people who don’t know how to help.”
“She could have taught them a thing or two, but being Granny Grace, she did what she had to and got the training.”
Grace stood and joined them. “We could leave the poor thing here another day or two, see if the mother comes back. But it’s my opinion that this mother hasn’t returned for some time. No need to go into why I think so—” she glanced at the girls “—but I’d say we’d be in our rights to take this little one up to my house and see what we can do with her. If we leave her, I don’t think she’ll fare well.”
Cash turned to Jamie. “What do you think?”
“I was so afraid you were going to tell me I had to take care of her. I don’t have a clue what to do.”
Grace glanced at the girls again. “It’s a delicate business. Best leave it to me. If things go well, the girls can come up and visit.”
Hannah had been unusually quiet. “Is she going to die, Granny Grace?”
“Not if I can help it, Hannah. But truth be told, she might.”
Hannah looked stricken. “I don’t want her to die.”
“Nor do I, which is why I’ll do my level best to help. You can count on me. But you know, child, some things are simply out of our hands. So we can feel sad, but we can’t feel responsible.”
Jamie knew that was a lesson every child had to learn, but she was sorry.
“The fawn’s very lucky good people found her,” Jamie said, trying to make Hannah feel better. “First Alison spotted her, then Granny Grace came along. And Granny Grace knows how to help, when almost nobody else would. That’s two times so far that fawn’s been lucky.”
“Lucky,” Alison said. “Her name is Lucky.”
Jamie knew naming an animal was the end of objectivity. But this time, objectivity had fled at first glance.
“Lucky is a good name,” Grace said. “Good names are important. Cash?” Grace nodded to the fawn. “Let’s get her home right away.”
Cash bent over and picked up the little deer. She hardly struggled. Jamie knew this wasn’t a good sign.
“Let Cash and Lucky go first,” she said, holding the girls back.
“I’ll have to visit your orchard another day,” Grace said, walking with Jamie and the girls once Cash had strode ahead. The girls were abnormally subdued, as if only now had they realized the gravity of removing the fawn.
“I hope you’ll come back as soon as you can,” Jamie said.
“As soon as things stabilize, I’d like you and the girls to come and visit. Will you do that?”
“You won’t be able to keep us away.”
“I think we’ll be friends. I’ve been away for some time, and a number of my old friends are gone. So I’ll be happy to have you coming in and out as often as you please.”
Jamie was surprised that somebody like Grace could ever be lonely, but she heard a hunger in her new friend’s voice and recognized it. It matched her own. “You may not be so happy if we hit you on a day when the girls are hot, tired and cranky,” she warned.
“Even children in fairy tales aren’t always well-behaved.”
“Why did Lucky’s mother leave her?” Hannah asked, as if the question had just occurred to her. “What kind of mother leaves her baby for somebody else to take care of?”
“I’ll let you answer that,” Grace told Jamie. “I’ll welcome your children into my home, dear, but I’ll be equally thrilled to turn the difficult questions over to you.”
Jamie shot her a smile, but as she fumbled through an explanation that didn’t include the dead doe on Fitch Crossing Road, she wondered in how many ways and how often she would have to answer the same question and all its variations if indeed even now she was carrying her sister’s child.
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