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Paper Angels


“Paper Angels captures the true essence of The Salvation Army Angel Tree program and the true spirit of Christmas, which is sharing and caring. I am pleased to recommend it to everyone as an inspirational story, for parents not only to share with their children but also to create a Christmas tradition for years to come.”


—Lt. Col. Charles White, Salvation Army officer and founder of the Angel Tree program


“Jimmy Wayne has used his God-given talent for songwriting to craft Paper Angels, an inspired and beautifully written timeless story that will bless and encourage you to make a difference. Like other classic tales of Christmas, this one should be read year after year as a reminder of why we celebrate and give.”


—Ron Hall, New York Times bestselling author of Same Kind of Different as Me


“Jimmy Wayne has taken the pathos, poignancy, heart, and storytelling abilities that infuse his music and translated them into a novel that will inspire all those who read it to take the first step toward making a difference.”


—Jennifer Perry, executive director, Children’s Action Network


“Two intertwined stories about family life and hard times add the hope of the Christmas holiday and make readers believe in the goodness and compassion of loving hearts. This book brings a holy moment to the reader and helps define the true meaning of ‘gift.’ This will make a great stocking stuffer.”


—Romantic Times (four stars)


“Paper Angels reveals the inner beauty of the human soul and reminds us all that it’s what we give away not what we receive that is of value and creates impact. . . . The individual characters within this novel are poignantly portrayed in such a way that you feel you are living each experience as they unfold. . . . Our lives are busy with to-do lists, dreams to follow, hurdles to overcome, and expectations to live up to. This book tenderly encourages us to slow down and treasure the special moments and people around us regardless of our circumstances. It allows us to see life through the eyes of those who at one time were us or at any point could be . . . this is an amazing read that will bring tears to your eyes.”


—Amanda Grieves, Human Resources & Social Media Manager, The Salvation Army-Nashville Area Command


“Paper Angels is a heartfelt Christmas tale about finding kindness amid consumerism, highlighting the historic Salvation Army Angel Tree Program. But it’s so much more than that too: it’s a story of brokenness and redemption, of forgiveness and second chances, of empathy and integrity and repaying evil with good. Travis Thrasher and Jimmy Wayne have crafted three-dimensional and true-to-life characters and woven their storylines together seamlessly. The result is an inspirational masterpiece set to challenge minds and move hearts.”


—Josh Olds, lifeistory.com
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To Bea and Russell Costner
There wouldn’t be me if there hadn’t been you.





Preface


When his mom decided it was time for them to leave and leave for good, Thomas knew they better get far away or he’d come and find them. The good thing or the bad thing, depending on how one looked at it, was that it was Christmas day and food was still cooking in the kitchen. Just another Christmas, with Mom sweating in a tiny room over a tiny stove, Thomas and Sara dreaming of the iPods or gaming equipment they could be enjoying, and Dad watching college basketball on his flat-screen television and drinking with a vengeance. This was the worst time they could possibly ever leave, and that was what made it the best.


“Thomas, I need your help,” Mom called.


He didn’t go right away, watching the game with almost as much interest as Dad. It was only when his father barked out his name that Thomas went. Dad wasn’t concerned about Mom’s needing help—he didn’t want any interruptions to his game. It would sure help them all out if the UNC Tarheels would score a little more often. Thomas got up, figuring he needed to take out the garbage or Benny, his dad’s dog.


“I want you to do something and not ask any questions, do you understand?” Mom’s voice was barely audible over the sound of the stove’s fan.


“What do you mean?”


“I want you to get your sister and go out to the car, okay?”


Right there and then he knew. Something was wrong. The way his mother looked and sounded today seemed different. The bruise above her lips was still swollen, but that wasn’t anything new. It was the look in her eyes, a look he’d never seen before.


“Where are we going?”


“Get Sara and take her to the car right now.”


He nodded. The smell of the sweet potatoes and the ham and the fresh biscuits and the macaroni pie all made his mouth water. But fear made his hunger go quiver in a corner.


Thomas wanted to ask his mother but he knew. The knowing part of him whispered for his mouth to stay shut and for his legs to start moving.


Getting Sara would be easy. In fact, doing anything now would be easy except taking Dad’s can of Coors Light away from him or turning off his game.


He was able to get his sister’s attention without a problem. She looked up when he came into the living room. She was eleven but she tried to act older. For a moment he mouthed that she needed to come, signaling for her to follow him. The game no longer interested him. All he could think about was his mother’s request.


“What do you think you’re doing?” his father asked.


Thomas hadn’t seen his father looking at him. Usually by now, about three-fourths of the way into the basketball game, he was in a semicoma that would only to be broken by another trip to the fridge.


“Every time you wave your arms Benny thinks you’re playing with him. So knock it off. Unless you’re going to take him outside for a walk.”


“Yes, sir.”


Sara didn’t need an explanation to follow into the other room. Dad’s tone was enough. Once inside the kitchen, Thomas guided her toward the back door.


“We need to go,” he said outside.


“Go where?”


“Away.”


“Where’s that? I’m hungry.” They walked quickly out the door and to the car.


The first thing Thomas thought of as he climbed into the musty-smelling Nissan was his bike.


The bike that he and Mom had finally saved up enough to buy, a used and recycled mountain bike that they’d spent a hundred and fifty bucks on. A bike that when new would have cost over a thousand. A bike that had seen better days but still had some life in it.


Maybe not much of a life after all.


Thomas thought about what to do about the bike. It was getting rusty and the paint was chipped but he still loved it. Maybe he could ride it and follow behind the car. Or maybe they could fit it in the fifteen-year-old Maxima.


They waited in the car for ten minutes. Ten whole minutes. He sat in the front seat looking at the small house with the wild shrubs growing unevenly around it and the rusted-out white truck that couldn’t fit all of them in the front seat.


“What are we doing?” Sara kept asking.


“We’re waiting for Mom.”


“Where are we going?”


“Far away.”


Mom had told them—no, she’d promised them—that they would be getting a special Christmas present today. Just the two kids. She had said she would give it to them during the day, that it was going to be a surprise, that they couldn’t mention it to Dad. This is her present, Thomas thought as he waited and worried that the next one out of the house would be the man with the glassy eyes and the tightened jaw. His hands felt sweaty as he rubbed them and tried to act like he wasn’t nervous in front of his sister.


Maybe she planned on leaving later. Maybe the fight they had when she started cooking dinner convinced her to go now.


The door opened and Thomas stopped breathing.


It was Mom.


All she carried was her purse. Maybe she had already packed a few things, but he didn’t see anything in the backseat.


How do I ask her about my bike?


As she climbed into the car, Thomas could see the fear on her face and in the way she moved. Before starting up the car, she turned to face both of them.


“You two, listen to me. We’re leaving and we’re not coming back, and I’ll explain why. But for now we have to go. Do you understand me?”


Sara began asking questions, but it was Thomas who told her to be quiet, not Mom.


He didn’t need to be told why.


He didn’t need to ask about his bike either.


The car left without hesitation.


Thomas and Sara had received the best gift ever: freedom.


The question was whether it would still be there tomorrow and the next day and the day after that.


And whether the man inside the house they were leaving would find them and reclaim them as his own.
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God Must Be a Country Music Fan


The snow dancing on the sidewalk alongside the towering skyscraper reminded Kevin Morrell of better days, when he walked here with his wife celebrating a new year and a new business and a thousand new opportunities. A decade later, the snow still circled his feet and the city still searched for its pot of gold, but Kevin walked alone, knowing he was down to one single chance.


He wished Jenny was here. Something about her presence always gave him more confidence. She had been the first to tell him to take a leap of faith, to quit the corporate job and become his own boss. The look in her eyes had told him he could do that.


Kevin could use that look right now.


For a moment, before crossing the street and entering the skyscraper to find out the verdict on his next year, Kevin stopped for a moment and took a few deep breaths. He didn’t want to admit he was nervous, but every bone in his body felt it. He wanted to appear cool and collected, as if this meeting didn’t mean everything, as if keeping this retainer wasn’t a matter of making or breaking him. Kevin wanted to appear in control.


Staring up into the sky on this chilly day before Thanksgiving in New York City, Kevin knew he didn’t control anything anymore.
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Twenty-five or thirty presents waited under the glittering Christmas tree in the corner of the lobby. Kevin had been staring at the gifts for some time now, wondering whether there were actual items in the wrapped boxes or if they were just for show. He thought the latter, especially since he doubted a company like Silverschone Investments got together to pick names and sip hot cocoa and play warm and fuzzy Christmas games.


Warm and fuzzy aren’t the words I’d associate with anything to do with banks or mortgages these days.


He thought it was interesting to have the Christmas tree out before Thanksgiving. Perhaps the decorating committee was on top of things this year. Or maybe they knew the company was going to go under before Christmas, so best celebrate the season as quickly as possible.


Stop with the stupid thoughts, Kev. His lower back was starting to sweat. Maybe because after sitting in this fancy leather armchair for what felt like forever, he was beginning to feel strapped into a straitjacket. Or maybe because he wasn’t used to wearing a dress shirt and a coat. This was as dressy as he got, unless someone died or got married.


Kevin Morrell was able to set the dress code at his office, and that meant business casual with a stress on the word casual. No, he didn’t want people showing up in flip-flops and looking as if they just came from the beach or were on their way to a Jimmy Buffett concert. But he also hated the corporate thing.


To try to combat the nervous energy that made him cross his legs a dozen times, Kevin took out his phone and logged onto Twitter. This was his guilty pleasure, like Jenny’s love of chocolate, which had recently been doubly intensified. After reading tweets from strangers commenting on politics and pop culture and how long it took to get out of a parking garage, Kevin decided to share what had been on his mind for the past half hour.


I’m wondering what this receptionist really does, because for half an hour I’ve seen nothing going on except Nazi-like stares.


He had thirteen more characters to spare. Awesome.


Maybe she’s following you on Twitter and she goes by GuardTheDoor911.


He deleted the stupid tweet before posting it, and then stuck his phone back into his pocket. He thought of a joke he’d heard a while ago about a man phoning a mental institution. The caller asks the receptionist to check and see if there is anybody in room 24. When the receptionist tells the man the room is empty, he says, “Good, that means I really did escape.”


Now I’m telling myself jokes. This meeting needs to happen before I start getting really loopy.


Kevin breathed in and out slowly, a technique he used whenever he was about to speak to a large group or go into an intense meeting.


The door finally opened and Dan walked through, shaking his head and rolling his eyes.


“Man, I’m so sorry you had to wait.”


“It’s okay,” Kevin said, smiling as if he hadn’t spent the better part of an hour twiddling and tweeting his thumbs.


They shook hands and Dan nodded for him to follow. They’d met like this many times, but something felt different. Everything from the plane ride here to waiting in the lobby for so long to Dan’s quickly ushering him inside.


I’m just being paranoid.


“We had to have a meeting right before everybody took off for Thanksgiving,” Dan said as he walked to his office. “What a joke.”


“Everything okay?”


Dan gave a half laugh as they took their seats, Dan behind the desk and Kevin in front. Kevin had noted how busy people outside Dan’s office seemed, busier than he’d ever seen them. Inside the office, Dan’s big body tilted back in a chair that appeared beaten into submission.


“So how are you doing?” Dan asked it like a counselor, in a tone that wanted to know if he was about ready to jump out a fifty-first-story window.


“Doing well.”


“Trip up here good?”


Kevin nodded as he shifted in his seat. He already knew the answer he’d been dreading. He wasn’t being Debbie Downer, but he knew. Dan’s serious glance, his tone, the awkward small talk.


“Jenny feeling okay?”


“Yeah. Sure. She keeps getting more uncomfortable but that’s part of the process.”


“When are the babies due again?”


“Technically February but we’re now thinking it’ll be more like January. Hoping, at least.”


Hoping for a lot of things, Dan.


“Wow. And what are you having?”


“Two more boys.”


Dan nodded and raised his eyebrows in a manner that said, You’re in deep, buddy. He didn’t need to tell him. Kevin knew too well.


“You ready for the twins?”


“I don’t know if anybody is ever ready for one, much less two.”


“See, that’s why I never married,” Dan said as he glanced down at his desk and pulled over a document. “Then I’d be sitting there like you—one with two more on the way. I can barely manage owning a dog.”


Speaking of dogs, the hot dog Kevin had grabbed at the airport for lunch no longer seemed like a sensible, time-saving decision. Now it was barking somewhere deep down inside of his gut.


“I don’t know how to tell you this.”


Boom.


“That’s the opening line of every bad piece of news there is,” Kevin said.


“Man, this isn’t personal, you know.”


Sure is to me, buddy.


Kevin nodded and kept his mouth shut. He wiped the sweat off his forehead.


“We’re not going to be able to renew the retainer,” Dan said, looking at the document that was surely the one Kevin was hoping to sign and bring back home to Jenny and the boys. “I know we’ve been talking and I’ve been telling you it looked promising. And it did for a while . . .”


Kevin moved to the edge of his seat, not looking away from Dan and not blinking. “Can you tell me why?”


“You’re expensive,” Dan said, his blunt New York style adding to the blow.


“As I told you before, the retainer price can be renegotiated if you want—”


“No, Kevin. I’m sorry. It’s not that. Entire budgets have been slashed including marketing and PR. They’ve given me nothing to work with. There’s no way we can keep a firm on a retainer. I’m working project by project. And even those are going to be dramatically different.”


Kevin’s mind raced. As he swallowed, his mouth and throat felt dry. Even though he usually thought the worst, actually experiencing it was a blow.


“Is there anything I can do?” he asked. “Anything to change your mind?”


Dan rubbed his cheek. He looked a lot like Kevin probably looked: overworked, underpaid, stressed out. “It’s not my mind that needs to change. I tried, Kevin. You gotta believe me. I really did—I know with your family and all—”


“No, it’s okay,” Kevin said.


My family and the twins are my business, and that’s none of your concern.


Dan gritted his teeth, glancing down at his desk for an awkward moment. Kevin didn’t realize that his last statement had come out so loud, so aggressive sounding.


“Maybe there will be a chance to have Precision work with you guys in the coming year on some of those projects,” Kevin said, trying to control his voice and his expression and his pride.


“Yeah, maybe.”


It was like a girl telling him they could still be friends just after dumping him.


“I hate doing this right before the holidays,” Dan said.


Oh yeah, make that like being dumped before prom.


Dan studied him, could no doubt see the surprise on his face.


“I didn’t want to do this over the phone,” he said, his look earnest. “I was really hoping to change minds or I never would have had you fly all the way out here.”


“I understand. Really.”


“It’s tough for everybody these days.”


Kevin nodded, forced a smile, and then shifted, ready to bolt. The last thing he wanted was to be talked down to in pity.


“I appreciate your business,” Kevin said. “It’s meant a lot.”


He stood and shook hands with Dan.


There was one thing he’d learned years ago. Don’t burn a bridge. Especially when that bridge accounted for most of his revenue.


The walk back to the not-so-friendly receptionist felt excruciating. Yet in a strange way, Kevin felt he’d rather be there under her Nazi rule than enduring Dan’s sympathetic, sad stare.


A large hand clapped his shoulder in a way that surely was intended as brotherly. Instead, it made Kevin feel like a little boy.


“Man, I’m sorry. Really, truly sorry.”


Kevin nodded. “Me too. You’ve got my number. You know where to call if you need anything. Anything.”


So this is it. This is how it goes.


Dan walked back to his desk and his job and his life while Kevin stood in the lobby for a moment. He glanced at the receptionist and smiled at her. She gave a polite but quick smile, then looked back down at whatever was down there in front of her to look at.


As he passed the Christmas tree to go to the elevator, Kevin thought about taking one of the elegantly wrapped presents home with him as a reminder. Then he could open it up on Christmas morning to find the answer he’d been waiting for for several weeks.


Look, honey, this is what I spent ten years working toward.


The box would be empty, of course. Like this trip. Like his career.


As he entered the elevator, Muzak played a rendition of a country song he knew well. And it caused Kevin to start laughing, then to shake his head and look at the reflection of himself in the door in front of him.


God must be a country music fan, he thought. ’Cause this is how He gets back at me for ignoring Him for so long.


The song that played was “He Stopped Loving Her Today” by George Jones.


And yes, that’s what had happened today.
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A Little Turkey Somewhere


The worst part about holes in his socks were the blisters. And the worst part about blisters was trying to play basketball with them.


Doesn’t really matter much when you don’t have a team to play for.


Thomas took off his shoes and then winced as he peeled off his socks. They were officially done, no doubt about it. He’d need to go to the dollar store soon and get some new ones. As he tossed the rags to his side on the living room floor, his sister moaned in protest.


“Put your socks back on!” Sara said. She sat on the couch across from him in the little trailer Mom had managed to find after they took off last Christmas.


The trailer hid in the middle of nowhere, a side road off a side road. It was right across from the Sinclair farm, so there was always a nice smell in the air at any given point of the day. Barbed wire highlighted the edges of the property, though the trailer they were renting belonged to the Sinclair family, as did much of the land surrounding them.


Sometimes Thomas felt like they had stumbled upon this place and that any minute now someone was going to come storming in telling them they had no right to be there.


“Just hush,” he said, too tired to deal with Sara’s annoyance right now.


“What are we doing for lunch?”


“I don’t know.”


“You know the stove’s not working again.” Sara sounded like an adult, like it was his fault and he should do something immediately.


“Guess we can’t cook the turkey, then.”


She obviously wasn’t in the mood for his jokes. “Mom’s working.”


“I know.”


He knew well. That was one reason he’d played ball this morning. Wasn’t much else to do. It was that, or stay home in the trailer listening to his annoying little sister.


“We have to eat, you know.”


“No we don’t,” Thomas told her, still trying to joke.


“It’s Thanksgiving.”


“Really?”


When it was just the two of them, Sara acted like a baby. It wasn’t just what she said but the tone she used. Obviously she hadn’t inherited Mom’s toughness.


“What are we going to eat?”


“Did you look in the fridge?” he asked.


“Yeah.”


“What’d you find?”


“Not much.”


“Well, that stinks.”


“Tommy.”


She was the only one who called him that. Some of the kids back home used to, but even his mother called him Thomas now. As if he were grown up since they’d been away from Dad for almost a year and he was the man of the family. He didn’t mind Sara calling him Tommy. It sort of reminded him of something normal and nice.


“I’ll figure something out,” he said.


“Why didn’t you get us lunch when you were gone?”


“I was playing basketball.”


“So?”


“What’d you want me to do? Shoot a bear?”


“I’m hungry.”


“Well, I am too. Do you have any money?”


“I never have any money.”


Her whine level was especially high today.


“So what’s the plan?”


When he took his time in answering, Sara obviously decided she’d had enough. She went back to her room, which was the size of a walk-in closet more than anything else. There she’d probably do the same thing he often found himself doing in the small living area of the trailer: sitting, thinking, feeling cooped up and bored. The family had only a tiny television with a few basic channels to watch with no video games to play or even a phone to make calls.


Thomas looked around, wondering where the smell came from. It wasn’t his feet. This particular scent had been there since they moved in. It seriously smelled like a dead animal had found this run-down shell and decided to die underneath it.


Mom liked to say that this broken-down trailer was an answer to prayer, but prayers had to smell a lot better than this.


Then again, maybe it was his feet. And if it was, then he needed more than new socks.


He thought about the lunch dilemma and had an idea.
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Half an hour later, they had a feast on the table.


“What is that?” Sara stood back, her arms crossed in front of her.


Thomas smiled, knowing that’d be the response from his sister.


“That is our Thanksgiving dinner.”


For a moment he wondered whether Sara was going to stay at the table or go back to her room.


“Where’s the turkey?” she asked.


“There.” He pointed at the plate in the middle of the table.


“Those are hot dogs.”


“I’m sure there’s probably a little turkey somewhere in them.”


Sara sighed and stared at him.


“Hey—that’s not a very thankful spirit, is it?”


“I could’ve made those myself.” She wrinkled up her nose even though there wasn’t anything bad to smell. “We don’t even have buns.”


“Uh-uh,” he said, shushing her.


She wasn’t going to wreck his good mood.


“Look, we have turkey. This is our stuffing.”


“Those are Cheetos.”


He shrugged. “Okay, it’s magical stuffing, then. This, of course, is our macaroni pie.”


Sara couldn’t seem to help the smile dawning on her face. “That’s macaroni and cheese. We had that last night.”


“These are our sweet potatoes.”


“Those are those gross yogurt-covered pretzels Mom brought home.”


“You never eat sweet potatoes anyway, right?”


“Tommy.”


He pulled a chair out for her, now totally acting the part of the host and the cook. “I got you sweet tea to drink. And just wait for dessert.”


Sara sat down and then asked for some mustard.


“You put mustard on turkey?” he joked with her. “That’s a new one.”


She laughed as he put the mustard in front of her.


“What if I could magically make this actually turn into a Thanksgiving feast?”


“That’d be awesome,” she said.


Thomas sat down and then closed his eyes and held his breath. He held it as long as he could, turning red and feeling a little dizzy.


When he opened them again, Sara was looking at him like he’d lost his mind.


“What are you doing?”


“I tried,” he said. “Nope. Can’t do it.”


The moment of her amusement had passed and now she was starting to grow cool and above it all again.


“Okay, look—let me pray for this. Our wonderful meal.” Thomas closed his eyes and began, “Dear Jesus, thanks for this food, and thanks for our family. Please be with Mom as she’s working. Help her to have a good, uh—a great day, and bless us. And just help—just be with Dad wherever he is. Amen.”


As he opened his eyes, Thomas took a couple hot dogs and started eating before noticing his sister.


“What now?” he eventually asked.


“Why’d you say that?”


“Say what?”


“Say that. About Dad.”


He shrugged, finishing the bite he just took. “I don’t know.”


“He’s not our dad anymore, you know.”


“Can’t change that,” Thomas said. “I figured best thing to do is to pray for him. Maybe it’ll help.”


“You really think so?”


Thomas nodded and took another big bite.


They finished the four hot dogs in just a matter of minutes. When they did, Thomas and Sara stared at each other.


“Okay, I’m still hungry,” Sara said.


The macaroni and cheese had gone untouched. Both of them were sick of macaroni and cheese.


“You know—I do have a little money stored away for an emergency,” Thomas said. “Think this is an emergency?”


“I’ve been hungry all day.”


My li’l sis, the drama queen.


“Okay. Fine. But only if you promise to cheer up.”
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Headed for Two Giant Glaciers


Sometimes being an adult was about faking it, and that was what Kevin was doing with this turkey. He’d never officially been responsible for cooking one before. It was one of the duties he’d taken over from Jenny so she could avoid doing too much work for Thanksgiving dinner. As he leaned over the island in the middle of the kitchen with the electric knife in his hand, he hoped it wouldn’t end up like that turkey in National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation. The movie was a standard in the Morrell household during the month of December, so he didn’t want to hear any references to a gasping turkey letting out its final breath because of his poor cooking.


“How’s it look?” Jenny asked as she studied it from the other side of the island.


Kevin took a bite and feigned bliss.


It’s actually pretty good.


“No problem,” he said to his wife. “I thought you were supposed to be resting.”


“I’m fine. I’m just making sure we haven’t forgotten anything.”


“You mean I haven’t forgotten anything.”


“No, Mom was working on some items too.”


He grinned as he watched Jenny checking the various pots on the stove. The perfectionist couldn’t help herself, especially when her mother was around. Jenny’s mother loved helping out but she also loved playing with Gregory. Sometimes she’d start playing with her grandson and ignore dinner altogether.


“It’s fine,” he said over the sound of the knife. “You’ve been on your feet too much this morning.”


“I’m fine,” she said.


But her pretty little face said differently. He could see that Jenny was tired. She passed by him and opened the fridge. With her back to him, Jenny didn’t even look pregnant. She was all belly at thirty weeks, even though she constantly complained how big she was getting and she constantly ignored his comments about how beautiful she looked.


“Jen?”


“What?” She wasn’t getting anything in the fridge, just making sure everything was in order.


“We’ve got it covered.”


She glanced at him and then smiled. “Okay.”


“It’s fine. Now just relax.”


“It’s hard to do that when everybody’s coming over.”


“It’ll be fine.”


As she walked back into the family room, he kept carving the turkey.


Relax . . . It’ll be fine . . .


He could say these words to her even if he didn’t believe them himself.


Sometime today after the meal and after everybody was gone, he’d have to tell his wife the truth. But it was Thanksgiving, and he didn’t want her worrying.


I’ll tell her later. I’ll figure out a way.
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The best part of the day for Kevin and Jenny was just after they got Gregory to bed when they had a few minutes to themselves. The problem lately was that both of them were usually too exhausted by then to appreciate it.


Tonight was no different. The busyness of Thanksgiving was over but no one had recovered from the festivities. Jenny probably should have already been in bed but she was fighting sleep while lying on the couch and watching television. She didn’t have to tell Kevin how uncomfortable she was. He could tell just by the way she lay there and by the expression on her face.


“You never did say how the meeting yesterday went.”


They’d had a full house today, with both sets of parents and siblings over. In the chaos of about ten adults and a dozen children, it was easy for Kevin and Jenny not to connect.


Part of him wished this conversation could wait for tomorrow. But that was part of the problem the last few years. Every conversation and every special occasion and every intimate connection always seemed to be put on hold for tomorrow, for whenever he was wasn’t busy. “It was fine,” he said.


This is the last thing she needs right now.


Jenny nodded as she gazed back at the television, shifting uncomfortably on the couch. Every day Kevin was reminded that no matter how much he had to cope with, he still had the easier job of the two of them. Moving around the house, especially up and down the stairs, was becoming quite a chore for his wife. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like carrying one baby inside of him, but two really blew his mind. Each day this realization shook him a little more, both with a joy he was afraid to fully embrace and with a panic he was afraid Jenny would finally see.


Having their first hadn’t been easy. They were both in their early thirties before deciding to try for a child. Then, after a couple of years with no results, Kevin and Jenny met with a fertility doctor. Thankfully, after going through tests, they were given the green light for IUI. Kevin still had trouble remembering what that stood for, but he knew one of the words was insemination. Unlike so many other couples that struggled through a long and difficult process, theirs had worked on the second try.


That second try had resulted in their life-loving little boy. Kevin couldn’t imagine life without the four-year-old.


Because Gregory’s delivery had been a difficult one, with him coming out initially not breathing, doctors were monitoring Jenny’s progress with the twins constantly. Now Jenny was thirty-nine. The twins were growing steadily—Kevin and Jenny were thankful for that—but they still carried some concern over Baby B. That was what they called the babies, Baby A and Baby B. B was significantly smaller than A. Each visit to measure the babies’ growth caused Jenny’s worry to grow a little. Kevin’s grew too, but he tried his best to keep those fears from her.


“So what exactly does fine mean?” Jenny asked. She was looking at him.


“Fine means it was fine. It wasn’t great.”


Even an exhausted and pregnant and highly hormonal Jenny was perceptive enough to see through his vague answer.


Sometimes I wish she didn’t know me so well.


Her blue eyes locked onto his in a fully awake glance. “What happened?”


“We didn’t sign a contract.”


Her blond hair spilled over on one shoulder as she shifted and sat up on the couch. “Are you serious?”


“I knew it was a possibility before I went.”


Jenny waited for him to say more but more wasn’t coming. There wasn’t a lot to say.


“What are you going to do?”


He hated seeing the anxiety on her pretty face. “It’s going to be fine. Just trust me. Okay? Our minivan is big enough for all of us to sleep inside.”


“That’s not funny.”


Kevin took a sip of his wine. “Look, it’s okay. I’m totally equipped to deliver both the babies if I have to. I mean—look at the job I did on the turkey.”


This put a smile on Jenny’s face. His humor was one of the things that she said had made her fall in love with him. It was also one of the things that had been absent for some time in their house.


“I’ve got to figure some things out, but I can’t exactly do that now,” he told her.


Not that I’ve ever been prevented from figuring things out late into the night on so many other projects.
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