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I stood beside Danny’s bed in the cold surgical room wishing there was something I could do to ease the pain and suffering. I was aware of the fiercely, blowing snow outside the transit windows. My only option was to offer love and support while she alone experienced the birthing pains. Still, I longed to help her.

The regular delivery room was all stainless-steel-cold with the temperature at sixty-six degrees, but Danny didn’t notice the frigid drop. The cool felt good to her. She heavily perspired from the exertion of the contractions. I wiped her brow with one of the nearby towels and then held her hand again. I stood strong for her, like a rock.

“It’s time, James. I can feel it. I can feel them passing further down into the birth canal. The pressure is tremendous and,” Danny gasped, but she couldn’t finish the thought before another hard contraction gripped her. I watched as she naturally began to bear-down. I could only imagine that this was an instinctual and natural response in all women when the birthing takes place. Her body commanded and she followed through with the order.

“That’s right, Danny, you’re fully effaced and dilated now so give it a big push,” Dr. Kline encouraged. “Come on, Danny, push! That’s right.”

Danny followed his directions the entire length of the contraction and then fell back on the pillow exhausted. In only a few seconds, she was back at it. Again, she pushed with all her might as Dr. Kline continued to urge her on. She pushed again and again with each successive contraction until I finally heard the shrill cry of protest from my son. 

––––––––
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Ryder James Lewis was born promptly at one o’clock Saturday morning. His mother had labored for very nearly eight hours to bring him into this world, but he wasn’t happy with the changes in his personal climate. Having left the warm safety of her womb, he was harshly exposed to the chilly, frigid atmosphere of the delivery room, a thirty-degree temperature drop. 

The nurse took the baby from Dr. Kline and turned away while she did some preliminary steps to free the mucus from his nose and mouth, suctioning easily as if she’d done it a thousand times before and, at that moment, I was sure that she had. Next, she measured and weighed him, wiping away the birthing grime. When she turned back to me, Ryder was swaddled in a warm, blue blanket and fussing angrily. I reached for my son and the nurse placed him in my outstretched arms.

“He’s twenty-one inches long and weighs six pounds and four ounces, Mr. Lewis,” she said before she immediately turned back to stand just behind Dr. Kline’s shoulder and bent over again to watch the progress. 

Danny only had a short reprieve—the contractions began once more. She leaned forward to push again and again. Her lovely face was flushed from the effort. Dr. Kline was both demanding and encouraging, until finally, Riley’s cry filled the room. She’d made a worldly entrance five minutes after her brother. I caught a brief glimpse of my daughter. 

She was smaller than her brother was. She was suctioned, measured, cleaned, and then wrapped in a pink blanket from the warming cabinet. The nurse carefully placed the fussy baby in my free arm.

“She’s twenty inches long and weighs five pounds and eight ounces, Mr. Lewis. She has a big brother; something all little girls long for,” the nurse announced. 

I chuckled softly at the puckered-up faces and then I lovingly gazed at Danny. The twins were snuggled safely and securely in my arms. In my mind, it was over and the twins were healthy and strong. But, it wasn’t truly over.

“One more time, Danny, that’s right my dear, push it out!” Dr. Kline continued to instruct. 

“Argh,” Danny groaned as she leaned forward. She panted and then pushed again. It was finally all clear and the blizzard outside the windows miraculously calmed as well. 

Dr. Kline patted Danny on the knee and praised, “You did great. You have two beautiful, healthy babies to show for it, my dear. Soon, you’ll be back in the room with your family where you can rest. You’ve certainly earned it.”

“They’re so beautiful,” I whispered.

He discarded the gloves and spoke quietly to the nurse at his side. He gave instructions and updated Danny’s chart before turning to clap my shoulder. He wasn’t a big talker, but the look in his eyes revealed he was glad everything had gone well for both parents and twins. 

“James, the next part is hard to watch,” he advised. “Another doctor will perform the circumcision on your son. He’ll need to be comforted after that so hold him, love him, and then turn him over to his mother. The nurse will help Danny get started with the nursing procedure because the La Leche League can’t make it out in this weather,” Dr. Kline said. Then, he was gone.

“Danny darling, it’s done and we have two beautiful and healthy babies. You were brave; I’m so proud of you,” I softly whispered as I kissed the damp hair on her brow.

“Let me hold them, James,” Danny weakly said as she wiggled her fingers and tried to lift her arms. She was so very tired. I placed Ryder on her right side and after she tucked her hand securely under his rump, I placed Riley on her left side. Just holding the twins close seemed to revive her somewhat. The infants quickly caught her scent and turned their faces eagerly towards her breasts. 

“Oh my; do you think they’re hungry already?” she asked with wide-eyes.

The nurse moved towards Danny’s left side and watched the eager babies briefly, “Mrs. Lewis, this is the perfect time. It would help your milk come in if you put them to the breast as soon as possible. Shall I help you get started?”

“Yes, of course,” Danny replied. “Thank you, Helen.”

“Then, let’s take it one at a time,” Helen suggested. “Mr. Lewis, if you’ll take the little girl we’ll get started feeding your son. He’s rooting harder than she is. It will make the first feeding easier.”

I took Riley and held her securely in my arms. She twisted her head back and forth, searching for something. Ryder did the same thing, but he found his mother’s breast and latched on immediately. Danny’s eyes grew wider as he vigorously sucked. It didn’t last long. He was soon satisfied and contentedly closed his tiny grey eyes.

The nurse helped Danny adjust the gown on the other side and then reached to take Riley. Once my hands were free, I put Ryder to my shoulder, and softly patted his back. Danny repeated the nursing process with Riley. As soon as the nipple was pointed to her mouth, she also quickly and vigorously latched on. Riley took the breast a little longer than her brother. When she was finished, the nurse turned her over and gently laid her on Danny’s shoulder. 

Danny patted Riley softly on the back and smiled at me as the tiniest of burps bubbled out. Ryder still hadn’t made his, so I patted a little more firmly until a bubble came up.

“If you can manage both babies, Mr. Lewis, I need to attend to your wife,” Helen said. 

I moved Ryder to the crook of my arm and then accepted my daughter. The nurse administered a sponge bath, changed the sheets, and helped Danny don a fresh gown. I looked closely at the newborn infants. They both had Danny’s thick dark hair and lovely complexion. They were perfectly formed with all their digits. They looked exactly as I’d seen in the future visions, only much smaller versions. In reality, they’re a combination of the best of both of us. 

Tears of gratitude stung my eyes. I’m eternally hooked. As if connecting my heart to theirs, a silver thread of mystery and devotion attached. I felt an electrical connection solder the cords into place. Involuntarily I shivered.

They’re so pure and good, like their mother. I’m a monster... a murderer. How do I reconcile this innocence with the evil inside me?

I shivered again.
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When Helen finished with Danny, she called for assistance, but before the two orderlies came to roll the hospital bed back to the family-centered room another doctor entered. I handed Riley to Danny.

“What’s going on, James?” she questioned.

“Ryder’s getting circumcised,” I reminded. A look of panic crossed her face. “Don’t worry. I’ll stay with him and bring him to you immediately.”

The sponge bath had revived Danny a little, but she lay back against the pillows during the short ride. I thanked Helen for her kindness and then followed the doctor to the room where he’d perform the small surgery on Ryder. It didn’t take long, but Ryder loudly and indignantly protested. I didn’t blame him one bit. In theory, I knew what a circumcision was, but of course, I’d been too young to remember mine. Now, I watched with a sickly feeling as my son suffered through it. 

Even if necessary, it seemed barbaric. The realization that Ryder wouldn’t remember the procedure either was consolation enough. The doctor’s nurse smoothed ointment on the tip of Ryder’s penis and then reclosed his diaper. She gave me the ointment with instructions on how to use it. I held him close, cooing softly, “It’ll be all right, my son. It’ll soon be all right.”

When I returned to the family-centered room, Ryder’s cries of protest and pain immediately caused Danny to reach for him. Her breast was the comfort he needed. While she soothed him, I put Riley to my shoulder, patting softly. Ryder was still upset. He stopped to cry several times while nursing. Then, he fell asleep. The previous ordeal now forgotten.

In the meantime, Patty was sleeping soundly on the sofa wrapped in a hospital blanket and Sands was reclined in one of the comfortable chairs with a coat spread over her. Ryder’s loud cries woke both of them. The aunts startled and were quickly on their feet. Patty watched briefly as Danny soothed her son. Then, she and Sands stood by my side curiously examining Riley. They moved the blanket away from her face to see more clearly. 

“Oh Danny, they have your hair and your beautiful complexion. They’re simply gorgeous. I’m so happy for you and James!” Patty enthused as she leaned in to kiss Danny’s cheek. 

“Thank you,” Danny mumbled, but her eyes were heavy with fatigue. She dozed off even as Ryder nursed and Patty returned to stand with me and Sands.

“Sands, will you get the pacifiers from the carryon bag you packed for Danny’s hospital stay?” I softly asked.

“Oh crap, James; we only packed for Danny’s trip to the hospital,” Sands sheepishly admitted. “I think we forgot to pack for the twins. What on earth were we thinking!” Riley startled when she heard her aunt’s anxious voice and I soothed her with whispers and a gentle bounce.

“We’re going to need a pacifier real soon,” I mumbled while keeping my voice exceedingly low. “Do you think they might sell them in the gift shop?” 

“I’ll find out when they open,” Sands whispered.

I chuckled and then moved aside so that the tiny beds could be placed next to Danny’s hospital bed. I handed Riley to Sands and then went to get Ryder from Danny. She was sleeping and he needed burping. I put Ryder to my shoulder and patted. When the burp came up, Patty wanted to hold him for a brief moment. The aunts passed the twins between them a few times. 

“Ryder’s definitely bigger than Riley,” Sands commented. “What was their birth weight and height?” I repeated the statistics reported by Nurse Helen. Sands and Patty softly clapped their hands together. 

“Why is that so exciting?” I asked. 

“After Kathleen’s rough start, we’re excited to know they have a great beginning,” Sands explained. 

“They’re actually a little bigger than the average twin. That means if they do lose some weight during the first week, they’ll still be nice and healthy,” Patty reassured. 

“It makes sense that you’d worry,” I replied. “I’d forgotten how anxious you were about Kathleen’s weight.”

I placed Ryder in the first blue-tinted, plastic bed. After Sands returned Riley, I gently laid her in the second, pink-tinted bassinet. Neither of the babies stirred. I tucked an extra blanket securely around them as I’d seen Sands do with Kathleen. They slept peacefully and so did Danny.
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It would be a long while until the gift shop opened at nine o’clock. We’d need a pacifier before then. Danny was sound asleep so I sat beside Sands in one of the comfortable chairs. Once satisfied her sister and the twins were fine, Patty returned to the couch and blanket.

“Sands, is there a 24-hour drugstore within walking distance?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

“Yes, I think so, but you’ll also need a change of clothing for them. The snow is still coming down and there’s no telling how long before we can navigate in this weather. We’re all stranded for the time being,” Sands softly reminded.

“You and Patty should’ve gone home with Jesse last night,” I admonished in a near whisper. “Kathleen’s going to miss you something fierce and Patty will be beside herself when seven o’clock comes and she still can’t see her baby. That’s the time when they usually begin their morning ritual.”

“We’ll have to manage,” Sands said. “We wouldn’t have missed this momentous occasion for the world, James.”

“I’m going to find coffee and step outside for a moment. Will you please call me if Danny awakens before I get back?” I asked. “I’m still in overdrive and I can’t rest right now anyway.”

“Yes, I’ll call you the moment she stirs,” Sands promised. 

I took the elevator to the lobby. After pouring a cup of coffee from a large urn, I drank it while speaking to a security guard. He was glad to have someone to talk to and offered good information.

“The storm has moved east and on into Texas,” he gave a weather update. “There’s an all-night drugstore five blocks away. You can’t miss it, just head north.”

I stepped-high to walk through the foot of accumulated snow and found the drugstore. They had newborn pacifiers and onesies in pink and blue. I promptly paid for the purchases and then returned to the family-centered birthing room. Everyone was asleep. 

I softly chuckled and took the pacifiers to the bathroom to rinse them in preparation for use. Next, I laid the pink one in Riley’s bed and the blue one in Ryder’s. It would go a long way in holding one of them off while Danny fed the other one.

I sat down next to Sands, leaned my head against the wall, and closed my eyes. I slept for two hours and then a grunting noise awakened me. Ryder, having worked his fist loose from the tightly secured blanket, was becoming more and more frustrated. It’d been almost three hours since he’d last nursed. I gently picked up my son and then noticed Danny watching me. She held out her arms.

Ryder hungrily clamped onto her breast. He fed longer than the first time and Danny smiled at him and tenderly stroked his cheek. 

Soon, Riley was also awake. I checked her diaper and then changed it before I picked her up. She was getting very fussy at the delay so I touched the pacifier to her lips. She took it right away and sucked on it with determination, but quickly realized that it didn’t give her what she really needed. 

By that time, Ryder had fallen asleep so I laid Riley on Danny’s lap, took Ryder, and then her arms were free to put Riley to the other breast. We already had something of a system going and I knew it would only get better with time.
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By the time we were discharged, we’d established a solid routine. We were ready to start our new family life. The roads were slushy, but by taking our time and with extreme care, we managed to travel the route to the manor in only twenty-five minutes. When we pulled into the garage, Sands and Patty were waiting. 

The aunts eagerly took the twins out of their infant seats and carried them inside. The home was abuzz as everyone eagerly waited to meet the newest additions to the family. Jesse reached to take the first one through the door, Riley. She ‘oohed and aahed’ over her beautiful little face and thick dark hair. Amanda and Peaty leaned in to get a better look also and then Suzy moved closer with Kathleen in her arms. Kathleen touched the blanket softly and said, “Hola,” then looked around to find me.

“Kay-lee, meet Riley, your cousin,” I softly introduced.

Kathleen watched my mouth and I repeated the name several times, as I gently patted Riley. Everyone watched with interest as Kathleen thought about the new name. She turned it over in her mind, but she didn’t say it out loud. Sands came in with Ryder and I introduced him to Kathleen. Again, she watched as I formed the new name, but she didn’t repeat it. She finally giggled and tucked her head against Suzy’s shoulder. Jesse took Ryder while Riley made the rounds and was greeted by each family member. They repeated the process for Ryder.

After the official greetings, Jesse busily prepared breakfast for Danny and me. We were starved for her cooking after living on hospital foods for the last few days. Danny sat at the table and Sands held Ryder while Patty held Riley. Suzy was still holding Kathleen, but the baby girl reached for me when I came into the room. I gave her a welcome hug, but when Jesse served our breakfast, Kathleen reached for Jesse. She understood the routine and was a very considerate little tyke. Ryder and Riley slept on in their aunts’ arms while Danny and I eagerly ate the meal.

“Any news on the adoption, Sands?” I inquired between bites. 

“It’s scheduled for Friday at ten o’clock. Will you and Danny be there with us?” Sands asked. “There’s a small ceremony in the judge’s chambers that follows the official proceedings. I mean, the court proceedings make the adoption official, but the ceremony is for the adoptive parents and their witnesses to sign the document. It’s similar to becoming godparents. As witnesses, you have precedence if anything ever happens to Patty and me... like we talked about after New Year’s Eve. We’d love for you to be there.” 

“We’re honored and of course we’ll be there, Sands,” I replied.

“Yes, we’ll be there and honored to be included,” Danny added.
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In the meantime, Justin Ferris spent several hours with his brother in the prison’s visitor center. They talked softly; keeping their heads bent low over the table between them. Justin maintained a calm and quiet demeanor, but as the discussion continued, there were times that Nate’s reactions were violent.

“The FBI plans to arrest me soon,” Justin admitted. “I have to make plans right away.”

“It’s that fucking bastard, James Lewis,” Nate vehemently interrupted. He gnashed his teeth. “He’s the start of all our troubles. I want him dead.”

“It’s the drugs and weapons found in your car, Nate.”

“It’s that asshole, I tell you!” Nate angrily screeched.

“You followed him to Juarez and got caught. If you’d followed my instructions instead...,” Justin began, but Nate interrupted him again.

“I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to make him pay!”

“Be that as it may, now the FBI is onto us and they’re watching our every move,” Justin reminded.

“He still has to pay!” Nate snarled.

“We might not have time for that, Nate. We have to get out of the country before they close in on us.”

“I’m not going anywhere!” Nate ranted. “And, I’m certainly not going to let this go. He needs to pay and pay dearly. Danny needs to suffer. I want to gut him right before her eyes. He stole Danny... He took her from me!”

“Lower your voice, Nate,” Justin advised as he nervously looked around. “I wouldn’t put it past the FBI to have someone on the inside here.”

“He made a fool outta me,” Nate hissed. Narcissistic, he was unaware and unconcerned about his brother’s dilemma. “He destroyed my body shop and killed my employees.”

“We don’t know that for sure...,” Justin began but Nate wouldn’t be quiet.

“I have nothing left now,” he ground out. “No job, no business, and no prospects. How can you even think I’d let any of this go? I won’t let that son of a bitch live after everything he’s done! No brother, he has to pay!” 

Justin gestured with his hands, reminding Nate to keep his voice down but it did very little good.

“I understand your need for revenge; I’d like to see him pay also. He’s caused me a great deal of trouble too. And, you’re right. You don’t have any way to make more money now that everything is gone. That’s another reason we need to leave. We have money stashed away, but we have to get to it before they close in on us,” Justin softly argued his point.

“I won’t leave until this is finished!” Nate heatedly affirmed.

“It might be a choice between payback and our freedom, little brother,” Justin sighed. “We’ll both get caught if we stay too long. I can’t help you if I’m in prison too. Think about this carefully.”

“I’d rather die than let this go,” Nate responded with venom. 

“You’re going to kill me too,” Justin admonished. His brother’s eyes were full of wild-hatred. Justin’s guts twisted nervously. He’d previously seen that look. He had a sinking feeling knowing that Nate would never let it go. “Nate, they can freeze our bank accounts. If they do that, everything we’ve worked for is gone. That’ll make it impossible to get to any money for flights and other necessities. I have to find a way to help you escape and then disappear myself. Even so, they’ll put out an APB and ‘no-fly directive,’ making it impossible for us to leave the country. Don’t you understand? If we don’t leave quickly, we won’t be able to leave at all.”

“You’re wasting your time. I’m not leaving until I’m done with all of them,” Nate vowed.

“We still have the cabin. We can hole up there,” Justin offered one last solution as he fought to save them. 

“You can hide there if you want to, but I’m not leaving until James Lewis is dead!”

Justin’s attempts to persuade Nate were ignored. He’d explained the many reasons they needed to get as far away from Las Cruces as possible, but he wasn’t making a dent in his brother’s logic. Nate was damaged goods. Justin knew that better than anyone did. He felt responsible for that and he felt responsible for Nate. 

“Look Nate,” Justin began again. “When Dad beat and tortured you as a young child, I didn’t protect you. I tried, but the old bastard was crazy. There was a wild, feral look in his eyes every time he looked at you. It was as if he saw someone else and wanted him or her to suffer for some unknown injustice.”

“He never treated you that way,” Nate accused in a noticeably hushed tone.

“I know and he was relentless in his abuse of you,” Justin admitted. “I won’t leave you again. I left you there unprotected when I went to college, but I won’t do it again.”

“You better hide then because I’ll kill every last one of them before I’m ready to go.”
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The snow had enforced a holiday for everyone. On auction day, Patty was anxious to get back to work and busily prepared to leave. After the ‘bye-bye’ ritual with Kathleen, she was out the door. Suzy took Kathleen upstairs to begin their day. 

“I feel so good today,” Danny announced.

“You look good. Jillian was right on the mark to purchase your after-clothes so quickly.” I complimented.

“Thank you,” Danny sweetly replied. 

“Sands, speaking of Jillian, was everyone notified about the birth of the twins?” I asked.

“I called everyone I could think of, but I didn’t call Jillian or any of your friends from Juarez. I’m really sorry,” she replied. “That reminds me though; Judge Davis and Susan would like to come out to meet the newest members of the family before you return to Juarez. We can have them out for dinner either tonight or Thursday. I suppose you’ll leave after the adoption ceremony on Friday.”

“Of course, call them out for dinner,” Danny said. “Let Jesse decide which night. Either one is fine with us. And yes, we plan to return to nuestra casa Friday. I thought James and I could use the slings and meet you and Patty for a celebration lunch. Kathleen can use a high chair in public for the first time too.”

“That sounds perfect,” Sands replied. She went to check with Jesse who agreed that Thursday would be best for her. Sands returned with an update before heading to work. 
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