
  
    
  


  “When the Morning Glory Blooms is a story rich with grace and hope. I loved the way three generations of stories were woven into one another, and the ending was as perfect as any I’ve read in a long time. Cynthia Ruchti has earned a permanent place on my must-read list.”


  —Deborah Raney, author of The Face of the Earth and the Hanover Falls Novels


  “Once again, Cynthia Ruchti has crafted an emotion-wrenching story of hope glimmering through soul-darkness. With deep insight into human frailty and cultural mores, Ruchti exquisitely crafts three intertwining stories of the personal and societal struggles of unplanned pregnancy in three different eras. If When the Morning Glory Blooms had been available in the years I served as director of a crisis pregnancy center, I would have made it available to every client.”


  —Becky Melby, author of the Lost Sanctuary series


  “Covering three women in three different eras, Cynthia Ruchti’s When the Morning Glory Blooms will be on my Top Ten for 2013 list. I always look forward to her books, knowing I’ll chuckle, I’ll shed some tears, and I’ll always get a great story. One of my all-time favorite authors, Ruchti is at her best weaving together the lives of Becky, Ivy, and Anna. Novel Rocket and I give it our highest recommendation.”


  —Ane Mulligan, Senior Editor, Novel Rocket


  “When the Morning Glory Blooms focuses on one of my passions—loving those who face unplanned pregnancy. Told through the lives of three women, this is a novel of hope, of truth, and of grace. I lost track of the number of times tears filled my eyes, both tears of heartache and joy. As someone who faced an unplanned pregnancy myself and mentors teen moms on a weekly basis I was impressed! Cynthia Ruchti told the story beautifully. This novel has made the list of one of my all-time favorite books!”


  —Tricia Goyer, best-selling author of 34 books, including The Promise Box


  “When the Morning Glory Blooms is a beautifully crafted story of God’s faithfulness in spite of our failings. Cynthia tenderly, yet truthfully, writes on a subject many would rather pretend doesn’t exist or would sit in judgment upon. For generations, there have been women who have found themselves with nowhere to turn in a crisis pregnancy. Let this book be a reminder and an encouragement to us all that lives are changed when there is grace and love offered and a place to go where hope can be renewed.”


  —Melissa Heegeman, Board President, The Hannah Center, Inc.


  “True to her exquisite writing style, author Cynthia Ruchti has once again penned a masterpiece. When the Morning Glory Blooms exceeds—if possible—her wonderful storytelling in her debut novel, They Almost Always Come Home. This deeply relational novel weaves together three stories from three different time periods, carrying readers along on a most enjoyable experience and then leaving us with a bittersweet longing for the next offering from this talented author. Regardless of what type of genre you prefer, buy and read this book. It is exceptional . . . and you won’t be disappointed.”


  —Kathi Macias is the award-winning author of 40 books, including the Golden Scrolls 2011 Novel of the Year and Carol Award Finalist, Red Ink
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  Becky—2012


  The hand on her cheek weighed no more than a birthmark. It fluttered, stirred by the breeze of a dream, but remained tethered to Becky’s face.


  Her neck stiffened. A neutral position was out of the question. She was trapped at an odd angle between the arm of the porch swing and the breath of the child.


  With one foot planted on the porch’s floorboards, and the rest of her a cradle, Becky kept the swing in motion. A smooth backstroke. Hesitation. Then as she lifted her foot, the forward stroke was accompanied by a two-toned creak the baby must have thought was white noise.


  Becky guessed thirteen pounds. The bulk lying stomach-down across her torso like a seat belt might have come into the world a wisp of six pounds—less than a gallon of milk. But seven hundred bottles later, give or take, and he could hold his own against a Costco-sized bag of sugar.


  A sweat bee buzzed a fly-by. Becky waved it off. Baby drool puddled at the top of her breastbone. She let it be, let it be.


  The rich, woody scent of the neighbor’s cottonwoods melded with the lingering aroma of her caramel latte, the one in her favorite pottery mug on the small table just out of reach. The mug, her book, sanity—so much seemed just out of reach.


  The baby lifted his head. Feather lashes still closed, he nestled the opposite cheek into the hollow of her neck. She patted his diapered bottom with a rhythmic, unspoken “Shh. Back to sleep, little one.”


  The buzz returned, but not above them. Underneath Becky’s right hip, her cell phone thrummed. She reached for it, motionless except for the espionage-worthy stealth of her retrieve arm and the unbroken choreography of her swing foot.


  The phone buzzed again. She held it away from her, saw the familiar caller ID, and hit the “talk” button with her thumb. “What’s up, Lauren?”


  An opportunity, no doubt. Chance du jour.


  A finals study group that included two brainiacs and a certified member of the National Honor Society had invited Lauren to a cram-fest.


  “Please don’t stay out late.” Becky felt the vibrations of her words in her chest. The baby lifted his head and nestled, facing the other direction again.


  Not late, Lauren answered. No. But Becky did realize the group would have to go get something to eat after studying, didn’t she?


  Becky disconnected the call. She may or may not have remembered to say good-bye.


  The baby oozed awake and pushed against her chest until he’d raised himself enough to lock gazes with her. Those denim-blue eyes looked so like his father’s, if her suspicions were correct about the child’s paternity. She brushed strands of cornsilk hair off his cherub forehead.


  “Your mommy called.” Becky kissed one barely there eyebrow, then the other. “She says hi.”
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  Dodging scattered mounds of clothes—distinguishable as clean or dirty only by odor—Becky crossed Lauren’s room to the crib lodged between Lauren’s dresser and her shoe jungle. Well-practiced, Becky eased the baby from her shoulder to the mattress. She pulled a blanket from the corner of the crib, but its sour smell told her it belonged in one of the piles on the floor, not wrapped around her grandson. Stifling a groan, she bent to the plastic storage tub tucked under the crib. One clean blanket, too thick for an Indian summer afternoon.


  Laying babies on their backs? The “let’s change everything we knew for sure” revised recommendation from the pediatric society or some other entity still disturbed her. Hard habit to break. Aren’t they all?


  Her dentist wouldn’t appreciate her new habit of grinding her back teeth. She untensed her jaw, laid the blanket up to Jackson’s waist, then exited the room with an armload of laundry she shouldn’t have to wash.


  Mid-hallway, she leaned against the wall. Baby socks and a pair of skinny jeans drizzled to the floor as she searched for a way to readjust her load. Not the laundry. The pieces that stuck to the rough edges of her fractured hopes.


  Monica’s well-intentioned voice thundered through the throbbing tunnels in her head. “Don’t do everything for Lauren, Becky. You’re enabling her. She’ll never take responsibility if she doesn’t have to.”


  Great advice, Monica. And who suffers if I don’t bathe that child, if I don’t put diapers on my grocery list, if I don’t make sure he has something to wear that doesn’t smell like curdled milk? Lauren won’t even notice.


  Drafting an apology for words her friend would never hear, Becky pushed off from the wall and aimed for the laundry room.


  Jackson’s cry stopped her before she recapped the detergent.
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  Mamas don’t get to stay out past midnight.


  How had pushing a baby through her woman parts given Lauren the right to abandon the house rules? And on a school night?


  Becky steeled herself for a confrontation. She’d say, and then Lauren would say, and then she’d say . . .


  No. That hadn’t worked the last four times they’d had a similar conversation.


  She drowned another tea bag—fragrant, impossibly smooth white peach—and forced her gaze away from the clock on the kitchen wall. But the digital displays on the stove and the microwave mocked her attempts to forget what time it was, where her daughter should be, the lure of her pillow, and the fact that Lauren’s father was missing all the fun.


  I hope you’re enjoying California, Bub. She should probably use his real name. It wasn’t Gil’s fault his job demanded the kind of travel she’d find more fulfilling than he did. Wait. It was only a little after ten, Pacific time. She could call.


  One ring. Two.


  “Hey, honey. How’s my angel?”


  “She’s not home yet.”


  “I meant you, Becky.”


  The sincerity in his voice was like ointment for a scraped knee. “I—”


  “Are you okay, my pugalicious?”


  “Gil. Not in the mood for nose-related terms of endearment, okay?”


  “Sorry.”


  Of course he was. Good man. The kind she’d hoped Lauren would choose one day.


  “Is Jackson sleeping?” he whispered, as if he could wake the baby from six states away, as the stork flies.


  She swirled her tea bag through the steaming water. If it were her typical daytime choice—Black Pearl—it would by now be oversteeped, the deep molasses of Gil’s eyes. “Jackson? Sleeping obliviously. Like I should be.”


  “I wish I were there.”


  “I know.”


  “What’s Lauren’s excuse this time?”


  “Study group.”


  Gil’s sigh traveled through the fiber-optic phone lines and tickled the hairs in Becky’s ear. “Is she still talking college?”


  A slosh of tea left a mini-puddle on the white countertop. She swiped at it with her palm, which turned the small puddle into a smear. “We want her to further her education, don’t we? I mean, providing she gets through this last year of high school.” She ripped a paper towel from its holder. “That’s not a given.”


  “We knew this would be hard.” Blistered. His voice sounded blistered, as though life’s shoes had rubbed too long on a tender spot.


  “He’s our grandson.”


  “And she’s our daughter.”


  “That’s been confirmed, hasn’t it?”


  Gil chuckled. “You mean, how did two fully responsible, completely mature adults manage to raise a daughter who seems allergic to responsibility?”


  “Something like that.”


  “She’s not fully grown yet, Becky.”


  “Oh, that’s comforting.” The baby monitor let Becky know her not-fully-grown-yet daughter’s infant son squirmed in his crib.


  “Do you want me to call Lauren on her cell?”


  “I tried that. It went to voice mail.”


  Gil huffed. “That’ll be the last time.”


  “It’s on my list.” Becky turned away from the glare of the microwave’s time keeper.


  California said, “We’re in this together, hon.”


  She should have replied instantly with something that meant, “We sure are.” But six states of separation and full-time versus part-time parenting left an awkward gap she didn’t have the energy or wisdom to fill.


  “Becky?”


  Somewhere beyond the walls, a car door slammed. “Never mind. She just got home.”
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  “Five, six, seven, eight!”


  Monica’s ever-present ebullience grated today like a hangnail on silk. So did the fact that nothing bulged over the lip of her yoga pants.


  Becky retrieved Jackson’s pacifier from the floor of Monica’s lower-level exercise room, squirted it with water from her sports bottle, and stuck it back in his pouty mouth before returning to the video segment Monica seemed to enjoy far more than a normal person should.


  “We didn’t . . . use . . . pacifiers . . . with our . . . kids,” Monica puffed out, proving she was working hard enough to make conversation difficult.


  Mimicking a scaled-back version of Monica’s arm and leg movements, Becky fought to catch the beat of the exercise video. “Yeah, well . . .”


  “And none . . . of our . . . kids . . . needed braces . . . or had . . .”


  “Cavities, either. Yes, I heard.”


  “I’m just . . . saying . . .”


  Was she serious or teasing? “Two different schools of thought on it, Monica.”


  “And . . . slow it on down.”


  Oh. The exercising. No problem there.


  “Beck, honestly, I don’t know how you do it.” Monica wiped a delicate dot of perspiration from her forehead with the back of her wrist. “You’re an amazing woman.”


  “Even though I take full advantage of disposable diapers when cloth is more environmentally friendly and have been known to rock Jackson clear through his entire nap?”


  Monica’s arms flapped to her side. “You don’t really—Oh. You were kidding.”


  Perfect mothers sometimes can throw a pall on the best-friend idea.


  “No, I mean it,” Monica said, lunging forward just for the fun of it. “I don’t know that I could do what you’re doing.” She switched position and lunged again.


  “Lauren needs to graduate.” As if that explained it all.


  With the video segment complete and Jackson temporarily content, the two women rehydrated and sat cross-legged on the floor near Jackson’s bouncy chair. Becky knew her knees would give her grief for choosing that position, but she found herself drawn to eye-level with the cherub who didn’t know any better than to love her.


  “Doesn’t it bother you that you had to quit work?”


  “Bother me? Other than the loss of the paycheck and the fact that I loved what I did? No, not a bit.”


  Monica tilted her head as if to say, “Oh, you poor thing.”


  Thanks, Monica. That helps. Pity—every woman’s deepest need.


  Attitude adjusted with a Lamaze technique, Becky pressed out a smile. “We do what we have to do.” With a Vanna White wave of her hand, she added, “This is all . . . temporary.”


  “He’s gorgeous, Beck.”


  The two friends watched him breathe, watched his fists bat the air, his feet engage in a dance to silent music.


  Becky caught a whiff of something other than a wet or dirty diaper. Sweat. Her own. Had she remembered deodorant this morning? She ran her tongue over her teeth. Had she brushed them? These were things new moms were supposed to fret about, not new grandmothers. No doubt Lauren had time to straighten or curl her hair, depending on her mood, and do a complete makeup routine before leaving for school. Becky reached into the outside pocket of Jackson’s diaper bag, the area she claimed for herself, and grabbed a stick of gum. If Monica left the room for any reason, she’d dust a handful of Jackson’s baby powder under her armpits.


  She wouldn’t, couldn’t let herself think about what she would be doing at work today. The magazine layout she’d be supervising. The interviews other editors craved but couldn’t secure. The adrenaline jolt from editing an article to its crispest, laser-sharp edge.


  Becky rubbed her left elbow. Infant Seat Elbow, Gil called it. He joked about inventing collapsible legs with wheels for the infant carrier. Becky teased back that a little thing called a stroller had been invented long ago but the two items couldn’t swap duties. Days ago, she’d dreamed he’d engineered the ideal answer. When she woke, the dream dissipated without leaving a blueprint. Dreams do that.


  “Vitamin water?” Monica held one toward her.


  Eww. She tipped her sports bottle in Monica’s direction to signal she was good. The bottle’s stainless steel sides kept its contents—unvitaminized, uninteresting, electrolyte-deficient tap water, with a hint of lemon juice—a secret. Becky didn’t need another reminder about the proper way to do things. And hadn’t she seen a segment on Good Morning America about vitamin water? Yay or nay? She couldn’t remember the point. More than a few things lost their crisp edge with midnight feedings when Lauren had a test the next day. She rubbed her forehead. Brain fog could lift any time now without her objection.


  “Beck, do you—” Monica hesitated, as if sifting her words through a tightly woven screen. “Do you regret not making Lauren go to youth group?”


  Patience, get out of my way. I’m putting you in Time Out. “Monica, come on. You really think Gil and I could have prevented Lauren from getting pregnant if we had forced her to go to youth group?” Blood pressure? Rapidly approaching nuclear meltdown.


  “Brianne can’t stop talking about all she’s learning under Pastor Jon’s leadership. Did you know she’s serving on the youth worship team now? We’ve always had an intentional family devotional time—we call it God Circle—at home, but the church is offering our young people tools to help them navigate the dangerous waters of—”


  Is this the same church that didn’t know how to react, where to look, what to say when Lauren came to the morning service in a skintight maternity top? The same church people who scheduled, then quietly canceled a baby shower?


  Becky didn’t know she had the oomph to go from cross-legged to fully upright at lightning speed. “Monica, we’re done here.”


  The sitting one looked like she’d never been interrupted before. “This is only the first-round cooldown. We have four more tracks to go to complete the exercise series.”


  Becky took mental note of her internal temperature. She could boil pasta. Cool down? “I mean, we are done. You were the one person I thought I could count on for support.”


  Monica jumped to her feet. “You always have my support, Beck.”


  Her fingers fumbling with the safety belts, Becky unlatched Jackson from the bouncy chair, then propped him on her left hip, slung the diaper bag over her right shoulder, grabbed the front lip of the chair, which slammed against her shin, and headed for the door.


  “Becky, don’t go.”


  “We’re done.”


  “I’ll call you later.”


  Becky had no hands left to turn the doorknob. The burning sensation rose from her stomach to her throat to her jaw to her ears. Forehead to the door, her voice squeezed out, “A little . . . help . . . here?”


  Jackson’s pacifier hit the floor. The scream that came from his mouth was the one Becky thought she had dibs on for that moment.


  Monica’s hand on Becky’s back felt like a branding iron. Apparently when an animal is branded, it reacts with tears.


  “Please, hon, let’s talk about this. That was insensitive of me. I’m sorry. Please stay.”


  Becky managed to grab the doorknob with the fingertips of her left hand. “Not now, Monica. I need a God moment. A God circle. God.”


  [image: image]


  The contents of Jackson’s diaper bag left a Hansel-and-Gretel trail from Monica’s front door to Becky’s Honda Civic. The contents of his diaper left a wet spot on her hip. She strapped him into the—to hear him tell the story—straitjacket car seat and dug a spare pacifier from the glove compartment to quiet the noise while she retrieved the crumbs of their morning’s adventure.


  Hot tears splatted the concrete paver sidewalk and driveway as she bent over the strewn baby paraphernalia. Lauren. You should be doing this. You should be the one with urine on your hip. You should be holding that child to your breast, making room for car seats and high chairs, and losing sleep and shreds of sanity.


  She was probably in biology II right now. Biology class. A little late for that.


  Becky slid into the driver’s seat and glanced at the rearview mirror’s reflection of the back window’s baby mirror. Jackson’s eyelids drifted shut over flushed cheeks.


  Why am I doing this? Why am I doing any of this? Because I love that child.


  She sighed as she turned the key in the ignition. Jackson, too.
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  Becky—2012


  Love isn’t Silly Putty. Thought for the day in the flip calendar that Becky’s still-thinking-about-whether-I’m-calling-you-my-friend Monica had given her for her fortieth birthday.


  Love isn’t Silly Putty, it stated emphatically. Even when it has to stretch far, it holds together.


  Really? Feels like ripping.


  Stiffer house rules meant a sullen Lauren. Becky could take it. They’d been through that stage when Lauren moved from twelve to thirteen. And thirteen to fourteen. But babies have radar that responds to sullen with a dose of cranky. Jackson deserved all of Lauren’s heart, all her love, not just when it was convenient or when she was in the mood to parent. Moms are always on call.


  Few things about mothering are convenient, Becky thought as she filled out the parent section of Lauren’s financial aid application for Westbrook’s community college.


  Her fingers hovered over the computer keyboard. The cursor waited for her to enter a response to “Gross Income.” Grossly inadequate since she’d had to quit work to care for Jackson while Lauren finished high school.


  Not just when it was convenient or when she was in the mood to parent. Always on call.


  “Lauren?”


  “What?” The girl didn’t look away from the television. She sat on the floor, bent over with her elbows on her knees and her chin in her hands. So like she did at ten. Her son lay on the floor next to her, chewing his fists.


  “Come here a minute. Please.”


  “I just changed him.”


  In the mood to parent. Becky moved to the couch. “I know you did.” She patted the cushion beside her. “I want to talk to you.”


  “So, talk.” Still no movement.


  In the mood . . .


  Lauren turned while seated, break-dance style, and faced Becky. “Sorry, Mom.” She joined her mom on the couch. Her eyes glistened. “Even I don’t like me lately.”


  Becky reached to draw her into her embrace. Lauren still fit. A too-young mom, but she still fit in the valley of Becky’s heart. Her hair, as silken as Jackson’s, smelled of mangoes. Sweet as a kiss of summer. Oh, my baby!


  “Everything okay at school?”


  “What do you mean?” Lauren pulled out of the tight embrace. “I’m doing as good as I can.”


  Becky considered correcting her grammar, but restrained herself. “Are you getting along with your teachers?”


  Lauren shrugged.


  “With the other kids?”


  Lauren pointed at Jackson. “That’s a kid. Nobody knows what to call someone like me.” She twirled a hank of hair that had flopped out of her pseudo-ponytail.


  “The other students, then.”


  “You mean, the other teen moms? Or did you mean normal students?”


  “Lauren . . .” Should she whip out the consequences lecture? The “well, you should have thought about that before” PowerPoint presentation? The remedial health class DVD? Becky forced an empathetic smile. “Even I don’t like me lately.”


  “Cute, Mom.”


  They sat side by side on the sofa, watching the only happy person in the room wiggle his baby toes.


  “Mom, I don’t know what I’m doing.” The confession was accompanied by a sob that Becky felt down to her toenails.


  “Neither do I, honey.”


  “I don’t know how to be a mom.”


  “I don’t know how to mother a teen mom.”


  Lauren laughed at that, the kind of laugh that acknowledges the sometimes comic alter ego of pain. “You weren’t supposed to have to.”


  “What do you see for his future, Lauren? For your futures?”


  “I’m not planning a future. I can’t think past today.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t know the difference between a breast pump and a sump pump! What if I can’t even keep him alive?”


  I’ve wondered the same thing.


  They held each other until Lauren pushed away and said, “Mom, you’re burning up. Do you have a fever?”


  So that’s what a hot flash feels like.
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  Jackson rolled over for the first time that night. Lauren didn’t play the proud parent. She was a proud parent. The video of the event hit all her social networks.


  She flunked her French quiz the next day.
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  Monica’s voice mail messages to Becky remained unanswered for three days. It felt like the emotional vacuum between Good Friday and Easter Sunday. Sunday. How was Becky going to avoid Monica at church? Avoidance hardly seemed a Sunday thing to do.


  Gil’s plane landed at 9:03 Saturday night. Becky pulled the Civic to the curb outside Baggage Claim the moment he walked out of the terminal. Jackson slept slumped in his car seat, unmoved even when Gil slammed the trunk shut. Gil whispered an apology when he slid into the passenger side. “Didn’t know Jackson was coming along.” He leaned tentatively toward Becky, as if testing the “It’s appropriate to kiss in front of a sleeping baby, right?” waters.


  She grabbed him by the shoulders and leaned in to his lips. The cars in line behind her wouldn’t wait for much more than one kiss, so she put the Civic in gear, pulled into traffic, and repeated, “I’m so glad you’re home,” as if they were the only words she knew.


  “How’s he been?” Gil nodded over his shoulder at the still-sleeping child. “Where’s his mom? And I use that word loosely.”


  Becky’s heart clenched. “Homecoming.”


  Gil nudged her leg. “Oh, you guys. I’ve only been gone three weeks.”


  “Not your homecoming, Captain Important. The football game homecoming night.”


  “Oh.”


  “I know. I could have said she couldn’t go.”


  “If she were an adult single parent, we’d have no say on choices like that.”


  “If she were an adult, she wouldn’t be playing in the band for homecoming. What do you call this netherland?”


  Almost a mile ticked by. “My fault. I call it my fault.”


  Becky took her eyes from the road long enough to glance at his shadowed face. “Your fault? What are you talking about?”


  “I read a lot on the plane. And on the layover. One article, New York Times if I remember right, gave stats on the number of women who are reproducing without the ‘nuisance of a spouse.’ ”


  “You’re not a nuisance, Gil.” You’re not home enough to be a nuisance.


  He shrugged out of his suit coat and tossed it into the backseat, barely missing his grandson, and then rebuckled his seat belt. “And I read an editorial about teen mom reality shows.”


  “Did either of us encourage her to watch those? No.”


  “And I got partway through an essay about the importance of a dad’s relationship with his daughter. It’s my fault.”


  “You’ve always had a great relationship with Lauren.”


  “It didn’t stop her from . . . from this.” He gestured again to the backseat. “It didn’t stop Mark from going to Iraq.”


  No. We’re not talking about Mark today. Not today. Becky flicked the turn signal and changed lanes. She pointed over the seat with her thumb. “That is our amazing grandson. Ten years from now, we won’t remember this part.”


  “Yes, we will.”


  “You’re right. We will.”


  Silence drove them the rest of the way home.
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  “I wonder how much money the church spends on cleaning up the debris from other people’s mistakes.” Gil’s low voice rumbled, even in whisper mode. He pointed to the overhead digital screen’s preservice messages with announcements about a variety of addiction recovery programs, divorce care, get-out-of-debt classes, and Teen Mothers of Preschoolers.


  Becky leaned toward his ear. “I signed her up for that.”


  “Your tithes at work,” he whispered back.


  “Lauren won’t go. Too stressful to fit that into her homework schedule. And her social life.”


  “Which is why teens shouldn’t get preg—Hi, Lauren. Is he all settled in the nursery?”


  Lauren slumped into the padded chair beside Becky. Talking without unclenching her teeth, she said, “Why does everyone else think they know what’s best for my kid?” She crossed her feet at the ankles, legs extended far under the row in front of her, flip-flops flapping, and folded her arms over her chest. “That Cramer lady said, ‘Just go. He’ll be fine.’ She insisted.”


  “Sophie. Sophie Cramer. Nice lady.”


  “Whatever. ‘Just go,’ she said. ‘He’ll stop crying as soon as you’re out of sight.’ Like that’s supposed to make me feel better.”


  Becky reached an arm around Lauren’s shoulders. She would have said something comforting except she’d been told the same thing and felt the same way the first time she took Lauren to the nursery seventeen years earlier.


  Becky glanced around the sanctuary. How many other people in the room had to work up the courage to walk through those doors today? Different problems. Different consequences. Different reasons for sleepless nights.


  Oh, joy. Brianne was on the worship team this morning. Brianne with the flat stomach and no stretch marks. Brianne with the angelic face and no residual diaper odor clinging to her skinny little sweater. Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned and hath coveted my best friend’s daughter’s regret-free life.


  “What’s she doing up there?” Lauren’s tone dripped with the jealousy Becky felt. Like mother, like daughter.


  “Monica said she sings on the youth worship team now,” which you would know if you went to youth group. “I imagine they needed another backup singer and she was the logical choice. Lauren, we’re standing. At least lip-synch the words to the songs, okay?”


  Becky turned her attention to the lyrics on the screen. The letters blurred. Church used to be a sanctuary. Now it felt like an exhibit hall with their family on display in the “What Not to Do” section. The section with the broken people.


  And she couldn’t even whine about it to Monica.
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  Lauren’s exterior posture more closely matched Becky’s internal posture than Becky wanted to admit. Great day for a sermon about the Bible’s Rachel, who “refused to be comforted” over the loss of her child. Even Lauren seemed to soften a little, brushing at a tear when the final song started with something about mercy finding people at the side of a broken road and lifting them out of the debris of their failings.


  Who said an out-of-wedlock pregnancy was no big deal anymore? Twenty-first century and all that? Cultural acceptance. Reality shows spotlighting teen moms notwithstanding. Regret still destroys futures, changes relationships, rewrites dreams.


  While Brianne bounced off the platform at the end of the service and into a gaggle of girlfriends, Lauren headed to the nursery to retrieve her son. Gil chatted with two men from his Tuesday night accountability group. Becky bypassed the conversations and sought out the privacy of a bathroom stall. Just like junior high.


  She recognized the shoes of the woman in the next stall to the left. Monica’s what-were-you-thinking? eggplant patent leather ballerina flats.


  Becky noiselessly slid her own Walmart feet to the right. How long would she have to stay in the stall to avoid facing the woman with the perfect family life?


  Oh, that was ridiculous! Had she learned nothing since junior high?


  God grant me the something-something to accept the something else that I cannot change.


  Serenity. Yeah, that was it.


  Pull up your big girl panties, literally, and leave your hiding place, Becky.


  Side-by-side sinks. A shared soap dispenser. Lavender—supposedly stress-reducing aroma. Automatic paper towel dispenser. No, you go first.


  “Good to see you here, Becky.”


  “You, too.”


  “I don’t mean, in the bathroom.”


  “Yeah, me neither.”


  “Let me get the door for you.”


  Noble, considering how you dissed my daughter, my parenting, my . . . “Thanks.”


  Monica searched the crowd in the narthex.


  Wow, not even a lame comment about the weather.


  Another few seconds ticked by before Monica asked, “Do you want to grab some lunch and talk?”


  “Yes.” Becky drew a steadying breath. “Someday. Not today, if that’s okay with you.”


  Monica opened her mouth as if prepared to proffer the perfect response. Nothing.


  Where was Lauren? Daughter of mine, this isn’t your fault, exactly, but it’s part of the fallout. “I’ll see you next week, Monica.” Becky tucked her Bible under her arm and caught Gil’s eye with a “meet you in the car” hand signal. No doubt Lauren and the baby were already there, trying to make each other smile.


  “Can I call you tomorrow, Becky?”


  “I won’t be home.”
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  Who was she kidding? Of course she’d be home. Where was she going to go? The spa? Work? The Ellison Corp. didn’t have a gram-ternity leave plan. She’d had to quit to take care of Jackson when the school year started. If Lauren graduated on schedule, maybe she could work part-time next summer. If the new editor who’d taken her place didn’t pan out.


  “Burgers or pizza?” Gil alternated glances at Lauren in the backseat and Becky in the front.


  “Let’s just go home, Dad.”


  Becky nodded.


  “I’m offering to take my two best girls out for lunch. What am I hearing? Okay, okay. Seafood. As long as it’s deep-fried.”


  Jackson voiced his protest over that idea. With a vengeance.


  “Home it is.”


  More howls from the backseat. Becky offered, “Lauren, try—”


  “I’ve got it, Mom!”


  And she did. Quiet returned except for the faint sound of a Kutless song bleeding from the earbuds of Lauren’s iPod, one bud of which rested on the upholstered car seat near Jackson’s ear.


  Becky calculated decibel levels versus fragile eardrums, but landed on gratitude that Lauren had discovered a way to comfort her son. All by herself.
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  I leave again on Tuesday.” Gil’s words slid into the conversation like too many raw onions on a fast-food burger slicked with special sauce.


  “Where to this time?”


  He drew his rake through another chaotic convention of sun-crisped oak leaves, stirring that unmistakable “autumn’s here” aroma. The leaves rattled as they bumped against one another in an effort to escape Gil’s tines. “Cincinnati.”


  Becky pulled a desiccated tomato vine, knocked the dirt from its roots, and threw it into the four-by-four garden trailer hooked to the riding mower. Gil didn’t like traveling this much any more than she did. But with jobs this scarce, refusing to get on a plane was a death knell to collecting a paycheck.


  She’d waited too long to respond. He’d know she wasn’t happy about the trip. “It’s . . . it’s not so far. How long will you be gone?” At one time she’d been more skilled at imitating lighthearted. She brushed garden debris from her fleece work pants as she waited for his answer.


  One second. Two seconds. Three seconds.


  That long? You’ll be gone that long?


  “Becky, why don’t you come with me?”


  Her turn not to answer.


  “I know,” he said. “Jackson and Lauren are why. But maybe you could get Monica to help out for a few days? Please?”


  “She works.”


  “Volunteering. Maybe she’d see it as an opportunity to serve. Ministry.”


  The hope in Gil’s voice clashed with what Becky knew about Monica’s interest in “ministering” to the aftermath of an unplanned, untimely, unblessed pregnancy.


  Unblessed?


  The arrival of the child changed everything. A blessed, wanted, adored, cherished child. Pulsing evidence of God’s grace. A redemption object lesson.


  A game-changer in so many ways.


  The rhythm of Gil’s rake stilled. A gust of a fall wind’s rebellion tugged at the neat piles he’d created. He leaned his chin on the pad made by his crossed hands on the handle end of the rake. “Maybe when the little guy’s a few months older.”


  She looked up into eyes that didn’t resemble Jackson’s. Middle Eastern dark, like she expected of someone born in, say, Bethlehem. How long had it been since she’d taken time to study the nuances in those irises? How long since she’d not left his side in the middle of the night to check on their grandson? How long since she felt comfortable surrendering to the fire of his touch?


  She could have put a capital H on “his” and asked those same questions.


  “Becky?”


  “Yes?”


  “Are you lost somewhere?”


  “Lost in gratitude for you.”


  Gil’s eyebrows arched. “Sounds like an invitation to me.”


  Becky’s hand reached for the baby monitor tucked in the pocket of her windbreaker. “It’s about time for Jackson’s nap to end.”


  “Oh. Right.”


  Longing left its dusty residue on their words. Longing for each other. For life to be different, less complicated.


  The monitor breathed deep, grunted, then started to make “I’m no longer happy here” noises, proving her timing accurate and Jackson’s unfortunate.


  She peeled off her garden gloves without losing eye contact with Gil. “I’ll . . . I’ll change him, feed him, and bring him out here. The sun’s nice and warm. If I bundle him up, we can keep going.”


  And they would. Keep going. Like it or not.


  “Want me to get him?”


  “It’s not your responsibility.”


  “Yours, either.”


  It was easy for Becky to assume Jackson’s care as if he was her responsibility. Maternal instinct and guilt shared many of the same traits. Add to the mix her unquenchable love for him, and the concoction smoked and boiled like a showy science experiment. Baking soda—maternal instinct. Vinegar—guilt. Love—catalyst for anything good that came from it.


  Catalyst. Cattle list: Angus, Hereford, Holstein. One of the lame jokes Gil shared on their first date. It reappeared every anniversary, like wooly caterpillars before the first snow.


  She reached into her pocket to turn off the monitor. “I’ll get him.”


  “Want me to pull these dead things over here while you’re gone?”


  Becky aligned her gaze with his. “No!”


  “Just trying to help.”


  “Sorry to snap. It’s my morning glory vines.”


  “Yeah? You’re not expecting them to bloom anytime soon, are you? I believe their season is long past.” He crumbled a crunchy vine into powder between his fingers.


  “Don’t . . . don’t touch them, okay? I’ll take care of them later. I’m saving the seeds.”


  Gil straightened, his chin tucked against his windpipe. “Yes, ma’am.” He saluted.


  “I’m not trying to be stinky about it.”


  “Sometimes you don’t have to try.” He winked.


  She’d let that go. He did lighthearted better than she did. His smile seemed genuine. Plus, she hoped to catch Jackson before his babble turned to tears.


  Or hers did.


  [image: image]


  Tiny black-brown seeds housed in a papery brown pod. Why did saving them mean so much to her? Most years, the plants would come back on their own. Or she could purchase a packet of morning glory seeds next spring from any number of suppliers—Walmart, the grocery store, the Westbrook Greenhouse. Even the gas station had a seed carousel, if she remembered right. She was no master gardener—that was Monica’s department—but preserving those morning glory seeds each fall stirred something in her.


  If she thought too hard, her dedication to the task might take on an obsessive taint. So she wouldn’t think. She’d collect the dry pods, the remnants birthed from what was once a Microsoft-blue flower, rub the papery covering in her hands until the seeds separated from the chaff, and save them in the baby food jar reserved for that purpose.


  The jar she’d used since her Mark first tasted pureed pears. Her heart lost another beat. How many could she afford to lose?


  The jar she’d used since the first morning glory bloomed in the side yard. Since the sight of that startling, delicate, unfurled sapphire blossom with its glistening white center lifted her postpartum depression by an inch, then another inch the next day when another bloom appeared.


  She fixed Jackson’s bottle and toyed with another thought. How does a person recognize postpartum depression in a surly teen?


  Becky pushed open the door to Lauren’s bedroom. “Sweet boy, did you have a good nap?”


  His hair, sleep-damp, stuck-in-the-50s pin-curl shapes around his baby doll face. The first Trundle with naturally curly hair.


  Jackson Trundle. He should have had a different last name.
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  The paternity discussion long stale, “a’moldering in the grave” as some long-ago poet would have expressed it, Becky still cringed whenever Lauren’s study group included Noah. Noah, the Eddie Haskell smooth-talker—Good evening, Mrs. Trundle—with denim-blue eyes. It brought no joy to her heart that Lauren insisted she couldn’t be sure who the father was. Every mother’s dream. And that she didn’t want any help from the birth father anyway. Would Lauren feel differently about that if Gil and Becky weren’t footing the bill for formula and diapers? And groceries? And a roof over their heads? And health insurance?


  They should have forced the issue. Lauren wrote a name on the birth certificate in the line for “child’s father.” It was all Becky could do not to search Lauren’s room for a copy of that piece of paper. Did the backseat male have to file a claim in order to force a paternity test? That issue joined a laundry list of others about which Becky had no answers and sometimes avoided searching.


  Lord, I used to be the one sad to have lost a son in Iraq but happy to have a daughter who loved me and filled my life with joy.
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  Splayed on the changing table, Jackson pinched his eyes shut and giggled from his belly, an outrageously soul-satisfying sound. Becky tickled his knee again as she held the front of the disposable diaper in position. The new diaper warmed beneath her hand. Wet already, and she hadn’t even gotten the tabs closed yet. She replaced it with a fresh one, tugged a pair of sweat pants over his tickle-friendly legs, and pulled the clean-enough-for-now knit shirt into position.


  He reached for her—reached for her—and a remnant of joy stole back into her heart, like refugees crossing the border into safe territory. He’d done that to her since the moment he took his first breath in a birthing center that was shy one man.


  The missing man could be the one in the family room right now, part of the acne-ridden think tank conjugating French verbs between bites of Becky’s caramel corn.


  Caramel corn! She was an enabler! She might be, at that moment, giving sustenance to a hormonally charged teen who refused to man up and confess he had fathered the child now nestled into her neck with his fingers entwined in her hair, his love laced through the muscles of her heart.


  She didn’t like the suspicious side of herself. If Noah were innocent, she was worse than those whose eyes widened a few months ago when Lauren’s belly entered the room before the rest of her. “It’s not a giant wart. It’s a baby!” she’d wanted to say to them. And what did that say about her? She owed an apology to all the people in the world with giant warts.


  “Mom?”


  Becky turned. Lauren stood in the doorway, Noah behind her.


  “We’re taking a break. Can we have Jackson?”


  I don’t know. Can you? Did you? Did the two of you—?


  “I want to show Noah how he rolls over.” She shifted from one foot to the other as she held out her arms.


  “Carrie and Dane, too?”


  Lauren shot her a searing look and leveled, “They had to go home.” She took Jackson from Becky with an exaggerated tug.


  Love isn’t Silly Putty.


  If I were the perfect mom, I’d say . . .


  No idea. None.


  “I’m going to run a load of darks. Mind if I grab yours while I’m here, Lauren?”


  The lines of Lauren’s jaw turned from freezer meat to refrigerated. Partially thawed. “That would be great. Thanks.”


  Maybe Noah was just a good friend. Bless him for sticking by Lauren in spite of everything. How many high school guys would do that? Maybe Jackson’s eyes were more indigo than denim. Maybe he and Noah didn’t share the same chin dimple.


  Becky kicked at the piles of Lauren’s clothes, half-expecting something to slither out of the shadows. With two fingers she picked up a nearly stiff charcoal sweater and pulled two pairs of jeans sticking Wicked-Witch-of-the-West style from under the unmade bed. Nothing slithered, but something rattled. The piece of plastic must have been snagged by a belt loop.


  She bent with jerky, robotic motions. No.


  No.


  No. Please, God.


  Becky stumbled to Lauren’s overflowing wastebasket, dumped its contents on the floor, held it under her dimple less chin, and threw up.
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  “Mom! You were just holding Jackson. If you knew you were getting the flu, why didn’t you say something? Now he’s all exposed.” Lauren held the baby on her far hip, as if shielding him with her body. “And gross. You owe me a new wastebasket.”


  “I don’t have the flu.” She sat on the edge of Lauren’s bed—the basket on the floor at her feet—waiting to gain the strength to clean it up.


  “My room stinks. No offense, Mom, but I’m not sleeping here tonight.”


  “It’s not . . . the flu. Get your dad.”


  Lauren backed another step into the hall. “He’s taking Noah home. Noah’s sensitive to the sound of puking.”


  “Didn’t Noah drive?”


  “His anal parents took his keys. Total misunderstanding.”


  Headache. Throbbing headache. “When your dad . . . gets . . . home . . .”


  “Mom, are you okay? Are you having a stroke or something?” One more step back into the hall. “Should I call 911?”


  One of us may need 911 before this night’s over. “Take Jackson to the family room. You can get the portable crib out of my closet, if you want. I’ll be out in a few minutes. By then, your dad should be back.”


  She chuffed. “I—”


  “Lauren, if you ever wanted to not cross me, it’s now.”
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  Two teeth-brushings and a mouthwash later, Becky held a cold washcloth to her eyes. She heard the garage door opener grind open, then close. She timed her entrance into the family room to coincide with Gil’s. She wouldn’t face Lauren alone. Not this time.


  Obviously prewarned—thank the Lord for cell phones, sometimes—Gil kept a respectful distance.


  “Feeling better, honey? Can I get you anything?” He lowered himself into his recliner before she had a chance to answer.


  Sweet man. “I’m okay. My stomach’s okay. Relatively.”


  Gil reached to turn on the end-table lamp.


  “Dad!”


  “What?”


  “Jackson?” Lauren pointed to the portable crib, as if it needed an introduction—an explosion of rainbow colors in a room of deep caramel and light cream.


  Gil held his hands up, surrendering. “Ah. Indoor voices and low lights. Still getting used to having a baby in the house.”


  Becky’s stomach spasmed.


  “Mom, you’re looking weird again. Why don’t you just go to bed? Whatever it is can wait until—”


  “Lauren, it can’t wait.” She dropped the piece of plastic onto the coffee table. “Care to explain this?”


  Gil leaned forward, forearms on his knees. Becky caught the movement in her peripheral vision, but her eyes stayed focused on Lauren’s face.


  Gil reached to touch it, then withdrew his hand. “Is that—?”


  “Yes, dear. A home pregnancy test.”


  “Becky, are you—?”


  She dropped her lock-gaze with Lauren. “Oh, Gil. Come on.”


  “The vomiting. The irritability.”


  You want irritability? “This is not mine.” She turned back to Lauren. “Want to explain to your father what this was doing in your bedroom?”


  Lauren studied the threads in the side seam of her jeans. “Not really.”


  “That’s . . . that’s the old one, right? The one announcing Jackson?” Gil dipped his head as if trying to make his daughter look him in the eye. “The old one. Why you saved it is kind of bizarre.”


  Becky ran her tongue over her freshly cleaned teeth as she worked to temper her response. “Not the old one, honey. That was a different brand of test.”


  “How do you remember these details? I’m in awe.”


  “Gil!” Becky picked up the handle end of the plastic rod. She tapped it on the coffee table surface as if beating out a parent’s Morse code of desperation. “Lauren, what does this mean?”


  “Why are you looking at me?” Lauren drew her floppy sweater across her front, lapping it like two-layered armor.
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