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      October 1959


       


      Anna's dugout canoe sliced a quiet path through the glasslike surface of the river. Today the Siuslaw was the color of topaz, with reflections of trees along its edges. Interspersed between spruce and firs, maple trees shone in shades of gold and rust and red. Anna turned the canoe around, paddling back to the inn where she would start breakfast, when the silvery form of a good-sized fish shot out of the water. Soaring nearly a foot into the morning air, it arched then gracefully came down with a quiet splash. The third one she'd seen this morning.


      Spawning season. The salmon were beginning their annual migration upriver, and in a day or two, the whole river would be hopping with them, with fishermen not far behind. Grandma Pearl used to say that the salmon were practicing their jumping skills, getting strong enough to make it up mountain streams and small waterfalls in order to lay their eggs in the same spots their ancestors had been procreating their young for hundreds of years.


      October was Anna's favorite month on the river. With mild weather, good fishing, harvest moons, and gorgeous sunsets, who could complain? And this year—her first October back on the Siuslaw in twenty years—she was sharing this special month with Clark! Only two weeks since returning from their honeymoon, Anna and Clark had already fallen into a comfortable pattern. It was amazing how compatible they were. Both enjoyed the quietness of the morning, a good cup of coffee, and the great outdoors.


      Clark was nearly finished with the first cabin, with a good start on the next one. Meanwhile Anna enjoyed puttering around, putting up produce from her garden, catching up with neighbors, making plans for the inn, and being a wife again. She was just entering the house when she heard the phone ringing. Surprised that anyone would call this early in the morning, she hurried to answer it. Perhaps it was a guest wanting to book a room. So far the reservations had been few, but both she and Clark agreed that was a blessing in disguise since it allowed them more time to enjoy being newlyweds.


      "Mom?" It was Lauren, and she sounded upset.


      "Yes, dear, it's me. How are you?"


      "Not good, Mom. Not good at all."


      "Oh, dear, are you sick?" Anna had heard there was a bad strain of influenza going around in the cities. Lauren had been on campus less than a month. Surely she wasn't sick.


      "I don't know . . . maybe."


      A wave of worry washed over Anna. She remembered the time when Lauren had been seriously ill with scarlet fever as a young child. "Tell me what's wrong, Lauren. What are your symptoms?"


      "I've been throwing up and I just feel awful."


      "Oh, dear, that sounds like influenza. Do other students have it too?"


      "I don't know."


      "Maybe you should go to the doctor."


      "I don't know who to go to here."


      "What about your sorority mother? Can she help you?"


      "Mrs. Ellis is just horrible, Mom. She's a real witch. Everyone hates her."


      Anna controlled herself from correcting her daughter's judgment. "Well, is there a clinic on campus you can go to?"


      "I don't know, Mom." Now Lauren was starting to cry.


      "I'll talk to Clark," Anna said quickly. "Maybe he can bring me up there and we'll figure out what's going on with you."


      "Okay . . . ." Lauren's voice sounded weak now.


      "You'll be all right until I get there, won't you?"


      "Yeah, I'm going back to bed."


      "Good. Stay warm. And I'll call your sorority and leave a message about when we'll arrive." As soon as she hung up, Anna ran outside to where Clark was just coming up the stairs to the house.


      "Hello, darling—" He stopped, studying her closely. "What's wrong?"


      She quickly explained and Clark, without questioning her, said he'd be ready to go as soon as they had a quick breakfast. Anna hurried to cook eggs and toast, explaining to Clark about the time Lauren had been sick with scarlet fever. "She was so little and so ill." Anna set his plate in front of him. "Her fever was so high, I really thought we were going to lose her." She sighed as she went for her own plate. "Even after she recovered there was some concern about heart problems. Although she's been fairly healthy since then. Until now that is."


      "Don't worry, honey." He patted her hand. "We'll be there by afternoon and we'll stay as long as you like."


      "Or maybe we can bring her home with us."


      "Sure. If you think she'll be comfortable in the pickup." He frowned. "Times like this make me wish I had a car instead."


      Now Anna thought hard. "I wonder if Dorothy might be able to help. She lives near the college. If she could bring Lauren here in her car . . ." Already Anna was heading for the phone.


      "If Dorothy can bring her, Lauren could be here by this afternoon," Clark pointed out. "Then you could nurse her back to health."


      "Yes," Anna said eagerly. She was already dialing the operator. Before long, Dorothy was on the other end and Anna quickly explained the dilemma. "I hate to bother you, but—"


      "It's no bother," Dorothy assured her.


      "But I hadn't considered—what if Lauren has something contagious?"


      Dorothy laughed. "Don't you worry. I'm strong as a horse. My girls come home sick with some new illness every year and I never seem to catch a thing."


      "Okay . . . if you're positive."


      "You just give me the details of where Lauren is and I'll head over there straight away. I'll pack blankets and pillows and maybe a thermos of tea. And my girls are in school. Even if they get home before I do, they're capable of being by themselves for a few hours. Ralph gets home by six. Really, I'd enjoy the drive, Anna. Don't give it another thought. I might even stay into the weekend, if you have the room."


      "Of course we have room. And you know you're always welcome here." Anna told her Lauren's address and they estimated the time she'd arrive in town. "I'll take the boat and meet you at the grocery store," Anna promised. "I need to get some things anyway."


      Next Anna called Lauren's sorority and explained to Mrs. Ellis that Lauren was ill and that her friend Dorothy would arrive there soon to pick her up.


      "She's sick?" Mrs. Ellis sounded surprised, and a bit grumpy.


      "Yes. I think it may be influenza. She's been vomiting."


      "This is the first I've heard of it."


      "Yes, well, it may have just come on this morning. She can stay with us through the weekend and we'll see how it goes. Perhaps she'll be well enough to return to classes next week. But if she's contagious, it might be best if she's not there."


      "Yes, that sounds wise. I'll let Lauren know your friend is coming."


      Anna hung up the phone and returned to the table where Clark was filling her coffee cup. "Sounds like you've got it all worked out."


      "Yes." She sighed and sat down. "Thank goodness for Dorothy."


      "I wouldn't mind driving up there, but for Lauren's sake, I'm glad Dorothy can transport her." He patted Anna's hand. "Now, try not to worry."


      "Yes . . . you're right. Worrying doesn't help anything."


      "But this does make me wonder if I should consider getting us a car."


      "The road is so terrible, Clark."


      He nodded. "We could keep the car parked in town. That way, if there was an emergency, we'd zip down in the boat and have a car to use."


      "Oh, I don't think we really need a car."


      "But what about when you have guests at the inn? Perhaps you'll want a car if you need to pick them up or take them somewhere, Anna. You never know."


      Anna was embarrassed now. "I don't even know how to drive, Clark."


      He chuckled. "Well, I've seen you handle a boat. I'm sure you'd be just fine behind the wheel of a car too."


      She smiled. "It might be nice to know how to drive."


      "Then we will see that you do."


      "I just hope I don't put you through too much stress. I remember how Eunice complained when Lauren was learning to drive."


      Now he told her about teaching Marshall to drive a couple of years ago. "And that boy had a lead foot and an attitude to go with it. So I'm sure teaching you will be a piece of cake."


      After the breakfast things were cleaned up, Anna went to work getting a room ready for Lauren. Although the weather had been temperate, she decided to put a heating pad in the bed, as well as an extra quilt. She also put a water pitcher and glass on the bedside table, along with a small vase of garden flowers. Then she made a grocery list and called in her order, saying she would pick it up around two.


      To keep herself from worrying about Lauren, she decided to make some of Lauren's favorite childhood foods, including baked custard and snickerdoodle cookies. Staying busy was good medicine for her. Instead of fretting, she began to look forward to this unexpected visit. Focusing more on the time they'd get to spend together, she put her worries about Lauren's illness behind her. It was wonderful that Lauren had called her—and not her paternal grandmother, Eunice. That alone gave Anna great hope that her relationship with Lauren was already much improved. What Anna's former-mother-in-law would have to say when she found out (and, knowing Eunice, she would find out) was beyond Anna's control.


      As Anna removed the last batch of cookies from the oven, she mentally compared her new mother-in-law—Clark's mother, Hazel—to Eunice. Could two women be more different? Anna never met Adam's mother until after they had married—against his mother's will. But she had met Hazel even before meeting Clark. Perhaps that was a better way to plan a successful marriage—meet the mother-in-law first.


      "Hello, darling!" Clark came up from behind her, slipping his arms around her waist and hugging her. "Something smells good in here."


      "I'm keeping myself distracted by cooking." She turned around, kissed him, then handed him a warm cookie.


      "Am I a lucky man or am I a lucky man?" He grinned and took a bite. "Yummy."


      "They're Lauren's favorites. I hope she'll feel up to having one."


      "Poor girl. I just hope their trip is going smoothly."


      "I hope Dorothy thought to bring a bucket." Anna made a face. "In case Lauren gets sick, you know."


      He made a face. "Oh, I didn't even think of that. Anyway, if you like, I can pick up the ladies in town. I put the full cover on the boat so it'll be warmer for the patient."


      "I planned to go myself," Anna told him. "I've got groceries to pick up."


      "You want a hand?"


      She smiled. "I'd love it."


      "We could put a cot in the boat if you think Lauren will need to lie down."


      Anna nodded. "That's a good idea. And I'll get some blankets and things. And I already called Dr. Robertson. I explained that I wasn't sure what was wrong and he actually offered to come out here and look at her."


      "A doctor who still makes house calls?"


      She smiled. "He said he saw the article in the newspaper about our wedding. And he was so impressed with what he read about the inn that he's been wanting to come out and see it anyway."


      "Ah, so an inn comes in handy for lots of things."


      Anna felt worried again. "I just hope she's okay, Clark."


      He hugged her again. "Even if she's really sick, she will have to get well quickly with you caring for her, Anna. Like Mom says, you have a gift when it comes to healing."


      Anna wasn't too sure, but she didn't want to argue. She hoped Hazel and Clark were right. After returning to the old ways, Anna's grandmother had been a gifted healer. Anna remembered several times when traditional medicine had failed her family or their friends on the river. Without fanfare, Anna's grandmother would step forward, often when Anna's mother wasn't looking, and she would quietly recommend herbs and poultices and other treatments, and before long, the ailing person would recover. Anna wished she knew more about those ancient remedies, but mostly she was thankful for the quiet healing elements of the peaceful river itself. That alone had brought health and wholeness to her life. Maybe it would work its magic on Lauren as well.
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      Anna was pleasantly surprised when she stepped out of the grocery store and spotted her daughter. Lauren looked perfectly fine as she waved from Dorothy's car. Dorothy beeped the horn then pulled the Buick into the small side lot that river families leased for their parking convenience. Anna hurried over to the car, opened the door, and soon had her daughter in her arms. After a long reassuring hug, she looked into Lauren's eyes. "How are you doing?"


      "I still feel kind of weak and tired, but at least I haven't been throwing up."


      Dorothy got out of the car. "That was a relief," she admitted. "I can remember when Jill got carsick on our way to Yosemite a couple years ago. The car stank for weeks."


      "Well, let's get you onto the boat. Clark just took a box of groceries down ahead of us, but we're ready to go." Anna put an arm around Lauren's shoulders. "We fixed it up like a floating ambulance."


      "And I'll get our bags," Dorothy said.


      "I'll send Clark back to help."


      "Meet you at the dock."


      "Thanks." Anna smiled gratefully at her old friend. Dorothy had grown up on the river too. She knew her way around as well as Anna. If only she lived here full-time.


      Before long they were back at the inn where Anna thanked Dorothy again, telling her to make herself at home, or to use the boat to go and visit her parents if she liked. "I'll get this girl into bed."


      "I'm not that tired," Lauren protested.


      "I don't care," Anna said with authority as she led Lauren to the room she'd prepared. "I'm in charge here and I think you should just rest."


      "Okay." Lauren gave in easily and Anna noticed her usually vivacious daughter did look a little pale and weary as she peeled off a soft pink cardigan.


      "Do you feel like eating a little something?" Anna set one of Lauren's bags on the bench at the foot of the bed.


      "I guess I could try. I didn't feel much like it on the trip here." Lauren kicked off her shoes and sat down on the chair by the window, sighing as if bone-weary.


      "You get yourself into bed, sweetheart, and I'll bring you something."


      Lauren made a weak smile. "Thanks, Mom. You know, there's no one like you when it comes to taking care of me when I'm sick. Grandmother was always hopeless at it. Remember?"


      Anna chuckled. "Your grandmother never could stand the sight of a sickroom or even something as innocent as a thermometer—and if there's a bedpan anywhere near the poor woman, she might actually faint."


      Lauren made a face. "Well, at least I don't need a bedpan, Mom."


      "Thank goodness for that." As Anna went to prepare Lauren a tray, she remembered the long, hard years she'd spent caring for Lauren's father when Lauren was a girl. Adam had returned from the war minus an arm and a piece of his soul. Anna had cared for him for about ten years before he'd finally taken his own life. As far as Anna knew, Lauren was unaware of this sad fact. For years Anna had assumed she was the only one with those suspicions. However, she'd been blindsided when Eunice brought up the subject of Adam's death last summer. It was possible Eunice might've informed Lauren about her father by now, but Anna did not intend to bring the subject up herself. Some things were better left unsaid.


      Anna carried a tray with tea, custard, and a couple of cookies into Lauren's room. "See if there's anything here that can tempt your appetite," she told her as she set it on Lauren's lap. "And I'm making chicken soup for dinner."


      Lauren smiled. "Looks good, Mom. Thanks."


      Anna sat down, making small talk as Lauren picked at the food. She told her a little bit about their honeymoon trip up the Oregon Coast. "We stayed at different beachside hotels all along the highway, clear up to Astoria."


      "That sounds fun." Lauren took a sip of tea. "But I plan to go somewhere more exotic my honeymoon. I think maybe Honolulu or Jamaica."


      Anna chuckled. "Already planning your honeymoon?"


      "Doesn't hurt to think ahead."


      "How are your classes going, honey? Do you like school?"


      Lauren shrugged. "You know me, Mom. I've never been the scholarly type. But I like the girls in my sorority. And it's fun seeing Donald on campus."


      "Are you feeling a little better now?" Anna got up now, placing her hand on Lauren's forehead, like she used to do when Lauren was a child. To her relief, it felt normal.


      "I guess so. But I'm surprised because I really felt sick this morning. I barely made it to the bathroom on time. And I couldn't eat a thing for breakfast."


      "Maybe you just need some rest." Anna picked up the empty tray. "A weekend on the river will put the roses back in your cheeks. Now just close your eyes and relax, honey. Enjoy this leisurely rest." She quietly left the room, closing the door.


      By dinnertime Lauren said she felt like getting up, and Anna didn't discourage her. The four of them enjoyed dinner together and even played cards until ten. Feeling as if Lauren was making a swift recovery, Anna went to bed feeling happy. But at five in the morning, she heard groans coming from the bathroom and hurried out in time to see Lauren hunched over the toilet.


      Anna stayed with her, comforting her until she stopped retching. Then after giving her some water and washing Lauren's pasty forehead with a cool washcloth, she walked her daughter back to her bed and tucked her in as if she were a small child. "I'll put the wastebasket right here," she told her, "in case you feel ill again."


      "Thanks," Lauren muttered with closed eyes.


      Later that morning, Anna went to check on Lauren again. She seemed to be sleeping comfortably, but Anna checked her forehead, which felt normal. And Lauren's cheeks weren't flushed or splotchy or spotty. Mostly she just looked very pretty, sleeping sweetly in her lacy pink nightgown. Fair-haired and blue-eyed, Lauren didn't have any traces of the Native American blood she carried. Lauren resembled her father's side of the family.


      Anna remembered how relieved Eunice had been at this. Prior to Lauren's birth, Eunice had fretted vocally, although not when Adam was around, over the possibility that her first grandchild would come out looking like, "heaven forbid, a real Indian." As if Eunice expected the baby would spring forth wearing a headdress and holding a tomahawk the way they were so often portrayed in motion pictures.


      As Anna sat down in the chair in Lauren's room, she wondered how much Eunice's relationship with Lauren would've been altered if Lauren had looked more like her mother's side of the family. Of course, Anna knew that would've changed everything. Eunice never would've pampered and spoiled an "Indian squaw" granddaughter. Even so, Anna still questioned whether Lauren's fair looks had been a blessing or something else.


      "Mom?" Lauren sat up in bed, rubbing her eyes. "What are you doing in here?"


      Anna smiled. "Just thinking, sweetheart."


      "Oh." Lauren yawned, stretching lazily.


      "How are you feeling now?"


      She shrugged. "Okay, I guess."


      "You look perfectly fine," Anna told her. "You don't seem to have a fever or anything to suggest a serious illness."


      Lauren nodded. "I know. It's weird. The illness just comes and goes. I get so sick in the mornings that I wish I were dead. Then I throw up and feel okay for the rest of the day."


      Suddenly something hit Anna—something that had happened to her when she was about Lauren's age. She recalled it as vividly as if it were last week. Anna remembered how she'd felt when she'd first been pregnant with Lauren. She let out a little gasp and closed her eyes.


      "What is it?" Lauren asked with concern. "You look like you just saw a ghost, Mom. What's wrong with you?"


      Anna opened her eyes, pressing her lips together, and tried to appear normal. Surely she was wrong about this. Of course she was wrong.


      "What is it?" Lauren demanded. "Why are you so upset?"


      "Oh, I know it's perfectly ridiculous." She tried to hide her nervousness, but went ahead and explained how there was a time when she got sick in the morning too. "Then I'd feel perfectly fine throughout day."


      "Really?"


      "Yes, and it went away after about a month or two."


      "That long?" Lauren frowned. "What caused it?"


      "You did, Lauren."


      "Huh?" She looked truly oblivious.


      "I was pregnant. With you."


      Now Lauren's eyes got big and her lower lip quivered.


      "Oh, Lauren," Anna said quickly. "You don't mean . . . you and Donald . . . well, you don't think . . . is that a real possibility?"


      With both hands over her mouth and tears filling her eyes, Lauren slowly moved her head up and down in a frightened nod. Now Anna felt sick—truly sick. But instead of saying all the things that were rushing through her mind, Anna gathered her daughter into her arms and together they cried.


      "It will be all right," Anna said as she stroked Lauren's hair. "It will be all right."
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      Lauren stayed in her room for the rest of the day. Crying off and on, refusing to speak to anyone, and barely touching the trays Anna brought in for her, Lauren seemed inconsolable. By that evening, Anna wasn't sure what to do. But she felt certain she must be handling this all wrong. Still, what was a mother supposed to do in situations like this? Who could she ask for advice? Dorothy would probably be shocked to hear the truth of Lauren's "illness." After all, Dorothy's daughters were too young to get into this kind of trouble. Consequently, Anna was too embarrassed to mention it.


      It wasn't until Dorothy had gone to bed that Anna explained to Clark what was actually wrong with her daughter. "I don't know why I feel so humiliated by this," she finally confessed as she wiped tears. "It makes no sense, but I feel as if I've made a mistake. I feel ashamed."


      Clark took her into his arms. "It's because you're her mother, Anna. You are linked to Lauren by invisible ties. I'm sure it's perfectly natural that you take her problems onto yourself. That's what parents do. Remember how concerned I felt when Marshall started acting like James Dean? How worried I was that I'd done something wrong?"


      "I know . . . but it's more than just teen rebellion now. Oh, I feel so many emotions I can't even sort them out," she continued. "I'm angry at Lauren for getting herself into this place. At the same time, I blame myself. What if I'd never left her behind this past summer? Maybe I could've prevented this."


      He made a half-smile. "These things happen, Anna. Usually there's nothing a parent can do to stop it. Kids will be kids."


      "But I saw signs that she was running around too much. Eunice just let Lauren do as she pleased. She never even asked where Lauren was going, or with whom, or when she was coming home. But I can't blame Eunice for this. Lauren is my daughter. I should've been there for her."


      "I don't mean to minimize this, Anna, but I honestly think there's nothing you could've done. This thing happens in all kinds of families—no matter how vigilant the parents think they are."


      "Remember when we were there last summer? I should've said something right then. I knew that Donald was a womanizer."


      "A womanizer?" Clark frowned. "That seems a strong accusation for the young man."


      "I know. It does sound harsh." She sighed. "But it was an impression I'd had even before he and Lauren began dating. Donald was always going with a new girl, breaking hearts left and right, and leaving them strewn along—" Her hand flew to her mouth.


      "What is it?"


      "What if Donald refuses to do the right thing?"


      "The right thing?"


      "You know, to marry Lauren."


      Clark's brow creased. "What if marrying her is the wrong thing?"


      Anna felt confused. "I suppose I don't even know what the right thing is anymore. Really, how am I supposed to have all these answers?"


      "Right now, it's out of your hands, darling. The best thing you can do is just exactly what you've been doing."


      She looked into Clark's eyes, feeling herself being pulled in as he rubbed her shoulders. "And what's that?"


      "Keep loving her, Anna. Keep being her mother. Give her time . . . it'll work out." He ran his hand over her long hair, kissing her on top of her head.


      Anna gave in now, relaxing into his arms. As much as she wanted to resist and continue blaming herself, she knew Clark was right. Being anxious and upset was not going to make anything better. It would not change a single thing. "You're right," she conceded. "But I will take her for an appointment with Dr. Robertson tomorrow. He made time in his schedule to see her in the afternoon."


      "What, no house calls now?" he teased.


      Anna glumly shook her head. "Under the circumstances, I think not."
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      The doctor's appointment seemed to confirm what Anna already knew. However, the doctor offered to send a specimen out for a test—just to be sure. "Thank you," Anna told him as Lauren was getting dressed. "And I'm sure you will respect Lauren's privacy regarding, uh, this," she added a bit anxiously.


      "Of course." He chuckled. "In a couple of months, Lauren will have to figure out other ways to keep folks from guessing her secret."


      Anna sadly shook her head.


      "I figure she's about three months along, Anna. If Lauren's young man is in a marrying frame of mind, I wouldn't waste any time with it."


      "Yes, we'll discuss it." Anna waited as he wrote something down. Then Lauren came into his office and the doctor began to tell her some things.


      "It's time to take it easy, young lady," he said in an almost fatherly way. "No strenuous exercise, no heavy lifting, and get plenty of rest." He lit a cigarette and let out a long puff. "And you need to eat sensibly. Not too much, mind you. We don't want you getting fat. But, remember, you are eating for your baby too."


      Lauren looked on the verge of tears again. "So, it's really true? I really am pregnant?"


      He flicked ashes into the large glass tray and nodded. "Yes, I'm 90 percent sure. But I'll send out for a test just to be 100 percent positive."


      Now Lauren burst into full-blown tears.


      "I can prescribe a sedative," he offered. "It will do the baby no good to have hysterics." Already he was writing something down.


      "I think we'll be all right," Anna said nervously. She put an arm around Lauren's shaking shoulders. "Just give her a moment."


      "Then if you'll excuse me, I have other patients."


      Anna nodded, thanking him again. She handed Lauren her handkerchief and waited for the tears to subside. Finally Lauren set up straight, looking at Anna with a blotchy face and puffy eyes. "What am I going to do?"


      Anna forced a smile. "For starters, you're going to do what the doctor said. You'll take it easy, eat sensibly, get plenty of rest and—"


      "No, Mom. I mean what about my life? What am I going to do about this?"


      She pointed to her abdomen. "I don't want to have a baby!"


      "Well, darling, it's a little late to be—"


      "But I've heard stories of other girls, Mom, ones who are like me. They get rid of it."


      Anna stared at her daughter. "You mean an abortion?"


      "I guess that's what it's called." Lauren's eyes were desperate. "Can I do that? Does this doctor do that?"


      "Lauren, that's illegal. Of course, Dr. Robertson doesn't do that. And why would you want to—"


      "Because I'm young, Mom. I don't want to be stuck with a kid. I want to have fun and be with my friends."


      Anna reached for her handbag. "Maybe we can discuss this further at home, Lauren."


      "You're sure Dr. Robertson won't help me get rid of it?" Lauren stood and glanced around his office. "He seems like a nice old guy. Wouldn't he know how it's done?"


      "Hush, Lauren. We don't want anyone to hear you talking like that." Anna felt angry now. How could her daughter be like this—so callous and unfeeling? "Come on, let's get home. I need to start dinner soon."


      They were barely in the boat when Lauren began pestering Anna again, begging her to find a way to "get rid of the baby." Finally Anna could take no more. She turned off the boat engine and, allowing the boat to float with the incoming tide, slowly going up the river, she told Lauren that was enough. "I don't want to hear another word from you about getting an illegal procedure like that," she firmly said. "Not only is it illegal, but I'm sure it's very dangerous. I will not allow you to take that kind of risk."


      "But I don't want a baby!" Lauren howled so loudly that Anna looked over to the riverbanks to see if anyone was around to hear.


      "Then you can let a family adopt it, Lauren. That happens all the time. There are couples who can't have children who'd be happy to have—"


      "You don't understand, Mom."


      "What?" Anna stared at her. "What do I not understand?"


      "That I do not want to be pregnant. It will ruin my life."


      Anna felt desperate now. "What about Donald? This is his child too. Do you think he has a right to an opinion?"


      Lauren's chin quivered. "He warned me, Mom."


      "Warned you?"


      "To not get pregnant?"


      Anna sat up straight and shook her head. "If Donald didn't want you to get pregnant, you never should've—"


      "I don't want to hear that, Mom." Lauren pointed at the water outside of the boat. "If you keep talking like that I will jump into the river and drown myself."


      "You know how to swim." Anna kept her voice calm, but the idea of Lauren floundering around in that cold water was unnerving. She wouldn't even put it past her high-strung daughter to do something that foolish. "Lauren," she said gently. "We don't have to figure everything out right now. Let's just go home and talk about this rationally. I'm sure we can come up with some answers."


      Now Lauren went to the back of the boat, sat down, and folding her arms tightly across her chest, turned her back to her mother. Anna turned the engine back on and nervously continued up the river. The clouds had rolled in and it felt like rain was in the air. The river and sky were drab and heavy looking, shades of gray blurring together. She revved up the engine, picking up some speed so that they could get home without getting wet. She glanced back a couple of times, just to be sure that Lauren was still on board. But she was there, hunched over, her arms wrapped around herself, looking small and helpless and confused.


      Anna prayed silently as she guided the boat upriver. Begging God to come up with some good solution, she prayed for Lauren's state of mind and her heart as well as her body. She even prayed for Lauren's unborn baby. When Lauren had started to speak of getting "rid" of it, something inside of Anna had reacted almost violently. Whether it was Anna's own maternal instincts or simply a longing for a grandchild, Anna knew that, without a doubt, she would fight for the life of this vulnerable baby. If necessary, she would offer to raise the child herself. Surely Clark would understand. He would have to!
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      To Anna's relief, Dorothy went back home to her family the next morning. Anna knew that Dorothy suspected something more serious was wrong with Lauren, something beyond influenza. Perhaps she'd even guessed what it was by now. But until Lauren's moodiness stabilized a bit, Anna decided it was best not to discuss her daughter's "delicate" condition with anyone. She even avoided the subject with Clark, and he seemed to appreciate this. She hoped that in time, Lauren would realize that this wasn't something she could run away from . . . or sleep away. In time, Lauren would have to face up to the consequences of her choices.


      "Do women in, uh, Lauren's condition, do they usually sleep all the time?" Clark asked uneasily as he and Anna sat outside enjoying the river. Today it sparkled like diamonds and the moist air had a musky, almost spicy, aroma reminiscent of autumns past. Anna had made a pitcher of iced tea and they were soaking in some of the afternoon sun. Unfortunately Lauren had no interest in fresh air and sunshine. She'd spent most of the day in bed.


      "I don't think so," Anna admitted.


      "Do you think it's healthy?"


      She shrugged. "Probably not. Although the doctor did tell her to take it easy."


      "Oh. . . ." Clark sighed.


      "I wanted to give her time to settle into it," Anna told him. "Sort of adjust to what's going on with her . . . maybe even consider the fact that she's got a living human being inside of her." What Anna didn't say—what she couldn't bring herself to say—was she hoped that Lauren's maternal instincts would kick in and she would decide that she loved and wanted her child.


      Clark nodded. "That sounds like a wise plan."


      "And she's obviously not going back to school now. Not this semester anyway."


      He cleared his throat. "Have you informed Eunice yet?"


      Anna pressed her lips together.


      "I know it will be hard to do, but it might be best just to get it over with, Anna."


      "I asked Lauren to call her."


      "And . . . ?"


      "She pulled the covers over her head and started crying again."


      "Poor Lauren."


      Anna appreciated his compassion toward her daughter, especially since her own sympathies were waning just now. She wondered if Clark would be as kindhearted if he knew how badly Lauren wanted to be "rid" of her unborn child. However, this was a topic she wasn't ready to discuss—not with anyone.


      Anna heard the chortling sound of a boat engine coming down the river. "That sounds like Babette." She stood and peered across the glistening water to see a motorboat in the distance.


      "Are you going to tell her about Lauren?"


      Anna considered this. Babette was like family. She'd been around as long as Anna could remember. She was one of Anna's best friends. Surely she should tell her . . . but how? "I don't know. Of course, I'll tell her . . . eventually. But I'm not sure when."


      Clark's brow creased slightly as he set his glass back on the tray. "I suppose it's women's business." He grinned. "And I've got plenty to keep me busy and out of your hair."


      Anna glanced over to where the second cabin was now getting its roofing installed. "That's looking good," she told him.


      He strapped on his tool belt. "Want to get it weathered in. Just in case."


      "Good idea. October is usually a fair month, but you never know."


      "Tell Babette hello for me." He nodded and headed toward the cabins. Anna knew his plan was to get four of the cabins up and roofed and sided before the weather turned. Then he could finish the interiors during the winter. Eventually Shining Waters Inn would have a dozen cabins nestled along the river. Sometimes Anna almost had to pinch herself to see if this was real or just a lovely dream.


      She hurried down to the dock where Babette's little cruiser was pulling in. Babette had one of the nicest boats on the river. Her first husband had been lucky in the gold mines, but he had died young, long before Anna was born.


      "Alo!" Babette called out as Anna secured her boat.


      "Welcome," Anna said as she waited.


      Babette handed her a basket, then, holding on to Anna's free hand, carefully climbed out of the boat. She remained fairly nimble despite her years.


      "What's this?" Anna asked as she peered into the clothcovered basket.


      "I hear your Lauren ees sick?"


      "How did you hear that?" Of course, this was a silly question. News on the river traveled almost as fast as the current.


      "Mrs. Thorne at the grocery store. She say Mrs. Danner tell her."


      Anna nodded. "Yes, Dorothy probably mentioned it to her mother."


      "Ees a secret?" Babette frowned. "You keep from old Babette?"


      Anna smiled. "No, of course not. I keep nothing from you."


      Babette pointed to the basket. "I bring goodies for Lauren. We will make her well again, Anna."


      Anna glanced away. If only it were that easy.


      "What ees matter?" Babette touched Anna's arm. "Ees eet serious? The illness?"


      Anna nodded to the lawn chairs in front of the house. "Let's sit for a spell," she quietly said.


      Without speaking, Babette sat down.


      "Would you like some iced tea?" Anna offered as she set the basket down. "I can run up to the house and get you a glass."


      Babette shook her head. "No, chéri. I only want to hear what you will now tell me. What ees matter with our Lauren?"


      For the first time since hearing this news, Anna felt tears filling her eyes. She'd seen Lauren break down over and over, yet somehow Anna had managed to keep her own emotions in check. Now that was over.


      "Tell Babette." She pressed a lace-trimmed handkerchief into Anna's hand. "Eet will be better, chéri."


      So, with tears flowing, Anna poured out the whole story.


      To Anna's relief, Babette seemed nonchalant about this news. "Eet happens, chéri," she said simply. "Bebes are sometimes a surprise, but always a blessing, no?"


      Anna sighed. "Yes, I hope so."


      "You no want a grand-bebe?"


      She forced a smile. "Of course, I do," she assured her. "I would love a grandchild."


      "Ooh, I must help with the bebe layette." She pursed her lips with a thoughtful look. "I have some lace and soft linen . . . eet will make perfect christening gown!"


      Now Anna felt nervous. How could she encourage Babette to make fine baby things for a child that might not . . . might not . . . ever be part of their family? And how would she explain that to Babette? This thought alone made her want to sob again. But, no, she needed to be strong. "Please, Babette," she said quietly. "Let's not speak of it anymore. I don't want Lauren to know that I told you."


      "Oui, oui." Babette nodded. "I understand. My lips are closed."


      "Now, should we take your basket up to the house and see if we can tempt Lauren's appetite? Lately she's been reluctant to eat much of anything." She explained about the morning sickness as they went up the stairs. "Mostly I'm afraid she's just feeling blue."


      "Eet ees to be expected, no?"


      "Yes, I suppose you're right. But I do worry."


      Babette hummed cheerfully as they went into the house. In the kitchen she began to unpack her basket, setting items on the new laminated countertop that Clark had recently installed. Anna had decided on white because it looked clean and fresh and brightened the room much more than her mother's old dark-red linoleum. "Chicken soup with ginger," she explained as she handed the large jar to Anna. "And these ees fennel bread." She set a small loaf on the pine table. "Will calm her tummy." Now she took out a small flask. "Extract of crab apple." She patted her own stomach. "Also ees good for tummy."


      "Are these things safe?" Anna asked quietly, "I mean for her condition?"


      "Oui, oui. Your grandmamma, she tell me about zee crab apple, how to make eet in summer." Now she explained how much to give Lauren, then she removed a tin of chamomile as well as a small jar of lavender oil. "Put eet here." She touched Anna's temples and smiled. "Rub eet in gently. Eet will help."


      Anna opened the small bottle and sniffed. "It smells lovely."


      "We will make her well, chéri. You will see."


      Anna hugged her. "Thank you, Babette."


      Babette just waved her hand. "Ees nothing." Now she lowered her voice. "And your secret is safe." She picked up her basket. "Now I go to town. Anything you need me to bring to you?"


      "I don't think so, but thanks."


      Babette was barely gone when Lauren came shuffling out of the bedroom. With her unwashed, uncombed hair and pale face, she looked worse than ever. Her expression was one of pure hopelessness.


      "You're up." Anna forced a cheerful note to her voice. "You just missed Babette."


      Lauren said nothing, but simply flopped down on the brown leather couch in the living room. With a creased forehead, she fingered the corner of one of the pillows that Anna had covered in Indian blanket.


      "How about a late breakfast?" Anna offered. "Babette brought some things to help with—"


      "How does she know about me?" Lauren glared at her.


      "Dorothy told her mother that you were sick and the word spread. Babette thought you had some sort of influenza." Anna held up the bread. "She made you some things to settle your tummy."


      Lauren's expression returned to a pout. "I don't want to eat."


      Anna decided to ignore this as she warmed the soup and sliced and toasted the bread. Spreading a little honey on the toast, like she used to do when Lauren was small, she arranged this meal on a tray and took it into the living room. "Babette is my dear friend," Anna told her as she set it on the coffee table. "For her sake, please, at least try to eat something."


      Lauren said nothing and Anna went back to the kitchen, busying herself with tidying up and wishing she knew how to deal with this better. Part of her felt truly sorry for Lauren, another part of her just wanted to shake the silly girl. Even so, she knew that her only real recourse would be patience. Lots and lots of patience.


      After awhile, Anna peeked out to see that Lauren was no longer in the living room; however, she had eaten everything on the tray. Feeling a small sense of victory, Anna picked up the tray and returned it to the kitchen. She was just rinsing the dishes when she heard Lauren's voice.


      "It is not your problem!" she exclaimed vehemently. "And the sooner you get over it, the better off we'll both be!"


      With a soggy dishrag in hand, Anna hurried out to see if her daughter had lost her senses. But halfway there, she realized that Lauren was speaking into the telephone.


      "I'm sorry you feel that way," Lauren said in a snippy tone. "I had hoped that you'd want to help me."


      Anna could tell by the quiver in Lauren's chin that she was about to break into tears, but all Anna could do was to stand there and watch as she wondered who was Lauren talking to.


      "Fine!" Lauren snapped. "Have it your way. You always do!" Now she began to sob. "I don't want to talk to you anymore— I don't care!" She held out the phone to Anna now. "Here! You talk to the old witch!"


      Anna's eyes grew wide as she took the receiver from Lauren, watching as her daughter streaked to her room and slammed the door. "Hello?"


      "Anna? Is that you?"


      Anna recognized her former mother-in-law's voice. "Yes, Eunice. It is."


      "What in land's sake is going on out there?"


      "Not too much." Anna braced herself. "The river is fairly quiet and the sun is—"


      "I am not referring to the weather!"


      "How are you, Eunice?"


      "And I do not care to talk about my health, although after hearing what your daughter just told me, I feel I'm in need of an aspirin and a long nap. Is it true, Anna? Is Lauren—well, is she really pregnant?"


      "Yes," Anna conceded. "The laboratory tests came back positive. It's true."


      "It just figures that this would happen on your watch, Anna. You were always perfectly useless as a parent. Why Lauren wanted—"


      "Excuse me." Anna sat down on the sofa, twisting the phone cord between her fingers. "Lauren did not become pregnant on my watch. Not that it matters particularly. What's important is that she is pregnant, Eunice. And I felt it was only right for her to let you know—"


      "So that you could shame me?" Eunice demanded. "Or put the blame of this unwanted child on my doorstep? Because if you think you can—"


      "That's not what I'm trying to do, Eunice. I only felt you should know."


      "And if you think you're going to foist your pregnant daughter back on me, you are sadly mistaken, Anna. I am washing my hands of that girl."


      "I'm sorry to hear that, Eunice. But, I didn't plan on sending Lauren back to you. I'm perfectly happy to keep her here with me."


      "Do you know what she asked me to do, Anna?"


      "She asked you to do something?"


      "Yes. Do you have any idea of what kind of gall that daughter of yours has? I suspect she's reverting back to your family's savage ways. It's no wonder, living out there in the sticks the way you do. I shouldn't be surprised that she'd come up with such a barbaric idea."


      Anna suppressed the urge to respond defensively. "What sort of idea?"


      "Lauren actually asked me if I knew a doctor who could, well, you know . . ." she lowered her voice as if she thought someone might be listening to. "She wanted me to find a doctor who could get rid of the baby."


      "Oh, dear." Anna cringed inwardly.


      "Well, I told her in no uncertain terms that I most certainly did not!"


      "Yes, well, I'm sorry Lauren brought that up." Anna was truly sorry.


      "I suppose you might approve of such things, but I—"


      "I do not approve."


      "Well, at least we agree on one thing."


      "Lauren has not been herself," Anna attempted to explain. "As you can imagine, she's very upset by all of this. I suspect she wasn't thinking clearly when she spoke to you on the phone. Her emotions seem to be a bit uneven."


      "Still, that's no excuse, Anna. It will do no good to defend her on this. As my father used to say, she made her bed and now she can lie in it."


      Anna said nothing.


      "And if she expects anything from me, she is sadly mistaken."


      "Yes, Eunice." Anna was trying to think of a graceful way to end this conversation.


      "Although I would like to know what kind of responsibility young Donald Thomas is taking. You know, his mother, Ardelle, is a dear friend of mine, and she hasn't said a word about this to me."


      "I suspect it's because she doesn't know about it."


      "Surely Donald must know about Lauren's condition. What does he intend to do about it?"





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/318_0100.jpg
Abingdon Press,!iction
a novel approach to faith






OEBPS/Images/041_0100.jpg





