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Allyssa didn’t remember much about the ride back to the ranch.  Their intended shopping trip was forgotten as Fiona rambled on and on about being pregnant together.  Finally, sensing Allyssa’s quiet and unease, Fiona pulled over at the end of their driveway and asked, “Are you okay?  Aren’t you happy about your pregnancy?  This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

The shock was wearing off, and Allyssa stared unblinking at her wife for a moment as the sense of what she was saying began to penetrate.  “Of course, this is what I wanted.  I just thought it wasn’t meant to be.  When my test came up negative, I just accepted the result.  I didn’t think to question the result, and what if how I’ve been living—riding and going about my day as though I wasn’t pregnant—has harmed the baby?”  She suddenly touched her stomach wonderingly, remembering the feeling of being pregnant last year and knowing this was completely different.

“You are awfully   quiet,” Fey pointed out gently, worrying about Allyssa and her mood swings.

“I just realized...How in the world are we going to cope with two babies at the same time?”

“Just like any other new parents of twins cope with two babies, I guess.”

“They won’t be twins,” she pointed out.  She worried about all the complications they could face when the babies were born, but Leslie had assured her she was healthy and the pregnancy progressing normally.  She had also explained that no two pregnancies were the same, and Allyssa needed to take care of herself, not only because of what had happened the previous year but also because of her activities on the ranch.  She had given her some prenatal vitamin samples and a prescription for more.

“They are not considered twins because we are each carrying one, but they are from the same daddy, so brother or sister or both are going to be raised as though they were twins,” Fiona pointed out in return.  She had gone along with the double implantation for the sake of her wife’s well-being but really hadn’t thought both would take.  She’d humored Allyssa and now, look at them.  They were both pregnant.  She wondered if their health insurance company would be suspicious.

“That’s true,” Allyssa fretted, sounding distinctly unhappy.

“It’s a little late to change your mind,” she tried teasing her wife out of her grumpy-sounding mood.  She was also trying hard not to get angry.  The two pregnancies had been Allyssa’s idea.  She only went along with the idea to please her wife.  They had both became pregnant, and now, she wasn’t happy?

“I know.  I know,” she answered, staring out at the hills and fields on both sides of their driveway.  Mentally, she told herself she would have to put in some snow fences this year.  She promised herself she would install them last winter and had forgotten.

“What’s the matter with you, hon?”  She was feeling exasperated with her young wife.  They were both pregnant, and there was nothing they could do to change it now.  They had wanted this, hadn’t they?

“I’m sorry, Fey.  I know I should be excited by this, and I am happy.”  Allyssa stroked her own belly while also looking over at her wife’s rounding tummy.  “I guess I really didn’t think it through, and I’m just shocked that it worked.  I mean, what a stereotype...two lesbians pregnant at the same time.”

Fey laughed.  It was a stereotype, but they were the only ones that knew.  “Do you want to keep it quiet until you are further along?  Technically, you are beyond the first trimester and you could tell people if you wanted.”  She glanced around at the greening fields and wondered if their tenant would want to dig up any of them.  She couldn’t recall her grandparents plowing this far out on the ranch.  They’d only farmed around the homestead and out from there.

“Oh, yes.  Let’s not tell anyone just yet,” she answered, a little relieved.  She hadn’t known that telling people was bothering her at all until Fey asked.  “I guess I’m just worried that I’ll lose it again like last year.”

“Well, it is a little soon to get pregnant again,” she pointed out, wishing she had been a little more insistent back in January about waiting, but she had been so relieved when her wife wanted back in their life.  She would have given her anything at that moment, including these children they were both carrying.  “Your body does need time to heal.”

“I have youth on my side,” Allyssa quipped and then realized how that sounded.  She tried to make amends, “I mean...I don’t think...”

“It’s okay.  I know I’m older,” Fey answered.  Her feelings were not hurt.  She wasn’t so old that she couldn’t carry a child to term and give birth safely.  Still, in her job she had to be very careful.  She was relieved the interns would soon be there to help.

“I’m sorry, Fey.  I’m not making this easy, am I?” Allyssa asked, feeling like she was being a real shit to her wife.  She’d had so much happen to her in the last couple years.  She’d grown up a lot, but apparently, she still had some growing to do.

“I worry sometimes, if it is all too much,” she answered, her hand gesture taking in the many acres of land before them although a small line of subtle hills was hiding the beauty of their valley from them at that moment.

“You don’t think I can cope?” she asked, worrying that Fey was losing confidence in her abilities.

“Well, you have the ranch to run along with the office, the house, and the rescue.  You also volunteer with the rehab and the 4-H.  And now, you are going to have to raise your baby and mine!”

“Fey, I thought they were our babies, not yours or mine?” she asked quietly, sounding much younger than she should.

Fey immediately realized she had misspoken and nodded.  “Yes, they are our babies but there will be two of them.  How will you cope with everything?”

“I know you won’t be around all the time because of your job, but you will be there for me and for us,” she indicated their two bellies, reaching out to touch Fey’s, “when we truly need you.  We’ll just have to figure it out.  We have time,” she said, sounding a little relieved as she pulled her hand back.  

“We’re having a baby,” Fey said softly, wonderingly.

“We’re having two babies,” Allyssa nearly sobbed, looking in her wife’s eyes as Fey caressed her rounding belly.  They shared a smile of understanding; glad they had discussed it.

Fey nodded and put the Jeep in gear to drive home.  “Hey, didn’t you want to shop?” she asked, suddenly remembering.

“You know, I would rather just go home for now,” she admitted.  “Do you have to go back out?”

“Let’s see what’s waiting for us both before we make any more plans.”

They headed up the drive and when they crested that last hill, they surveyed their little valley containing their new, red, two-story farmhouse with white trim.  Their home had been burned down twice, and they had rebuilt it twice.  Their huge, wooden barn looked warm and solid, and next to it were corrals that housed a llama, horses, and a donkey.  Between the barn and the cabin with an add-on out back was a shed that had been converted to a chicken coop.  The chickens were clucking outside the wire after having escaped their pen.  In the middle of the ranch yard, creating a natural island in the drive that people drove around, was a fountain in a pool with a statue of a horse in the middle.  On the porch of their cabin stood their dog, wagging his tail as he recognized their Jeep.  

Next to the cabin, parked in its place of honor, stood an EarthRoamer XV.  This was the ultimate RV that they had converted into a mobile vet office for Fey.  She was able to work and sleep in this RV for her job.  It could keep her going for weeks on the road, if necessary.  It was compact, and being solar-powered, it was also energy efficient.  It was built to go anywhere with its four-wheel drive and powerful turbo diesel engine.  Both women smiled when they saw the pictures of the cartoon characters on the sides of the RV.  They were various animals that Fey might have as patients—everything from a rabbit having a belly laugh to a dog scratching its ear in an awkward pose.  There was also a cat with a satisfied look (as though it had just eaten a canary) and a cute and cozy-looking lamb.  There were so many characters, the effect was almost overwhelming and yet it was also very endearing.  The characters were funny and playful and were also great advertising for their business with “HERRIOT VETERINARY SERVICES” stenciled on the door and “Vet-Mobile” and their phone number displayed in smaller letters below their company name.  The back door of the truck cab showed a herd of realistic-looking horses in full gallop.

“I love that RV, baby,” Fey mentioned, not for the first time.

“We are lucky, aren’t we?” Allyssa agreed, reaching across to squeeze Fey’s hand.  She mentally resolved not to bum her wife out again with any sad thoughts, fears, or negative thoughts about her own pregnancy.  They had so much to do before the babies came and it wouldn’t do to upset either of them.  She remembered the saying: fake it until you make it, and she resolved she would pretend to be happy until she really was happy.

Fey pulled up by the cabin just a bit short of the steps since a chicken was in the way.  

“Wanna help me round them up?” Allyssa asked, exasperated with their chickens, who had become such great escape artists.

“Absolutely,” Fey agreed, turning off the Jeep and immediately getting out to trap the chicken that had stopped her from pulling up next to the steps.  Both their dog on the porch and the other dog that came up to greet her were interested in the fluttering chicken as she grabbed it.  “Hello, Rocky,” she greeted the Great Dane.  “Are your parents here?” she asked as she tucked the chicken under her arm and reached to pet him.  He looked down to the barn where their two therapists were working with a child mounted on a horse and wearing a helmet.  Woody Franklin and Rhonda Blecher were the therapists renting space on their ranch to work with people on horses as well as rehabilitate the horses Allyssa and Fey had taken in from a rescue.

“Hi there, Rex,” Allyssa said to the dog who had laid back down on the porch, his tail thumping against the wood.  In fact, Thumper had been his original name for just that reason.  Allyssa had accidentally hit him with her car, and later, she not only saved his life but also adopted him.  Rex’s accident was the reason she had met her wife.

“Hey, Doc, Allyssa,” Renee came outside to greet them.

“What’s up with the chickens?” Allyssa asked, trying to pick up another that was eyeing her with a definite ‘No, you aren’t catching me’ look.

“They revolted.  I swear,” she responded, helping to cut off the chicken that would have run from Allyssa.

“Well, if we don’t keep ‘em safe, the hawks and coyotes will get ‘em,” she said as she handed the chicken to their assistant and returned to the car to replace her gun on her hip.  She had taken to carrying a gun back when they had to run off some rustlers nearly two years ago.  It had often come in handy, but today, she had taken it off to go into the clinic and had forgotten to put it back on.  She saw Fey catch another chicken and return it to the coop before heading for the cabin to fetch her own gun.  She wore hers for safety as well but not as regularly as Allyssa.  Hearing heroic stories of a vet willing to take on rustlers ensured they got a lot of curious calls from people in the area.

After they had the chickens back behind the safety of their fence, Fey went down to talk to Rhonda and Woody.  Rex went with Allyssa to the house and then later walked with her down along their fence line to look off into the hills.  The view from their little valley was quite spectacular.  Far off, they could see the Blue Mountains of Oregon and between the mountains and their newly-built ranch house was a whole lot of high prairie with a mountain-fed lake hidden within it.  As Rex snuffled around at the various things along the fence line, Allyssa looked off into the hills that she wanted to explore.  Unfortunately, riding was off her ‘to do’ list until after her pregnancy.  Jeez, what had she been thinking?  Last year, she had been so happy to be pregnant and now, she was scared.  She rubbed her tummy thoughtfully as she stared off into the hills.  She saw moving dots that she knew were cattle or horses since they had both on their range.  Then, a speck of red caught her eye for a moment.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Fey came up behind her.  Rex wagged his tail in greeting but didn’t bother to approach the vet.  He had serious messages to explore.  Rocky, the Great Dane owned by Woody and Rhonda, joined them, and an intense snuffling went on as the two canines exchanged messages.

Allyssa smiled.  Fey was her best friend.  She’d never had a friend like her before.  She was also her wife, her lover, and in a way, her boss.  But she was also more of a partner than Allyssa could have ever imagined.  “I swear there is something out there,” she said, sweeping her hand over the fence towards the plains.

“Always is,” Fey agreed, worrying about her wife’s mental and physical well-being.  She just didn’t seem as happy about this pregnancy as Fey.  Although both women had attempted to conceive at the same time, they hadn’t really believed both would take.  “I used to imagine there were ghost horses out there.”

“Ghost horses?”

Fey nodded.  “When I was growing up, I swear I saw horses that weren’t there.  Even those mountains sometimes make me see things that aren’t there.”

“Are you sure they aren’t there?  Maybe the clouds are just hiding them.”

Fey nodded in agreement.  “Logically, I know some of the formations aren’t there, yet sometimes, I see things when I look out at them.  I see things on the range too.”  She also gestured to the range.  “No bringing any ghost horses home,” she warned her teasingly.  She squinted out on the range, a flash of red catching her eye as she turned to her wife.

Allyssa laughed, as she was intended to.  She knew Fey was worried about her lack of enthusiasm, but she was afraid of letting Fey down.  As she looked in her wife’s brown eyes, she thought about how lucky she was to have met this admirable, brilliant, and beautiful woman.  Her wife was not classically beautiful, but she had an aura of self-confidence about her that made Allyssa wish to be a better woman.  She smiled and leaned down to kiss her, turning it into a make-out session until they both heard a snort from one of the pens.  It was only a horse clearing its nasal passages, but it sounded like a person snorting, “Enough,” and they pulled apart, both pleased with their mutual and impromptu display of affection.

“It’ll be okay.  We’ll figure it out,” Fey said softly, brushing Allyssa’s hair back behind her ear.  She loved that the younger woman was taller than her.  It felt good, it felt right, and she loved this woman very much.  She was just concerned how she would cope with everything they had taken on.

“We will,” she said, leaning her head down on Fey’s strong shoulder.  They could do anything together and had proven it time and again.
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“We should arrange for a roundup,” Fey told her wife a few days later.  “We have too many wild cattle on our range and since we don’t ride out there regularly to check on them, disease could be an issue.  I don’t want to take the chance.”  She was responding to the letter they had gotten from the cellular company complaining once again about cattle that had chased one of their inspectors away from their cell site on Falling Pines Ranch land.  Renting them space for their tower was a valuable source of income.  It had only gone up last year, but their check had cleared, and Fiona and Allyssa were already anticipating receiving their yearly rent this fall.  They didn’t want to lose the income.

“I’ll ask a few people to help us arrange a roundup this fall.  I think it will have to be after the crops are all in,” Allyssa mused as she considered the logistics.  She knew most of the arrangements would be left up to her, but she didn’t mind.  She loved the ranch and the fact that Fey trusted her with it all.  “Do you want horses rounded up too?”

“I think that would be a good idea, so we see what we have in our small herds and can tell if any of the wild horses have joined them.  I think the roundup will also have to be after we have our babies?” she pointed out, giving her wife a gentle reminder.

“Good point,” Allyssa laughed.  They had become pregnant in January, and they were both due to give birth in September.  “You realize we have the hot summer months to waddle through?”

“Yeah, I thought of that,” she grimaced.  As a rancher and a veterinarian, there really was no good time to be pregnant.  “At the end of my pregnancy, I’ll just be a supervisor for the interns.  I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you found them.”

“They’re not here yet.  We’ll see how grateful you are after working with them for the summer.”  She laughed as she held up the journal she was reading.  “I think I would like to start walking to some of the places that Molly mentions in her journal.”

“Amazing what they went through, wasn’t it?” Fey agreed, glancing out the front window of the living room where they had been reading and chatting.  They rarely turned on the television, preferring their own company.  Rex was laying on the floor.  Occasionally, he peeked with one eye to see if his humans needed anything.  They could both see cats on the porch railings looking out at the escaped chickens that would soon be locked up for the night.  “I mean, could you imagine the raw courage it took to come to this land?”

“I was wondering how no one caught on in all those years that Erin was hiding her sexuality.”

“People see what they want to see, and Erin presented as male to them, so naturally people thought of her as a man.”

Allyssa, herself very feminine, was amazed and couldn’t wait to read Erin’s side of things.  Fey had just started reading Erin’s journals as Allyssa finished up the ones written by Molly.  “Would you mind if I typed up these journals when we are finished with them?”

Fey looked at her, surprised by the idea.  Then, she smiled delightedly and replied, “That’s a great idea.  We can save them for our children.”  Her hand went unconsciously to her rounding belly.

Allyssa nodded.  The journals were in great condition, but they wouldn’t last forever.  They wouldn’t want them to ever be misplaced, stolen, or in the case of this family’s misfortune, burned.  The house they were living in had been rebuilt twice due to fire.  The cabins that Fey’s ancestors had lived in were also rebuilt twice.  In fact, the cabin they worked in was the final home Molly had lived in with Erin, and now, they both felt an affinity with Fey’s great-great-grandmother even though Allyssa was only related by marriage.  Fey learned that the children her grandparents adopted long ago hadn’t known that their adoptive parents were two women, who had loved each other enough to live their lives together and raise a family and pretend to be man and wife.  “And we can save the journals for your brother and sister too,” she pointed out.

“I don’t think Rosemary would want them to know,” she answered, reminding her wife that her stepmother seemed to want to make everyone miserable.

“Well, your dad said someday,” she pointed out.

“They will be ready for them then.”  She thought a moment and asked, “Do you think other people might want to read their story?”  She indicated the trunk that held copies of all the journals in chronological order that was a regular fixture in their living room these days.

“I think they would because it’s a matter of history in this area.  And I believe it would interest anyone who enjoys history and wants to know what it was like to travel on a wagon train or live in those days.”

“Good point.  Let’s have Renee start typing up the books we’ve both already read.  It’ll give her something to do instead of just surfing the internet when she’s not answering the phones.”

Allyssa chuckled.  There was enough down time that they’d both caught her doing that.  She also helped Allyssa a lot with the Sweetwater Horse Rescue that they ran from the ranch.  The original forty horses had gone up and down in numbers since they started the rescue last year, and with the rehab going on there was a rise in the numbers right now.  The marketing they did almost constantly, which gave updates on what the practice and the rescue were doing, had a good number of followers, who avidly watched and waited for news as they posted pictures and news on the blogs and the websites.  They subsided into silence for a while as they both read their respective journals.

“Are you going to tell your family about this?” Fey asked after reading Erin’s version of how she felt adopting five children.

“This?” Allyssa asked, looking up from the journal she was reading and wondering if Fey meant the journals.  She saw her wife staring pointedly at her belly.  She wasn’t very big, but that could also vary with each pregnancy.  “I guess.”  She shrugged.  “Eventually, I’ll have to, eh?”

“That’s up to you,” her wife answered, still wondering at her attitude.

“I kind of don’t want to tell anyone yet...until it’s obvious, and even then....”

“Leslie said it should be fine,” she pointed out, wondering what her wife was thinking.

“Yeah, I know.”  She shrugged again.  “I just don’t want everyone knowing our business.  I want...” she left off, not sure what she wanted.

“You know you can talk to me,” Fey said quietly.

Allyssa smiled at her wife.  “I can tell you anything, but if I don’t know what I’m feeling, I can’t share that, can I?”

Fey had to admit that was a valid point, and she dropped the subject for now.

* * * * *
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The new interns flew in to Portland and then took a shorter flight to Pendleton where Allyssa picked them up in her Jeep.  

“Mrs. Herriot?” Althea said in a voice that belied her appearance.  Allyssa had been expecting a thin equestrian gal, but instead, she was met with a robust and hearty woman who, while about the same age as Allyssa, seemed very confident.  Allyssa had learned she was primarily studying equines in her research.

“Hello, Mrs. Herriot,” Buddy held out his hand.  He, on the other hand, was thin and a bit on the wimpy side.  After studying large animal practices, she couldn’t think of a less likely person to handle the animals that Fiona dealt with every day.  Still, they were there for the summer and their help was welcome.  The practice needed them with the primary vet being pregnant.

“Please, call me Allyssa,” she corrected them both.  “The Jeep is this way, if you have your bags?” she asked.

“Oh, I checked a bag,” Althea told her, and Allyssa swerved from the exit to the conveyor belt where luggage could be retrieved.

“Me too,” Buddy added, looking at their hostess as though trying to figure her out.  She was young, but from what he had seen in checking out Herriot Veterinary Services online, she was competent.  He’d read many of her blogs and had thought her much older than she appeared.  The pictures he had found hadn’t done her justice.

“Is your practice far from here?” Althea asked as they waited for the luggage.

“It’s down near Sweetwater,” she explained, hoping they had studied a map.  Things were spread out in this part of Oregon and they’d be traveling all over.  “We come to Pendleton to stock up on things that we can’t get in town.  Our post office is in the small town, but we are about four miles from there.”

Althea nodded, wondering how lonely it was on the remote ranch and if their hostess ever got bored.  She’d seen the blogs and the website and thought it was a good idea to promote the practice but wondered how much business they really got.  The RV was striking.  She’d studied the pictures, impressed with its setup and thinking about having one for the practice she would set up someday.  Meanwhile, this internship would go a long way towards earning credits back at school.  She intended to make the most of it, no matter how small a practice it was.

Buddy was thinking along the same lines but also wondered why a young girl would want to be so far from the city, out in the back country where conveniences were only found in half a dozen stores.

Both students had brought sleeping bags as Allyssa had instructed.  Both would be sleeping in the RV with Fiona as they learned her large animal practice away from the ranch.  Althea was to stay in the guest room in the ranch house, and Buddy would get the mobile home behind the barn.  Their bags were easily hoisted, and they headed out to the Jeep.  Allyssa was glad she had stocked up before picking them up as their suitcases and sleeping bags could go on top of the supplies.

“How often do you stock up?” Althea asked, glancing at the boxes of canned and dried goods.

“Usually once a month but more if there is a special deal as it’s more cost-efficient.  We do the same on veterinary supplies when I see something is on sale from one of our suppliers.  We might have an excess for a while but eventually, we’ll use it.”

“Does Dr. Herriot see a lot of horses?” she asked, revealing where her interest lay.

“A fair amount.  She also sees cattle, sheep, and exotics like llamas and alpacas.  One rancher even has ostriches,” she added with a laugh.  They had recently acquired this odd little rancher, who was convinced that ostriches were the next big thing.

“Does Dr. Herriot know a lot about ostriches?” Buddy asked, showing interest.

“She’s studied up on them, and of course, she is learning as she goes, as you will,” Allyssa admitted.  “Then, there is the small-animal practice where she sees dogs, cats, and birds but those aren’t her primary clients,” she added as she saw both of their concerned faces.  She knew they had come to learn and observe a large animal practice.

As they set out both looked around curiously as the immense farmlands gave way to hills and valleys as they made their way down the highway heading south.  Pulling off the highway onto the road that led to the ranch, they noticed a vast difference.  While pulling onto the dirt ‘road’ that constituted their long driveway, Allyssa could see that Buddy looked a lot more nervous than Althea.

“Is this different from California?” Allyssa asked Buddy.

He immediately nodded, looking at the high plains of Oregon with interest.  California didn’t have the yucca plants or other vegetation unique to this part of the country.  Still, some of the land that was under the plow was as rich as the valleys in California that supplied stores with foodstuffs.

“Do you get much rain?” Althea asked, noting how brown things appeared.

“Yes, we do.  But it depends on what makes it over the coast.  Sometimes, storms bounce off the mountains and we get a double whammy.  That can be especially bad in winter.”  She was already thinking of the winter snows and it was only June!

“How does Doctor Herriot cope with driving in snow?” Buddy asked, not having dealt with it before in California.

“Her RV has four-wheel drive and it’s like driving a tank.  I’m sure you saw it online?” she asked them and saw them both nod, which confirmed they had checked out the doctor’s practice.  “You could literally live in it for a week or more.  You will both have to familiarize yourselves with where Fiona, um, Dr. Herriot,” she almost laughed aloud at calling Fey by her official name, “stores everything.  We stock up from the home practice.”

“Do you see many patients at the ranch?” Althea asked, her girlish voice much different than her sturdy and stocky appearance.

“We occasionally have a clinic.  In fact, I’ll talk to Fiona about doing that while you two are here, so you can get the experience.”  She saw they both looked intrigued by the idea.  “We have done cat and dog clinics the last two years to help the community by providing low-cost spays and neuters as well as immunizations.”

“I saw that on your blog.  Pretty successful?” Buddy asked.

Allyssa nodded before continuing.  “Yes, and I was wondering if we should also do a horse clinic since you two are both interested in large animal practices.  We’ll have to talk about it with Fiona and Renee.”

“Who is Renee?” Buddy asked, trying to get the lay of the practice ahead of time.  He’d studied their website and blog and thought he had read everything.

“Oh, she helps answer the phones and do the websites, pretty much everything except working with patients.  I’m studying to get my Veterinary Assistant’s degree.”

“Oh, I thought you already had it?” Althea asked.

“No, but Fey, er Fiona, lets me help out when it’s needed.  I’ll have my degree next year.”

“It really shouldn’t take that long,” Buddy put in, as though he was helping her. 

“Yeah, it usually just takes a year, but I’m taking online courses and I’m not working at it full-time.  I have to drive all the way to Portland for the hands-on exams,” she explained, trying not to feel defensive.

“Why don’t you go full-time?” Althea asked.

“Fiona needs me at the ranch.  When we started the practice, it was just us, and now, with the rescue and the other programs, we need more help.”  She wasn’t going to explain about the pregnancies; that was none of their business.

During the remainder of the ride Allyssa found herself resenting some of their more intrusive questions.  It was obvious that both interns had their own ideas of how the practice should run.  It would prove interesting to see if they felt the same way after their four months with Fey.  It was also apparent they thought her too young for the responsibilities that Fey had given her with the practice.  They had no idea about her competence, and Allyssa tried to rein in her resentment and not let it show.

They didn’t seem too impressed with the ranch or the accommodations either.  Although Buddy appreciated the privacy of the mobile home, it was very apparent he would prefer the room in the house, so Allyssa accommodated him.  Having both interns in the house wasn’t going to be fun but she was trying to be nice.  She could tell Buddy thought the mobile home below his standards when he saw its yellow, aluminum siding.  

She’d be glad when Fey got home to handle them, but apparently, she was out on a call.  Allyssa showed them the cabin and the add-on with its modern conveniences, introduced them to Renee, Woody, and Rhonda, and showed them the operating theater in the barn.  She could tell they weren’t impressed with anything, and she hoped it was merely their exhaustion from traveling that was making them both so condescending and rude.  They also didn’t want Rex or Rocky to bother them.  As the interns looked disdainfully around the neat ranch yard in the little valley that spread to the range and beyond, they exchanged looks that clearly said the ranch and practice were too remote.  Allyssa, standing beside the pool in the middle of the ranch yard, was explaining how their range went all the way to those hills, pointing them out in the far distance and explaining that they hid hills, streams, and even a large lake on the high prairie but that didn’t impress them.  They both looked at the melting snow in the far-off mountains as though it were going to be in their backyard.  They looked alarmed when Allyssa strapped her gun back on her belt; she hadn’t needed it for the trip to Pendleton.  Allyssa finally left them to walk around on their own.

“When will we be having dinner?” Althea asked for them both as Allyssa tried to take a break and read in one of the journals.  She was pleased Renee had already transcribed one of them into a file.  Renee was also eagerly reading the story now and couldn’t wait to get to the second journal.  She was double-checking her work, so the feeling of the journal was exactly as Molly had written it.  Both Allyssa and Renee were looking forward to reading Erin’s version of events when they got to those journals.

Allyssa looked up from where she sat on the porch.  She had a cat on her lap as she sat on the swing unconsciously rubbing her stomach.  “Oh, what time is it?” she asked, looking at the digital readout on her phone.  It was only four in the afternoon.  She realized Althea must still be on Eastern time.  “You are welcome to make yourself a snack while you are waiting,” she offered, thinking she was being generous.

The woman sighed loudly through her nose in response, and even Rex raised his head to watch as she stomped back in the house to look for food.  Allyssa carefully wrapped the old journal in plastic and headed for the cabin that housed their small clinic.  She decided getting away from the house for a while was a good idea.  After all, where had the two interns been when she unloaded the boxes of food from the Jeep?  She’d done the work all by herself and seeing her reading on the porch, apparently doing nothing, must have irked Althea.  

“Hey, there,” she greeted Renee, who was busily typing away.

“Hey, there,” Renee responded with a smile.  “Done with your tour?”

“Yep,” she said and looked around the pleasant, warm, little room she and her wife had lived in and worked in for years.  The beautiful cabinets that housed medicines, books, and trinkets looked lovely in the afternoon light as the sun hit their leaded glass windows.  She knew not everyone would appreciate what they had accomplished, but she was annoyed by the attitudes of the interns and wondered what she could have done differently.  Their letters had indicated they were prepared to ‘rough it’ and were looking forward to working with Fey.  Now, she got the impression they were grading them and disapproving of everything they had seen.

“They seem a little...uptight,” Renee understated cautiously.  “I think someone needs to get a stick out of her butt.”

Allyssa laughed and then shook a finger at their assistant.  It wouldn’t do to upset the two interns, who were working for the experience.  They had to put up with them for four months, and this was only the first day.  “Wanna take a stretch for a few?  I’ll man the phones.”

“Sounds good,” she said, carefully placing the journal she had been transcribing back in its plastic after marking the page she was on with a bookmark that looked like a large, flat dog bone.

“Did you make that bookmark?”

“No, it came with some of the samples in one of the boxes,” she admitted, showing it to Allyssa.  You could personalize it by putting your business name on it, and the marketing materials also advertised that it came with magnets.

“That’s clever,” she admitted and made a mental note to look for items Fey could hand out to their clients or she could mail out to clients with their statements.  Having Herriot Veterinary Services’ name on customers’ refrigerators and near their phones would enhance and promote their practice.

She sat down and signed on to the internet to look at their websites, checking on the rescue first to make sure they had all their pictures up properly.  It had a header that read Sweetwater Horse Rescue and then a beautiful picture of a horse looking directly at the viewer that Allyssa herself had shot with the camera Fey had given her for Christmas one year.  In fact, most of the pictures on the site were from her camera.  Next, she checked the links below the pictures, checking each of them almost obsessively to be sure they worked.  The first one read ‘About Us,’ the second ‘Our Horses,’ then ‘Adoption,’ ‘Sponsorship,’ ‘Donate,’ ‘Wish List,’ ‘Surrender,’ ‘Success Stories,’ ‘In Memory,’ and finally, ‘News,’ which was the blog site.  The site even had a picture of the finished horse fountain with the 4-Hers proudly gathered around the artist.

Next, she checked the practice website for Herriot Veterinary Services.  Featured prominently on it was the EarthRoamer XV Xpedition with all its cartoon characters conspicuously displayed.  She’d even found a way to animate them to a degree, so they seemed to leap off the page and move.  She loved that RV.  It had been such a find, not only for the practice but for Fey’s safety and comfort.  She no longer felt guilty about not returning it to the lady, who tried to change her mind about selling it after her husband found out she had sold it for much less than it was worth.  

After answering a few phone inquiries and making note of one that seemed to be a legitimate request for Fey’s services, Allyssa looked up and out at the ranch.  She missed the days when it was just her, the dog, and maybe some horses.  Now, with the rescue and the therapists, there was always someone coming and going on the ranch.  They had many more horses, a donkey, the Great Dane, a llama, and the chickens.  But it was the people she had to interact with regularly that were annoying her.  

“Herriot Veterinary Clinic.  How may I direct your call?” she answered the phone professionally.

“Hey, babe.  How about I get some pizzas for us and our guests tonight?” Fey’s voice came over the line cheerfully.

“Sounds good,” she said quickly in case the cell phone lost their connection.  She was relieved she wouldn’t have to cook.  Just then, she was proved right as Fiona began to talk and the phone lost its signal.  At least they both knew Fiona was bringing dinner home and Allyssa needn’t bother cooking.

Renee returned, and while Allyssa smiled at her assistant and let her take over the desk once again, she also resented her presence to a small degree.  She walked back out to gaze into the hills, seeing a splash of red there that intrigued her and held her eye until it disappeared.  Rex nuzzled her hand, letting her know she wasn’t alone, but then, she was never alone on the ranch anymore.  She gazed up at the trees that grew on a ridge not too far from the ranch, wondering if they were the same trees from back in Molly and Erin’s days or new trees that had grown up after a fire that was mentioned in one of the journals.  She admired their beautiful fountain that was complete in the middle of their yard, a combined effort of the 4-H club she was so involved in and a local artist.  She didn’t realize how long she had been daydreaming and wandering around the ranch yard until she heard someone driving into the yard and looked up to smile at her wife as she parked the Xpedition near the gas pumps.  She slowly made her way over.

“Hi, there,” she said as Fey unlocked the pump with her key.

“Hey, baby,” Fey said affectionately, pleased to see her.  She quickly unlocked the RV fuel cover to put the pump handle in and start filling the tank.  She didn’t need to do this every day but had made it a habit, so her tank was always full, and she didn’t have to worry about running out of fuel despite the large fuel tank on the vehicle.  “How was your day?”

“I picked up the interns from the airport,” she said quickly, seeing someone approaching from the farmhouse.

“Yeah, what are they like?”

“You’ll see,” she said, trying not to influence her wife either way and nodding towards Althea, the approaching intern.  She introduced Fey to her new intern and saw Buddy approaching a minute later.  They both must have been watching for the Xpedition.

Fiona was naturally curious, but her wife’s lack of information or input had her turning around to look at the young man and woman approaching.  Giving them a big smile, she said, “Hello.  Welcome to Falling Pines Ranch!”  She would have held out her hand, but she was holding the nozzle in the big RV’s fuel tank.

“Doctor Herriot,” Althea said, reaching out her hand.

“I would shake it, but...” she left off, nodding towards the pump handle, which was always a little dirty.  “It’s nice to meet you, Althea.”  She looked up at Buddy as he arrived.  “Hello, Buddy.”

“Doctor Herriot,” he acknowledged.

Both interns looked over the shorter woman.  Her taller wife stood behind her, smiling.  Doctor Herriot was a dark-haired woman of medium height with an engaging smile.

“How was your trip?” she asked as she listened to the fuel pouring into her tank.

“Not too bad,” Althea admitted.  She’d only had two flights.  She had met Buddy on the second, shorter flight from Portland.

“Pendleton the biggest city in these parts?” Buddy teased.

Fiona laughed.  “Yeah, it doesn’t get the traffic of Portland or the other bigger cities, but it does all right.  If you go farther east, you’ve got Boise but that’s across those.”  Her chin took in the Blue Mountains that rose up beyond the ranch hills in the distance.

“Do you have clients out there?” he asked, concerned.

“Nothing that far, no,” she answered, relieved.  “The drive through the mountains on a continual basis would kill me,” she admitted.  “The hills and valleys around here are enough.”

“Do you have a hard time with this?” he indicated the large RV she was filling.  

Just then, she heard the tank top off and the handle stopped the flow of fuel into the tank.  She tapped it once in the tank, so it wouldn’t drip, and returned it to the pump.  Allyssa reached for the attached book where they kept track of how much fuel they used as Fiona replaced the cover on the gas tank, locking it.  They exchanged a small smile of thanks as she turned back to her interns.

“No, this has actually made things easier.  I can sleep in comfort when I need to stay with a client who has a particularly difficult case, and I have all my supplies around me when I see a patient.  I can even use it to see small animals like cats or dogs.”  She lovingly caressed the RV.  “I’m sure you read on the blog where we acquired this.”  At their nods, she continued.  “I’m just going to park it and then, we can talk.”  

Fiona grabbed the rag that Allyssa kept near the pumps to wipe her hands as her wife locked up the pump.  “I have them warm in the RV,” she whispered, referring to their pizzas.

Allyssa nodded and headed towards the house.  Fiona’s interns watched as she got in and maneuvered the RV into its place on the far side of the cabin, backing it in.  She came out of the RV and Renee took the pad to restock the things she had used that day.  Fiona turned and grabbed the two pizzas as Buddy and Althea approached.

“Hope you both like pizza,” she said happily.  They didn’t have pizza often, but she was enthused about it tonight.  She’d been having cravings all day.

“Oh, um, I’m lactose intolerant,” Buddy mentioned.

“Does it have mushrooms?” Althea asked.

“Well, I hope you brought Lactaid,” she addressed Buddy first as she pulled out the pizza boxes.  “No, simple pepperoni and sausage,” she admitted to Althea.  “Although, half of this one,” she said, lifting out the second box to place it on the first, “is Hawaiian.  I’ve been having weird cravings.”  She wondered if she had mistaken their tone of voice or if she was just tired.  It had been a long day and she’d driven at least seventy miles as well as spending long hours with patients.  “Let’s get to the house and wash up for dinner,” she said, trying to sound cheerful.

“Don’t you log your visits?” Buddy asked as he fell into step beside the woman.  Althea was on the other side.

“Yes, I’ll do that later when I catch up.  Renee is restocking what I used today, but I usually do that myself,” she told them, hoping they would learn by example as they went along.  She remembered her own internships long ago and how sometimes, interns were treated as nothing more than glorified servants.  She hoped to teach these two something before they got their next couple internships that were due in the fall.  “You were asking about the RV,” she addressed Buddy’s earlier question.  “I find it incredibly helpful that I have what amounts to a mobile practice in a condensed space.  The luxury of having not only a full shower and bed as well as room to work, stock up, and even treat a patient on the stainless-steel table when necessary is a luxury few large animal practices have.  I’ve slept in the back of my wife’s Jeep a time or two, and let me tell you, getting a good night’s sleep is essential to this kind of hard work.  I hope you both brought your sleeping bags and are ready for a lot of hard work.  We just came off the lambing season for most of the ranchers, but now, we are heading into summer, and there are a million things that can come up.”  She went on, outlining things she had seen in the various seasons.  As they went inside she headed straight to the kitchen and laid down the pizza boxes, so she could wash up at the sink.

Allyssa had already set the table, and she grabbed the boxes, which smelled of the rich goodness of still warm pizzas.  She didn’t flip open the boxes until Fiona had sat down at the table, indicating where the two interns could sit as they continued their discussions.  

Buddy had stopped in his room to grab some Lactaid, and he popped a pill.  Althea, while she had wrinkled her nose at the fact there were no mushrooms on either of the pizzas, still managed to put away more than her share.  By the time dinner was over, the two pizzas had been completely consumed.

“That was good.”  Allyssa teased her wife, “You make a good cook.”  She took the empty boxes and put them on the pile of things they could burn in their burning ring.  Tired of ‘vet talk’ with her wife and the interns, who had basically ignored Allyssa’s presence anyway, she headed out to the garden to do some much needed weeding and collecting.  Two of the cats followed inquisitively.

Fiona showed the interns the inside of the RV that Renee had restocked before she’d left for the day.  She had left the inventory on the desk for Allyssa to go over in case they needed to re-order anything.  Fiona showed them where everything was, and they admired the inside of the luxurious vehicle and the fact it not only had a full-sized shower but also beds to accommodate them all.  The shelves were well stocked, and while neither of them would have organized it like the doctor or her wife, they wisely kept those thoughts to themselves as she explained their setup.

“Well, what did you think of them?” Fiona cautiously asked Allyssa as the two of them got ready for bed later.  Both interns had showered and headed to their rooms.  Fiona had been surprised that Buddy was staying in the house but intended to ask Allyssa about that later when she got the chance.

“I think there is a learning curve there,” she answered back just as cautiously.  She’d already showered and was reading one of the journals.  “We should plant some fruit trees,” she said, indicating the journal Fey had already read.

“That’s a good idea,” she admitted, having admired how tenacious her great-great-grandparents had been despite the rawness of the land, the fires, and the weather.  She finished preparing for bed and slipped in beside her wife, putting her arm around her slightly rounding belly, amazed at how beautiful she looked.  She smiled up at her from her position in the bed and thought how lucky she was.  “How are you feeling?” she asked.

“I’m good.  I had a few cravings today, but isn’t that normal?”

Nodding, she answered, “Me too.  That’s why I had the half Hawaiian on the pizza.  I was craving pineapple.”

“You’re lucky you got any of it the way those interns ate,” she teased.  Both interns had eaten their fair share of the two pizzas despite their complaints.

“I noticed you had a slice of that half too,” she teased, pleased when Allyssa scooted down to face her in the bed.

“Well, I didn’t want to be rude.  After all, you had brought it out from town.”

“It hit the spot,” she admitted, leaning in to nuzzle along her wife’s cheek and inhaling her essence.

“Mmm,” she responded.  “I missed you today,” she said softly as she began to caress Fey’s body, noting the roundness.

“Mmm,” Fey said in return, enjoying her wife’s warm hands on her body.  “I thought I felt the baby move today, but I couldn’t be sure since I was examining a cow at the time and she had a calf in her.”

“Fey, please be careful.  I know it’s your job, but you can’t take chances...” Allyssa began.

“I know.  I’ve thought of those things too,” she admitted, starting to kiss where her nose had nuzzled a moment before.  “I hope these two interns work out, so it is less work for me,” she admitted.  She really didn’t want to talk about work or her interns.  She wanted to make love to her wife.

Slowly, Fey nuzzled into her wife’s warmth, pleased when she did the same.  Often, she thought, If I do this, will you do the same to me?  She smiled when her wife copied her.  Her hand slipped beneath her wife’s t-shirt and met with soft, warm skin.

“Oh, that feels nice,” Allyssa murmured, moving closer against her wife as she snuggled, her own hands making forays beneath the clothing she soon removed.

Even after a few years together, each time they made love was new.  Their lovemaking never felt dull or practiced.  With both women being pregnant at the same time, they realized a hunger that only the other could assuage.  Tonight, they felt almost a desperation to feed and to satisfy the other as quickly as they could.  Fingers, tongues, and lips gave each other much pleasure as they sought to achieve orgasms.  It was as she had a second, surprise orgasm that Fey realized how much this woman did for her, how much she looked after her, and not only in the practice.  Allyssa wanted to please her, which made Fey want to please her even more.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Allyssa watched as her wife left with the interns in the early morning a few days later.  They’d gone with her every single day, of course, and she’d laughed at the stories Fey confided to her late at night after she’d come home.  They were getting an education all right.  The arrogance the women had observed in both interns at the beginning was being worked out of them as they got the hands-on, practical training they both needed.  She wondered if Fey had ever been arrogant like that, so full of knowledge but with no practical training.  She doubted it.  

When the three of them were restocking the RV one day, Allyssa had been pleased to overhear Fey say, “Allyssa is my partner.  If you don’t like the way we do things, you don’t have to work here.  She works harder than I do somedays and that’s saying something.  It’s because of her that this practice works.  I couldn’t do it all without her.  So, I don’t want you upsetting my wife.  If you don’t like that, you can stick it.”  Allyssa didn’t know which intern the comment had been directed to, but both seemed to be a little nicer to her lately, not nearly as arrogant or condescending.  The interns seemed to take a genuine interest in the horses that Allyssa was bringing in closer to the ranch.  Unable to ride them herself, she was using the 4-Hers to go on trail rides and bring the reluctant ‘escapees’ closer to the ranch.  Both Woody and Rhonda had joined in the chase.

“There are a few wild horses in the bunch,” Woody noted.

“I saw a red horse that I don’t think I’ve seen before,” Rhonda added.

“I think I’ve seen it too,” Allyssa mentioned, remembering the flash of red.  “Did you catch it?”

They both shook their heads.  “I couldn’t get close enough to see if it was a mare or a stallion,” Woody added, feeling foolish.  He felt he should be able to tell the difference at this stage.

“It was too far away,” Rhonda pointed out, knowing how he felt.  She knew a lot about horses too, but the red horse had eluded them both.

That red horse was spotted by the 4-Hers too, and because of its unusual and vibrant color it became a fascination for all of them.

“What’s this about a red horse?” Fiona asked, having heard the children excitedly discussing the animal.  She and the interns were working on one of the therapy horses for Woody, checking a sore on one of its hooves and putting on the special footwear that Allyssa had found.  The company sold horse runner clips instead of metal shoes.  They were like sport shoes for horses, and they were better for the horses.  Allyssa had blogged about it, and many people used her detailed article as a reference.  She was pleased when they had received many other similar items as free samples to try as a result.  Now, Fiona and other vets in the area were using the clips.  Even Jeff, their local mobile blacksmith, was using the clips on some of his customers.

Allyssa told her wife about the sightings of the red horse and mentioned she had seen one too.  She handed Fiona the tools she needed as she watched the vet shave off part of the horse’s hooves to make the shoe fit without irritating the sore, which was healing nicely.

“I think I saw it too,” Fiona mentioned as she tapped the shoe into place and watched the horse’s reactions, looking for pain or discomfort once she lowered the hoof to the ground.  “It’s probably the same horse.  The odds of there being more than one with such a distinctive shade of red are not good.”

“Well, I know none of the rescues are that vibrant a red,” she mentioned to her wife, putting the rasp back on the tray, so she would have it ready if Fey needed it again.  Hooves on a horse are like fingernails, and pain in a hoof would radiate up the leg of the poor beast.  She was pleased to see that the sore was healing.

“We’ll have to watch for that red horse.  Have you contacted anyone about the roundup?” she asked as she smoothed her hand over the horse, checking for other signs of distress.

“No, I thought I’d worry about the clinic first and then, the roundup.  I mentioned to Althea and Buddy about having a horse clinic too, but I don’t think I mentioned it to you yet, did I?”  She smiled at the two interns who were watching, including them in the conversation.  She liked them better since they’d been going out with Fiona on calls and their attitudes had changed.  They now realized how well they had it with someone like Fey willing to share her knowledge and expertise.  The RV was a dream too, and Fey had explained that they would have been expected to sleep on a pile of hay with no hot meals or a shower otherwise.

“I don’t know about that.  Horses too?”

“Maybe a separate clinic on another weekend?  But if we had it the same weekend, those who had dogs or cats that needed fixing or shots could also bring their horses?” she asked as they discussed it.

Buddy and Althea were both amazed at how equitable the relationship between these two women was despite their age and work disparity.  They appreciated Allyssa more once they realized how invaluable someone like her was to a practice like Fey’s.  They both knew Fey was pregnant, and she let them both do hands-on work whenever possible as she started to pull back from some of the more physical work in her practice.  She’d talk them through simple procedures, and they became more confident with the practical experience instead of just observing.  Althea narrowed her eyes when she saw Allyssa unconsciously rubbing her own rounding belly.  Renee had told her Allyssa was having a sympathetic pregnancy, but the intern wondered about that now as she looked closer at the woman.

It was decided they would have a three-day clinic in July, the week after the Fourth of July holiday.  That gave them a month to prepare, and by then, both Allyssa and Fey would be seven months along.  

“You realize how much of this will fall on you two?” Fey asked the interns.

“Wait, Allyssa is pregnant too?” Althea guessed accurately.  The two women hadn’t realized they had given it away, and Allyssa flushed as she nodded shyly.

“We were keeping it quiet, but...” she left off awkwardly.

“Wow!  Two babies at the same time,” Buddy said as he realized.

Fey laughed.  “We don’t do anything halfway around here,” she said as she gathered her tools and ducked under the head of the horse, patting it affectionately.  “There, there.  Feel better, ole girl?”

Allyssa gathered the tray and the tools.  She would clean them, so they were ready next time.  “I’ll talk to the 4-Hers and have them help me clean out the barn for any guests that have to stay?” she asked Fey, changing the subject that was making her uncomfortable.

“And advertise,” Fey answered her wife, knowing her astute mind was already planning that aspect.

“I think I’ll also call it an open house, so the rescues can be seen.”

“You aren’t keeping all those horses in the ranch area for a month with all that good grassland waiting to be cropped!” Fey exclaimed, gesturing towards the open fields.

“Oh, no, but I’m going to start giving treats, so they come in more often,” she teased, imaging the muck that a herd of horses could make grinding up the in-ranch pastures.  She knew that Fey hated that aspect of her job.  She frequently wore knee-high rubber boots for jobs with all the muck that was often part of seeing patients.  She’d had to stop in Pendleton for both Althea and Buddy to buy new sets for their own adventures on the various farms and ranches they visited.

“And how will you get them to stop after the clinic?  They’ll still whinny for your treats,” she pointed out.

“Maybe I won’t want them to stop,” she pointed out in return, bantering with her wife and enjoying it.  She smiled to show she was teasing.  Still, it would be nice to have them come in more often since she couldn’t ride out to see them.  There were already one or two who hoped for the apple treats they had received from time to time from one of the neighbors, who brought their fallen or bad apples by the bushel load.

Buddy and Althea were amazed to watch Allyssa go into high gear arranging the clinic and getting the blogs out.  On the third day after the clinic was announced, Allyssa reported the first two days’ appointments were filled.  She’d arranged with Jeremy Dorcey and his wife, Bess to come and help with the small animal work.  He wasn’t interested in the large animal aspect or the horses, but he would be invaluable in helping with the dogs and cats that would be receiving discounted procedures including spaying and neutering.  She ordered large amounts of medical supplies and prepared dozens of trays for the vets.  The 4-Hers, many who had helped with the rescue and rode the various horses, still volunteered to come out and help.  They also helped her clean out the enormous barn that Fiona’s great-great-grandparents had built.  It was usually kept quite clean anyway because Fey had an operating theater in it for procedures and that had to remain spotless and sterile.  Still, everything could use a good sweep, and they proceeded to do just that.

“I wish we could build that surgical theater we saw in that movie,” Fey complained good-naturedly one night.

“What movie?” Althea asked, eating the ham steak that Allyssa and she had prepared that night for dinner.  She was interested in anything to do with horses.

Fey told her about a movie she had once watched with Mel Gibson and Goldie Hawn.  It had a horse operating theater, which she wished she could duplicate.  “It would require a lot of stainless steel and quite a few dollars,” she lamented.

“Not necessarily,” Buddy put in.  “I bet I could get one of my mechanical engineer friends to design it.  Then, we could see how much it would cost to make it.  Heck, I could use it as one of my papers.”

“I’m up to helping on that,” Althea put in enthusiastically as she envisioned what Fey had described.

“Could you look for a copy of the movie next time you go into town?” Fey asked Allyssa with a smile.

“Will do.  I’m going into Pendleton tomorrow to get some supplies.  I’ll look for the movie.”

“Don’t you lift those sacks by yourself,” she advised, glancing at the obviously pregnant woman’s belly.

“No, two of the 4-H moms are going with me.  We’re getting a quantity discount, and I offered to take the trailer and get them our price.”

Relieved that Allyssa was thinking ahead, she smiled at her again.  They had a doctor’s appointment together the following week for their six-month checkup.  She was pleased how healthy they both seemed.  Neither of them had been ill and their sex life, when they managed to find the time, was still intact.

As Allyssa pulled into the feed lot, she read a sign on the side of the building that read:
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She could read it fine and laughed as the two women accompanying her tried to figure it out.  Finally, she said, “It says, ‘If you can read this your saddle is too loose’.”  The two women started to laugh as they realized they had been bested, and the three of them went inside to arrange for the pallets of feed they were picking up.  Allyssa wrote a company check and soon, the forklift was lifting not one but two pallets of the supplies she had ordered into the back of the trailer.  “My poor Jeep,” she lamented as she switched off the overdrive while she was pulling the now heavy trailer.

“I know of a truck for sale, if you are interested?” one of the moms put in.

“I also know one of the kids would love to buy your old truck,” the other one mentioned.

“I’ll have to talk to Fiona about a new truck, but I’d sure like to get rid of the old one.”  Since they’d gotten the RV, they used the Jeep for everything else and left the truck, which was parked unused back by the mobile home.  They kept up an interesting and lively chatter as they did the shopping in Pendleton, even finding time to grocery shop at the bigger stores.

“I tell you, they have the clinic once a year.  You should call before all the slots fill up,” Allyssa overheard as she was comparing prices in the canned soup aisle.  She liked to keep different kinds of soup on hand in both the RV and their cupboards and buying them in bulk at the warehouse didn’t always pan out because they didn’t have the variety of the regular store.  She glanced stealthily around to see who was talking and saw two older ladies having a conversation in earnest.  “Take Tabby and get her fixed.  You aren’t going to be able to handle any more kittens.”

“But I don’t know where that vet’s clinic is,” Tabby’s owner answered.

“Just call.  I’m sure they’ll give you directions.  You’ll save a lot on getting her fixed, and you won’t have to worry about any more kittens!”

Allyssa wondered if they were talking about their upcoming clinic, and she soon received confirmation.

“You’ve seen that Vet-Mobile around town.  She’ll even come to you if you can’t make it to the clinic, although I understand there is a fee for her to come to you.”

“Well, I wouldn’t get the special then,” she lamented.

“You’re missing the point.”

“I get it.  I get it!” she argued in return.  “I’ll call them today.  What if they don’t have any more room for Tabby?”

“Then, you are going to have to cough up full price to have the vet fix her.  That’s far too many kittens over the years.  You are going to lose her, and what’s more important: Tabby’s health or more kittens?”

“Still, it costs–”

“And it’ll cost more if you don’t do something about it.  I know the stress will be greater on Tabby if you go there.  It’s too bad you can’t have the vet do it in your home.  Remember the old days when the doctor made house calls?”

Allyssa wanted to say something but kept silent.  She was smiling slightly as she put several different soups in her shopping cart and listened unashamedly.

“Well, if you want to pay more the vet can come to you.  I hear she does operations in that van she drives around.”

Allyssa had heard that too, and she was pleased that Fey had put down plastic to catch any splatters, so her patients didn’t make a mess of the nice RV.  She made a mental note to check on the plastic supply when she got back home.  Slowly, she made her way through the grocery store, still thinking of the two women and their conversation and smiling to herself.

“What are you smiling about?” asked Lorna when she saw her.  Lorna was one of the two moms who had gone with Allyssa.

“Oh, I overheard something that amused me.  Are you and Gretchen about ready to get in the checkout lines?”

“Yes, that’s why I was looking for you.  You amaze me with how quick you are.  I’m just so glad we did this while the kids were busy.  I never seem to get away from them long enough and with school out they are driving me crazy.”

“I don’t like shopping, so I make it quick and easy,” she explained as they got in line.

“Still, you are managing the practice for Fey, and I can’t believe how efficient you are,” she said admiringly.  “I can’t seem to manage my kids and my job much less their horse lessons.”  She was one of the 4-H moms who used the few rescues they kept in the yard to train with the other kids.

“It’s my job,” she shrugged off the compliment as the cashier began to scan items and unload her cart onto the conveyor belt.  She scanned the chain’s card before shoving in her credit card with the chip and waiting for the cashier to finishing ringing up her purchases.

“Paper or plastic, ma’am?” the bagger asked her.

Ma’am?  When did I become a ma’am? she thought wryly.  “Paper please,” she said pleasantly, not wanting to contend with more plastic out on the ranch.  It was simply impractical to keep hauling plastic to the dumpsters in town. 

“You get everything?” Gretchen greeted her as they finished bagging her purchases.

“I think so.  I always feel like I’ve forgotten something, even with a list,” she lamented.  She really did hate shopping.  She didn’t mind so much when they were stocking up or when Fey was with her, but Fey hated shopping as much as she did.  They waited while Lorna’s purchases were bagged up, and then, the three of them made their way out to the Jeep to fill the back with the bags.

“What’s this roundup I hear the kids talking about?” Gretchen asked when they were on their way again.

“That’s not until this fall.  We’re going to hire some professionals to help sweep our range of the cattle and horses,” Allyssa explained.  “I can’t have the cattle scaring our phone company people.”  She explained about the letter of complaint they had received stating one of their people had been ‘treed’ by a belligerent bull.  It was more likely they just weren’t used to wild cattle and had been scared by the curious creatures.  Still, after reading Molly and Erin’s journals, maybe there were offspring of Billy’s somewhere out there in the hidden pockets of the hills.  After reading about Billy in the journals, she liked to think that was possible.  The three of them laughed over the idea of someone getting ‘treed’ on the open prairie where there were no trees, but technically, there was a mobile phone tower.  “The kids can bring the animals in nearer to the ranch.  I’m sure that’s what they were discussing.”

“I think the kids think they will be out on the range and camping out,” Lorna put in, laughing at the kids and their grandiose ideas.  They’d probably all had them when they were younger.

“I’m not doing anything like that, even from the comfort of Fey’s RV,” Allyssa admitted, unconsciously patting her burgeoning stomach.  “Can you imagine having a baby in your arms and having to deal with cowboys?”

“I like that RV,” Lorna put in as Gretchen agreed with her.  They’d both seen the luxurious interior and envied their friend.

“Yeah, we were lucky with that,” Allyssa agreed as she drove carefully, maneuvering the Jeep and trailer back onto the highway.  She had really enjoyed making friends with the 4-H moms and their kids.  The rescue had turned into a godsend on several levels.  She still occasionally missed the quiet, but the kids were always amusing.  “We can’t forget the Halloween trick or treating and plans for the Christmas caroling.”

“Oh, the kids haven’t forgotten, believe me,” Gretchen put in.  “We have all the pictures from last year to put into their 4-H books and projects.  Are you going to be able to make the fair next month?”  She glanced at Allyssa’s rounding stomach.  Even though Allyssa hadn’t said she was pregnant, they all knew.  It was common gossip that both the doctor and her wife were pregnant at the same time.  Many wondered how that had happened and who the daddy was.  Fortunately, no one had been rude enough to ask.

“Well, it will be a close thing then, but we’ll try to make the fair.  I liked it last year,” she admitted.  “We’ll just waddle along,” she teased.  She was still deluding herself that no one knew she was pregnant and assumed they thought she was referring to Fey.

The two mothers began to relate ‘mom’ stories as Allyssa liked to call them, telling her things that she wouldn’t learn any other way.  It wasn’t like she had anyone to show her these things, and it alleviated her worries about being able to cope with a baby, much less the two they were expecting.  She’d calmed down about that to a degree but mostly because it seemed so far off.  It wasn’t like she could ask her own mother or sister as she hadn’t yet told them she was pregnant again.

The ride back from Pendleton didn’t seem to take much time at all.  The women chatted the whole way, and soon enough, they were pulling up in front of the barn where the moms and the kids helped unload the pallets into the barn.  Allyssa was able to manage carrying her groceries into the house and was pleased when she found how quickly they emptied the trailer, so she could put it away.  The extra pallets were put behind the barn.  There were a million and one uses for them available to those with imagination, and the wood itself was valuable.

Allyssa soon waved her friends on their way, checks for the sacks they needed for their own animals tucked safely in her pocket.  By buying in bulk she got a heavy discount, and she was also happy to help her friends get a discount without having to buy entire pallet loads.

“Hello.  Herriot Veterinary Services.  How may I help you?” she answered the phone because Renee was off that afternoon.

“I’d like to book a time for your discounted clinic?” an older woman’s voice came over the line.  Allyssa smiled when she recognized the voice from her shopping trip into Pendleton.  

“Yes, ma’am.  We have a few slots left.”  That was because they’d had a couple of cancellations.  “Do you need shots or...?”

Her guess that the voice belonged to the woman from their shopping trip was further confirmed when she mentioned her cat.  “My cat, Tabby needs to be fixed.”

“Would Sunday at three p.m. work for you?” Allyssa asked, glancing at the calendar she had set up specifically for the clinic.

“Do you have any appointments on Friday or Saturday?” she asked, sounding aggrieved.

“No, ma’am.  I’m sorry, those slots are all filled up.”  She double checked and confirmed both her and Renee’s handwriting filled all the available spots on those days.

“Is there only the one doctor?”

“No, ma’am.  We have two vets and two interns doing the work.”  They’d worked out that Jeremy would handle only small animal cases and Fey would work with both large and small animals.  Fey’s interns would assist both vets and Allyssa would help where she could.

“Oh, and those two days are full?” she sounded hopeful.

“Yes, ma’am.  These clinics fill up quickly,” she explained kindly, knowing the hours weren’t always the best for their schedules.

“Okay, I guess I’ll take that Sunday appointment then.”

“Please do not feed Tabby on Sunday.  She can’t even have water as we need her tummy to be empty before we anesthetize her.”

“Won’t she be parched?”

“Probably, but if there is anything in her stomach it can cause problems.  Besides, we will be giving her an IV with fluids, so she won’t get dehydrated,” she explained.  “Can I get your name?”  She wrote down the woman’s name, the cat’s name, and what treatment the cat was coming for.  “Are Tabby’s shots all up to date?” she asked, attempting to sell more products and services in the subtle way she had trained Renee to do.  The services may all be discounted that day, but future appointments would not be.  She obtained all the necessary information from the woman before ringing off, but she wasn’t as lucky with the next phone call.

“Hello.  Herriot Veterinary Services.  How may I help you?”

“Yes, I’d like to sign up for the discounted horse clinic?”

“Will you be bringing your horse to the clinic?”

“Can’t you pick ‘er up?”

“No.  I’m sorry, we don’t do pick up or delivery.  You have to bring your horse at the appointed time,” she explained.

“But you don’t pick up?  How am I supposed to get ‘er there?”

“There are horse carrier services, or perhaps you could ask a friend?” she suggested, trying to be reasonable.  She’d discussed this with Fiona at one time, and they agreed that they could only do so much to help people.  Everyone wanted ‘cheap’ medical care for their animals, but there was only so much the clinic could realistically help them with.  These demands also annoyed her since they were providing a service, not a charity.

“I don’t have the money to hire one of them services,” he said in an ornery-sounding voice.  “You don’t pick up?” he tried again.

“No, we don’t,” she repeated patiently.  She really wanted to sigh loudly and shout, “I said no!”

“Well, if I ‘ave the vet out there’s a service charge and I don’ get no discount?”

“That’s correct.”

“Then that ain’t no service now, is it?”

“I’m sorry, sir, but we are having the clinic here at our ranch for the convenience of our clients.”

“But it ain’t no convenience if I can’t get ‘er there, now is it?”

“I’m sorry, sir.  I can’t help you with transportation.”

He ended up hanging up on her but called back later to try again and she had to refuse him again.  When he called a third time after having miraculously found transportation, she had to refuse him since all their horse clinic slots were filled.  “What?  After all you put me through, now you ain’t got no slots?”

“I’m sorry, sir.  There is a limit to how many procedures the doctors can do.”

“But I got the transportation y’all required.”

“I’m sorry, sir.  We have no available openings for a procedure of that duration.  They have all been filled.”

“That ain’t helpin’ me much, now is it?”

Allyssa hated abuse like this.  It wasn’t her fault, and she had tried to help him.  Still, he wanted his pound of flesh and she listened for as long as she could, allowing him to vent.  But when he kept it up, she just hung up the phone.  “Oops,” she said as though it were an accident that they got disconnected.

“A fan?” Fiona asked as she came in.

Allyssa laughed, always glad to see her wife.  “He was just mad because we couldn’t accommodate his horse.  We’ve sold out all our horsey slots.”

“You couldn’t make an exception?” Fiona asked, unsure what was going on.  She was pleased they were sold out.

“If I did, he’d have complained about something else.  He was looking for the cheapest route,” she explained to her wife and then went on to explain about the verbal abuse and his calling three times.

“Do you know who it was?”

Allyssa shook her head, her blonde hair waving back and forth with the gesture.  “We never did get around to his name.”

“Well, if he calls again, I don’t want you to take any guff from him.  There’s no reason you have to!” she said forcefully.  She’d often defended her wife to those who thought to complain to her about her wife’s handling of a bill, collections, or whatever.  She’d trust Allyssa’s version of events over a client’s any day.

Allyssa appreciated the vote of confidence.  She’d recognize the man’s voice if he called again.  If he used their services, there would be an upcharge because of the abuse.  “Hey, aren’t you home early?”

“Yep, we got done and I sent my two cohorts,” she grinned at the title she’d given the interns, “into town for a well-deserved night off.”

“You didn’t give them the keys to the Jeep, did you?” she asked, alarmed.

“Oh, hell no.  Not the RV either.  I did, however, let them have the old truck.  Is that okay?” she asked, suddenly realizing she didn’t really know what they used that truck for on the ranch.

“That’s fine, but I did want to talk to you about that old truck.  Let me shut things down here.”

“Let’s take a walk,” her wife said when Allyssa had turned off the computer, put away the current journal that was being transcribed, and straightened up the desk.  She held out her hand.

Allyssa took it gladly, both women waddling a little as they crossed the yard.  Two of the barn cats began to follow them, their tails in the air and then, Rex ran to join them.  They both smiled, delighted his gait was unaffected by both the accident he’d had as a full-grown pup and by being shot.  He was in his prime and he looked it.  Rex was a beautiful specimen of an Anatolian Shepherd and looked thrilled to see his two favorite humans heading out.  Rocky, their horse therapists’ Great Dane, loped along behind their dog.  

“Hey, Rhonda,” Fey called to the horse therapist who was working with a horse in one of the round pens.  As the woman looked up, she added, “Are you going to be here a while?”  At Rhonda’s nod, Fiona advised, “We’re taking Rocky for a walk.”  She nodded to acknowledge the information.  It wasn’t as though Rocky would have given anyone a choice.  He was too big to argue with, and he wanted to go with Rex.  As they got just beyond the fence line, Eustis, Rhonda’s miniature donkey, jogged to join them.  He brayed excitedly as he joined the two dogs that were a bit bigger than him.  Fey and Allyssa laughed at the animals’ antics, watching the cats adroitly avoiding all the hooves and big paws.

“I miss riding,” Allyssa admitted as a few curious and friendly horses began to pace them on their walk.  The dogs roughhoused a little, bumping into each other deliberately, enticing each other into loping away and then coming back to the little group.  The miniature donkey attempted to join in; he was convinced he was a dog too, but his braying wasn’t as gentle as the dogs’ occasional barks of joy.  One of the other barn cats mewed as it jogged to catch up to the little group.  Allyssa smiled at their procession.  Never in a million years would she have imagined such a gathering a few years ago when she lived in Denver.

“I miss riding too, even if you did cheat occasionally,” Fey teased.

“Me?  Cheat?  I think you are just a sore loser,” Allyssa said, pretending to be affronted.  She missed the challenges they had given each other when they rode.

“Move over,” Fey said to one of the horses that had joined them and was crowding a little too close for comfort as they walked along.  She slapped it playfully on the rump as it took a few fast, shuffling steps away.  “You’d think we were being herded or something?”

“I think they miss riding too,” Allyssa answered as she watched the playful byplay.  “Hey, one of the 4-H moms said she knew one of the kids was interested in the old truck.”

“Is that what you meant when you said you wanted to talk about it?”

Allyssa nodded and then went on to tell her about a truck the other 4-H mom mentioned.

“Do you think we need a truck around the ranch?”

Allyssa shrugged.  “Eventually, I think we will as the practice and rescue grow.  We can keep my Jeep as a family vehicle so long as we continue to maintain it.”  She unconsciously rubbed her belly as she mentioned the word ‘family.’

“We’ve really put a lot of miles on it,” Fey mentioned thoughtfully as they walked.  “You know, I often wonder if Erin and Molly walked out here like this?” she asked, not expecting an answer as they walked along beside the fences their renter, Brock Woodson had erected to keep the horses and cattle off the land he was working.  They dodged cow and horse plops, avoiding them adroitly despite their expanding girths.

“I have wondered that too,” Allyssa commented as she surveyed the trees growing on the slope.  How many of those had grown back after the fires, and how many had the couple culled for their building needs?

They went beyond a set of hills that were frequently dotted with cattle, observing them as they chewed their cuds placidly while watching the humans and their little procession of horses, dogs, cats, and a loud, little donkey making their way.  “Hey, can you see that?” Fey pointed out a herd they could see out on the plains before them.

“Do you see the flash of red?” Allyssa asked, excitedly.  The red horse had become an important sight to the 4-Hers.

“Yes, she’s a beauty,” Fey answered.

“Are you sure it’s a mare?  Rhonda and Woody weren’t sure.”

“I think she’s got a foal with her.  Let’s watch,” she answered, and they did just that for the next half hour until the breeze shifted and their little group’s smell alerted the wild horses to their presence.  The wild horses took off, their tails held high as they easily outdistanced anyone and anything that would have tried to chase them.  A little foal was indeed next to the mare’s flank, almost appearing to be attached by strings as the mare turned one way or another and the foal duplicated her movements.  “Beautiful,” Fey breathed, glad she had suggested the walk to her wife.

“Yes, beautiful,” Allyssa agreed and then turned to look at her wife, giving that word another meaning as she looked in the brunette’s soft eyes.  She leaned in to kiss her wife just because she could.  The heat generated between them was immediate, and they quickly sank into the wild, standing hay, hiding among its growth.  Their animal sentinels stood guard, occasionally looking curiously at the sounds emanating from the two humans mating in the hay.

“Oh, what did you have in mind?” Fey murmured as Allyssa slipped her hand inside her shirt.

“I think you know,” her wife murmured, smiling against her lips as they exchanged heated kisses and she felt her up.

Fey loved her wife’s butt.  It was taut and smooth and held in oh so perfectly by the jeans she wore—not Wranglers like a lot of the westerners wore but good old-fashioned Levis that felt good under her hands as she cupped both mounds.  She ground suggestively against her wife’s spread legs.  She liked it even better when she slipped her hands under the rough fabric to the satin below and then, to the bare skin below that.  Fey groaned at what she felt in her palms, squeezing it.

“Your hands are so warm,” Allyssa murmured, arching against her wife and spreading her legs farther as she ground, enjoying the sensations.

“We’re not going to be able to do this much longer, so we have to take advantage of every opportunity,” Fey murmured back, already feeling their two bellies bumping together and getting in the way as she tugged off her shirt and then turned to push her wife’s shirt up, so she could access the soft skin below.

“Oh, yes,” Allyssa gasped, encouraging her wife by cupping the brown tresses against her head.  As Fey captured an erect nipple in her mouth she sighed blissfully, the warm air of the prairie causing it to pucker up.  It wasn’t until her crotch was bared to her wife’s ministrations that she fully realized how exposed she was.  The warm air between her legs felt almost as good as her wife’s tongue as she arched and sighed against her.

Fey ground down on her wife’s face after she made her come the first time, gently keeping most of her weight on her muscular thighs as Allyssa’s fingers slid in and out of her and her mouth captured the vet’s clit.  Fey looked up to the heavens in supplication, enjoying both the sensations and being exposed to the elements.

Allyssa looked up at her wife, suddenly becoming excited again as she watched her enjoying riding her mouth, her breasts bobbing above her as she ground down into her mouth.  Her fingers wet on one hand, she took her other hand and squeezed her wife’s muscular butt cheek.

“Oh, oh, ohhhh,” Fey groaned as she collapsed against her, slowly falling to the side onto her clothes, totally replete from their lovemaking.

Allyssa turned over onto her wife, laying across her legs, feeling the hay pricking at her and admiring the beautiful scene before her with Fey laying nearly naked in the grasses.  Eventually, she started to dress, helping Fey as they both rose awkwardly from their impromptu lovemaking.

Smiling in shared joy, they walked back together still holding hands.  Their entourage raced out ahead of them as the evening sun set, far outpacing the two pregnant women.  Still, the quiet of their walk, the peacefulness of it, was something they rarely shared in their hectic lives and they cherished the time alone.  Neither of them realized they were being observed, although Rex and Rocky sensed it.  Both dogs looked back occasionally and then loped on ahead of the little group.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“Hello.  Herriot Veterinary Services.  How may I help you?” Allyssa answered on the cordless phone as she didn’t want to be in the hot office.  She wasn’t going to turn on the air conditioner until she had to.  She’d used it a lot this year already.  As the summer progressed, her pregnancy was beginning to make her feel uncomfortable.  Fey had complained about the cold in the house, and then, when Allyssa was cold, Fey was hot.  

“Allyssa?  You don’t know how that startles me to hear you say that,” her father-in-law, Keith Herriot boomed into the phone.

Allyssa chuckled, pleased to hear from him.  “How are you, Keith?”

“I’m good.  How are the two of you doing?  Fiona’s pregnancy coming along okay?”  He was worried that they hadn’t posted anything online for him to follow and he had to rely on this phone call to find out about his daughter.

Allyssa hated this.  Father and daughter had been strained for a few months, ever since Rosemary had first refused and then finally allowed Fey’s sister and brother to come out at Easter.  She was sick of the control that Rosemary exerted over her children and her husband, Keith, who capitulated so easily, attempting to keep the peace.  Now, Allyssa felt she was being drawn into the middle.  She was a little startled that he hadn’t asked about her own pregnancy, then remembered he didn’t know yet.  “She’s fine,” she said a little tightly.  “How are the kids?”  She felt sorry for this weak man, but she never asked how he was doing, and she certainly didn’t care how the mean-spirited Rosemary was.

“They are good.  That’s why I’m calling.  I was wondering if they could come for the Fourth of July?”

“Certainly,” she answered without hesitation, knowing Fey would love to have her siblings come out to the ranch.  She felt it was part of their heritage and they should know the joys of it.  They always had a good time when they came.  “Are you coming too?” she asked, knowing she would have to drive two hours to pick Fey’s siblings up if he didn’t bring them all the way from their home in Portland.  Over two hours there and then back.

“No, I have to work, but I’ll meet you halfway?” he asked, knowing she would agree.

The thought of driving over two hours in the Jeep this far along in her pregnancy didn’t appeal to Allyssa, but she knew Fey would adore having the younger siblings around, and she would do anything to make her wife happy.  “Absolutely,” she said, not letting her own feelings on the idea be known.  “I won’t be able to return them for about two weeks though,” she said in a joking manner. 

“Oh, why is that?” he asked, hearing the tone and smiling.  He liked this daughter-in-law of his; his daughter had chosen wisely.

“We are having one of our clinics, and I’m going to put them to work.  You know, slave labor?”

“They will love that, you know?” he asked, knowing how much they enjoyed spending time with their older sister since the two women had moved back to the family ranch.  They both adored Allyssa too and followed her blogs avidly to glean information about what was going on at the ranch and with the rescue.  They had learned not to share anything with their mother, who didn’t approve of the two women.  She had never approved of Fiona.  She’d manipulated and kept her well away from Keith, and for that, he was very sorry.

They arranged to have the two siblings arrive two days before the clinic instead of the Fourth of July.  Allyssa would drive and pick them up, they would stay for two and a half weeks, and then, Allyssa would drive and meet him again.  When she told her wife, Fiona was as thrilled as Allyssa had expected.

“Where are we going to put them?” she asked, their two extra rooms taken up by the interns.

“Well, I didn’t put anyone in Traci’s room, so we’re covered there, and Sean will love sleeping in the RV, the mobile home, the loft in the cabin, or even on the porch under a blanket,” she pointed out.  Fiona nodded in agreement.  He was at an age where those options would appeal to him.  They just had to make sure he showered daily, so he wouldn’t stink like the ranch animals.  He was also at that stage where showers weren’t high on his list of priorities.

“Did you tell my father about...?” she put her hand on Allyssa’s bulging belly.

“No, but I don’t think I can hide it when I see him.”  She laughed.  Both women had now ‘popped’ and were showing.  Although they hadn’t announced Allyssa’s pregnancy, everyone around them knew.

“No, I don’t think we’re hiding anything,” she answered, joining in the laugh.

Allyssa was right, the drive to the halfway point where they exchanged the kids seemed to take longer.  Getting out of the Jeep, she felt a million years old.  She was stiff, and the baby was giving her heartburn for not stopping and walking around at least once during the long drive.  She also had to pee and was glad to see Keith wasn’t there yet, so she could use the rest stop bathroom.  On her way out, she saw him pull up and smiled.  Traci saw her first and her eyes popped out of her head when she saw Allyssa’s rounding shape and waddle.

“Allyssa are you going to have a baby too?” she asked as she ran to greet her sister-in-law, pleased to see her.

“Yep,” she admitted as she hugged the younger girl.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” she asked, sounding a little hurt.

“I didn’t know until after you left last time, and after what happened last year, we wanted to be sure it would take before we told anyone,” she said as Keith and Sean walked up and heard her.

“Are you okay?” Keith asked, alarmed to see her looking so very pregnant.  He hadn’t known, or he wouldn’t have suggested she drive all this way.  He wondered if it was going to be too much to keep the children for the two and a half weeks he had managed to wrangle out of Rosemary.  Fortunately, they were on their summer vacation and driving her crazy, which had made it easier to convince her to let them go to the ranch.

“I’m fine.  I’m just a little stiff from sitting is all,” she admitted, giving Sean a slight shove in greeting.  He grinned shyly up at her, pleased to see her.  “You both packed?” she asked unnecessarily.  She knew they would be.

“Um, yeah.  I’ll get the bags,” Sean answered.

“Not until you give me a hug,” she threatened him.

He smiled shyly again and submitted to the bear hug she gave him.  She let him go quickly because she knew she’d embarrassed him a little, and he hurried to their dad’s car to get the bags.

“Sounds like you have a full house out at the ranch,” Keith stated as Traci rushed to get her own bag to put in the Jeep.

“Yes, it’s busy now, but it will be nice to have them.  Fey and I love having them,” she assured him.  

“Good, I’m glad,” he said sincerely, pleased that his older daughter and her wife were so friendly with the younger siblings.  There had been a big gap of time and space between his children, all due to Rosemary.  He’d divorce her if he thought she wouldn’t mentally harm the two younger children in retaliation.  Right now, he felt trapped by her, but then, that feeling had been going on for several years.  In fact, he was convinced the only reason she had become pregnant with Sean thirteen years ago was to keep him from leaving her.  He knew for a fact that Traci was an accident, but he would never tell her that.  He loved all his children, even if relations with Fiona weren’t always the best.

“We are loving the journals.  I’m almost done with them,” she told him, looking at him curiously.  He seemed a little more tired than usual.  Living with Rosemary in that hostile situation had prematurely aged him.  She’d seen him last January in the house he shared with her, and it was a toxic atmosphere.  In fact, she had felt the need to get away from the woman and had left there completely upset.  How the children were unaffected thus far was a wonder.

“Oh, I’m so glad.  I hope Fey is getting something out of them too.”

“She loved them.  She finished before I did and...” she went on to tell him she was transcribing the journals along with her assistant, Renee before the kids returned from putting their things in the Jeep.

“We ready to go?” Traci asked, anxious to get to the ranch.  She loved it there and couldn’t wait to arrive.  

“We are,” Allyssa assured her, smiling at the little girl, who was on the cusp of becoming a teen.  She was sprouting up just like Sean.  If he was anything like his father, he would be a tall drink of water.  Fiona was shorter, built a little different, but looking at pictures of her mother it was understandable.  She took after that side of the family.  “Well, see you in two and a half weeks?” she said to Keith, who nodded his head as he watched them go.  He waved until they were out of sight and then returned to his car to head back to Portland.  He wished he could go to the ranch with them, but he had a job he enjoyed and had to support his family.  The rest of his life was hell, but then, that was his own fault.  He accepted that as his penance.

“Do you have any new horses?” Traci asked right off the bat from the back seat.

“You didn’t sell Sarge, did you?” Sean asked, sounding worried.

“Yes, we have a few new horses,” she admitted to Traci.  “Sit back and make sure you have your seat belt on,” she told the little girl.  Then, addressing Sean and his concerns, she added, “No, we didn’t sell Sarge, but you’ll have to find him and get him used to you again.”  She went on to tell them about the red horse they had all seen.  “Fey says it’s a mare, and she has a foal.”

“Is she really red?” Traci asked, enthused.  The idea of seeing the mare with its foal sounded beautiful to the horse-crazy girl.

“Yes, it’s an odd and distinctive shade of red.  When you see it, you will know it’s her.”

They discussed horses for the rest of the drive.  Allyssa wished she hadn’t volunteered to drive for over four hours but resigned herself to it.  She was going to have to lay down when she got home.  She’d forgotten the baby needed exercise.  Sitting in a car for this length of time wasn’t good for either of them.  

“Are you and Fey due at the same time?” the little girl asked at one point.

“Yes, in September after you go back to school,” she told her, unwilling to go into details as she knew Rosemary wouldn’t appreciate that.  As it was, there was no hiding the cliché that two lesbians were pregnant at the same time.  Traci was sure to tell her mother; the little girl was no good at keeping secrets.

“I’m going to be an aunt,” the little girl breathed happily.  She’d liked the idea last year when Allyssa had been pregnant and had been very disappointed to hear she lost the baby.  “Are you okay this time?  You aren’t going to...you know?”

“I’m fine, and that was a freak accident,” she informed her, wincing a little as she remembered how she had lost her baby last year.  She knew it was too soon to be pregnant again, but she really wanted this child.  She wanted children with Fey.  She wasn’t thrilled at the idea of trying to raise two children anymore, but it had been her that convinced her wife to try getting pregnant at the same time.  She had really believed she wasn’t pregnant for those first four or five months.

The two plus hours passed pleasantly as Allyssa answered the curious girl’s questions.  She was a lot more verbose than her brother, who was a teenager and feeling shy around her.  She sensed his bashfulness and included him in the conversation when she could, not wanting to push him.  As they arrived back on the ranch Rex greeted them almost a little too exuberantly.  He adored these kids and showed it by nearly bowling Sean over.

“Easy, Rex,” she cautioned him as the two children greeted the big dog.  When Rocky trotted up to meet these obviously welcome visitors, it was all a little overwhelming.  They finally got the kids’ things in the house and Traci settled in her room.  “We’re going to put you up in the cabin, Sean.  Do you think you can stand that?” Allyssa asked the younger boy.  They’d decided since Fey was sometimes away overnight with the RV, the cabin would be the best place for him to stay.

Excited and scared at the same time, he nodded.  “Can Rex stay with me?” he asked casually as they walked him and his bag across to the cabin.  He didn’t want to admit he was scared.  After all, newly a teen he considered himself pretty grown up.

“Sure, and I’ll bet he insists on sleeping with you,” Allyssa told him and hid her smile at the relieved look on the boy’s face.  She wasn’t fooled.  Personally, she would have liked to ask Buddy to move out of the house into the trailer as they had originally planned, but she didn’t want to rock the boat.  The interns were proving enormously helpful to Fey, and she was teaching them a lot of hands-on work, so they couldn’t protest the arrangement.  

Fey was pleased to see her siblings and eagerly introduced them to her interns.  

“It’s nice to meet you.  Fey talked about you both a lot,” Althea said formally, not used to being around children.

“I hear you like horses,” Buddy said to them, trying to be friendly.

The kids acted shyly with the strangers at first but warmed up gradually as they were around them a lot.  Fey took her siblings out on a few calls with her the next day, and they loved seeing their older sister at work.  They’d seen her work with the horses on the ranch, but this was different, and they were proudly introduced to various farmers and ranchers as Fey drove to different clients’ homes.

“What is this?” Allyssa asked when Fey brought home a sweet but malnourished Pit-bull.

“This is Lexy.  She has been used for breeding, and they surrendered her to me when Sheriff Bradley shut down their puppy mill.”  She lowered her voice, so the children couldn’t hear.  She was grateful they hadn’t been with her and the interns that day.  “I had to destroy several dogs today due to their breeding program.  In fact, I ran out of pentobarbital,” she confided sadly.  Pentobarbital was a seizure medication.  In large doses it rendered the pet unconscious, shutting down the heart and brain function in one to two minutes.  “I had to improvise.  There were so many, and they were ruined by both overbreeding and fighting.”  Allyssa could hear the sadness in her wife’s voice and took her in her arms.  

“Are you okay?” she asked, knowing Fey’s job was rarely easy.

“I’m fine, but I hope you don’t mind I brought her home.  She’s very sweet.”

“Absolutely.  I trust your judgement.  I just don’t want to have a dozen dogs on the place; the horses are bad enough.”

“Those hay burners?” she teased, knowing the horses ate a lot more hay than the dogs would eat kibble.  Fortunately, they had lots of room for them on their ranch.  “You aren’t worried about the breed, are you?”

“Naw, it isn’t the breed that worries me.  I know the problem is the people that bred her.  Is the sheriff going to arrest them?”

Fey shook her head sadly.  “They’ll get a fine and a slap on the wrist.  If we are lucky, they won’t be allowed to have any more animals, but all they need to do is move or change their names, and they can start up again and use their contacts to make money.”

Allyssa sighed.  Now, she knew the subject of her next blog.  She wouldn’t name names, but she would write a scathing report using statistics about puppy mills, dog breeding, and fighting.  In fact, she would write four blogs, and the fourth would tie the other three together.  She hated seeing a good animal abused.  She knew it preyed on her wife’s mind too.  She was the one who had to euthanize the poor animals, if they lasted that long.  Sometimes, these poor animals lived a life of torture in horrible conditions.  She shuddered, not wanting to think about it.  She slowly let her wife go and looked at her, seeing the weary look on her face.  Both interns were unaccustomedly quiet at the dinner table that night, going off to their rooms to ‘study.’

The children were delighted to have another dog to play with.  She was a friendly thing, and after some mutual sniffing and posturing, Rex finally accepted her.  She was just so grateful to be free of her cage and running around a place with grass.  She wasn’t used to that.  She had been kept in cages most of her adult life.

“I’ve got to get that grass cut,” Allyssa remarked as the two of them sat on the porch swing and watched the children play around the fountain with the dogs.  The ducks had set up a quacking noise to let everyone know they didn’t appreciate the intruders among them, but Lexy didn’t seem to mind the ducks or the chickens who fluttered when she came near.  She was too busy checking out the smells and sights of her new domain with Rex glued to her side and the children trying to keep up.

“How are you doing with the gardening?” Fey asked, knowing it was getting harder for her to work cases as she came to rely more and more on the interns.  She was letting them do more things than she had been allowed during her own internships, but they were learning more intensely and more quickly as a result.  She supervised of course but explained practical things, so there would be no mistakes.  She didn’t need a lawsuit from her clients.  She introduced them as interns to her clients but implied they were fully qualified.  They’d learn a lot this weekend at the clinic.

“It’s getting harder to bend over, but I manage,” she admitted, rubbing her stomach and then Fey’s.  She was feeling some excitement now they had gotten this far together.  She’d spotted a little blood last month and panicked that she was going to lose her baby again, but Leslie had calmed her saying it was not uncommon and she just needed to relax.  

“But I didn’t have nausea until the second trimester this time,” she complained to her doctor and then turned to her wife.  “Do you get nausea?”

“No, and I don’t know if my patients do either,” she grinned to show she was teasing.  “They never complained of it.”  Leslie laughed with her.  Allyssa rolled her eyes at her wife but joined in with a grin.

“I find getting back up to be a little difficult,” Fey admitted, telling them about examining a downed cow and having her arm inside it up to her shoulder.  Althea had wrinkled her nose but had been game to try it herself.  Fey thought Buddy would faint when he saw all the muck on the long, plastic sleeve she unrolled from her arm once she was back on her feet.  Leslie was glad she didn’t have to deal with that sort of thing with her patients.  Allyssa grinned and then chuckled appreciatively at her wife’s stories.

* * * * *
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Due to the horses involved in this clinic, there was a lot more traffic in their yard.  Truck after truck pulled into the yard with horse trailers attached.  Fey, Allyssa, the interns, and even Woody and Rhonda helped offload horses and lead them into the barn to await their surgeries.  The owners wanted to stay and socialize but there was little time as Fey and her interns worked on the big animals and occasionally helped with the smaller animals. 

Jeremy was busy in the clinic handling the spaying and neutering appointments of the dogs and cats.  Bess and Renee kept up the paperwork as Allyssa shuffled between the operating theaters, making sure that instruments were in the autoclave being steam cleaned for future use.  She had stacks of surgical tools ready and waiting on trays and towels for the doctors.  She was annoyed when Buddy upended a tray, which led to a domino effect, and five trays were rendered useless by his clumsiness.  His apologies annoyed her further as she took a couple trays from the cabin addition to keep up with their appointments while the other instruments were still in the autoclave.  “Idiot,” she muttered under her breath, having still not completely forgiven him for his initial attitude when he arrived on the ranch and turned his nose up at their surroundings.  He had changed a lot since then, but she wasn’t in a forgiving mood.  She was tired after doing a lot of work and even helping with a couple of the surgeries as a veterinarian’s assistant.

The first day was exhausting and so was the second, but by the third day, they were all zombies.

“Whew!  No more three-day clinics,” Fey told Allyssa as they all relaxed over beers and hamburgers.  A rain had started, so they were all under the overhang on the porch.

“Amen to that,” Allyssa agreed with her wife.  Between being pregnant, having horses and even a goat and pig or two in addition to all the dogs and cats, they had had a full clinic.  “And if we ever do a horse clinic again, we will schedule that separate from the dog and cat clinic.”

“Agreed,” Fey said, hoisting her root beer bottle instead of the alcoholic beverage she so badly wanted.  Sighing and arching her back, which ached from bending over horses, she realized she much preferred the small animal practice these days.  

“I can’t believe how many patients you all accommodated this weekend,” Buddy marveled, impressed.  He was so excited at the write-ups he would add to his book for school explaining all the operations and procedures he had been allowed to participate in.

“I’m surprised how many people are so cheap about their horses,” Althea put in, relaxing over an imported beer she had bought herself when none of the others expressed an interest.

“Well, maybe it’s because you are out west now, and we don’t have the fancy riding you do back east,” Jeremy put in.  He hadn’t liked it when the intern assisted with some of his dogs and cats.  Allyssa was a much better assistant, knowledgeable and able to anticipate what he needed.  She also seemed to have an affinity for the animals, which transferred to the frightened creatures.  Even the animals that lashed out in their fear got her good side; she never showed anger.  He’d had to ask Buddy to leave when he became angry at a dog that snapped at him out of fear.

“Yet the rescue is mostly Thoroughbreds,” she pointed out.  Most of the nearly forty horses involved in the rescue had been Thoroughbreds, and many had been adopted, pending a home visit by Fey the following week to be sure the conditions were acceptable for the horses.  She wouldn’t let them leave the rescue unless she felt they would be well taken care of.  They had taken in a few more surrenders working with the local humane societies, the sheriff’s office, and the public.

“Good point, but there are a few Quarterhorses, which are traditionally western horses, as well as Mustangs,” he argued, not liking the uppity easterner.  He felt she was a horse snob and she’d do well to specialize in equine medicine, which she had made clear was her forte.

“I once owned a Mustang,” Allyssa put in with a grin, knowing a change of subject was in order.  They were all exhausted, and they didn’t need things to escalate.  After dinner everyone would probably head for a well-deserved bed.  She could see even the kids were tired.  They had helped clean up after accidents, walked groggy dogs, and run around fetching things.  They’d even helped after the vets were done on the final day, putting things away clean, something the interns hadn’t been too concerned with.  Althea especially seemed to think it was beneath her.  If Fiona hadn’t been there to make sure they did the menial tasks, Allyssa was certain they wouldn’t have helped.

“You did?” Traci asked, suddenly interested.

“A Mustang car, not a horse,” Allyssa explained, grinning harder as the adults began to chuckle.

“What happened to it?” Sean asked, amused but finding her more intriguing since she had owned a car he thought was cool.

“I had to sell it.  My father wouldn’t let me keep it,” she explained, remembering that car from so long ago.

“Did you buy it with your own money?” he asked, wondering about that.

“Yep.  I worked all summer for it, and I even fixed it up myself.”

“I wouldn’t have sold it,” he asserted.

“Well, you never know what you’ll do in some situations,” she told him and shared a grin with Fey, who knew the story.  

“I wonder whatever happened to Khan?” Jeremy put in, reminding Fey and Allyssa of the German Shepherd that had come into the clinic last year with a rattlesnake bite.

“He healed fine.  In fact, Khan’s owner, Holly Winters, is a regular client now.  I’ve seen her and her other German Shepherds a couple times now,” Fey told him.

Jeremy began to tell the interns and the fascinated children about what happened to Khan and how the German Shepherd had saved a little girl’s life by keeping her from being struck by a four-foot rattlesnake.  He knew just what details to share and told the story well, keeping his audience captivated.  They enjoyed the happily ever after ending.

After cleaning up from their dinner, everyone did indeed seek out their beds, and no one made an appearance until breakfast the next morning.  Allyssa waved the Dorceys off, check in hand for their services.  Fey and the interns had headed out early for their regular rounds, and Allyssa sighed with relief to be left alone with her sister- and brother-in-law.  Even Renee had the next two days off.  She’d be in on Wednesday, so Fey and Allyssa could spend time alone with the children.  They were planning on taking them up to the lake for a couple of days in the RV.  Allyssa placed their regular orders for meds and supplies, then caught up on some of the paperwork from the previous weekend and followed up on the patients who would need to get stitches removed.  
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CHAPTER FIVE
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“Can we come back for the roundup?” Sean asked, enthused by the idea.

“It will take place during your school year, and it will take weeks.  I don’t think your mother–” Fey began and then felt badly when her brother looked crestfallen.  She was sorry for making him feel bad but there was nothing for it.  She wondered how much grief her father was dealing with just getting them here for the two and a half weeks?  She was also feeling badly about how she had been acting towards her father but didn’t know how to make it up to him.

Despite the late start for camping, they were able to drive right up to the shore of the lake to camp and were sitting outside the RV.  The kids had even braved the cold waters of the mountain-fed lake the next day.  Both Allyssa and Fey had only gone in up to their knees at first, finding it too cold to go much farther but eventually, they were soaking wet, having been splashed first, by the kids and then, each other as the dogs joined them.  Both Rex and Lexy were enjoying themselves after the harrowing clinic weekend where they had been tied up on the farmhouse porch.  Clinics were one of the few times Fey remembered to lock the doors; with all the strange people coming and going it was impossible to watch the house too.  Both Allyssa and Fey still wore their sidearms and got curious glances from people for this.  They only took them off to go shopping in town, securing them in a lock box that Allyssa kept in the Jeep.  The empty holsters had garnered odd looks too and they learned to take those off as well.

“This is the life,” Allyssa said, sitting back in her chair and looking up at the evening sky that hadn’t yet turned black since the sun was still on the horizon.  She was going to have trouble getting out of her chair.  She had already gotten stuck in the slingback device twice.  She had laughed at Fey when she had the same problem...until it started happening to her.

“It is, isn’t it?” Fey agreed, reaching out her hand to touch her wife.  She was very comfortable and hoped no emergencies would arise and ruin their two days away.  Renee was back at the ranch taking calls, but she had also given the interns two days off.  She didn’t care where they disappeared to so long as they returned by Friday.  She wasn’t oblivious to the fact they weren’t the most appreciated or well-liked people around the practice.  Some of their comments had been a little uncouth, and she’d had to discreetly chastise them to avoid embarrassing them.  Still, they were better than when they arrived...at least that’s what she kept telling herself.  Allyssa hadn’t complained but little details had leaked out about how arrogant the two of them had been.  They were halfway through their internships, so hopefully they were learning a lot.  She knew the hands-on experience they were both receiving was a heck of a lot more than she had received at their age.

“Fey, look,” Traci breathed from where she was poking at the fire.  She had been looking away from the fire instead of into the fire as Allyssa had advised.  Allyssa explained that looking into a fire caused blindness until the eyes adjusted.  She was a city gal, but she had learned all about it.

They all looked to where the young girl was pointing and saw where a herd of horses had come to drink on a lip of the lake.  As they watched avidly, they noticed the red horse was among the herd, a foal at her side.  The dogs also looked where their humans were watching, and they would have risen if Allyssa and Fey hadn’t each put a hand on Rex and Lexy.  Fey had spayed the bitch last weekend, and Lexy had been good about not licking the stitches, so there was no need for the cone of shame.  Maybe she realized what the doctor had done for her and was relieved.  Fey had rubbed an antibiotic on the stitches as there was no way to keep her out of the lake without tying her up while everyone else had fun.

The horses vied for space as they spread out to drink, ignoring the humans that were far enough away that they weren’t considered a threat.  They saw the stallion was a big, piebald thing, who looked scarred and beaten.  His hide was ugly compared to the other horses who looked quite well fed, some even appeared plump.

Allyssa reached for her camera to capture the scene and focused in on the mare.  She wanted to prove to the others who hadn’t caught a glimpse of the red horse that it wasn’t a ghost story.

“Do you think you’ll round those horses up with the others?” Sean asked, his eyes fixated on the red mare they had all talked about.  Her color was very distinctive. 

“I don’t know.  I kind of hate the idea of rounding up the Mustangs, but we might have to,” Fey told him.  They’d also seen cattle, most of them domesticated as indicated by the brands on their hides.  Not all had brands as some ranchers were taking up tattooing their animals to avoid damaging the hides.  She also looked for the offspring of Billy, the bull in Molly and Erin’s stories although no one had reported a bull with monstrous horns other than the treed cellular people, and that story still amused her.

“Why?” he asked as they watched the wild herd.  None of those horses looked like the rescues they had taken in.  All the rescued horses were accounted for after last weekend, and Fey had two home visits scheduled the following week for people who wanted to adopt.

“They eat a lot of grass that is better for the domesticated animals,” she parroted what she had heard from her rancher clients, “but we have enough to share,” she countered her own argument.  Still, she wouldn’t mind adding a couple of those horses to their own herd.  That red one looked beautiful and there were one or two other Mustangs in the bunch that intrigued her.  She wished she could get up and get a better look.

Allyssa was using the focus on one of her longer lenses to get shots and watch the herd.  She could hardly wait to get these digital shots up on the website.  She was almost reluctant to include the shots of the red mare with her foal, greedily wanting to keep those for themselves.

Something, probably the setting sun, caused the herd to slowly leave the water and begin heading back into the hills.  They watched the horses walking and trotting, a few spiritedly kicking up amongst themselves, until they all disappeared behind a curve in a hill.  The humans’ eyes strained as the sun went down and the darkness began to engulf them.

“Help me out of this thing,” Fey ordered her brother and sister, holding out her hands.

“Me first,” Allyssa teased, trying to rock her way out of the camping chair and laughing at herself. 

The two siblings laughed as they first helped their awkward sister out of her seat, then with Fey’s help they pulled her ungainly wife out of her seat. 

“I won’t go camping again while I’m pregnant,” Allyssa threatened, laughing.

Fey laughed.  She’d had the same thought about camping as well as working while pregnant, although her mind was unencumbered, and she could still do a lot with her hands.  She just needed to remain upright; it was when she hunkered down with some of her patients that she had problems.  More than once, Althea and Buddy had helped her get back on her feet.  The ranchers and farmers laughing along at her predicament.  The thing that was getting to both future mothers was exhaustion.  Naps were no longer an option but a necessity.

They made sure the fire couldn’t escape its rock circle, watering around the edges as they slowly put it out and gathered up their belongings.  They would be driving back to the ranch in the morning, and they spent the rest of their evening in the camper away from the bugs.  They chatted as they watched a couple videos before going to sleep.  Their second night out at the lake proved as relaxing as the first, and they headed back across the plains completely relaxed after their two days away. 

Their two-day escape was timed perfectly.  On the drive home, summer storms began to rumble across the high plains pouring badly needed rain on the parched ground and providing instant summer growth in the soaked ground they left behind. 

“That’s good and bad,” Fey stated as they watched the rain rolling in as they drove towards the ranch.

“Why is it both?” Traci asked, and Allyssa’s eyes twinkled at her wife, knowing she had deliberately phrased her comment that way, so the child would ask.  They could both see Sean was also curious, and if Traci hadn’t asked, Sean would have.

“It’s good because this will all turn green and things will grow,” she gestured at the plains and hills around them, “but it’s bad because those things will then turn brown again if we don’t get constant rain.  When things get brown and dry, that’s when there is a danger of lightning strikes and fires.”

“I thought you told us fires open some seed pods?” Sean asked from where he was seated in the RV petting Lexy, who looked up at him with adoring eyes.  She sighed contentedly.  She was so much happier with these humans than she had been just over a week ago.

“That’s right, they do.  Buddy was talking about those fires in California where people have built homes and the trees and brush needed fire to send out their seeds and restore the balance.  We have some of that up here too.”

“Didn’t you say your great-grandparents lost their house to fire?” he asked, having overheard about the journals Allyssa had put back into the trunk for the duration of their stay since she knew Keith didn’t want the younger children to read them yet.

Fey nodded in answer to his question.  “Yes, our great-great-grandparents,” she corrected subtly, “apparently lost both their first and second cabins.  I think the cabin we use as an office, the one you are sleeping in, was their third home.”

He swelled with pride over this knowledge, thinking how honored he was to sleep in the loft that his own great-great-grandparents had built and lived in.

“Can I sleep in the loft sometime?” Traci asked enviously.  She also felt the family pride Fey was instilling in them.

“Sometime,” Fey promised, nodding her head as she maneuvered the vehicle across the plains since no real road existed in this area of the ranch.  They went by the cellular tower, a fence boxing it off and keeping away the cattle that roamed freely.  Even now, there was a cow and its calf mowing the hay around the fence where it seemed to grow longer.  “I wonder if the rays from the tower makes that hay radioactive?” she murmured to Allyssa in a teasing manner.  They had both researched the towers and nothing they read suggested there was anything to worry about with the tall tower that netted them an unexpected income they sorely needed.  They were certainly going to need it this fall after they both gave birth. 

Allyssa didn’t feel well the morning they were supposed to return the children.  She woke up to nausea and a headache.  As a result, they had to change their plans.  Fey would take her brother and sister to meet their father at the halfway point.  It was an unfamiliar feeling for Fey to be driving the Jeep and answering her siblings infernal and endless questions.  Sometimes, Fey was certain Allyssa was going to make a better mother than she would.  Neither of them had been around babies and Fey only had her grandmother’s influence as a mother figure.  She didn’t know if Allyssa felt that way about her own mother but from her viewpoint, Helen wasn’t a great mother to Allyssa.  She thought about that situation for a while in between the constant conversations with Traci and the no longer shy Sean.

Her father was surprised to see her pull herself out from behind the wheel of the Jeep and when she explained that Allyssa wasn’t feeling well, he enfolded her in a hug.  “I’m so surprised and happy to see you,” he told her sincerely.  He had always felt bad about their estrangements over the years.  Seeing her looking healthy and obviously happy made him happy.  “I mean that too,” he said, tears in his eyes.

Seeing his obvious affection surprised her and made her teary-eyed too.  She knew her father loved her, but she still didn’t understand why he had allowed Rosemary to keep them apart all those years.  It hadn’t been fair, and it hadn’t been easy, but fortunately, her grandparents had been willing and able to raise her.  She’d had a wonderful childhood, but now that she was about to become a parent herself, she hoped she’d be a better parent than her weak father.  Still, her sister and brother were good people and hadn’t been as affected by Rosemary as she thought they might be.  “I’m sorry, Daddy.  We shouldn’t let these things go on,” she returned his affection with a hug of her own.

He pulled back, surprised by her calling him Daddy.  She had rarely done that, and it had been a long time.  It delighted him, and he wished they could spend more time together now, but Rosemary was expecting him back promptly.  They’d had a doozy of a fight before he set out, and he knew he would have to get the children back before she accused him of something ugly.  It wouldn’t be the first time.  Knowing what he had waiting at home, he impulsively asked, “Why don’t the four of us stop for dinner?  I’m sure you are tired of driving and could use a break?  And when was the last time this family ate together?”

“Are you sure?” Fey began hesitantly as she released her father.  She knew he was usually in a hurry to get back.

“I’m sure,” he reassured her.  “What do you say, kids?  We eat out?”

The two younger Herriots agreed wholeheartedly.  “I’m only sorry Allyssa isn’t here to make this family complete,” Keith murmured a while later as they entered a nearby restaurant, having driven off the interstate and into a small town.  They both noted he made no mention of Rosemary being part of this family.  The four of them enjoyed sharing stories, the children’s tales mostly centered around what they had done on the ranch the past two and a half weeks.

“I’m sorry we had to leave Lexy there,” Sean said earnestly.  He had really taken to the dog, much more so than Rex, although he also adored him.  He wished his mother would let him have a dog.

“You can see her anytime you come to the ranch.  We’re keeping her,” Fey reminded him.  She had spoken to Allyssa to confirm it just the other night.  The terrier was so eager to please.  Some people were against Pit Bulls, but she was the sweetest thing, and it wasn’t the breed’s fault that there were shitty people out there who raised them for profit or fighting.

“Don’t you think you are doing too much at this stage of your pregnancy?” Keith fretted when he heard about all they had done at the clinic and the camping trip.

“I am pulling back, and the interns are very helpful,” she told him.

“Althea is a snob,” Sean put in disparagingly.

“No, she just has a different set of values.  But she likes horses, which is why she went into this business.  Her way and my way differ, but she’s learning a lot, which is the point.  At least she is trying with the other aspects of a large animal practice, which don’t really interest her,” Fey defended the woman even though she agreed with her brother.

“Buddy isn’t so bad, and I liked the plans he had for your new theater,” Traci said innocently, finishing her meal with a strawberry sundae that she knew her mother wouldn’t have allowed.

“Theater?” Keith asked, wondering what on earth his daughter was planning now.  It was all too much with the large animal practice, the rescue, and the ranch.  He didn’t know how she did it all, and then he answered his own unspoken question...Allyssa was how she did it all.  Between the two of them they did everything successfully.  At least that’s what he gleaned from the blogs.

Fey told him about the large animal surgical theater they were thinking of building someday specifically for horses.  “Buddy has a friend, who is helping him design it based on that movie with Mel Gibson and Goldie Hawn,” she told him, mentioning the name of the movie and what they had in mind for it.  It was fascinating to make plans, but she didn’t know if she would ever be able to make it.  It sounded expensive, and so far, the plans were just a bunch of scribblings to her.  Buddy was going to work on the cost analysis to see if it was viable.  Meanwhile, it would be good for the paper he was writing on this subject for school.  Althea was also enthused about the idea and had added her own input to the project that was close to her own heart...horses.

They treasured the hour or so they spent together in the restaurant.  It was the first time in a long time they were together.  Allyssa was missed.  Rosemary was not.  Keith knew he would pay for that extra hour, but in that moment, with his three children eating next to him, he didn’t care.  They were bonding in ways he had missed over the years.  He wondered, not for the first time, if he could ever get away from Rosemary and her ways.  He hugged and kissed his oldest daughter goodbye.  The younger children took turns awkwardly trying to hug her around her baby bulge.

“You’ll call us when you have the baby?” Traci worried as she patted her sister’s stomach.  She had even felt the baby moving a few times, which filled her mind with wonder.

“Sure will,” her sister promised.  She knew her sister wished they knew the baby’s sex, but neither Allyssa or she had wanted to know; they wanted it to be a surprise.

“Please take care of Lexy for me and Sarge?” Sean asked pleadingly, the tears in his eyes giving away his concern.

“You know we will,” she promised, smiling at her brother as she gave him a slight shove.  She would have punched him in the shoulder but didn’t want that kind of relationship with him.

“Please take care of yourself and Allyssa,” her father murmured as he hugged her.  She wasn’t as tall as her mother, but she looked enough like her that he suddenly missed her immensely.  He hadn’t thought of his dead wife in years.  How different his life would have been had she lived....

“I will.  Drive safe!” she called as she got back behind the wheel of the Jeep, happier for having taken the time to share a meal with them.  Her back thanked her for it. 

The kids waved madly as they headed west, and she headed east then south towards their ranch.  Fey had tears in her eyes for the first time after one of their visits.  She wished they lived closer.  And she was not prepared for what she found at the ranch when she arrived home!
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CHAPTER SIX
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“Oh, thank God.  I’ve been trying to get you on the cell.”  Allyssa had obviously been crying.

“What is it?  Are you okay?  Is the baby okay?” she fretted, seeing her wife looking distraught.

“No, the police called.  It’s your father–” she began but Fey interrupted.

“What?  Were they in an accident?”

Allyssa shook her head, starting to cry again.  It had been a horrible half hour since the call came in, and she was frantic when she couldn’t reach Fey.  “Let me finish,” she admonished when her wife began to ask more questions.  “There was an explosion at the house.  They don’t know what happened.  They think it was a gas leak.”

“The children...” she began, horrified at the thought they were all dead.

“No, they think Rosemary was the only one inside the house.  Apparently, your father was blown back by the explosion.  The children are okay, only superficial cuts from the blowing debris, but they want us there.  We must leave now.  I’ve packed us both bags, and I’ll gas up the Jeep if you want to take a minute to go in and freshen up.”

Fey was stunned at the news.  It hadn’t yet penetrated her mind that Allyssa said maybe Rosemary was the only one inside.  Did that mean Rosemary might be dead?  She tried not to think about what could have happened to her father and siblings.

“Fey, did you hear me?  I have our bags packed, and I’ll go gas up the Jeep.  Do you need to use the bathroom?  Do you need to eat?”  She was ready to shake the shocked look off her wife’s face.

“Um, yeah, I need the bathroom,” she mumbled as she walked towards the steps of the house to go inside.  

Allyssa watched her go.  She remembered feeling just as numb half an hour ago before she shook it off and forced herself to start packing.  She’d gone into the bathroom and thrown up her dinner, wondering what was taking so long for Fey to return.  She turned to the Jeep and got in, pushing the seat back a little since her legs were longer than her wife’s, and she headed for the gas pump to fill the tank.

Fey went into the bathroom and sat down to relieve her bladder.  It hadn’t sunk in yet.  Was Rosemary dead?  What about her father?  How bad were the kids’ superficial cuts?  They had a four to five-hour drive ahead of them.  How could they get some news faster?  She splashed water on her face and felt a little nauseous at the news.  She grabbed some fruit from the kitchen.  She knew they’d need food on the way, and she wondered if Allyssa had thought to grab water too.  She picked up a couple of the water bottles they used that had filters in the caps and walked outside in time to see Allyssa pull up in front of the house.  Fey carried the bags down with the other things she had grabbed, and Allyssa helped her load everything into the back seat of the Jeep.

“What exactly did they say to you?” she asked as they closed the house doors.  Both dogs looked on from the porch, concerned about being ignored.

“Just what I told you.  I gave them my cell number, so they can call again, and I have an officer’s number, so you can call him if you want.”

She did want.  She needed to know what was going on.  “Do you know if Rosemary is...?”  She didn’t want to sound hopeful about such awful news, but if someone in that house had to die, she hoped it would be that horrible woman.

“They didn’t specifically say that she was dead, just that she may have been in the house.  Your father and the kids were taken to St. Vincent Hospital.  Do you know where that is, or should I put it in the GPS?”

They both got in the SUV and Allyssa began to drive off.  

“We can put it in the GPS when we get closer.  I want to know what is going on.  Where’s that number?”

Allyssa handed her phone to her wife as she maneuvered down their driveway and onto the road that would wind its way to the highway.  From what she could hear of the one-sided conversation, Fey wasn’t getting any more information than Allyssa already had.  She finally thanked the officer and hung up with a big sigh.  By then, they were heading up the highway.  Allyssa tried not to speed too much, but the trip they normally made in four hours—GPS said it was supposed to take five hours—was going to be cut down as far as she could make it without having an accident.

“What do you suppose happened?” Fey finally asked.  They had been driving in silence, each lost in her own thoughts.

“I have no idea, but I was frantic when I heard the news and couldn’t reach you.”

“I’m sorry.  I must have turned off my phone to save the battery when I knew it wouldn’t work.”

“I have a charger here,” she indicated the wires extending out of the cigarette lighter.

“I didn’t think.  I am so sorry,” she answered quietly, suddenly very tired.  She realized the extra half hour would not have done anything for them even if Allyssa had reached her.  She still would have had to come home, and they still would have had to make this same drive.  She sighed wearily, the ‘what if’ questions already forming in her mind.  Quietly she plugged in the charger and her phone to recharge it.

The ride was quiet, both women at a loss to know what to say.  They had just seen the children on their visit, and Fey had eaten dinner with her siblings and her father and hugged them all goodbye just a few short hours ago.  Allyssa saw an emergency vehicle shoot up the freeway when she got on at Pendleton.  It didn’t have its lights and sirens on, and she saw what looked like a father and son driving in the red vehicle, so she stayed about four or five car lengths behind it and trailed it faithfully.  They sped up to over ninety miles per hour and she kept up with them.  It reminded her of the days when she drove on the highways outside Denver, wanting an escape from her life.  She sometimes remembered the dreams she’d had for the Mustang she had fixed up and intended to drive.  Her thoughts, while chaotic, were focused on the drive and keeping them safe behind the speeding vehicle heading across the state.  Fey didn’t notice.  Her mind was almost numb from thinking and weariness.

“Babe, you need to get the GPS out now,” Allyssa reminded her.  The setting sun had been bothering her for a while.  She’d forgotten her sunglasses and was using the visor extensively.  She’d focused on the emergency vehicle for hours as they hurtled across the top of the state but now, they were coming into Portland and she wanted to drive more safely with the increasing traffic.

“Which hospital?” she asked numbly, feeling her headache building.  She wondered if she had dozed off; the ride had seemed relatively short.  But if she had dozed off, it must have been with her eyes open.

“St. Vincent?” Allyssa asked.  “It’s on that paper with the police officer’s information,” she said, reminding Fey she had been holding it the whole time.  It had been a long drive, she was hungry, and they needed gas, but she knew they both needed to get to the hospital first.  She should have stopped to stretch at least twice during the drive as well.  Her bladder was full, and the baby had been tossing and turning against it the last hour or so.  Still, she hadn’t wanted to lose that vehicle that had allowed them to cruise down the interstate so effortlessly.  She’d kept a respectful distance from them, but she had to wonder if the other driver had been suspicious of them following so closely behind him for so long.

Fey put the name of the hospital into the GPS on her phone and it was soon plotting a course.  They had lost their emergency vehicle, and Allyssa contended with the increasing traffic as the GPS’ voice told her when to turn as they made their way across Portland to the hospital.  As they pulled in, both women rose stiffly from their seats and made their way to the emergency room doors.  Both were rubbing their sore backs and walking oddly as they made their way to the counter.

“I’m Fiona Herriot.  My father and sister and brother are here?  There was an explosion?”

“I’ll be with you in a moment.  Please wait,” the nurse at the emergency room desk glanced up as she rose from her chair and hurried out a door.

“How are you doing?” Allyssa rubbed Fiona’s lower back, imagining it was hurting as much as her own.

“I’m okay,” she returned almost automatically and then looked at Allyssa...really looked at her.  She remembered that Allyssa hadn’t felt well enough for the two-hour drive to return her siblings earlier, and now, she had driven almost five hours to rush them to the hospital.  “How are you?” she asked, looking up at her wife and wanting to take her into her arms.

“I’m tired,” she admitted.  “I’m okay,” she repeated Fey’s words back to her.  “We both need to eat after we find out what’s going on.”

“Mrs. Herriot?” a police officer approached them through the swinging doors.  The nurse returned and stood back as she watched them.

“I’m Fiona Herriot, Doctor Fiona Herriot,” she corrected, hoping that using her title might impress the officer and get them better service.

“You are Keith Herriot’s–” she looked down at her pad and frowned.

“I’m his daughter,” Fey finished for the officer.

“Oh, I thought he had–” she started hesitantly and Fey interrupted again.

“Yes, my brother and sister.  Can someone tell me how they all are?” she glanced between the officer and the nurse, who was looking on.

“Your brother and sister are fine,” both the officer and the nurse said simultaneously.  They exchanged a look, wanting to laugh, but given the circumstances they simply turned back to a concerned Fiona Herriot, who looked slightly more relieved.

“And my father?”

“A doctor will be out shortly to talk to you,” the nurse informed her and returned to her seat.

Fiona nodded and then looked inquiringly to the officer who appeared relatively new at this type of situation.

Seeing Allyssa hovering nearby, the officer said, “Perhaps we should go somewhere else to talk?”

“This is my wife, Allyssa, and anything you have to say to me you can say in front of her.”

The officer barely blinked as she nodded and said, “There was an explosion.”

Fey nodded, trying to encourage the officer to give her the facts.  She was impatient for them.

“We believe there was one person in the house.”

Let it be Rosemary.  Please let it be Rosemary and not my dad, Fey thought.

I hope it’s Rosemary and not Keith, for Fey’s sake, Allyssa silently hoped.

“When we arrived on the scene, we found the two juveniles, who had been hurt by the blast and the thrown debris, but their wounds were superficial,” she rushed to assure Fey who looked immediately concerned.

“And my father?”

“He was unconscious and was brought to the hospital in an ambulance.  I believe they will have some information for you shortly,” she glanced at the nurse for confirmation and she nodded.

Fey was relieved to hear it wasn’t her father in the house.  “Where are my brother and sister?”

The officer glanced at the nurse for her input.

“The doctor will take you to them...” she began when a woman in a long lab coat came out the double doors.  The doors must have been electronic because she wasn’t pushing on them and they opened with a whoosh.  “Mrs. Herriot?” she called.

“I’m Fiona Herriot,” Fey responded, brushing past the officer with Allyssa at her side.

“Your father is Keith Herriot?”

Fey nodded and looked worried.

“If you’ll come this way, I’ll take you back to the ICU, so you can see him.  I’ll explain everything we know,” she said gently.  Looking inquiringly at the tall blonde who stood next to the woman, she added, “I’m sorry, only family–”

“This is my wife, Allyssa,” Fey immediately introduced her.

She mentally noted that both women appeared to be pregnant.  “Oh, okay.  Won’t you both come with me?” she asked, hitting a panel on the wall and causing the doors to whoosh open again.

Fey and Allyssa walked rapidly behind her, followed by the officer.  There were several officers standing around in this area.  There was a large oval desk in the center of the area with rooms off it.  The ICU had different kinds of rooms.  There were glass partitions, and two officers stood outside the door.

“Your father sustained multiple injuries from the blast.  Apparently, he was at the door when the explosion happened?”

“I don’t know anything other than there was some sort of blast,” Fey admitted, looking on curiously at all the officers.  Was it her imagination, or had the doctor raised her voice when she said your father?  The officers were all looking at Fey curiously now.  They had all heard the doctor say she was the man’s daughter.

“He was thrown for quite a distance.  And when he landed, he was impaled by the debris from the house.  His spleen has been removed and one of his kidneys and his liver were damaged.  He is unconscious right now but restless.  We’ve removed all the debris and given him something for the pain and to fight any infection.”

“Will he be okay?” Fey found herself asking, something she had heard her own clients ask about her patients many times.

Allyssa was watching everything in a detached way.  She saw the officers watching them inquiringly, she listened to the doctor, but she also wondered where Sean and Traci were.

“We aren’t sure at this time.  I’m being cautiously optimistic, but I’m also concerned that he seems very restless and won’t calm down.”

“May I see him?”

“He’s in here.  You can go in,” she offered as they arrived at the door.  The officers stood aside, not really guarding the room, just watching the three women curiously.  They walked away nonchalantly, headed towards the nurses’ station but still watching them.  Allyssa was curious why so many officers were there, and then she noticed that one officer was guarding another room and she wondered about that.

They went into the room where a respirator was helping Keith to breathe.  Machines were beeping and blinking on both sides of him.  There was an IV running into his arm and there were bandages on his face and arms where no skin showed through.  He did not look well, and Fey couldn’t help comparing him to the robust and healthy man she had seen just a few hours ago.  He did seem restless.  He kept twitching and his hand kept reaching out.

“Hey, Dad,” Fiona said as she leaned over him, trying not to cry.  “It’s Fey.”  Allyssa was rubbing her back again as she stood next to her.  “Now, you’ve really gone and done it,” she gently chastised him.  “I haven’t seen Sean and Traci yet, but I heard they are okay.  You know we’ll take care of them until you can.  Allyssa’s here with me, Dad.”

“Hey, Keith.  Don’t you worry about anything,” Allyssa told him, noticing his hand was reaching for something.  She impulsively took the bandaged hand in hers and gave it a little squeeze.  “We’ve got this.  You just worry about getting better.”  

“Yeah, Dad.  Take as much time as you need.  We’ve got this,” Fey added.  

She looked up, and the doctor signaled with her head that it was time to leave.  The doctor noted that he seemed calmer.  Perhaps, he had been listening for this daughter’s voice.  She wondered about the family dynamics.  This daughter was considerably older than the other two children.  And Fiona’s wife looked to be between the children and Fiona in years.

“We will be back.  Please, Dad, just sleep and get better.  We aren’t going anywhere, but I want to check on Sean and Traci.  I’ll report back,” she promised.  Allyssa let go of his hand as they left.

“He looks terrible,” Fey said as soon as the door to the room closed and she knew he couldn’t hear her.

“He’s been badly hurt, Fey,” Allyssa murmured, shocked at how gray he looked.  His skin had an odd tint.

She nodded and then asked the doctor, “Where are my brother and sister?”

The doctor looked a little uncomfortable as she nodded towards a regular room, drawing looks again from the officers standing about.  “There was an incident.  Someone by the name of Trever tried to claim them?”

“Trever is their brother.  What about their mother, Rosemary?  Where is she?”

“They aren’t certain yet,” the doctor admitted reluctantly.

“We believe Mrs. Herriot was in the house when the blast went off.  They are still investigating.  Mr. Trever Kapatrick was contacted as the next of kin,” the officer, who had been watching the interaction between the two women and the doctor put in, “but Sean refused to go with him and there was an altercation.”  She consulted a pad of paper that she held in her hand.  “Next, a Mr. Peter Kapatrick showed up and further exacerbated the problem.  Traci mentioned you were her sister?”

Fey looked stunned.  “So, Trever and Peter both tried to take the kids and they didn’t want to go?  What happened?”

“Both minors were at the scene of the explosion.  From what we can get out of Sean, he and his sister were behind their father and were carrying their things in from the car.  When their father approached the front door to unlock it an explosion ensued.  As I said, we are still investigating.  When your brothers–”

“Stepbrothers,” she corrected automatically.

“When your stepbrothers showed up to take the children, neither wanted to go with them and they tried to physically take the children.  The police were called, and that’s why you see an increased presence here while we ascertain the facts and try to calm the situation.”

Fey glanced at Allyssa as she nodded and looked back at the police officer.  “May we see my brother and sister?  They recently spent a couple weeks on our family ranch.  I’d just returned them to my dad today.”

The officer nodded.  That confirmed what they had gotten from the children and corroborated the story as they were putting it together.

“Where are Trever and Peter?” Allyssa casually asked.  She had taken her gun off in the car and placed it in the lock box.  She didn’t know where Fey’s gun was, but she knew Fey hadn’t worn it on the drive to return her siblings to their dad.  That trip seemed like it had happened days ago instead of just hours ago.

“The Kapatricks were asked to leave the premises,” the officer answered her.

The officer escorted the women to a regular hospital room where the children were lying on beds.  They were not admitted as patients, just staying in that room so they could watch television.  There were several officers outside the room and they looked on curiously as the two women were escorted into the room by the doctor and the officer.

“Fey!  Allyssa!” the children shouted when they saw the two women, and they jumped off the beds to rush towards them.  Both women got hearty hugs.  It didn’t feel as though they had just said goodbye to them earlier that day.  Both women’s bellies were bumped, and the children backed off, laughing, and grasped the other woman tightly in their arms for a moment.

“Are you okay?” both Allyssa and Fey asked the children, concerned as they looked them over.  They both had cuts and abrasions and sported a few bandages.

“We’re not as bad as Dad.  He was unconscious, and it seemed to take forever for the ambulance to arrive,” Sean told them, trying to hold back tears.  Fey put her arm around her brother as he sniffed suspiciously.

“Dad was bleeding all over the sidewalk and they had to pull a tree out of him,” Traci put in, the tears flowing unashamedly down her cheeks.

“What?” Fey asked, alarmed.  Allyssa took the young girl into a one-armed hug and guided her back to one of the beds.  

“Let’s sit down, and you can tell us what happened,” Allyssa advised, looking meaningfully at Fey.  They were both exhausted and starving, and she knew she was going to need to visit the bathroom very soon.  She tried to catch Fey’s eye and point out the police officer was listening in unashamedly.  She also saw the doctor was outside talking to what looked like a male nurse.

“When we got home, Dad told us to grab our stuff from the car.  I know he was worried that we were so late, and I know Mom was going to be unhappy about that,” Sean told her, the sound of crying in his hoarse voice.  “They don’t know if she was in the house or what really happened, but suddenly, I heard a loud boom!  It was like those firecrackers on the Fourth of July but louder, and then, I looked up and Dad was flying through the air.”

“I didn’t know we’d been hit with anything until we ran to Dad and I felt the pain,” Traci put in, sniffing audibly.  

“Dad hit that tree in our yard and broke it,” Sean went on.  “It impaled him,” he added, sounding intrigued and sad at the same time.  “They had to cut the tree to get him in the ambulance.”

“Do they know what caused the explosion?” Fey asked, horrified by what they had seen.

“I heard someone say it was gas,” Traci confided, shuddering slightly.  Allyssa was rubbing Traci’s arm, trying to warm up the cold, little girl next to her.

“Then Trever came and said we had to go with him,” Sean put in.  “I didn’t want to leave Dad yet, but he tried to make me go.”

“He was really mean.  He’s a jerk!” Traci added.

“Did he say why he wanted you to go with him?” Fey asked.  She really didn’t think of her stepbrothers often.  She frequently forgot they even existed.  Both boys had been bullies in the making when she was younger, and she had avoided them, which wasn’t hard since Rosemary didn’t want her around anyway.

Sean shrugged and then winced from his bruises.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.

“I think he just wanted to show off,” Traci told them.

“Show off how?” Allyssa asked.

“Like pretending he was the good, big brother...but he’s really mean, and Peter backs him up.  I don’t like them very much,” she said in a quieter voice in case she could be overheard.

Allyssa exchanged a look with Fey, who was sitting on the other bed with Sean.  Long ago, Fey had told her wife about her two stepbrothers.  They’d gone into the army and become belligerent bullies, barely making it through and just doing their time.  Their sense of entitlement rivaled Rosemary’s, so it wasn’t a surprise they weren’t well-liked.

“Are you okay?” Allyssa asked the young girl, looking at her concerned.

She nodded, but the tears continued to flow.  Allyssa leaned over to pull a tissue from a box between the beds and handed it to her.

“How about you?” Fey asked her brother, who nodded manfully and then, suddenly, burst into tears.

“I think Mom’s dead and they haven’t told us,” he admitted through his sobs that were wetting her shirt.

Over his head, Fey exchanged another look with Allyssa.  They both suspected the same, but the police hadn’t told them much.  The investigation could take a while as they verified the identity of the person caught in the explosion.  They both held the young children while the trials of the day caught up with the youngsters.  Both children fell asleep in the older women’s arms and gently, one by one, they put them to bed and pulled up their sheets.  Turning off the TV, which had been a monotonous drone in the background, they left the room so the two could sleep.  Both women were rubbing their lower backs.  It had been a long day for the pregnant women.

“They’re asleep,” Fey told the doctor who came up.

“Good.  I was going to suggest a sedative, but natural sleep is the best.”

“They are both okay?” she asked for confirmation.  She had seen for herself that they were both naturally upset but wanted the doctor to confirm there were no hidden injuries.

“They are going to be fine. There are a few contusions, but everything will heal in time.  Neither child required stitches.  It’s their mental state that will need a lot of TLC.”

“Do they know yet where their mother, Rosemary is?  Was she inside the house during the blast?”

“We know someone was caught in the blast.  We found the body, but we haven’t identified it as Rosemary Herriot yet,” the officer walking up told them.  She’d seen how the two women were a calming influence on the children, not like the other brothers.  They had also made no demands that the children go with them.  She was learning the dynamics of this family.

“Do you need to do a DNA test?”

“Both Trever and Peter have given tissue samples, and the morgue will be running tests to confirm our suspicions that the body is Rosemary Herriot,” she acknowledged.  “You are the children’s older sister?”

“I was born during my father’s first marriage.  He married Rosemary when I was young, but I wasn’t raised with their family,” she said, indicating Trever and Peter as well as the younger children.  “I was raised by my grandparents on their ranch, which I have since inherited and now run.”  She saw no reason to be evasive or not clarify the relationships.

“Will you be around town the next few days?” the officer inquired, glancing between the two of them.

“We are going to have to eat and then, get a hotel room,” Allyssa put in almost forcefully, speaking up for the first time.  “We had to drive all the way from the ranch today, and as you can see, we are both pregnant.”

The officer had noted that, and while she wondered at them both being pregnant at the same time, she knew that was none of her business.  “Could I get your cell phone numbers in case we need to ask some more questions?”

Allyssa readily gave the numbers to her as Fey went to talk to the doctor about her siblings’ care.  She gave the doctor their cell numbers too, so they could contact them when the children woke up.

“Do you know if your father or his wife had wills?” the officer asked Allyssa.

“My father-in-law,” she clarified, “and I have no idea.”  She saw Fey look up and jerked her head to signal her to come over.  “Do you know if Rosemary or Keith have wills?”

“A living will or the other kind?” she asked, looking at the officer questioningly.

“Either?”

She shook her head.  “I have no idea.  But if you need someone to take responsibility for Sean and Traci, we’ll do that gladly.”

The officer nodded.  She had seen how calm the children were in the women’s presence.  She was relieved to know they have a good relationship with these two.  It was a far cry from the relationship with the two men who had tried to take custody of the children.  She would note that in her report.

Holding hands, Allyssa and Fey made their way out to the Jeep.  They stopped at a Denny’s to fill their empty stomachs and got an extra meal to go in case they wanted to nibble on sandwiches later before finding a hotel room.  It was late, and they were exhausted, so they slept like the dead once they showered and fell into bed.  Each held the other’s hand as they fell asleep, and they woke up curled on their sides with Fey’s hand around Allyssa.  Her rounded belly was pressed against Allyssa’s back, and she was touching the baby moving restlessly within her wife’s body.  Her own baby wasn’t happy with all the stress that had been going on and she was uncomfortable.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Fey took another shower in the morning, and Allyssa began making phone calls to check on the practice and let Renee know what was going on.  She also called their lawyer, Henry, as a precaution.  From what Fey had said about Trever and Peter, they just might find themselves in need of legal advice.  She was concerned about the two men’s actions and both women wanted to protect the younger children until Keith was well enough to care for them himself.

“What’d Henry say?” Fey asked as she got out of the shower with a towel around her and began to change into the clothes Allyssa had packed for her.  She was grateful for her thoughtful, efficient wife.

“He’ll see if he can find out about wills through legal channels, especially living wills, but he isn’t hopeful.  Do you think they might have drawn those up?”

“I can’t see my father, much less Rosemary, worrying about an advance directive, can you?” she asked.

Allyssa shook her head.  “Makes you think though, doesn’t it?  We should plan to draw up wills.”

Fey nodded and then rubbed her uncomfortable stomach.  “Junior here is hungry and not happy.  Hey!  You got into the sandwiches,” she said, seeing the open takeout box from Denny’s.

“I left you half, sorta.  And cold French fries are gross,” she informed her wife as she got up to kiss her good morning and head in to her own shower.

“Are you feeling okay?”

“I’m better for having slept.  It’s not as nice as our bed at home but at least it was a warm bed.  I don’t know how you coped in the Jeep or on hay piles last year!”  She was referencing the time between the accident that had totaled her work truck and camper and when they got the awesome RV they now owned.

Shrugging, she answered, “You just cope.  I got so tired I could sleep anywhere.  Plus, I didn’t have to deal with Junior here.”

“Are you going to name him after your dad?”

“Are you?” she countered, laughing as she watched her wife rub her belly as though it were some spell.  She looked kinda like Buddha, and Fey’s laugh turned into a delighted smile.

“We really do have to come up with some names,” Allyssa reminded her.

“Boys’ and girls’ names,” she agreed and headed into the shower.

Fey thought about that.  If it were a boy, did she want to name him after her dad?  No.  She liked the name Benjamin more, after her grandfather, who had raised her.  She liked Elizabeth too, after her grandmother.  Then, after reading about Erin and Molly, she thought it might be nice to revive those names.  She didn’t know if any of her great-great-grandparents’ children had named children after them but she liked the idea of honoring them.  Still, Allyssa had input into this and she’d discuss it with her.  She wondered if Allyssa would want to name a child after either of her parents, but she doubted it.  Helen and Bob weren’t the warmest human beings she had ever encountered.

After picking up drive-through food, they arrived at the hospital to find it in chaos again.  Trever had shown up and was attempting to take the children again.  He must have arrived right before Allyssa and Fiona as he was still there and loudly asserting his rights.

“I’m their older brother, and they should come with me!” he insisted.

Allyssa could see a fearful Traci and Sean peeking out from the room the hospital had let them share.

“I’m their older sister, and they want to go with me,” Fiona said.  Trever whirled at her voice.

“Oh, lookee here.  If it isn’t the dyke sister,” he sneered.

“It’s nice to see you too, Trever,” she answered, sounding completely insincere.

Allyssa looked at the man and saw Rosemary’s weakness in his boyish good looks.  Judging by his stocky body, he obviously worked out, but his face, his jutting shoulders, and his bad attitude showed that he was a bully, who was used to getting his way.  And the other man standing beyond the security officer and blocking their way into the room looked like a smaller version of the first man.  Both men looked Allyssa up and down in a way that made her slightly uncomfortable.  She wished she could have worn her gun into the hospital.  While she did have her carry permit with her, she didn’t want to get anyone excited by wearing it into a place of healing.  She felt a hospital was an inappropriate place to wear a gun.  Looking at the two men, she realized she was as tall as Trever and taller than the man she suspected was Peter.

“You can go now.  We got this,” he said, thumb pointing at the other man.

“I don’t think the children want to go with you,” Fey said calmly.

“Mrs. Herriot,” began the police officer, who came up to help alleviate the situation.

“Doctor Herriot,” she corrected, knowing people were often impressed by titles.  Why not use it, she had earned it?

“Doctor Herriot, we don’t wish to escalate this situation.  Mr. Kapatrick is willing to take the children into his home–”

“They don’t want to go with him,” she pointed out, seeing her sister and brother looking on fearfully from the doorway of the room they had slept in.

“He is their brother.”

“And I am their sister.”

“Do you have the legal right to–”

“Do they?” she countered, ready to fight this.  She hated the patriarchal bullshit that assumed a man would have rights over a woman.  She was older than both these assholes.  She was relieved that Allyssa had suggested they call Henry.  Maybe they would have need of his services after all.  She glanced at her wife, who was looking anxiously at her and glancing back at the children.

“Look, my sister and brother need a stable place to stay until their parents are better...” Trever began.

“Yes, I agree they do, but they don’t want to stay with you or Peter.  They prefer to stay with us,” Fiona quickly put in and smiled at her siblings to reassure them.  There was more here than met the eye.  Why were Trever and Peter so adamant about getting custody of their two siblings?

“Is your father awake?” the officer asked, hoping to find a way to settle this amicably, for now.  She saw her superior officer listening in.  She had apprised her superior of the situation, but apparently, she was letting her handle it alone, so she would gain confidence in her abilities.

“We don’t know.  We just got here,” Fiona admitted, wondering where this was going.

“If he is awake, we can ask him.  The hospital has no advance directive on file,” she admitted, showing she had done her homework.

Fiona nodded, glancing coldly towards her stepbrothers and then warming as she glanced towards her siblings and her wife.

“Why don’t you go visit with your father?  I’m going to say hi to the kids,” Allyssa told her encouragingly.  What she wasn’t saying and Fey caught was, I’ll protect them from your stepbrothers while you see if you can get your father to say something that might be binding.  She too sensed there was more here than met the eye.

Fey nodded and headed towards the ICU, ignoring the glares of her stepbrothers.  Allyssa headed to the children’s room, and the security officer stepped aside after receiving a nod from the police officer.  It looked like Trever was going to try to stop her, but she stared him down.  Not used to dealing with women his own height, he was surprised to find himself moving aside and then flushed in anger.  She ignored him, sensing an enemy when she saw one.  Who knew what Rosemary had told them?  

“Hey, guys.  How’d you sleep?” she asked them as she entered the room, backing them farther into the room and shutting the door.

“I slept good,” Traci admitted and looked worried as she closed the door.

“What’s going on, Allyssa?” Sean asked.  She could see the worry around the cuts on his face.

“I have no idea, but it won’t do any good to worry.  We will see what happens.  Have you eaten?” she asked, then saw the trays on the tables.  “Was it any good?” she teased, holding up the fast-food bag she had brought.

* * * * *
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Fey headed for her father’s room and looked in through the window for a moment.  She wondered if he would survive.  It was no small thing to have a spleen removed, and the damage to his kidneys and liver were bad enough.  She saw he looked restless again.  His hand was moving animatedly on the bed as though searching for something.  She went in and took his hand firmly in hers, feeling how cold it was.

“Hey, Dad.  It’s Fey.  Are you awake?” she asked him cheerfully.  She was trying to hide the need to cry at seeing him so helpless.  His color hadn’t improved.  Allyssa had mentioned the gray color when they discussed it yesterday and she was right.

His eyelid opened slightly, and his eye seemed uncoordinated as it searched the room.

“Hey, I see you are awake!” she said, sounding cheered by it.  “How are you feeling?”  She squeezed his hand slightly, trying to warm it.

“Whaaaat?” he slurred.

“Mr. Herriot?” another voice spoke up.  The doctor had come in behind Fiona, but she was so focused on her father she hadn’t realized.  “I’m Doctor Braun,” she told him as his eye tried to focus.  “Can you hear me?”

It was obvious to them both that he tried to nod, winced, and then slurred, “Whaaat?”

“You’ve been in an accident,” she told him, assuming he was asking what had happened to him.

“Sean and Traci are okay,” Fiona quickly reassured him.  She was certain he would want to know what had happened to them immediately.  A noise at the door made her look up and she saw two police officers standing there.  They were not coming in, just listening avidly.

“You are going to have to remain quiet,” Dr. Braun told him.  “You have a lot of healing to do.”

“Allyssa is here with me.  Do you want the kids to go home with us, or do you want them to stay with Trever and Peter?” Fiona quickly slipped in.  She could see her father was exhausted by this little effort and she wanted to get it settled.  She saw both officers lean forward slightly to ensure they heard his answer.  She didn’t know if a drugged-up, pain-filled, nearly unconscious man could legally make a statement, but she was willing to hear it if he could.

Keith was obviously confused.  He frowned, winced at the pain, and then tried to focus.  “Kids?” he got out beyond his lacerated lips.  The breathing tube had been removed early that morning and his mouth was dry.

“Mr. Herriot, would you like a drink of water?” Dr. Braun offered helpfully.  She’d felt it was a good sign that he was breathing on his own and had been happy to remove the tube.  She picked up the cup containing water and a straw.

Keith took a sip, but his lips hurt, and when he tried to raise his hand to help himself, he found he couldn’t.  He just didn’t have any strength.  Still, he managed to get a little water in his mouth and got the saliva going.  He swallowed painfully.  His throat felt stretched, sore, and raw, but then, he seemed to hurt everywhere.

“Dad?” Fiona tried again, not wishing to waste the opportunity.  She knew the cops would do what he wanted, even in this state.  His word was the only one they could take until their investigation yielded either a living will or Rosemary.  She secretly hoped they wouldn’t find Rosemary, at least, not alive.  She knew that was an awful thing to wish, but the woman had made all their lives so difficult for so long.  Her dad looked up at her with one eye a little brighter and the other taped shut with bandages, and she waited until the one eye looked better focused.  This was much different than dealing with her own patients.  “Allyssa and I would like to take the kids back with us to the ranch until you heal.  Or would you prefer they went home with Peter and Trever?”

He suddenly looked fierce.  “You!” he rasped out and started coughing.  It took a while for him to get his breath back after that fit of coughing.  It took a lot out of him.  When it subsided, he obviously had concentrated, “No Trever,” he rasped.  He tried to shake his head and then started coughing again.  

The doctor offered him more water to help ease the apparent dryness in his throat.

Fiona looked up at the two officers, who made eye contact with her and nodded discreetly.  They had the permission they so desired.  She was ready to leave.  She disliked seeing her father in such obvious pain, but he turned his hand and held hers.  It was astonishingly cold and weak, but she held still, waiting for him to gain his breath back.

“No,” he rasped again.  “Trust,” he got out before another coughing spasm took him.  The doctor saw it wasn’t going to subside this time and she pushed a button that had nurses rushing in.  They shoved aside the two officers who had heard Keith Herriot speak.  Fiona stepped back, her father’s weak grasp on her hand enabling her to get away easily.  She saw his frantic look with the one good eye and nodded as she got out of the way of the medical personnel.  She slipped from the ICU as they went to work on him.  His coughing and gagging could be heard down the hall.

“Did you get what you needed?” she asked the officer, curiously glancing at the older, obviously senior officer.

“Yes, Doctor Herriot.  You can take your brother and sister and leave whenever you want.  I understand they were going to release them this morning,” the younger officer said officiously.

“Have you heard anything more on the investigation?  What caused the explosion?  Whose body was in the house?”

“We believe it was a gas explosion and North West Natural Gas is aiding us with the investigation.”

Fiona nodded.  “Was it an accident?”

“Do you have reason to believe it wasn’t?” she asked in return.

“I have no idea.”

“Could you explain to me what happened yesterday?”

“Didn’t we already go over this?” she asked, exasperated.

“We are just trying to do a thorough job, Doctor Herriot.  I’m sure you understand.”

“Yes, I do, and I’d like to help, but I don’t know anything.  I was returning my sister and brother to my dad.  They’d just spent a couple weeks out on the ranch my wife and I own.  I inherited it from my father’s parents.  I think it’s important they get a sense of our family history, and we like having them out there.  There’s plenty for them to do,” she added as she remembered how much fun they had on the horses and the ATVs.  Sean had a hard time deciding which was more fun.  He was reaching an age where being on the ATVs and being supervised didn’t appeal.

“I brought them halfway back, and we met my father and went out to dinner.  He usually doesn’t take the time to visit when we meet, but we hadn’t seen each other in a while, and the four of us spent maybe an hour at a diner.”

“Do you have the name of that diner?”

Fiona gave it to her and saw her note it down in a well-worn notebook.  The leather looked like it had seen better days.  “I know my father usually just turns around and heads back to Portland with them.”

“So, this is a regular thing for your brother and sister to visit your ranch?”

She nodded.  “They came out earlier this year, at Easter.  That visit was up in the air for a while, but my father called us this time and offered to bring them.  They come at least twice a year but would love to come more.  We have horses and other animals they enjoy.”

The officer nodded, knowing children that age probably had a ball at a ranch with horses.

“It was not the norm for him to stay and eat dinner with you?”

“Normally, my wife just drops the kids off or picks them up.  They meet halfway since it’s such a long drive.”

“Does your wife get along with your father?”

“Oh, yes.  My dad adores Allyssa and she adores him too.  She stayed with him and the kids last January when she took exams here in Portland.”

“They have a cordial relationship?”  At Fiona’s nod, she added, “And how is the relationship with his wife, Rosemary?”

“Well, I don’t think anyone has a cordial relationship with Rosemary.  She doesn’t like many people.”

“You didn’t get along with her?”

“Let’s just say we live across the state and I’m good with that,” she said flippantly and then regretted it.  She tried to explain.  “Rosemary married my dad when I was fairly young and wanted nothing to do with me.  I was raised by my grandparents and that worked out better for all.”

“Was there a specific reason she didn’t like you?”  The other officer shifted slightly, showing he didn’t like the way the question had been worded.

“Rosemary is a selfish creature.  Her sons were her world, and my father was helping her raise them.  You can see they are bullies.  They have always been bullies for as long as I have known them.  Fortunately, I don’t have much to do with them.  I haven’t seen them in years, and no great loss there.  She seemed to resent any attention my father gave me.  It was confusing when I was growing up, but my grandparents loved me enough for everyone.”

“How about her own children.  How was she with them?”

“As far as I could tell, she was protective of them.  I don’t know about their day to day life as I wasn’t around.  I have my own life.  I know Rosemary doesn’t like the fact that I’m a lesbian and married to a woman.  She makes it hard on my brother and sister to visit, but somehow my father manages, so we have a relationship.”

The officer nodded as she made notes on the paper.

“Well, I think that’s enough for now.  You can go to your brother and sister now,” she said, dismissing her.  She glanced at the other officer, who made a slightly nodding gesture.

“Thank you.  Will you know more about the investigation soon?”

“It takes time,” she answered cautiously, not willing to share what they had as the teams went over the evidence.

“Is there any clothing or anything for my brother and sister?”

“Just what they had taken from the car.  I can have that brought to your hotel?”

Fiona had expected that, and she nodded, heading for the room where her brother and sister had been staying.  She saw Trever and Peter down the hall talking animatedly to one of the officers.  She ignored them and went into the closed room.  

“Hey, there.  Dad woke up for a moment and said you could go with us,” she told them to relieve their minds.

“Did he say anything else?” Sean asked eagerly.

“No, he’s still really out of it, and I didn’t want to get into it with him.  I think he’s in a lot of pain, so it’s best that he sleeps and gets better.”  She didn’t want to give him details or false hope.  It didn’t look good to her and she, more so than anyone else in the room, knew that medically, it wasn’t a good situation.  She glanced at Allyssa, who also looked concerned.

“Hey, why don’t we get out of here and get something decent to eat?” she asked with a false heartiness.  She was ready to leave the hospital and get away.  The hospital and police would call if they needed anything.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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The children’s bags were delivered by a squad car.  The officer explained to Fiona that her father’s car had been taken to the police impound lot as it was part of the investigation.  Debris from the house had landed all over the car.  The blast site was enormous, but that was to be expected with a gas explosion of that size.  Morbidly, she wanted to go view the scene but knew they shouldn’t while they had the children with them; she didn’t want to traumatize them further.  Instead, she had them change their clothes and go to the pool. 

When the children told them the pool water had washed away some of their bandages, Fiona advised, “Gather those up and throw them in the garbage.  I don’t think you’ll miss them,” she added, grateful there were no stitches to watch out for.  Both children were covered in bruises from what she could see.

“You aren’t coming in?” Traci asked.

“I don’t want anyone calling me a beached whale,” she teased.  “Besides, we didn’t bring our suits.”

Allyssa chuckled as her wife had intended and the young girl joined in.  Sean snorted disdainfully but at least he was grinning as they played in the hotel pool.  It was a novelty for the youngsters.

They stayed on at the hotel.  They had wanted desperately to head back to the ranch, but it was now confirmed that the body in the debris was indeed Rosemary Herriot, so they had to stay while Trever and Peter arranged their mother’s funeral.  Both Sean and Traci were bereft, and the two women consoled them as best they could.  It was tough because they really didn’t have anything good to say about her.

“You keep your brother and sister with you.  I’ve found the trust your father set up for them, and it’s a modest chunk of change,” Henry told Fiona in a phone call.

“I bet that’s what they’re after...the trust,” she said, referencing Trever and Peter and their desperate need to take custody of the children at the hospital.

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” he admitted.  “I’m filing temporary custody papers on your behalf in the courts.  Don’t say anything the kids can overhear.  Even one word in the wrong place and your stepbrothers might be able to make a legal move to counter this.”

“But we are in a different county.  Will that matter?”

“I’m on it,” he promised her and told her a few other things she later shared in a whisper with Allyssa.  They had two hotel rooms, but Traci wanted the comfort of being close to an adult, so she slept in the room with Allyssa.  Sean and Fey each had a double bed in the other room.  

The funeral was not well attended.  Trever and Peter were there with their girlfriends.  Both young men wore respectable suits, but their girlfriends were rather shabbily attired and behaving inappropriately.  Fiona almost expected them to start doing a strip tease.  Allyssa had taken both children shopping for outfits.  She found someone in the local department store to fit Sean with his first suit.  It was a somber dark blue instead of black, and both Peter and Trever made a point of commenting on it to their brother.

“You’re fine.  Remember what the salesman told you—this suit will do you for more than funeral occasions,” she consoled him when he told her his brothers felt it was inappropriate.

“You look nice,” Allyssa told Traci, who looked good in a dress and had been decidedly ignored by her older brothers.

Thankfully, the service was short.  The minister they drummed up had no knowledge of the deceased and hadn’t cared to take the time to inform himself.  And the only thing cheaper than the coffin they chose for Rosemary would have been a cardboard box.  Still, they had complained loudly about the expense of the funeral, and Fiona overheard them saying they’d get it out of Keith when he was better.  Fiona and Allyssa also noticed the funeral was poorly attended and commented to each other that they were not the only ones who found Rosemary unpleasant.

Keith had cried when he heard about his wife’s death.  She may have been a terrible wife and a nasty woman, but he had loved her once, long ago, and she was the mother of two of his children.  Fiona and Allyssa brought Sean and Traci by to visit their father after the funeral.  He had been moved out of the ICU but still looked pasty.  He woke long enough to admire their finery.  Fiona and Allyssa had also bought new outfits.  Fey wore a nice pin-stripe suit with matching open vest over her rounded frame that made her look butch but dapper, and Allyssa was in her first new dress in years.  The maternity smock looked nice on her frame.  Fiona had commented that her legs looked hot and she’d blushed at the compliment.  She was pleased that her wife still wanted her even though she was looking so very pregnant.  She found Fiona just as hot in her suit despite the open vest and the stretch pants they had managed to find to match the outfit.  They would keep the suit pants that came with the outfit for when Fey slimmed down again.

“We’re going back to the ranch.  I have to get back to work, but the kids are with us and they will be okay,” Fiona reassured her father who nodded, winced, and looked very tired.  

“Dad, you going to be okay?” Sean worried.  His father opened his one good eye to look at his son, tried to smile, and then simply nodded.

“We’ll call you,” Traci promised.

“Looking good,” he slurred around his cut lips.  His eye took in the vision of his son, looking young and tall in the dark blue suit, and his daughter, wearing the first dress he’d seen on the young filly in years, and he wished he could say more.

Both children smiled in return, then carefully leaned over and kissed him on the cheek one at a time.

“Dad, we’re just a phone call away,” Fey assured him, squeezing his hand and leaning over to kiss him too.

“Take care,” he whispered, barely moving his lips.

Lastly, it was Allyssa’s turn and she too squeezed his hand.  She was surprised how pathetically weak his grip was when he squeezed back.  “Take care of them for me and take care of my grandchildren,” he whispered.  He was too tired to go on and his eye looked suspiciously wet.

“I will,” she whispered back and then kissed him on the cheek and stood up, looking tall and strong and very, very pregnant.

Keith took in the four of them, his younger children and the two pregnant women, and he smiled as he pressed the button to self-medicate with pain medication and drifted off before it could fully take effect.

The police, a different officer this time, confided to Fiona and Allyssa that the investigation was coming along slowly, but it looked like someone had loosened the gas line behind the stove and switched off the flame of the pilot light.  The house would have filled with gas, and it appeared that Rosemary was unconscious when it had blown.  They thought the friction of the front door opening on Keith’s entry into the house had triggered the explosion but that was still speculation and preliminary.  Since Keith could only talk in brief moments and became exhausted easily, there wasn’t much time for them to ask him questions.  This new information had Fey and Allyssa speculating when the children weren’t present.  They realized that extra hour spent having dinner with Keith may have saved his and the children’s lives.  That time was now precious to Fey.  Had he and the children gone home sooner, they too might have been overcome by the gas and been in the house when it exploded.  Now, the investigation still had to determine if it was an accident or a homicide.

The drive home from the funeral was a little uncomfortable.  They stopped at the same diner that Fey had eaten at with her father, so they could change into jeans.  All of them felt better after eating a hot meal and changing into more comfortable clothes.

“This was the last place we were with Dad,” Traci said sadly.

“That is such a good memory.  Cherish it,” Fey advised her sister.

“What if Dad dies?” Sean asked.

“Sean!” Fey hissed, glancing at Traci in warning.

“No, that’s a valid question,” Allyssa put in, trying to keep Fey from getting too upset.  The last few days had been stressful, and she knew she was worrying about her father, the investigation, and her practice.  She was anxious to get back to work.  Fey needed to work.  Allyssa addressed Sean and ignored her wife’s outraged look.  “Sean, it is possible Keith could die, but we have to hope for the best.  Keep your spirits up.  Nothing will come of thinking the worst except depression, and your dad wouldn’t want you to be sad.  I’m sure he’s sad about your mom too,” she added.  Personally, she thought they were all better off without the nasty woman, but she would never say that aloud.  “We have to hope and pray that your dad recovers.”

“We weren’t very religious,” he put in, listening to her avidly.

“No, we weren’t either,” she said, including Fey in the proverbial ‘we.’  “For now, all we can do is wait and see.”

Fiona, still a little annoyed, was pleased how Allyssa phrased it and realized she was right.

They arrived home late that night and Rex and Lexy welcomed the foursome home, immediately becoming their shadows.

Allyssa asked Buddy to move out to the cabin or mobile home for Sean’s sake, so he could have his old bedroom back, and Fiona backed her up.  Buddy wasn’t happy about it, but he agreed to comply.  He decided he would move into the mobile home for privacy, since so many would be in and out of the cabin.  The interns immediately took Fiona’s attention away from her own troubles as they discussed what they had done with their unexpected week off.  They were limited in what they could do as they weren’t qualified veterinarians yet.  They had both caught up their notes for school, outlining the procedures they had seen since they could see no more cases without Fiona in attendance.

Allyssa took all their dirty laundry and started a load in the washer as she let the kids get settled before sending them to bed.  She was tired too but wanted to get to the office to see what Renee had done while they were gone.  For the last week, Renee had been telling clients there was a death in the family and the doctor wasn’t available.  She knew Fey would need a couple days to decompress after she returned but would probably not take them.  She was certain Fey would be out on the road the following day.

Allyssa was annoyed to discover someone had been through the kitchen and done some reorganizing.  She put things back the way she and Fiona liked them and fixed herself a snack, sharing it with the children before sending Traci, protesting, to bed.  She then took the snack in to the three who were chatting away in the living room.  After sharing the snack, she insisted they could continue their conversation the following day.

“Fey needs her rest,” she asserted.  Tonight, Buddy would sleep in Sean’s old room and move his stuff in the morning.  It was too late to send him out to the mobile home, so Sean now needed the couch.  He was listening avidly to the adults’ conversation but looked exhausted.  Althea seemed the most annoyed with Allyssa, but she didn’t care.  Fey needed to rest and they’d have kept her talking all night if they could.  They got enough of her time on the rounds and now was the time for her to go to bed.  After all, she was very pregnant.

* * * * *
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“I think you hurt someone’s feelings,” Fey began as they got ready for bed.

“Too damn bad,” she retorted, struggling out of her shirt.  Fey finally had to pull the material that was catching away from her back.  “Thank you.  I think someone thinks of herself as a little too high and mighty, and you need time to rest.  If you won’t make time, I will make sure you do.  We have both been under a lot of stress this last week and it can’t be good for the babies.”

“You’re right.  I hope the babies are all right.”

“This one’s jumping on a trampoline on my bladder.  How’s that one doing?” she asked, laughing, as she pointed to Fey’s extended belly.  Fey helped her remove the sports bra she was struggling with.  Allyssa was very careful never to say your baby or my baby since they were both their babies.

“Oh, I think Junior here will be an Olympic champion at least,” she teased back, grateful to have Allyssa helping her.  She was tired and didn’t want to be rude to the two interns.

“Let’s take a shower together to save on water,” Allyssa suggested, but Fey knew it had nothing to do with conserving water.  She welcomed a chance to be alone and touch each other.  They had wanted to be together but hadn’t been able to with the children in the hotel rooms with them.  Still, they enjoyed touching each other very much.  They had a lovely time in the shower, which conserved no water, and they relaxed themselves and each other under its spray.  It was amazing how creative they could be in their lovemaking.

* * * * *
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Thankfully, Fey slept soundly because rounds started early.  Because she had been gone so long, she let the interns take turns driving the RV as she caught up on the list Renee handed her with a smile.  She was relieved she was back to work, and Allyssa made sure she had a good breakfast before heading off.  Despite the midsummer heat, Renee appreciated the hot chocolate Allyssa brought over from the house.

“Are the kids up?”

“Not yet,” Allyssa shook her head.  It was hard to believe how much had happened in the last week.  They’d been majorly busy in July with the clinic, and now, they’d had to deal with the accident and the funeral.  The kids were still in shock and she wanted them to sleep in.  Despite sleeping on the couch, Sean had slept through the sounds of breakfast and Fey and the interns getting ready for work.  That was a sure sign he was heading towards his teenage years.

“Are you going to blog?”

“You know me so well,” she said with a smile.  She’d been compiling what she wanted to say and Fey had agreed they had to tell their followers something.  Renee had taken a lot of calls as word spread that there had been a death in the family.  Later, Allyssa would also find their post office box filled to overflowing with condolence cards.

She had the same blog up on both sites within an hour, and by then, both children were up and looking for something to do as they were trailed by two faithful dogs.  Rocky joined them all when Rhonda showed up to work with her clients.  The children helped when she let them, saddling their own preferred horses when Allyssa finally let them go.  

“Don’t go beyond that ridge,” she said, pointing up to where she now realized Erin and Molly had gathered wood to build their cabins and the various projects, “and stay away from Brock’s fields.”

They both acknowledged her admonishments as they rode off with the three dogs trailing them.  Rhonda watched them, realizing they needed to be alone.  It couldn’t be easy on them to have lost their mother and now, to have a father in the shape he was in.  Allyssa exchanged a look with Rhonda before she too went back to work.  She was pleased to find that Renee had caught up to where they had left off in the journals.  She had another one for her that she finished in the week they were gone, and she was eager to start another one.

“Make sure the children don’t see these,” she reminded Renee.  They’d hid them when Sean and Traci were there for their vacations, ever aware that Keith didn’t want them to know about the contents of the journals until they were older.

Allyssa was in the garden when the children returned.  They were in better spirits for their ride, even if it had been limited.  She was finding it harder and harder to bend down to weed and somewhere, Fey had found a rod with a grinder-like device on the end, which she could twist and dig up weeds.  It sure made it easier to weed.  She had an overabundance of squash and zucchini, and the cucumbers were too huge and had to be fed to the chickens, who didn’t seem too impressed.  The tomatoes had gone wild.  One was so big it was spending all its time in growth instead of production.  She pinched off its towering stalks and hoped it would put its efforts into flowers and tomatoes instead of its bushy lushness.  She had a few baskets filled with beans, tomatoes, zucchini, and cucumbers, so she asked the children to help her lug them to the front porch and sort them.

“I love fresh cucumbers,” Traci said, spotting the abundance.

“Some of those are too big,” Allyssa warned her, remembering how tart the taste could be.

“And they make you fart,” Sean teased her.

“Sean,” Allyssa warned, “we don’t talk like that.”

“What?  I’ve heard Fey use that word,” he protested.

“When she’s talking about animals,” she pointed out.  She felt quite gassy herself but knew a teenage boy would love to talk about farts, and she had no desire to encourage him.  For a second there, she almost laughed, imagining her own mother’s reaction to such an earthy discussion.

She appreciated their help but discouraged them from sitting mindlessly in the living room and watching the television.  Neither she nor Fey were big TV watchers, preferring each other’s company or the internet.  “Read a book or go do some chores,” she warned them, something they had helped with a lot when they were last here.  Now, things were in limbo.  Keith was still in the hospital and they weren’t sure what was going to happen there.  Fey had mentioned a rehab facility, and Allyssa intended to check one out when he was finally released from the hospital.  He could come here to the ranch afterwards but that was a ways off.

“Allyssa!” Renee called from the porch of the cabin.  “Phone for you!”

Allyssa picked up the extension in the house.

“Allyssa, it’s Henry.  I just wanted you to know the judge granted you and Fiona temporary custody of the children while Keith is healing.”

“Oh, that’s great to hear,” she told him sincerely.  She and Fey had both worried about Trever and Peter and their shenanigans.  “Should I pick up some paperwork or something?”

“I could mail it.  I need to send copies to the brothers too.  Do you know their addresses?”

“Haven’t the faintest,” she admitted, not really interested in where the two of them lived.  She knew they lived in Portland and they didn’t live together but that was all.  Her eyes narrowed on the children.  Should she ask them?

“Could you ask Sean?” Henry asked, proving he was on the same wavelength as she.

“Yeah, I thought of that too,” she admitted.  “But should I?  They’ve been through so much.”  Still, after talking to Henry, she pulled Sean aside and asked him.  He didn’t know his older brothers’ addresses either, but he did know the towns they were in, so Henry could find them.  After she hung up, Sean asked her why she needed to know the addresses.

“It’s so we can send them proof of our temporary custody of you and your sister.  Your brothers wanted you too, and we need to give them copies of the paperwork.”

“I don’t want to live with them.  They’re mean,” he admitted.

She smiled and wanted so badly to ruffle his hair, but she knew he was getting too old for that and would be embarrassed.  “We’ll do our best to see that you won’t have to live with them.”

He looked around and saw that Traci was going through the basket and pulling out the oversized cucumbers.  The cats were sniffing cautiously at the basket, and he was just in time to see one cat freak out over a stray, rolling cuke.  The animal leapt into the air and ran off, scattering another cat that was also curious.  They all shared a good belly laugh over that.

“I saw videos of cats on the internet reacting to zucchini and other squash,” Sean told her as his chuckles died down.

“I think once is enough.  After that, it’s just mean,” she answered with a smile, still chuckling at the sight of the cat running off from a cucumber, of all things.

The weeks passed, and Keith was scheduled to go to a rehabilitation home.  Fiona and Allyssa discussed whether to travel all that way, so the kids could see him improving.  In the end, the women’s conditions were the determining factor in their decision not to make the long trip.  They’d already sent Allyssa’s old laptop to Keith, so at least they could Skype with him.  Keith was thrilled to be able to talk to everyone ‘face to face’ as it were.

“I don’t think I’m going to get out of here in time for the school year,” Keith lamented.  Being impaled on a tree meant he had a lot of healing to do, and he still didn’t feel very well.  Seeing him in the video, they could tell he wasn’t looking very healthy.  Fiona had called his doctor to ask how he was progressing, and Keith had agreed the doctor could release whatever information she was looking for.  He stressed that the doctor was only to release that information to his daughter.  He was not doing well.  His spirits were up despite being constantly hounded by Trever and Peter about the house and their mother’s life insurance.  That had really upset him, so Fiona told her father to have the young men contact her.  In turn, she referred them to Henry, who told them in no uncertain terms that the house and life insurance were none of their business.  Both Henry and Fiona mentioned the young men’s harassment of Keith to the detectives investigating the explosion.

“I don’t know what’d I do without you, Fey,” Keith told his daughter affectionately as they Skyped one night after the kids had gone to bed.

“I just want you to get better, Dad.  You can live here if you want,” she gestured at the room behind her, including the ranch.  She was simply repeating the offer she had made at least a dozen times.

He was truly touched.  After all, he hadn’t done much for her for so many years.  She was a genuinely good person and it was all due to his parents, not him.  “Well, I appreciate Henry handling the legal stuff for me.  Send me the bill,” he advised, looking sleepy.  He was taking a lot of medication and he frequently drifted off.

“Okay, Dad.”  Seeing how tired he looked, she said, “I’ve got to be going.  I hope you don’t mind if I sign off?”

“No, that’s okay.  I know you’re busy.  You and Allyssa take care of my grandbabies!”

“We will, Dad.  Bye!”  She waved before pressing the button to hang up, closing the laptop so he couldn’t see her anymore.

Allyssa was watching her wife from where she was rummaging in the trunk and organizing the journals one more time since they were now done transcribing them all.  It had been an amazing set of tales.  

“He doesn’t look well, does he?” Fey asked her as she turned awkwardly.  They were both due in a few weeks and she felt enormous.  She couldn’t drive comfortably anymore, so Buddy and Althea took turns behind the wheel.  She didn’t like how either drove her RV, but she had no choice.  She felt they were a tad reckless and she really loved that RV.  Now, she just supervised their work and explained why certain procedures or meds were better.  She turned every case into a teaching opportunity.  They had learned a lot and were grateful for the experience.  They weren’t as big-headed as they had been at the beginning of the summer and had become quite friendly.  

Althea and Rhonda had developed a close bond over the horses in the rescue and in her therapy sessions, and when Althea wasn’t working for Fiona, she could be found helping the therapist.  

Buddy had started working on an oversized box stall.  He was using his friend’s diagram, which was based on the movie they had all watched, to create a platform that would allow a horse or a cow to be laid out at waist height.  The platform could be pulled out and down, and stainless steel comprised its primary surface, so it could be sterilized and kept clean.  He was determined to finish the project by the end of his internship.  Fey helped when she could, but her belly got in the way these days and she couldn’t stand for long.  The 4-H kids and some of their moms and dads had chipped in to make this unique surgery.  They also offered to help with the construction, but Buddy didn’t have the tolerance Fey and Allyssa had towards these well-intentioned volunteers.

“No, I agree, Keith doesn’t look well,” Allyssa said sadly.  She went to get up, leaning on the edge of the trunk intending to give Fey a hug of affection, and tipped the entire thing over.  “Whoops,” she said, nearly losing her balance.  “What the heck?” she said as she realized there was a false bottom in the trunk.  Getting down on her knees, she said, “Fey, come look at this.”  She gently righted the trunk and found glass...it was a colored glass window.  “Do you think this is...?” she asked, carefully holding it up by its edges.

“Oh, my God, Allyssa!  I bet that is the church window,” she gasped out, trying to hurry but unable to as a pregnant woman in the last stages of her pregnancy does not move quickly.  She even had trouble getting up from the chair she had been sitting in the last fifteen minutes for her Skype call.  Fortunately, the chair was wooden and strong, and she was able to pull herself up.  She waddled over to her wife and looked down on the glass window.  She could tell by the colors that it was old; it looked positively ancient.  It had been wrapped in layers and layers of felt.  Allyssa let those layers fall aside as she held it up to the light, trying to see through it and feeling the wonder that Erin and Molly must have felt when they saw this window for the first time back in Missouri at the burnt-out church.

“Oh, Fey.  It’s beautiful,” she nearly cried, feeling emotions overwhelming her as she held it up.

“Do you think we could get it framed and hang it?”

“Do you think we dare let it out of our possession?”

They shared a look, Allyssa lowering the glass as her arms ran out of blood, looking at it thoughtfully.

“Could you...?” Fey began.

“I think I’ll...” Allyssa began at the same time, then looked up and laughed.  They were frequently on the same wavelength.  “I’ll go with Renee and get it framed.”

“Oh, yes.  She has a vested interest in this too, doesn’t she?” she laughed, grateful for their assistant’s help in transcribing the journals.  Allyssa had been learning how to self-publish a biography and how to format it for a paperback as well as an e-book.  Apparently, there was a learning curve.  She played with it.  She had plenty of time as they were in no rush.  Because of the many journals and the two points of view, there would be several books.

Allyssa carefully and affectionately rewrapped the old glass in the felt layers, realizing that it must be from...  “Do you think they made this felt themselves?  From their own sheep?”

“I bet you’re right,” she answered, carefully taking the glass from Allyssa when she handed it to her and holding it close.  She wondered how it had survived the fires and the many decades in the trunk.  It was then she saw the extra padding of papers at the bottom.  “What is that?”

Allyssa began to gently spread out the papers, adjusting herself as she realized she’d been sitting on the ground too long.  The baby didn’t like her sitting so long and was now kicking agonizingly against her rib, a foot catching there to cause her additional pain.  She rubbed it absentmindedly, trying to ease it back only to have the baby’s other leg get stuck.  This kid has mad skills that way, she thought uncomfortably.  “I think this is the original paperwork for their land!” she said excitedly.  “Put that window somewhere safe, so I can hand you this.  I’ve got to look at it under the light and first, I have to get up from the floor.”

Fey laughed, having been in a similar situation herself a time or two.  More than once, Buddy or Althea had to manhandle her to get erect when she made the mistake of getting down to check on a patient.  She knew better now.  She put the delicate glass on top of the dining room table, right in the middle, well away from any edges.  Still, it didn’t set well with her, and she hoped they could get it safely under glass.  How ironic to put a stained-glass window under glass?  Still, they had to protect it somehow.  It was far too valuable to leave exposed to dust and the elements after all these decades.  She quickly waddled back to help Allyssa up.

“Here,” she said, handing her the rolls of papers first.

“Let me help you up first,” she stated, but Allyssa waved her away and got on all fours to crawl towards the couch and coffee table.  Finally, she was able to pull herself up slowly and get her legs under her.  She stopped for a moment on her way to the couch before leveraging herself up and getting her balance.  By then, Fey had the papers spread out on the dining room table, well away from the stained-glass window.

“Oh, Allyssa,” she nearly cried, realizing she was holding the patent for the original six-hundred and forty acres.

Allyssa looked at it in awe.  She was pretty sure she’d never seen anything this old outside of a museum.

“Look at this,” Fey said, displaying Erin and Molly’s marriage certificate, which was signed in Ohio.

“I don’t want to touch it.  I’m afraid the oils on my hands will...” she pulled back.

“Oh, yeah.  Of course,” Fey said, realizing her own hands were probably oily as well and putting it down.  “Do we have any surgical gloves in the house?”

“Come on.  Why would we have those?” Allyssa asked in a joking manner, heading for the kitchen and the junk drawer, which held many things, including a box of sterile rubber gloves.  She never knew when she would have a need for such things, and they were great for cleaning since they kept the detergents well away from her hands.  She pulled out two pair and closed the drawer, heading back and feeling the strain on her back from having been on the floor too long.  She handed a set to Fey and watched as she expertly put them on.  She hadn’t realized how effortlessly she was able to do that.  She admired her wife so much.  It took a moment longer, but she too was fully gloved when she reached for the paperwork.  “These are the adoption papers for the children,” she said, her voice clearly conveying the awe she felt at holding these documents in her hands after reading about them in the old journals.  “Can you imagine?  Your last name could have been Harris instead of Herriot.”

Fey laughed at that.  She was a Herriot, if not by blood, then definitely by right of inheritance and history.  She pulled out several deeds for the additional land her great-great-grandparents had purchased as well as the land her great-grandfather had purchased from her great-uncle.  It was all terribly confusing, but she knew that Timothy Herriot, the youngest adoptee of Erin and Molly Herriot, was her direct great-grandfather.  “We need to make a family tree.”

“We need to put everything under glass,” Allyssa countered.  “I’m going to frame it all and we can put it in the office.”

“Not over at the clinic,” she objected.

“No, I meant here in the house, so we can enjoy your family history.  This is too important not to display it proudly.”

They both enjoyed going through the various pieces of parchment and then, they put everything carefully back together, rolling or folding them and putting them into oversized plastic baggies for transport.  

“I’ll have Renee drive me up for supplies and we can get these framed,” she said happily.

“We have to put this somewhere safe.  Between the dogs and the kids, I worry about something getting damaged,” Fey admitted.  “Is that everything that was in the trunk’s false bottom?”

“No, there are all these pictures too.  There were some pictures on top with the journals too, remember?”

Allyssa spent the next few days putting all the pictures in order.  She’d already organized and labeled the ones that were in with the journals.  Now, she incorporated the rest of the pictures, putting them on black backgrounds and using corner holders to keep them in place.  She put these sheets of pictures into plastic sleeves, so no one would touch the nearly ancient pictures and damage them further.  Renee took her up for supplies, and while there, they found some pre-made frames for some of the documents she wanted to put under glass.  She also had them custom make a frame for the stained glass, putting both sides of it under a type of Plexiglas to protect it from scratches while allowing it to shine to its best advantage.  A couple of the documents were old and fragile, but their size alone made it impossible to buy a ready-made frame.  

“I’m almost afraid to leave these,” Allyssa admitted to the manager she dealt with.  The seals of The Organic Laws of Oregon on the official documents looked so impressive.

“I assure you, Mrs. Herriot, we will handle them in the most sensitive way.  Our people will wear gloves while handling them, and everything will be locked up at night.  I understand how valuable and irreplaceable they are,” he assured her.

Allyssa chose attractive wood frames, so they matched what she had already purchased, but she could already tell the custom-made frames would look nicer than the ready-made frames.  The manager promised their order would be ready in a week.  The price to frame these things made her heart pound.  It was insane how costly the frames were.

Allyssa was exhausted when Renee drove her back to the ranch.  The time in the Jeep didn’t pass as quickly as it used to, and she was always uncomfortable.  Renee had also taken the women to their last two doctor appointments since both Fey and Allyssa were too big to be behind the steering wheel.

“I’m ready for this to be over,” Allyssa admitted to Renee.

“My mom once told me that God made the last couple of weeks uncomfortable deliberately, so you would want to get that baby out of your body.”

“Well, she was right,” Allyssa admitted, feeling ginormous and very uncomfortable.

“Who do you think will go into labor first?”

“Fey,” she answered without a shadow of doubt.

“Why are you so sure it will be Fey?”

“Because I want to be there for her, and if I go first, I might not be there,” she answered as though that made total sense.  “I’m sure Fey hopes I go first too,” she commented with a smile.

“Do you think you will have second thoughts about giving birth after seeing Fey have her baby?”

“I actually asked the doctor that very question, and she said we both might not want to give birth if we watched the other.  I hope she was joking,” she added musingly.

“Have you and Fey bought any baby furniture?”

“We have the matching cribs, which we haven’t put together yet but that’s about it.  We are ready for the birth though—we have our maternity bags packed, and we’ve been going to the Lamaze classes at the clinic.  I think the other moms don’t like us much since we are both pregnant and–” she left off, feeling hormonal suddenly.

“And?” Renee pursued it.

“And we are lesbians.  I don’t know.  Maybe I’m just being sensitive,” she lamented, hating the hormone surges that made her want to cry.

“I’m sure the moms aren’t all bad,” Renee consoled her.

“No, they aren’t,” she admitted, then she looked out the window, breathing deeply as the baby stuck its foot in her ribs again and she rubbed it absentmindedly.  
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CHAPTER NINE
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Renee arranged a baby shower, but she had to do it by word of mouth since announcing it on the blog would alert both the doctor and her wife.  The women both got email alerts on their phones now when a new blog was up.  This allowed them to experience what their subscribers received when they got the email version of their blog.

The 4-H moms were the biggest help in spreading the word, and Renee sent out invitations using a mailing list from the company with her home address as the return address.  She wished Allyssa and Fey would not find out, and she hoped neither would be angry when they discovered what she’d done.  She even sent invitations to Allyssa’s mother and sister, stressing that it was a surprise.

The party was huge, and the surprise was an absolute success.  Like the housewarming the previous year, everyone was invited.  Husbands were encouraged to come with their wives.  It was a new, modern thing to invite men to baby showers, and they were all amazed how many attended.  The community’s affection for the Herriots was obvious.  The cars and trucks parked all around the ranch yard, following the new roundabout created by the fountain.

“Mom?” Allyssa said, completely surprised by the sight of her mother followed by her sister carrying her daughter, Melody.  Both looked a bit shocked to see her so enormously pregnant.  They thought they were just coming for a visit and to support her during Fey’s pregnancy.  Discovering that she was also just as pregnant embarrassed them both.  For one, they had only brought a gift for Fey, and this only out of a sense of guilt and duty towards Allyssa.  Neither woman really understood this ‘marriage,’ but they were trying.

“Allyssa!  You should have told us,” Helen said, taking the age-old tone she had used on her daughters all their lives.

“I know, Mom, but when I realized I was pregnant, I worried about another miscarriage like last year.  I guess I was unsure how to broach it with you both,” she answered, gesturing for them to come into the house as others were coming from their own vehicles.

“Yes, Allyssa.  You should have told us,” Carmen parroted, trying the superior sister attitude.

“Perhaps,” she agreed, trying to keep from snapping at her sister and just be glad to see her.  “Hello there, Melody,” she said to the baby, who stared at her.  Allyssa would later learn they had taken three days to drive there for the surprise party, taking it easy because of the baby.

Allyssa and Fey, both embarrassed to be the center of attention, sat on the porch in comfortable chairs as they opened their presents.  Renee knew better than to make them play stupid baby shower games, and they were grateful for that.  The barbeque baby shower was a complete and utter success.  Some people even remembered Helen and Carmen from their last visit and made them feel welcome.  The number of duplicate gifts was hilarious, but Renee confided she would make the exchanges or returns for them along with Lorna and Gretchen.

Several of the ranchers who attended with and without their wives talked to Fey and Allyssa about the roundup set for the fall after harvest, which she had mentioned on the blog.  The two women had put out a call for help to catch the cattle and the horses on their land.  “But first, we have to make a couple of deliveries,” Fey quipped, patting her enlarging belly.  They all laughed.  It was certainly a unique situation.

Buddy and Althea were both in their element, socializing with the farmers and ranchers they had met on rounds with Fiona.  She’d allowed them to do more than any other doctor would on any other internship.  She’d worried she’d allowed them to do too much but had supervised closely as she taught them valuable skills, and until a few weeks ago, she had been able to show them exactly how to do some procedures.  Only a few times, she had to call in another vet because she was unable to do the procedure herself and wouldn’t let her interns do it because of their lack of experience.  They were grateful for all they had learned, and in the last month of their internship, they were eager to get back to school to be graded on their journals.

“Was that the intended purpose of your fountain?” her mother asked, watching children playing in it and splashing water at each other.  A dog was also barking amongst them, and the ducks and geese were now complaining from the creek that their pond had been violated.

“Nope.  It was a project for the 4-Hers, and the artist is a fabulous man, who has gotten three commissions from it as a result.”

“It really doesn’t go with the ambiance of your ranch,” her mother pointed out.

“No, it doesn’t,” she agreed and then grinned.  “I’m sure when they first created the Fontaine des Quatre-Parties-du-Monde in Paris or the The Mustangs of Las Colinas, they also looked out of place at first.  See, I’m encouraging the grass to grow around it a little, creating an island in our driveway.”

“I see where something hit it?” her mother pointed to the glaring patch on the side.

“Yes, our tenant brought a huge plow through and didn’t realize it wouldn’t fit, or maybe he lost track of where he was...Anyway, he comes in the back way now.”

“You need to have a tenant?  Do you not have enough money for this?” her mother fretted, worrying that her daughter was starving on that ranch out in the middle of nowhere.

“We are doing fine, Mom,” she answered.  The cell phone tower check was due in a couple weeks, and they could use that, but they were doing okay.

“I am upset that you felt you couldn’t tell me about the baby,” her mother admitted, the look in her eye showing her hurt.

“I’m sorry, Mom.  I wanted to wait until I was sure the pregnancy was going to take, and I didn’t even know I was pregnant until my fourth month.”

“How is that possible?”  She glanced at her daughter’s well-rounded belly then at Fey’s.  She didn’t understand these lesbians.  She wanted to show support, but it seemed ill-advised for them both to be pregnant at the same time.

“I didn’t have the symptoms I did last year, so I thought the implantation didn’t take.”  She would have said more but knew her mother didn’t really want to know how she got pregnant.  She could tell by her stance—she was stiffening in fear that Allyssa would continue along that vein of conversation.  “And, I had a deep-seated fear I’d miscarry.”

“Are you okay?  Are you healthy?  Is the baby–?”

“We’re all fine.  It’s this crisp, clear, prairie air,” she sing-songed and smiled.  “Mom, I’m fine,” she reassured her, smiling.  “We’re very happy.”

“Well, Sweet Pea,” she said, using the long ago nickname her father had given her, “I don’t claim to understand what you two want, but Fey has helped you mature, or maybe, this situation has.  I can’t say I approve, but I am trying to accept.”

“Thanks, Mom,” she said, trying not to be insulted and just accept her mother’s words at face value.  Her conversation with her sister later that day was amazingly similar although Carmen added to it.

“You know, I’ve been through this pregnancy stuff, and I could have helped you,” she said bossily, joggling Melody to keep her from crying.  Melody was tired and needed a nap, but they would have to trek back to their hotel since Renee had made certain they understood there was no room for them to stay on the ranch.  They’d been there all afternoon and had eaten, but the baby’s tolerance was waning, and while previously, Allyssa would have suggested they put Melody down in the guest bedroom they were planning to turn into a nursery, Althea was staying in there now.

“I think each situation is unique.  Thank you for the offer,” she said to avoid the argument she could see her sister was angling for.  “With my miscarriage last year and this surprise pregnancy I just didn’t know how to tell you.”

“It couldn’t have been that much of a surprise if you were trying,” Carmen pointed out.

“My pregnancy tests showed a negative result.  I didn’t know I was pregnant until I was four months along.”

“Oh, come on!  Surely you noticed some changes?”

“Nope, not one until I got the results of the second pregnancy test.  We thought Fey was the only one pregnant and that was it.”

“So, you were trying to get pregnant at the same time?”

“Yes,” she answered, feeling uncomfortable once again at her sister’s nosiness.  “We’re very happy,” she pointed out.

“How in the world are you going to cope with two babies?”  She knew her sister knew nothing about babies.

“I don’t know,” she admitted, feeling even more uncomfortable as her sister pointed out the very thing that had been worrying her.  “We’ll cope when we have to.”  She wasn’t confident about her answer, but she wouldn’t let her sister know how it was making her feel.  Her sister wasn’t someone she would choose to confide in.  “Oh, I see some of our guests are leaving, and I want to say goodbye,” Allyssa excused herself to get away from her sister.

Allyssa’s mother and sister both came back each day for the next three days, spending time with Allyssa and driving her up the wall.  They did help her hang the framed glass and documents, and they were truly impressed with them when Allyssa explained their importance.  They were a little rude to Buddy and Althea, referring to them as the ‘help.’  Apparently, they resented their presence on the ranch because they were using the rooms that Allyssa’s family could have used had they been empty.  Still, they had traveled a long way to be with the two women for the baby shower, and Allyssa tried to feel grateful for their presence.

“We could help you put together your cribs,” Helen offered, which surprised Allyssa.

“Oh, thank you, but we are waiting until after Althea goes back to school, so she doesn’t feel we are pushing her out the door.  The next interns will stay in the mobile home and the cabin.  I really want more separation of home and business here.  Also, with two babies in the house, the interns wouldn’t get much sleep here.”  She was also anticipating the lack of sleep and was not looking forward to that aspect of having a child, much less two, in the house.

“Why do they keep asking weird questions?” Traci asked one day as she followed Allyssa on her daily walk.  The dogs, two cats, and the donkey also joined her as she walked for exercise.  Helen and Carmen had declared it too hot and buggy to go beyond the comfort of the air-conditioned living room.

“Weird questions?” Allyssa asked, but she already knew some of them.

“Yeah, like do we have enough to eat and do we need anything?”

Allyssa laughed at that, but it also angered her.  “Let me ask you...  Do you need anything?”  She smiled at the young girl, pleased to see how much she looked like Fey and Keith instead of Rosemary.  She knew the child was still very upset over her mother’s death and was worried about her father.

“I’m good,” she said, sounding hip.  “I’m really excited about school.”

“You don’t miss your old school or friends?”

She shook her head.  “Some of the girls from 4-H said they’d show me around when I get there.”  It was obvious she was looking forward to the new school.  “Do you know if Dad will move here when he gets out of rehab?”

“I don’t know what his plans are, and rehab is going to take quite a while.  He is still very sick.”  She wouldn’t share that Fey was concerned about how long his recovery was taking.

“Will we rebuild our house in Portland, like you and Fey did with Grandma and Grandpa’s house?” she nodded towards the red farmhouse they had rebuilt.  It was modern and yet traditional.  It had solar panels, but it still looked like a good, solid, old farmhouse with its red siding and red trim.

“I have no idea, but you are welcome here for as long as it takes.”  She reached sideways to hug her sister-in-law.

“Do you think my mom knows where I am?  She didn’t like it out here.”

“I’m sure wherever your mom is,” she doubted she was in heaven the way she had behaved, “she knows where you are and how you feel and what you are doing.”

“There’s your mom,” Traci said, pointing to the farmhouse steps.

Allyssa sighed.  Her walk had not been nearly long enough.  They left the braying donkey in the pasture, so he could go back to his horse friends.  He hadn’t liked that he was on the wrong side of the fence.  The dogs cavorted ahead of them, but the cats drifted off towards the barn to resume their hunting.

“Allyssa, it’s too hot for you to be out in this sun so long,” her mother admonished as she reached her.

“Yeah, that’s why we didn’t go far.  I need my exercise though.”

“What about Fey?”

“She gets plenty of exercise on her rounds, and when she’s here, she usually goes with us too.”

Helen looked down at her daughter-in-law’s sister.  She was thinking there were too many people on this ranch and it was too much for her young daughter to handle.  She worried she would crumble with so much responsibility.  Wait until she had two babies to look after.  With Fey planning on returning to work as quickly as possible after the birth of her baby, Allyssa would be put in the position of caring for both babies.  She wanted to say so much to her daughter but refrained with the young child there.

“Sean, get off the railing.  I’d like my planters to remain in one piece, if you don’t mind,” Allyssa said when she came up and found him trying to balance on the rail.

“Sorry, Allyssa,” he said insincerely as he jumped down, making a terrible racket and scattering a cat that had been lazily sleeping in the sun, too tired to join Allyssa and Traci’s walk today.

“You’re such an ox,” Traci told him.

“And you’re such a pain,” he retorted.

“All right.  That’s enough, you two.  We have guests,” Allyssa pointed out warningly.  She was tired.  But then, she was always tired these days.

Allyssa was pleased to say goodbye to her mother and sister the next day.  Luckily, Fey was there to say her own goodbyes.

“Take care and let us know when you two go into labor,” Helen told her, although she cared more about her daughter giving birth than she did about Fey.

Fey knew her mother-in-law didn’t like her much.  She thought Fey had somehow seduced or deluded Allyssa into this whole situation.  She probably thought it had also been Fey’s idea for them to be pregnant at the same time.  If she only knew, but Fey wasn’t about to enlighten her.  “Drive safely,” she said with sincerity.  She didn’t harbor any ill will toward this woman and her doppelganger, Carmen.  She sensed her sister-in-law didn’t like her much either.

They waved until the women drove over the hill and were out of sight.  “Whew, I’m glad they’re gone,” Allyssa admitted, turning to Fey and putting her arm around her waist.  They couldn’t hug straight on these days as their bellies had grown too big for that to be comfortable.  The babies moved so much they could probably feel each other through the skin and tissue separating them as their mommies attempted to cuddle.

“Amen,” Fey said with a chuckle, knowing their respective in-laws didn’t make things easy for either of them.

* * * * *
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“You have to stop working,” Leslie, their OBGYN told them both at their next exam.  She stressed this especially to Fey.  “You are both too near your due dates to do anything strenuous.  Walking, fine.  Wrestling cattle, nuh uh,” she advised.

“But it was only a calf,” Fey teased, defending herself with a grin.  She had been more careful than that.

“Well, the babies are both doing fine,” she told them, still amazed to be treating two wives who were pregnant at the same time and due on the same date.

“My father might come home, and we’d like to pick him up...I know, I know,” she said on seeing Leslie’s look of consternation.  “We’ll stay home and put our feet up.”

“That might be difficult too,” Allyssa admitted, adjusting herself in her chair.  “I can’t see my feet.”  She had taken to wearing slip-on shoes since she was not willing to wear flip-flops on the ranch.  She hated those things with a passion!

“There, there.  It’s almost over,” Leslie consoled her with a grin.  Their attitudes were amazing, and both women were right on schedule.  She had worried about their mental state when she heard about Fey’s father, but they had weathered it well and seemed to be holding up fine.  “Remember, when the labor pains are five minutes apart, you get yourselves over here in a jiffy.  I do not make house calls,” she teased, knowing Fey did.

“Didn’t you want a home delivery?” Fiona asked Allyssa with a glint in her eye.

“No, I want drugs, plenty of drugs!” she insisted, laughing at her wife.

“I thought we were going to do this all natural?” Fey pretended to be shocked, although they had discussed it when they did the Lamaze classes together.

“Uh uh.  That’s highly over-rated.  They have perfectly good drugs nowadays.”

Leslie chuckled at the byplay between the couple.  It was obvious they loved each other and watching them together really gladdened her heart.  So often, partners forgot what the wife was going through, but with both women pregnant at the same time they were able to share experiences and console each other.  Allyssa had told Leslie they rubbed each other’s feet when they sat on the couch and relaxed together.

“Anything we can do to hurry this along?” Allyssa asked the doctor, already thoroughly sick of being enormously pregnant.

“Exercise, which is what you told me you were already doing, and sex, so long as you don’t do anything too strenuous.  Sex sometimes induces labor, and orgasms are healthy.”  She waited to see if either woman would object to her advice and witnessed their exchanged looks, not of surprise but of love.  She was really pleased for these two women.

Renee slowly drove them home from the clinic to the ranch.  She worried a lot these days.  She was concerned they would go into labor and she’d be expected to deliver two babies at the same time.  Each dip and each bump in the road set her teeth on edge.

“We need a tune-up on this thing,” Fey mentioned to Allyssa.  She was stretched out across the back seat while Allyssa sat in the front, the seat slightly reclined to hold her comfortably.

“Actually, Sean and Traci helped me change the oil and spark plugs last week,” Allyssa informed her.  “I don’t have the tools to do the brakes, but I’ll get those done when I have the tires rotated.”

“You’re a wonder.  I bet Sean loved that,” she answered, chuckling.

“I think Traci is going to be the mechanic.  She seemed to take more interest in it than Sean did.”

“She’s a tomboy, just like I was,” Fey said proudly, smiling in remembrance.

“I think she’s also girly enough to outclass us both,” Allyssa teased her wife, remembering how Traci had looked in her dress at the funeral.

They were both happy at how well-adjusted the two youngsters were becoming.  There had been quite a few evenings when Allyssa or Fey had had to run in to alleviate nightmares, tears, and depression over the rather violent death of their mother.  The police had determined that the gas leak was deliberate, and with Trever and Peter so insistent on getting hold of the life insurance policy and the trust, they were the prime suspects.  The police’s theory was they had planned that their mother wouldn’t be home and Keith would walk in and the house would blow up with him inside.  But the authorities had no proof, so they could not accuse the brothers.  The young men had been clever enough to lawyer up.  Their lawyer had originally demanded to speak with Henry about the younger children’s custody arrangements, but he seemed to go away after that one conversation.  They hadn’t a leg to stand on since Keith was alive and had made it clear the children should be with their older sister and not their brothers.  From what Henry had relayed to them, the brothers and their attorney were extremely unhappy.

The two women sat on the porch enjoying the evening together, and for once, Fey didn’t get called away.  Lexy came up to each of the women, making sure to bump her nose against both their stomachs.  It was like she knew what was inside and given that she had been used for breeding purposes, perhaps she did.  She was very protective of ‘her’ family and Rex, who followed her, knew not to come too close except to get a pat before laying down on the porch in the shade.

“She’s really weird,” Allyssa commented as she petted the dog that lay between the two pregnant women.

“She’s a good girl,” Fey returned, and the dog smiled happily as she was patted.  She understood the words as well as the tone of voice, and she was much happier with these people.

“I wonder what she’ll be like when the baby...” she corrected herself, “when the babies are here?”

“We’ll just have to watch and see,” she said, looking at Rex where he lay.  “I don’t think Rex will care though.”

“He’s just protective of his yard and people.  Maybe he’ll make the babies his people?”

These discussions were endless and both women enjoyed them immensely.

“Well, if it’s a boy, how about Aaron?  Do you want to spell it E-R-I-N like your great-great-grandfather?”

“What about naming one after your father or mine?”

Round and round they went without ever reaching a conclusion.

“My mother said you can’t name a baby until you meet it.  She said the name will come to you then,” Renee contributed when she overheard them debating names.

“Good point,” Allyssa replied.

“I’m going to go stir crazy waiting around here,” Fey answered as she checked on her practice for the umpteenth time since the doctor had put them on limited activity.

“We could go for a walk,” her wife suggested, “or we could follow doctor’s orders...?”  She grinned as Fey caught the innuendo and blushed.  

Renee looked from one to the other and wondered what the doctor had ordered.

They took walks, they made love, sometimes combining those activities with their ‘group’ of animals standing guard.  They finally stopped having sex outdoors when they were nearly discovered by some of the 4-Hers horseback riding in the hills.  Also, they weren’t certain they could get back up in their condition and didn’t want to be caught.

“I can’t get up fast enough to put my clothes back on,” Fey bitched as she adjusted the sweat pants she was wearing.  She detested maternity clothes and wore loose shirts and even overalls to avoid them.  Allyssa teased her saying she looked like Farmer John.  “You don’t look much better with hay sticking out of your hair and down the back of your maternity pants,” Fey pointed out, laughing as Allyssa attempted to look at her own backside.  It was an impossible feat with her girth, but it was funny to watch her try.

“I’ll get you for that,” Allyssa promised, thinking of all the mayhem she could cause with her wife and grinning at her own silliness.

Still, they were nearing their due dates, and each was eager for their pregnancy to end, even though they realized that would only be the beginning.
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CHAPTER TEN
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Fey was the first to go into labor.  Maybe it was because she was older, or maybe it was just time, or maybe it was because she had snuck out with her interns against doctor’s orders?  The interns were supposed to be working with the veterinarians Fey had contracted to help her clients while she was on maternity leave, but when her water broke, Fey had been supervising the interns, who were inoculating some lambs about to be shipped.  She didn’t tell the interns what had happened, not right away.  As they finished the job, she abruptly started waddling towards the RV, feeling the first painful pangs beginning as she climbed inside on the short steps.

“Fey, is everything okay?” Althea asked as she entered the RV carrying the medicine box filled with empty syringes, which they would need to properly dispose of.

“Yeah, you left so abruptly,” Buddy put in, a step behind her.  He sounded disapproving.

“I needed to change my clothes,” Fey called from the bathroom.  “Could you just finish up and head home.  I don’t think I should have come out today.”

“These inoculations needed to be done, and we told Mr. Braunschweig we would–” Buddy began defensively.

“Finish up and drive!” she ordered, her voice echoing slightly in the bathroom.  She had no patience these days and it showed.

The interns exchanged glances, shrugged, and quickly put away the supplies they hadn’t used, taking care to keep a careful count.  Both Fey and Allyssa were terrors about inventory.

“I’ll drive if you’ll write those numbers down,” Buddy said as she pulled a sheet out.  Althea nodded in agreement as he made his way to the driver’s seat of the RV, waving to Mr. Braunschweig, who was separating out the wethers from the lambs he would be keeping.

Althea had learned to write in the back of the moving RV when they went on calls.  She used to get motion sickness, but this RV ran so smooth, she rarely felt ill.  “Easy there,” she warned Buddy.  She felt he could drive a bit more carefully over the rutted roads they frequently used.  He seemed to want to try out all the gadgets on this powerful vehicle.  Althea knew Fey didn’t like his driving and felt hers probably wasn’t much better.  It got smoother when he reached a paved road and headed for the highway that would take them back towards the ranch and through the town of Sweetwater with the clinic on the outskirts.

“Fey, are you okay in there?” Althea knocked on the door after she had been in there awhile.

“Could you come in here a moment?” she asked, but when the intern tried the door she found it locked.

“Um, it’s locked?”

She heard Fey swear, “Damnit.”  There was a sound of movement behind the door, and then, Buddy must have hit a pothole because she was forced to grab onto a railing, and she heard more swearing before the lock on the door clicked.  Althea opened the door and found Fey bent over from the waist, clutching at the towel around her waist, her soaking wet overalls on the floor.

“What’s happened?” Althea asked, grabbing at the doorway as Buddy hit another bump.  “Easy there!” she called out towards the driving area.

“I’m in labor, and we need to get me to the clinic.  Call Allyssa to meet me there.”  She hesitated a moment.  “No, call Renee and ask her to drive Allyssa there to meet me,” she corrected herself.

Althea looked terror-stricken for a moment, then she stepped back and reached for her cell phone.  The call didn’t go through.  They must be in a bad area for transmission.  “The call won’t go through,” she confessed to Fey, who was reaching for some replacement clothes.  It was very apparent she was not happy.

“Keep trying,” she said through gritted teeth.  She was used to pain from throwing around huge animals that outweighed her and she was used to bumps and bruises, but this was internal, and it hurt!  She slowly changed into clean overalls, cursing herself for not having sweat pants or maternity pants available, but she hadn’t expected she’d go out in the RV again.  She knew Allyssa was going to be angry when she found out, but she had been so bored, and they had promised the sheep rancher about a month ago that his lambs would be inoculated.  She hadn’t been able to do anything but fill out the certificates and supervise while her interns did the work, but still...  She gasped as another wave of pain hit her.  Damn!  That hurt!

* * * * *
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Allyssa didn’t realize Fey was gone right away.  Used to seeing the RV gone, she was finishing up the last touches on the series of books she was publishing.  She hit ‘publish’ on the site and stood up painfully and awkwardly, then she glanced out as Renee came in from her lunch break.

“Finished?” she asked with a smile, knowing how important it was to Allyssa and Fey to get the journals published.  It had taken them a while to figure out how to format a book and choose a cover.  Finally, they had used a picture Allyssa had taken of the valley while facing the hills with the mountains in the distant background.  Next, they had to figure out the difference between publishing an e-book and a paperback.  The sample paperback was displayed prominently on her desk.  Even now, Allyssa caressed it lovingly as she walked by.

“Just now,” she answered with a smile.  “I’m so excited.”

“Think you’ll sell millions?”

She shook her head.  “No, but I’ll put up a link on the blog now that the books are live.”  She’d approved the paperbacks soon after seeing the sample.  With so many journals combined, they’d had to break it up into books of about two hundred pages each.  Then, they had to keep Erin’s version separate from Molly’s.  “This is mainly for Fey and our children.”  Allyssa caressed her own protruding belly.  She looked up as Traci ran by chasing Lexy, who was enjoying herself enormously.  Rex sauntered along, not nearly as exuberant as the terrier, who raced circles around them both while doing laps around the fountain when they tried to catch her.  Lexy was loving every moment of the young girl’s and older dog’s attention.  “Well, it’s also for Fey’s brother and sister,” she added with a smile.  She really loved having Sean and Traci on the ranch.  She’d had to ask Renee to drive her to the local middle school to enroll them and find out what they needed.  The children would be starting school soon, and a bus would pick them up at the end of their long driveway.

“Where is Sean?” she asked as she slowly made her way towards the front door of the cabin.  The phone rang, and Renee didn’t answer her, instead reaching to answer the phone.  Allyssa went out on the porch to watch Lexy run about with abandon and joy.  They couldn’t have asked for a happier dog, she thought as she watched her run around and around the fountain like a nut.  Her legs couldn’t have moved any faster, although she tried.  Allyssa made her way down the steps being careful not to step into the path of the exuberant dog for fear she would be accidentally knocked down.  She laughed at Traci trying to keep up and Rex panting as he tried to grab the terrier on every second round and failed miserably.  She’d never seen the bigger dog play much, but it was obvious he was enjoying himself.

Making her way to the barn and beyond where Woody and Rhonda were working with a client, she laughed to see Eustis and Rocky playing together in the far corner.  The Great Dane and the miniature donkey were very close in size.  In another corral, a couple horses were drowsily content as they soaked up the warm sun.  A cat was dozing on one of the horses as though it weighed nothing.  It always amazed Allyssa to see the animals interacting.  When she heard a noise in the barn, she headed back to the wide-open doors and made her way inside.

“What are you doing?” she asked when she found Sean in the second operating theater they had been building.  It was more than halfway done but with Allyssa’s pregnancy and with Buddy busy interning for Fey, they hadn’t completed it yet.

“I’m just trying to get the walls lined with this,” he said guiltily, holding up a sheet of stainless steel.  He knew he wasn’t supposed to be doing this work, but he wanted to help, and he knew his sister and her wife couldn’t do it right now.  He glanced at her rather rounded stomach and flushed.  He was slightly embarrassed and didn’t know why.

“I appreciate that, but could you wait until I’m able to help you, so we can do it right?”

“I know what I’m doing,” he contested hotly, sounding defensive.

Realizing she could have worded it better; she rephrased her question.  “I’m sure you know what you’re doing, but since this is Fey’s pet project, could you hold off doing anything more until we can do it together?”

He sighed.  He knew this was a two-person project to lift some of these large sheets and fasten them to the wood walls with stainless-steel bolts.  They’d removed the partition between two of the large box stalls at the end of the barn.  It was just before the room they’d turned into a tack room but well away from the rest of the barn.  The edges of the sheets were sharp, and he’d cut himself twice.  The cuts were worse than paper cuts since the metal was much thicker and sharper.  He surreptitiously wiped his hand on his jeans.

“Are you bleeding?” she asked astutely, managing to get close enough to grab the hand he was hiding.  “You are!” she exclaimed.  “Come on, you!” she said, pulling him along and forcing him to quickly lean the stainless-steel panel against the wall.

“What are you going to do?” he asked, slightly alarmed by her strength.

“Patch you up, so you aren’t bleeding all over your clothes.  That’s not allowed,” she added with a grin to show him she wasn’t angry.  She softened her voice too.  She wasn’t used to having a little brother and was really enjoying both of Fey’s siblings.  She used antiseptic on his two cuts.  He winced but didn’t say a word.  She quickly wiped the welling blood and bandaged the cuts.  His fingers looked like something from a mummy movie, but the bandages stopped the flow of blood.  “Now, don’t get those dirty,” she warned him.

“You’re good,” he said admiringly.  “I thought you were going to stitch ‘em.”

“I don’t think the cuts are deep enough for stitches.  Help me clean this up,” she said, putting away the bandaging she had used and watching as he picked up the swabs and dumped them in the trash.  She put away the antiseptic, so everything was back to the state she and Fey had left the surgical theater.  They exited the barn together after she carefully closed the door.  

“Do you have to tell Fey what I did?” he asked, worriedly.  Accustomed to his mother yelling at any tiny infraction, he always transferred that worry to others in his life, even if they never yelled at him.

She shrugged, suddenly wondering where Fey was.  She realized she hadn’t seen her for hours as she had been busy in the office.  “Where is your sister?” she asked.

“I saw her get in the RV with Buddy and Althea,” he said innocently.

Allyssa looked to where the RV was normally parked and realized it was gone.  She hadn’t thought to look earlier.  “Dammit,” she muttered under her breath, wondering where they had gone.  She knew Fey was bored sitting around the ranch waiting for their babies to be born, but Leslie had very clearly said they were not to do anything strenuous.  Bookwork or answering phones didn’t count in Allyssa’s mind, but she felt going out in the RV was violating that edict.

“Is Fey in trouble?” the boy asked, grinning.  He’d rarely seen his sister and her wife fight.

“Oh, yeah,” she agreed.  Allyssa saw that Traci and Lexy had finally stopped running around, and the dog was greedily drinking from the horse fountain.  She wrinkled her nose.  She wouldn’t drink that water if you paid her; the ducks and geese frequently swam in it and they didn’t care where they pooped.

“Allyssa?” Renee called from the cabin.  Allyssa looked up, noting Rex was in his accustomed place on the porch.  “Althea is on the phone for you.”

“Coming,” she grumped as she began to ponderously make her way up to the cabin from the barn.  Sean headed for the fountain to pet Lexy.  “Hello?” she said into the cordless phone Renee handed her, grateful she didn’t have to climb the steps to the cabin.

“Allyssa, Fey is in labor and asked me to call.  We’re heading for the clinic,” she said rapidly, unsure if her cell phone would last or if they would lose the signal.  “We’re outside–” she said before the phone switched off.

“Althea?  Althea!” she said as the intern’s words penetrated.  She looked at Renee in consternation.  “Get the Jeep!  Fey’s in labor, and we’ve got to go!”  She wondered if she could have gotten more information out of the intern if she had waddled up here faster.  She turned to Traci and Sean and called, “Get Fey’s maternity bag out of the closet in our bedroom.  It’s the blue one.  We have to go to the clinic.”  She watched for a moment as everyone ran in different directions, then waddled to the office to help Renee, but she only succeeded in getting in her way as she turned off the computer, made sure the answering machine was on, and grabbed the keys for the Jeep.

“No, I said the blue bag was Fey’s maternity bag; that one is mine,” she said as Sam showed up with the pink bag.

“We brought both,” the boy stated, indicating Traci, who was carrying the blue bag.

She shrugged, and they all headed for the Jeep.  The dogs looked disappointed that they hadn’t been invited to come.  As they drove up the hill, they met a couple 4-Hers, who were heading to the ranch, and Renee pulled hard to the right to pass them on the drive.  Waving madly, they headed down the long drive to the road.

“Is Fey okay?” Traci asked in a small voice.

“She’s in labor.  That’s all I heard before we lost service,” Allyssa said, her heart jumping as she grabbed her cell to try the intern’s phone again.  It made a rude beeping noise through the air waves and she took that to mean it wouldn’t connect.  She figured either they were too far out, or the lines were down somewhere.

“Where are they?” Sean asked, wondering if he should be there with all these women.  Still, he was excited for his sister to be having her baby.  It was kind of cute to see Allyssa and Fey rubbing each other’s stomachs affectionately.  These expressions of the genuine love between them were far different from what he’d witnessed with his own parents and they were nice to see.

“She didn’t have time to say where they were, but I assume they are in the RV and heading for the clinic,” she answered as she looked at her phone exasperatedly.

“Let’s hope she doesn’t have that baby in the RV,” Renee murmured low, so the children couldn’t hear her.

“Oh, God,” Allyssa answered worriedly.  She glanced in the back seat, realizing, not for the first time, they hadn’t even put in car seats for the babies.  She wondered how they were going to travel anywhere with two babies, two children, and two adults.  At least the dogs could stay home.

* * * * *
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“Oh, God,” Fey unknowingly echoed Allyssa at that same moment.  The pains were coming more frequently.

“Don’t you dare have that baby here,” Althea warned her.

“Have the baby here?” Buddy asked, sounding panicked and looking over his shoulder, alarmed.

“Just drive!” Fey commanded, already annoyed with how many bumps he was hitting in the road.  She really hated that she couldn’t drive her own RV.  Still, trying to drive through the labor pains would have been impossible.

“Why don’t you sit down?” Althea asked, helpfully.  

“I will,” Fey promised as she breathed through the spasms ripping through her lower back and stomach.  This didn’t bode well.  She finally sat in one of the chairs but only after padding it with a blanket in case she leaked.  “Oh, God!  These hurt!” she admitted as she eased her hand along the skin of her tightening belly.

That does not look good, Althea thought miserably as she contemplated giving birth.  She listened as Fey began to pant through the pains and unconsciously began to time them.  When they were five minutes apart, she began to panic.  “Can’t you drive faster?” she shouted to Buddy.

“I’m going seventy now,” he admitted as they came up behind a big rig on the highway.  “Oh, come on,” he lamented.  The RV was too big to pass on this two-lane highway and they’d have to wait.

“What’s wrong?” Fey asked wearily from the captain’s chair she was sitting in, trying not to panic as the pains began to come faster.

“Just traffic,” he told her truthfully.

“Do not wreck my RV,” she warned him, not for the first time.  She just hated when anyone other than she or Allyssa drove the expensive vehicle.  No one else seemed to care for it the way they did.

“I won’t,” he promised, hating that she didn’t trust him to drive it.  It was a sturdy vehicle able to go places most could not, but since he didn’t own it, Fey felt he didn’t give it the respect it was due.  As soon as the highway widened to two lanes, the big rig moved to the slow lane and Buddy passed it.  Several cars were now behind him, and Buddy pulled in front of the big rig when it was safe to do so.

“What are you doing?” Althea asked, watching him drive.

“They have to be able to pass.  It’s a winding road.”

“Screw ‘em!” she said bluntly.  “We have to get to the clinic!  Fast!”  She glanced back at Fey, who was making odd little noises as she tried to take her cleansing breaths through the pain.  Althea couldn’t determine how far along she was, but she didn’t look good with the sweat streaming down her face and plastering her hair to her head.

“Oh, God!” Fey shouted as another sharp pain seriously ripped through her.

Althea quickly looked at her phone and was alarmed to see it was only three minutes since the last pain.  “You’ve got to hurry,” she encouraged Buddy.

“You worry about her,” his head nodded back towards Fey, “and I’ll worry about driving.”  He sounded as pompous as when they started their internship, and for the first time, Althea recognized why they weren’t well-liked by everyone.  That had always been something she couldn’t put her finger on.  She wondered if she had sounded like that last summer?  Ignoring him, she turned back to Fey.

“Is there anything I can do to help you?” she asked, worriedly.

“Are we almost there?” Fey breathed through the pain, sounding extremely stressed.  She squinted through the window and couldn’t tell where they were.  

“Don’t worry, we’ll make it,” Althea lied.  She really had no idea if they would make it.

“If we don’t get there soon, you are going to have to deliver this baby,” Fey threatened her.  

At her words, Althea panicked.  She looked at her phone, saw it had a faint signal, and tried calling the vet clinic again.  When she got their answering machine, she hung up.  If the answering machine was on, there was probably no one in the office.  She glanced at the time.  It was too early to close the office, so that meant Renee had probably driven Allyssa to the clinic.  She didn’t have the number of the clinic in her phone contacts, but she had Allyssa’s number.  She worried she might panic Allyssa and didn’t want that, but she also knew someone had to call the clinic, and the only way to know if they had done that was to call Renee or Allyssa.  She didn’t know if it was illegal to use a cell phone as a passenger.  She hesitated at first, then after thinking it through, she called Allyssa.

“Hello?  Althea?” Allyssa said, sounding frantic as she read the caller I.D.

“Hey, Allyssa,” Althea said, trying to sound cheerful.  “We’re doing well here,” she lied.  “Did you call ahead to the clinic?  We’re going to need your doctor to be ready and waiting.”

“Why?  What’s wrong?” she asked, looking at her phone, seeing right through the intern’s forced cheerfulness.

“Nothing is wrong.  Fey’s labor is progressing as expected,” she answered, trying to sound professional.

“How far along is she?  Have you checked her dilation?”

Horrified at the thought of doing a physical exam on someone she knew and respected, she shook her head as she answered, “The contractions are five minutes apart.”  She wouldn’t admit they were really three minutes apart; there was no need to further panic her.

“Has her water broken?”

Nodding, she sighed.  Allyssa was too astute for her own good.  Though she was merely a tech in the making, Althea knew Allyssa studied constantly and was quite knowledgeable.  “Yes, that’s what brought on the labor,” she admitted.

“Okay, I’ll call ahead to the clinic.  Where did you say you were?”

She hadn’t said, but she sighed again and tried to look out a window.  She caught sight of how awful Fey really looked, heaving and trying to keep from screaming.  She was biting her lip and squinting, and she did not look good.  “I can’t tell where we are,” she admitted.  “Buddy is driving as fast as he dares.”

“You tell him he better get my wife here in one piece, or I’ll hunt him down...and you know I will!” she threatened.

Althea knew she would.  She’d heard various versions from people of what these women had done to the rustlers and they were quite frightening, but she also knew the truth probably lay somewhere in the middle.  Fey had told her about Allyssa unlimbering her sidearm to kill a fox that had been after their chickens, so she knew Allyssa wouldn’t hesitate.  “I’ll tell him.  Call the clinic,” she said, then pretended to lose the call as she hung up, relieved to end the phone call with the pregnant woman.

Allyssa looked at her phone in consternation, sure the intern had hung up intentionally.  Still, she had a call to make.  She could feel how uncomfortable the ride was for her, so she could only imagine how bad it was for her wife in labor.  She scrolled down her contact list to find the clinic number stored under Dr. Leslie’s name.  She was annoyed when a computer-generated voice came on the line telling her she was the second in line and asking her to hold on.  She waited impatiently and finally; someone came on the line.

“Sweetwater Clinic.  How may I direct your call?” the voice intoned, sounding almost exactly like Allyssa and Renee when they answered their clinic’s phone.

“This is Allyssa Herriot.  My wife is in labor.  We are heading for the clinic to see Leslie Stoward, Doctor Leslie Stoward,” she said, feeling agitated.

“What?  Can you speak up?  I’m having difficulty hearing you,” the voice said.

“My wife is Doctor Fiona Herriot, and–” she began, trying to remain patient but was interrupted.

“We don’t have a Doctor Herriot here,” the voice told her, sounding perfectly clear.

“I know that!” she answered, exasperated.  “My wife is Doctor Herriot.  She’s in labor and we’re coming into the clinic to deliver our baby.”

“Doctor Herriot doesn’t do deliveries, that’s Doctor Stoward,” the voice contradicted.

Trying not to get angry, Allyssa took a deep breath.  “Please tell Doctor Stoward that Fiona Herriot is in labor and on her way to the clinic.”

“How far apart are her labor pains?”

“Five minutes,” she answered, relieved that the woman could finally hear her.

“Well, then you should get her into the clinic.”

Allyssa was ready to pull her hair out but resisted.  “Thank you.  We will do that.  See you soon,” she answered, and when the woman acknowledged her, she hung up.  Allyssa rubbed her temples.

“Are you okay, Allyssa?” Traci asked from the back seat where she was watching her sister-in-law carefully.

“Just a minor headache starting,” she admitted and exchanged a look with Renee, who was trying not to laugh.  She grinned too.  It really was ridiculous the way things were going.

When they pulled into the clinic, they saw no sign of the RV.  Allyssa debated calling Althea back.

“Well, should we go in?” Renee asked.

“Yeah, I guess we can get them ready...” she began as she and the kids opened their doors and got out of the Jeep.

Apparently, the clinic staff were watching for a pregnant woman because no sooner had Allyssa begun to shuffle out from behind the Jeep than someone ran from the automatic doors with a wheelchair.  They all looked around to see who it was for.  When the orderly headed straight to Allyssa, she became alarmed.

“Is that for me?” she asked.

“Aren’t you coming in to the clinic?” he asked, glancing around.

“No, my wife is the pregnant one,” she answered.  The orderly looked askance at her obviously pregnant belly and then looked at the children and the other woman, who obviously was not pregnant.  “We’re waiting for her to arrive,” Allyssa tried explaining, realizing how ridiculous this all sounded and starting to laugh.  Renee caught on and started to laugh too.  The orderly looked at them both as though they were insane.  The kids frowned, trying to figure out the joke.  Allyssa tried again.  “My wife and I are both pregnant.  She is the one in labor, and we are waiting for her to arrive.”

“So, you don’t need this?” he asked, indicating the wheelchair.

She shook her head as she answered him, “No, but my wife will.”

“This isn’t your wife?” he asked suspiciously, certain he was being tricked somehow.

“No, this is my friend.  Renee, will you please try and explain,” she ordered as she pulled out her cell phone.  Cell phones weren’t allowed in the clinic and she wanted to make another attempt to reach Althea.

“Hello?” a distracted Althea answered the phone.  She hadn’t looked to see who was calling but was relieved to have someone other than Fey to talk to.

“Where are you guys?” Allyssa asked

“We aren’t too far out now, but I don’t know if we are going to make it!”  There was a pause and then, Allyssa heard, “Don’t push.  Fey, don’t push!”  The phone went dead, and Allyssa stared at it for a moment.

“Where are you going?” Traci asked as the blonde waddled for the clinic doors as fast as she could.  

“Come on, you guys,” she called and gestured towards the clinic where she saw someone standing beyond the windowed doors.

The kids and Renee caught up in no time.  The orderly followed more slowly, feeling foolish pushing an empty wheelchair for a pregnant woman, who obviously didn’t need it.

“What’s going on?” Leslie asked when she saw Allyssa walk in.

“Fey’s in labor.  She went out on a call today.”

“I told you two–” she began.

“I know, I know,” she cut the doctor off.  “We can give her hell later.  Apparently, she’s giving birth in the RV.  One of our interns is there with her and the other is driving.”

“Oh, shit,” Leslie got out before she began issuing commands about what supplies she was going to need.

“What should we do?” Sean asked, feeling uncomfortable.

“You two can sit in the waiting room with Renee,” Allyssa told him when she saw him shifting from foot to foot.

“I want to wait for Fey,” Traci started in stubbornly.

“Believe me, you don’t want to see this,” Renee insisted as she led the youngster away with Sean following almost eagerly.

“You aren’t going to need this?” the orderly asked the doctor.

“Of course, we are,” Leslie said and then, after considering, she said, “Better have a gurney nearby.”

He left to find a gurney and some help, looking over his shoulder repeatedly as he walked away.

“How far out is she?”

“I have no idea,” Allyssa admitted as she watched anxiously through the windows.

“How are you feeling?” Leslie asked, turning her full attention on her other patient.

Allyssa chuckled, recognizing the ‘doctor’ coming out in her OBGYN.  “I’m fine, I’m fat, and I’m anxious to get this out,” she said, rolling her hand over her large stomach.

“They all say that,” she admitted with a grin.

“Have you had any children?” she asked curiously.  She’d wondered a few times if Leslie was straight or gay.  Fey had commented once that her gaydar went off around the attractive woman.

“Nope, just practical knowledge, no personal experience; however, this will be my two hundred and fifth delivery,” she pointed out.

“Oh, wow,” Allyssa said, impressed, as she squinted out the window.  “There’s the RV!” she said excitedly as she pointed.

“Now, don’t do anything that sets you off,” Leslie warned her.  She was gesturing to the orderly and nurses, who were coming through the swinging doors.  “Come on, she’s here,” she called.

The RV was too high to pull up under the overhang, so Buddy pulled it alongside the building.  It looked odd with the cartoon animals along the sides.  The doctor and her team walked outside; the orderly with the gurney joining them.  Allyssa hurried to get in front of this group.

“She’s crowning,” Buddy announced as he opened the door to let them in.  He didn’t like the language coming from the back and had no desire to join them.

“Push!” they heard Althea order.

Leslie had no time to admire the inside of the famous RV as she climbed inside and found Fey on the floor, her legs spread wide and towels draped over her lower half.  She gently pushed aside the intern, who was relieved and moved aside willingly. 

“Hey, Fey.  What do you say we get this baby out of you?” Leslie asked, assessing her patient and seeing the head was already halfway out of her.

“Where did you come from?” Fey asked, realizing as she asked that they must be at the clinic.

“Why don’t we get this baby out first and ask questions later?” she asked, putting on a pair of gloves.

“Where’s Allyssa?” she started to cry.  The pain was too much for her to bear, and she had thought she was tough.

“I’m here!” Allyssa called from behind everyone, and a few people turned in surprise to see an enormously pregnant woman standing there.

“Allyssa?” Fey called and then the pain tore through her.

“Push now,” Leslie ordered her, reaching down to catch the baby that looked beyond ready to be born.

Allyssa elbowed her way through the small crowd and pulled herself up the stairs, something that didn’t really appeal to her, but she wanted to be with her wife when she gave birth to their child.  She was greeted by a full-on view of their baby being pushed from Fey’s body.  Althea was washing her hands in the sink, studiously avoiding looking at her boss or the boss’s wife.  Allyssa side-stepped the action between Leslie and Fey and took her wife’s hand.  “I’m here, baby.  I’m here.  Now, push!” she encouraged the distraught woman.

“Oh, God.  This hurts so much!” she said, then immediately regretted her comment since Allyssa could go into labor at any time.  “Maybe you shouldn’t see this?” she asked but didn’t wait for her wife’s answer as she strained to expel the baby from her body.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Allyssa assured her, sad to see how much it hurt her wife.

“That’s it, Fey.  One more like that,” Leslie told her.  “Keep pushing, don’t stop.”

“I don’t know if I can.  I’m really worn out,” she admitted as she squeezed her wife’s hand painfully.

“You can do this, Fey.  You are the strongest woman I know,” Allyssa reassured her.  “Come on. I want to meet our son or daughter!”

“We didn’t decide on a name,” she countered, suddenly worrying about it.

“You can choose after the baby is born.  We don’t know what sex it is yet.”

“Is it a boy or a girl?” Fey asked Leslie.

“Unfortunately, your doctorate apparently didn’t include identifying the sex of human babies.  The genitalia aren’t on the head,” Leslie said dryly, grinning at her own joke.  “Come on now, PUSH!” she ordered.

Fey took a deep breath and did as she was told, pushing with all her might.  She felt herself beginning to black out at the strain.  She faintly heard a baby crying.  She experienced a feeling unlike anything she had felt before and the sound of that faint cry pierced her heart before she began to fade.

“It’s a...” Leslie began but Fey passed out before she heard.

“Fey?  Fey?” Allyssa pleaded with her wife, interrupting the doctor.  She had seen her pass out, something she had never witnessed before.

“Someone take the baby and wrap it up?” Leslie called to the onlookers.  A man climbed in the RV, admiring its luxurious interior before someone else handed him a pile of towels.  “Do you want to cut the cord?” Leslie asked Allyssa.

“What about Fey?  She passed out,” she said, as though she felt she had to bring it to the doctor’s attention.

“She’ll be fine.  It happens more often than people realize.  I wouldn’t be surprised if she woke up in a couple seconds.  Do you want to cut the cord?” she repeated.

“Yes,” she said, reaching for the scissors the doctor offered.  Leslie had tied a knot in the cord on either side and she indicated where Allyssa should snip.  That snip separated Fey and the baby that had been such a part of her for so long.  Allyssa looked down at the crying baby as they quickly wrapped its cooling body in the towels.  “The sink is fully functional, and you can wash the baby–” she began as they made a move to take the baby out of the RV.  “Wait right there.  You are not leaving with our baby until it has identification attached to its wrist!”

The nurse looked from the doctor to the pregnant woman and back, worried at the menace she clearly heard in the young woman’s voice.

“Do you have an I.D. bracelet for the baby?” Leslie asked the nurse.  She was cleaning Fey, making sure there were no tears as she packed off the bleeding.  She pushed down on Fey’s stomach to expel the afterbirth, wondering if the unconscious woman would be aware of the additional pain.  She didn’t appear to be.

“No, that’s in the clinic,” she began.

“Then, I’m going with you and not letting that baby out of my sight,” Allyssa insisted.  “I’m not taking the chance that things could get mixed up!”

The nurse, still surprised, looked at Leslie for confirmation.  Leslie nodded and continued to work on Fey.  The baby was still fussing as Allyssa got onto all fours and slowly pulled her ungainly body from the floor, regaining her balance.  It took a while but finally, she was on her feet and followed the nurse, who waited at the bottom of the steps as Allyssa climbed carefully out.  Buddy stepped forward to take her hand and help her down. 

“Thank you,” she told the intern and hurried after the nurse.

“Let’s get her cleaned up and onto the gurney,” Leslie called to her team, who hadn’t known what to do.  It wasn’t often they went outside the clinic.

“I’ll clean this up,” Althea said as they came in to get Fey.  “Don’t worry, we have patients in here all the time, and I know how to sterilize the site.”

They looked at her in surprise and glanced around at the mobile vet clinic.  An intern took Fey’s shoulders, another lifted her middle, and the nurse lifted her legs.  They covered her with a sheet to protect her from curious eyes as they handed her gently but awkwardly out of the RV and laid her on the waiting gurney.

“Whaaa?” she asked as she began to come to.

“Hey there, Fey,” Leslie said, greeting her as they began to roll her into the clinic.  “You should really look into doing home deliveries,” she teased.  “That RV would provide a great service.”

“I already do home deliveries,” she answered back, catching on to the inference.  Then, realizing why Leslie would be there, her hand went to her stomach.  “My baby?” she asked, sounding alarmed.

“Allyssa is with the baby.  She insisted,” she told her patient, smiling at her as they went through the automatic doors.

“Did I have a boy or a girl?” she asked.

“You didn’t hear me?” Leslie asked, surprised.

Shaking her head, Fey looked at her expectantly but she wasn’t going to have her curiosity appeased just yet.  

“I’ll let Allyssa tell you.  She was rather concerned when you passed out, but she wouldn’t let them take the baby out of her sight.”

“Is the baby all right?”

“The baby,” she stressed, deliberately not giving away the gender, “is fine.  They are cleaning it up now in the clinic and putting on its I.D. bracelet.”

Fey nodded at this, so very tired from her ordeal.  Then suddenly, she got to worrying again.  “Is Allyssa okay?”

“She looks fine.  Ready to pop,” Leslie assured Fey as they wheeled her through the other set of doors.

They put Fey in a small room and Leslie said she’d tell them to bring Allyssa and the baby in as soon as they finished weighing it and cleaning it.

“Your wife is looking for her baby,” Leslie said as she came up behind Allyssa.  She was watching the clinic staff wash, weigh, and measure the baby.  She was amazed at all the things they did to a newborn.

“She’s awake?” Allyssa asked, surprised and torn—she didn’t want to leave their baby and yet, she wanted to see Fey and assure herself she was okay.

“Yes, she just passed out from the strain.  She will need to sleep soon, so we have to get this little one in to meet its mommy,” she said as she watched the nurses fussing over the infant.  “I didn’t tell her the baby’s sex.  I thought you’d like to do that.”

“Really?”  Allyssa smiled, liking the idea that she had known the sex of their baby before her wife!

Leslie nodded and smiled in return, thinking how lucky these two women were to have so much love for one another.  She’d never seen the likes of it before.  She’d seen many straight couples in love throughout her career but never a same sex couple.  It was beautiful to see.  “Really,” she confirmed.  “I’ll have them bring the baby in–” she began but Allyssa interrupted.

“I’ll wait and go with them,” she said, wishing they would let her hold it, but they had refused.  She wasn’t sure if it was because she was pregnant or because they were a same-sex couple, she just knew she wanted to hold Fey’s baby.  She decided to ask Leslie.  “Can I hold the baby?”

“You haven’t held the baby yet?” she asked, surprised and glancing at the nurses, who suddenly seemed extra busy.

She shook her head.  “Is it because I’m pregnant?  It’s not like these two babies haven’t felt each other through their mothers.  They both kick like soccer players,” she complained with a grin as she rubbed her stomach.

“Are you done?” Leslie asked the nurses, taking charge.

They nodded, and the OBGYN picked up the crying baby easily.  It was swaddled, the wrappings holding it snug as she handed it to Allyssa.  Allyssa immediately felt awkward holding the baby.  Briefly, she wondered if she would feel like this with her own baby and worried about that.

“Just support the neck,” Leslie murmured, seeing how uncomfortable she looked holding the baby.  “Now, let’s take it to see its other mom,” she suggested.  She was surprised to see the baby stop crying as Allyssa spoke to it.

“Hello, I’m one of your mommies,” Allyssa told the infant, who had been crying since its birth just a little while ago.  It had a good set of lungs, but at the sound of Allyssa’s voice, the baby calmed.  Wrapped warmly in blankets, it looked up at her through newborn eyes.  The baby knew this voice; it had been hearing it for months.  The baby completely relaxed and stopped its crying.  “Hey there, little one.  Let’s go introduce you to your other mommy.” 

“Come on,” Leslie said, smiling at the image.  A hugely pregnant mom holding one of her babies in her arms.  She felt this was a sight she would never see again, but who knew with these two unusual women.

Slowly and carefully, they walked to the room where Fey waited.

“Here we are,” Leslie said as she ushered Allyssa in.

Fey looked up sleepily at the sight of her wife holding their baby.  “Oh, Allyssa,” she said in a dreamy voice.  “Is it a boy or a girl?” she asked.  “Is it okay?”

“Your son is just fine,” Allyssa told her with a smile.  She leaned forward to deposit the bundle in her wife’s waiting arms, her stomach hitting the mattress as she leaned over.  Her own baby kicked uncomfortably, and she immediately appeased it by rubbing and soothing the baby through her belly.  Looking down at Fey, she fell in love with her all over again.

“A son.  We have a son,” she said wonderingly as she looked down at him for the first time.  He looked up at her, again recognizing the voice.  There was no confusion.  He recognized both voices from hearing them over the last few months.  He looked at Fey with the same rapt expression he had given Allyssa.  It was as though he were trying to study her but unable to properly focus.  It proved to be too much work for the little guy and he began to drift off to sleep.  It had been a full day for the newborn.

“Yes, we have a son,” Allyssa agreed softly, sitting on the edge of the bed.

“He’s fine and healthy,” Leslie reported after one of the nurses handed her the clipboard with his vitals.

“That’s so good to hear,” Fey said, not looking up.  She couldn’t take her eyes off the miracle that was her baby.  She was amazed that this human being had come out of her body.  She finally looked up at her wife, who was teary-eyed.  She had been looking down on her wife and son with all the love she could project from her heart.  “I’m sorry I went out in the RV.  I was bored, and I just thought I’d supervise.”

“Next time, I’m chaining you to the couch!” Allyssa threatened.

“Next time?” she asked, alarmed.

“You don’t want more children?” she teased.

Fey smiled and reached out for Allyssa’s belly.  

“We have more children.”

“We will soon,” she promised, reaching for her wife’s hand, intending to kiss the back of it.  She’d have leaned over to kiss her on the lips, but the baby was giving her severe indigestion.

“Are you okay?” Fey asked, concerned.

“I’m fine,” she assured her, smiling broadly as the baby’s mouth opened in a huge yawn, and he promptly fell asleep.

“He’s got the right idea,” Fey said, also sounding sleepy.

“Let’s put him in the bassinet and let you get some sleep.”  Leslie came over, pushing a clear plastic hospital bassinet.  “You need your sleep to regain your strength,” she assured her patient as Fey reluctantly handed her the bundle containing her son.  Her son.  She couldn’t believe he was finally here.  She hadn’t really thought she’d physically be able to do this, and here she was...holding a baby that came from her own body.  She glanced at the woman who had talked her into this idea and then looked down at her wife’s round stomach.  Very soon, they would have two babies.  She wondered if Allyssa’s baby would be a boy or a girl?

Leslie left the two moms alone with their baby, murmuring directions to her staff on the way out.  She hadn’t missed the signs that one or two of them might be a bit homophobic, and she took them to task over it.

“I can do this again,” Fey assured Allyssa, surprising them both.

“Really?”

“Someday.  Just not for a couple years, okay?  And not at the same time!”

Allyssa chuckled quietly, not wishing to wake the baby.  “We need to decide on a name for our son.”

“I like that...our son.”

“He is ours, isn’t he?” she asked, suddenly sounding worried.

“I’m sure he’ll be my son when he’s naughty,” Fey teased sleepily.  “Can we worry about the name after a nap?”

“Absolutely,” she assured her, holding her hand until Fey drifted off to sleep.  When she was asleep, Allyssa got up, so she could lean over and kiss her wife on the cheek and not scrunch her own baby.  She made sure Fey was covered and tucked her in before leaving her room.

“Everything okay?” Leslie asked as she put a pen back in her breast pocket.

“Fey just drifted off.”

“How about you?  Any labor pains?” she asked, looking her over for signs of distress.

“Nope, just mental ones.  That was damn close,” she said, sounding annoyed.

“Your wife is a stubborn woman, not unlike the woman she married,” Leslie teased.

“Damn right,” she agreed with a grin.  “I better go tell the troops,” she said, thumb pointing through the double doors to where they were waiting.  She hadn’t seen them when she came through with the baby, and she wondered if they knew Fey was in the clinic and not in the RV.

“I’ve told them to let you in when you return,” Leslie told Allyssa as she watched her walk away.  She wondered what it would be like at their house with two infants.  Much like having twins, she imagined.  Her eyes squinted slightly, remembering the sonograms they had taken during Allyssa and Fey’s ultrasounds, then she shrugged and carried on.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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“It’s a boy!” Allyssa announced at the doorway of the waiting room, and Renee, Sean, and Traci looked up immediately.  Buddy and Althea were in front of the vending machines and saw Allyssa crossing the room.

“A boy!” Renee said, happy for her employers, who had also become friends.

“I have a nephew,” Sean boasted.

“Me too,” Traci reminded him, a bit irked.

“You both do,” Allyssa said, heading off a potential argument between the quarrelsome twosome.

“Congratulations,” Buddy said, coming up with a coffee in his hand.

“Yes, congratulations,” Althea echoed him.

“What were you two thinking, allowing Fey to go out today?” she turned on the two interns.

“She insisted.  No other vets could go today as they were all booked up,” Buddy defended himself, alarmed at the attack.

“I am sorry, Allyssa.  There was no way to know she would go into labor today.”

“Um,” she started, sarcastically.  “She was nine months pregnant and might go into labor at any time?”  

“Yeah, I guess it wasn’t too wise,” she said agreeably, not wanting to get a rise out of the pregnant woman.

Allyssa shook her head, exasperated.  “I’m going to have to sit down.”

They parted to let her through to the couch.  “Is Fey okay?” Traci asked.

“She’s fine.  She and the baby needed to rest, so I left them after they fell asleep.”

“Who does the baby look like?” Sean asked as he sat across from her.

“You know, babies just look all scrunched up when they are born.  I don’t know who he looks like.”

“What are you going to name him?” Traci asked.  She was sitting at the end of the couch, as close to Allyssa as she could get without crowding her.

“We haven’t decided yet.”

“Fey gets to name him, doesn’t she?” Sean asked.

“Why would she?  It’s their baby?” Traci asked, and all of them could hear the challenge in the little girl’s voice.

“Okay, Bickersons, please,” Allyssa headed them off again.  Sometimes she felt like a referee.  “Fey and I haven’t decided what to name either of our babies yet.”

“But you’ve discussed it, right?” Sean asked, giving Traci a look that promised he’d get her back at some point.

“Of course, we have, but we didn’t know the sex, so we couldn’t decide on just one name.”

“Do you have a name for your baby?” Sean asked her next.

“Our baby,” she corrected him as she rubbed her stomach unconsciously, “hasn’t got a name either since we don’t know the sex.”

The questions went on for a while and before Allyssa knew it, they were calling her back to visit with Fey, who had woken.

“Can we come?” Traci asked.

Allyssa looked up at the nurse, who shook her head slightly.  “Maybe later,” she told the young girl and turned to follow the nurse.

“Hey, there,” Fey said tiredly when she saw her wife.  She was trying to nurse the baby and not doing a very good job.  Leslie was giving her advice, but the baby was getting frustrated.  “Can’t you just show me?” she asked the doctor.

“You’ve got to figure it out for yourself.  What works for one woman doesn’t always work for all.”  She was used to fractious patients and grinned despite herself.

“This isn’t like my patients.  They just know instinctively,” she complained good-naturedly.  She finally got her nipple into the fussy baby’s mouth, and he latched on instantly.  She jerked her shoulder forward and quietly said, “Ouch!”

Allyssa laughed and Fey looked up again.

“Go ahead and laugh.  Your turn is coming soon!” she warned.  She grinned at her wife, pleased to see her.

“We’ve decided not to have a natural after seeing what Fey went through.  Is it too late to schedule a C-section?” Allyssa asked Leslie.

“Are you serious?”

“No,” she said and waited, grinning.

The three women laughed.  Fey was careful she didn’t shake the baby loose from her breast.  “Hey, we need to think of a name for this little fella,” she said affectionately, looking down at the amazing being she held in her arms as he suckled at her breast lustfully.

“Well, we discussed naming him Erin.  If you don’t like that name, how about Keith, after your dad?”

“I know who my dad is, but I don’t think I want to do that.  I think Sean wants to name a child after our dad,” she put in, adding, “someday.”

“That’s one name off the list then.  How about Erin or maybe Benjamin?”

Leslie walked out as they discussed names.  She had other patients to see.

“Erin still sounds like a woman’s name to me,” Fey mused.  

“Not if you spell it with an A instead of an E.”

They debated a while before deciding on Erin Benjamin Herriot after both her great-great-grand‘father’ and the grandfather who raised her.  “That should do it,” Fey commented as the baby let go of her nipple.  “I think Erin here is going to be a big whopper of a boy,” she teased, seeing her milk, which wasn’t even milk yet, dribble from his open mouth.  Gently, she lifted him against her shoulder and gently rubbed his back, trying to get the bubbles up.

“If you pat him, he’ll throw up,” Allyssa teased, strangely aroused by the sight of her wife’s engorged nipple.  It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen it many times, but now, as a mother, it really took on a whole different meaning.  The baby covered up the rest of her nakedness.

“That’s why I’m rubbing instead of patting,” Fey said quietly, hearing a bubble come out and hoping he hadn’t thrown up on her shoulder.  She heard two more small bubbles and then, his body seemed to relax further.  She cuddled him into her arms and watched him drift easily to sleep.  “Wish I could fall asleep like that,” she said softly as she covered up her naked breast.

“I’m sure there will be times we will hope for him to fall asleep that easily,” Allyssa said as a nurse came in the room.

“Are you done, Doctor Herriot?  I’ll take him to the nursery.”

“Can’t we keep him here with us?” she asked, reluctant to let Erin go.  He felt so right in her arms.

“You can, but then, if you want your brother and sister to visit, we will have to do that behind glass.  Germs, ya know?”

She nodded and reluctantly handed the baby to the nurse.  “We’ve decided on a name for him,” she told her.

“I’ll bring the paperwork for you and your wife to fill out then,” she said, smiling at the woman as she gently put him down in the plastic bassinette.  “What name did you decide on?” she asked before wheeling him out.

“Erin Benjamin after two of my grandfathers,” she said proudly.

“That sounds like a fine name,” she said, giving her one more smile, turning it on Allyssa as well, and wheeling the baby away.

“Are you sure you like the name?” Allyssa asked.

“I am.  Aren’t you?” she asked, reaching to take her wife’s hand in hers.

“I think it’s perfect.  I have news for you too.  I just published the books.”

“So, they are ready to order?”

“Yes.  I’m going to get several copies for us.  The paperbacks were done before the e-books.”

“Wow, that’s so amazing.  Dad is going to love that.”

“How do we keep the kids from finding out?”

Fey shrugged.  She was getting sleepy again.  “I guess they just learn sooner than I did,” she answered.

“Don’t worry about it.  I’m going to go now and get the kids.  I’ll take them to the nursery and introduce them to their nephew.”  She left Fey, who was snoozing already, and walked out to the waiting room.  She took the kids, Renee, and the interns to the nursery, and they stood outside looking at the few babies born in this satellite clinic.  The hospital up in Pendleton was much bigger.  “This is Erin Benjamin Herriot.”

“Erin Benjamin,” Sean repeated, getting the feel of it on his lips.  “Isn’t Erin a girl’s name?”

“No, it’s actually the name of your great-great-grandfather,” she explained and then wondered if technically, she was lying.  The baby kicked inside her at that moment and she wondered if that was a sign too.

“Oh,” the boy said looking at the squashed bundle again.  So, this was how it felt to be an uncle?  It didn’t feel much different.

“When can I hold him?” Traci asked.

“You’ll get lots of opportunities to hold him when we get home.  Maybe you’ll even get a chance before Fey comes home,” she promised.

“Can I see Fey?”

“She’s sleeping again.  Having the baby took a lot out of her,” she reminded her.

They all saw Fey once before deciding to head back to the ranch.  

In the RV, the interns began arguing.  Althea felt that Buddy should clean since she had helped Fey with her contractions and the start of her delivery.  She’d already done a cursory cleaning and he hadn’t helped at all.  She grabbed the keys and got into the driver’s seat before he could argue further, so Buddy spent the entire trip home scrubbing the floor where Fey had given birth.

“Shouldn’t we do something?” Traci asked on their way home.

“Like what?” Allyssa asked, feeling the need for a nap herself.  She had taken one last picture of Fey looking down at baby Erin, so no one could see how wan Fey looked.  She intended to use this picture on the blog she was composing in her head.

“Get a bed made up or something?”

“We have the two bassinets made up in our bedroom, and after Althea returns to school, we are going to make that room up for your dad, so he can come home.”

“When is that?” Sean asked eagerly.

“We don’t know yet.  I hope it’s before the roundup.”

“When is the roundup?” both children asked together.

“About eight weeks out.  Everyone who has volunteered to help first has to get in their fall crops.  The roundup is going to be a lot of work,” she reminded them.

“Are you going to go out?” Sean asked, curious.

“I hope I will be well enough to do that.”

“You won’t still be pregnant?” he asked, aghast as he glanced at her big belly.

“Oh, God.  I hope not!” she said in a voice that caused both her and Renee to burst out laughing.  When she got her breath back, she looked behind her at her brother-in-law and said kindly, “Only horses are pregnant for eleven months.  Humans usually have theirs around the ninth month.”

“How far along are you?”

She looked at him, trying to see his expression through the darkness.  “Your sister and I got pregnant at the same time.  It was deliberate,” she reminded him, “so I’m due any day.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot,” he said, sounding embarrassed.

She chuckled.

“Are we going to miss school?” Traci asked, sounding worried.

“No.  You can only help after school and on weekends.  It is going to take a couple weeks to do the roundup.”

“Why can’t I miss school and help?” Sean asked, sounding alarmed now.

“Because school is much more important.  This roundup is dangerous but necessary.  There are too many wild cattle and horses on our land, and we need to do a clean sweep.  This isn’t a game.”  She knew many of their clients had expressed an interest since she put it up on her blog and Fey had spread the word.  

The rest of the ride home was a little quieter as the two children contemplated everything they had just discussed.
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Fey came home two days later.  She was sore and tired but happy to be home with Erin.  He was a happy little baby and no trouble.  Renee had installed two baby seats in the back, so Fey wedged herself between them and Allyssa sat in the front.

“We better plan on a bigger vehicle this fall,” she said to her wife.

“I sold the truck,” she reminded her.

“Yeah, but this Jeep is too small for our growing family.”  She looked down on the sleeping baby.  “Can we afford to get another vehicle?”

“Can we worry about it after I give birth?” she said, patting her own bulging stomach.  Already, Fey looked like she had never been pregnant.  She only had a little flab around the edges, and her face had already narrowed back to her pre-pregnancy days.

“Absolutely, but I wanted us to start thinking about it.”

Allyssa didn’t want to think about finances.  Fortunately for them, the insurance had covered Fey’s birth and hospital stay completely and it would cover Allyssa as well.  But buying another vehicle might stretch their funds.

They got used to having a baby in the house, and the blog announcing Erin Benjamin Herriot’s arrival generated a lot of good wishes and several visits.  Some people remembered Benjamin Herriot, the grandfather who had raised Fiona, but no one knew of Erin or Molly, who had settled there.  People speculated about when Allyssa would give birth.  Some gossiped again, like they had at the shower, about how two lesbians had become pregnant at the same time.

Allyssa was so ready to give birth, but her body showed no signs of being ready to expel the active baby inside of her.  She bore everyone’s intrusive questions stoically.  She tried to help Fey with Erin as much as possible.  They both answered his cries for changing, attention, and in Fey’s case, food.

“I don’t think I’m cut out for this,” she complained as she tried to breastfeed.  It always hurt her sensitive nipples.  Leslie had explained that it took time to toughen them up, but she wasn’t sure she wanted tough nipples.

“Maybe you should try that breast pump we got as a present?” Allyssa suggested, wincing in sympathy as the baby sucked hard on her wife’s nipple.

“That’s an idea.  Do you think he’ll take a bottle?”

“All we can do is try.”

The breast pump turned out to be a lifesaver for Fiona.  It expressed the milk from her breasts, and they stored the small bottles for Erin, so anyone could feed him when he felt the need.  The pump was gentle, and she no longer had to endure the pain of his sucking.

“He’s so cute,” Traci cooed as she held the newborn and fed him from a bottle.

“He stinks,” Sean commented and then grinned.  He too was enjoying having a baby in the house.  They found him talking to the baby in baby talk once, but he denied ever doing that.

Not feeling confident about bathing Erin alone in the kitchen sink, Fey took him with her in the bathtub and bathed him at the same time.  He was so small, and she worried that she would unintentionally hurt him.

Allyssa watched Fey with growing alarm.  She had never been around babies, and she worried she would be inadequate when it was her turn to give birth and take care of the baby.  She was so huge she was sure she was going to give birth to an elephant.

“How am I ever going to cope?” she asked the 4-H moms who came to bring hand-knitted outfits from the troop and coo over the infant.

“You will be surprised how easily everything comes to you,” one mom stated as she expertly handled Erin.

“Why the name Erin instead of Aaron?” another asked.

“It’s a family name,” was what she told them and then, she mentioned the journals they had released.  She had forgotten to announce the books on the blogs, so she set about fixing that.  The 4-H moms that were there cooing over the baby were impressed by the book samples Allyssa showed them.

“I’m going home to order mine.  Will you sign it?” Gretchen asked.

“Well, keep in mind it’s Fey’s family, not mine.  We just transcribed her great-great-grandparents’ journals.”

“Sounds fascinating.”

“We actually got the name Erin from her great-great-grandfather, who settled this valley,” she explained.  She decided not to tell any of them that Erin had been a woman.  They would find out soon enough now that they knew about the journals being published.

“I never realized how exhausting the 4-H people could be when they came around,” Fey commented after they had left.  She saw that her brother and sister really enjoyed the other kids.  They were starting school the next day, and they were looking forward to the support they got from the friends they had made.

“Are you okay?” Allyssa asked, a familiar refrain as she always worried that Fey was tired and over-doing things.  She could relate as she was exhausted from carrying her own bundle of joy.  She smiled down at Erin, who lay in his bassinet.  An identical bassinet sat empty beside his.

“I’m fine.  I’m feeling good actually,” she said as she expressed her milk with the pump, grateful Allyssa had suggested it.  “How are you feeling?”  She looked at her wife, wondering if she had imagined the fact that she had gotten even bigger since Fey had given birth.  She looked enormous and very uncomfortable. 

“I’ll be glad when this,” she indicated her big belly, “is there,” she pointed to the empty bassinet.

Fey finished with her breast and covered up, putting a pad between her nipple and the bra, so it would catch any leaks.  She poured the breast milk into a bottle and placed it on the counter.

“I’ll wash that,” Allyssa offered, pointing to the pump.  “You can put that bottle in the fridge for Erin.”

“Maybe we should put a fridge up here too,” she mumbled, gathering her robe and then picking up the bottle.

Allyssa laughed at her wife’s grumblings and quickly cleaned out the pump, so it would be ready to go next time Fey needed to express her milk.  The breastfeeding had looked painful for Fey and she wondered if she would be able to do it.  She looked at herself in the mirror, wondering when her baby would decide to be born.  It was already a week overdue, and she was so fed up with feeling like this.  She only hoped Renee would be around to drive them to the clinic when the time came.  She wasn’t planning on giving birth in the RV.

She looked out the window as the lights of the Jeep returned to the ranch.  Renee had driven the interns up to Pendleton to catch their flights.  The next two interns would arrive in a month, and she wondered what their personalities would be like.  

“Renee is back,” Fey announced, coming into the bedroom as Allyssa put the clean pump back on the dresser, ready to be used again.

“Yeah, I saw through the window,” she admitted.  “The two new interns sound interesting,” she began, sounding Fey out on how she felt.

“They do, don’t they?  One is so enthusiastic in his writings, and I can’t wait to meet him.  What’s his name again?”

“Bart Mallows?” she asked, to be sure she read the same emails.

“Yes, that’s it, Bart.  In my mind, I imagine he’s dark and handsome, and we’ll call him Black Bart.”  They shared a laugh.

“Well, Westley is an old-fashioned name.  I wonder if he goes by Wes?” she asked, referencing the second intern.

“I hope they like the arrangements with one staying in the cabin and one in the mobile home.”

“Do they have a choice?” she asked, feeling they had given the other two too much leeway.

“No, not really,” she agreed.  She’d had to write assessments of the other two that they would read when they got back to school.  She’d finished them after much contemplation of their abilities and attitudes and included that in what she wrote.  She hoped they wouldn’t resent her for her honesty, but at the same time, she felt it was important.  The odds of her ever seeing either of them again were very small, so she didn’t really worry about their opinions of her or her practice.  They’d both been judgmental and rude at times, but she felt they had learned a lot under her direction.  She saw Allyssa stop and rub her stomach.  “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Just Junior and his big foot,” she lamented, rubbing where the foot had lodged under her rib for the umpteenth time.

Fey came up to take her wife in her arms, loving that she could now that her own belly was no longer in the way.  She could feel movement; the baby was very active.  “Are you certain Junior is a boy?”

“No, I’m actually hoping for a girl, so we can name her Molly.  Maybe we should name her Margaret and Molly could be her nickname, in case she doesn’t like the name Molly when she’s older?”

“Who says she wouldn’t like her name?  Do you think Erin won’t like his name?”

“There will be some who read the book and realize he is named after a woman,” she pointed out, remembering how she had deliberately kept her 4-H moms in the dark on that subject.  It was a good story and it needed to be told, and their opinions on the sex or the subject matter didn’t matter.

“Do you think the blog will bring in sales?”

“Did we publish the journals for sales?” she countered, turning and bumping her baby against her wife, smiling down at the bulge where she could see the foot moving across the roundness.  When the other foot visually crossed the other way, she realized this baby was going to be a soccer player.  She winced at the pain of it.

“No, we did it for this,” she gestured to Erin in his bassinet and then patted Allyssa’s stomach, “and for my sister and brother and our future offspring, so they will always know they came from the two strong women who settled this ranch.”

Allyssa looked in her wife’s brown eyes, unsure if she was talking about them or about Erin and Molly.  She smiled as she leaned in to kiss her.  “I love you.  Do you know that?” she murmured.

“Good thing since I love you too,” Fey answered and then turned to let Allyssa go when Erin murmured in the bassinet.  She placed a hand on his back, patting him and letting him know she was there for him.  She was hoping he would go back to sleep and maybe sleep through the night.  These every two- to four-hour feedings were exhausting.  Fortunately, Allyssa helped by taking alternate feedings, but she too was exhausted.  She couldn’t imagine what it was going to be like when the second baby came.

“If your baby decides to wait much longer, we are going to have to induce,” Leslie warned Allyssa at her weekly checkup.  She smiled at the two moms, pleased to see Erin was thriving already.  Fey sat in the chair and Erin was in a carrying basket that clipped into the larger car seat.

“Can’t we do that today?” she groused uncomfortably.

“Would you rather wait to see if the baby will come out in his or her own time?” she asked kindly, knowing how hard it was to wait but how important it was to let the baby come in its own time.

“I’m sick of being pregnant.  There is so much I’d rather be doing.”

Fey smiled.  She understood that and was disgruntled that she didn’t have the same energy and stamina she had depended on for years.  Having the baby didn’t mean you got that energy back instantly, but she wouldn’t have given up having Erin for the world.  He was so sweet.

“Let’s give it another week,” Leslie told her and patted her on the shoulder kindly.

“Easy for you to say,” she groused again.

It was two weeks to the day after Erin’s birth when Allyssa went into labor.  Unfortunately for them, it happened in the middle of the night when Allyssa was feeding Erin, so Fey could get some well-deserved sleep.  She had stood up to put Erin back in his bassinet when she felt a tearing sensation and a gush of fluid between her legs.  She looked down at the now soused pajama bottoms she was wearing.  Gently, she put Erin in the bassinet and then leaned down awkwardly to pull the clothing off, wiping herself to get every drop.

“What are you doing?” Fey asked sleepily, seeing her wife bent over in an odd position.

“My water just broke,” she whispered.

Fey woke up quickly at those words and got up.  “Come on, we should go to the hospital.”  She began to panic and headed to get the hospital bag for her wife.

“Fey, don’t you think you should help me get dressed?”

Fey looked at Allyssa standing there.  She had no bottoms on, her maternity top was stretched out, and she looked so sad.  She pulled the bag out and left it by the door to their room, then helped Allyssa to the bathroom, so she could wash up.  “I’ll get you some clothes,” she whispered, not willing to wake Erin or the others until they had to.  It took a little time to get the pregnant woman dressed, and Fey seemed a little more distracted than Allyssa as they made their way to the door.

“Don’t you think we should bring the baby?” Allyssa reminded her, taking the hospital bag from her wife.

“Of course, because bringing a baby to see another baby born just makes sense.”

“Well, what else are we going to do with him?”  She was envisioning Fey picking him up like a football, placing him under her arm, and walking off.

“We’ll wake Sean and Traci.  They can watch him while you’re in labor.”

“They aren’t going to like that,” she pointed out.

“Sure, they will,” she said confidently, knowing her wife was right.  Traci woke up as soon as Fey told her Allyssa was in labor and they had to go to the hospital.  Sean was another matter.  It was terrible trying to wake him up in the dead of night.  It took threats and a little water splashed on his face to ensure he was awake enough to be coherent.

“Whaaaat?” he grumped.

“Allyssa’s water broke, and we’re going to the hospital.  Do you want to come or stay home with Erin?” she asked, hopefully.

Not wanting to be alone with a two-week-old baby, Sean woke up very quickly.  “I’ll come,” he said, forcing a cheerfulness he was not feeling.

They wedged the two kids in the back of the Jeep and Allyssa, who was now experiencing labor pains, sat in the front seat.

“Are you sure you feel up to driving?” Allyssa asked Fey.

“I’ve got this,” she said, tacking a note on the office door for when Renee and the others came in.  Rex and Lexy were looking on hopefully, following their humans from the farmhouse to the Jeep to the cabin.

Fey drove very carefully, and finally, Allyssa asked, “Are you hoping to have this baby in the Jeep?”

“No.  Why?”

“If you drive any slower, it will be faster for me to walk!”  She sounded a bit grumpy.

“I’m driving the speed limit, and you aren’t even in hard labor,” she pointed out reasonably as she eased onto the road from their long driveway.

“I know you’ve been through all this,” her wife said with an edge in her voice, “but this is a first for me, and I don’t appreciate it!”

“I’m sorry, babe.  I know you’re doing the best you can.”  Fey patted her hand and Allyssa slapped it away angrily.  She adjusted herself in the seat, wishing Fey would just drive.

It was a long drive to the clinic in the pitch blackness.  Erin fussed once or twice but more because they had woken him up to take him from his warm bassinet.  Fey had packed plenty of bottles, and at the last minute, she put her pump in the diaper bag.  Who knew how long they would be?  Already, Sean was snoring.  He was laying in the far back, out of sight, but all of them could hear him.  Traci had looked over the back seat several times as though hoping her glare would get him to stop.  She looked down at her nephew, pleased that her sister and her wife would soon have a second baby and wondering at the baby’s sex.  She thought it was so cool.

Fey had called from the house, so the clinic was expecting Mrs. Herriot.  They knew who Allyssa was now, after Leslie had ripped into a few people for the way they had treated Doctor Herriot.  Leslie felt the fact that they were a same-sex couple should have no bearing on their care.

“Ready for this, Allyssa?” one of the orderlies asked her cheerfully.

“For weeks now,” she admitted as he rolled her inside.

“Do we have to come into the delivery room?” Sean asked as they were escorted through the second set of doors and he saw the rooms.

“No, you can go sit in the waiting room and watch television, but could you take Erin?  He’ll still sleep for hours, and when he wakes up, there are bottles in the bag.”  Fey watched him carefully, unsure if the now thirteen-year-old was able to care for a two-week-old baby.

“I’m not sure I can...” he began.

“I’ll take him,” eleven-year-old Traci volunteered.

“I can take him,” Sean asserted stoutly, not willing to let his little sister show him up.

“You can both help, and it truly is a help.  Thank you.  I should be with Allyssa during this, and I’ll come out and check on you if it takes a long time.”

As Sean carried the baby to the waiting room, he felt like he had somehow been outmaneuvered.  It wasn’t like he hadn’t changed his nephew’s diaper, but the little guy was quite small, and it unnerved him when he started stinking and crying.

Traci smirked behind his back, knowing he had been about to refuse and she’d goaded him into helping their older sister.  Erin wasn’t that hard to take care of at this stage, but it was a big responsibility.  Still, it was important that Fey be with Allyssa during her labor and delivery.

“That’s it, babe.  Breathe,” Fey was encouraging her as the pains were coming more frequently.

“Could you get me some ice chips or something?” Allyssa asked, glaring as Fey turned to get some.  She didn’t want to yell at her wife, but she was annoying her.

“Okay, Mrs. Herriot.  You’re all set,” the tech said after inserting an IV into her vein.

“Thank you.  Please call me Allyssa,” she said, examining the connection and wondering if it hurt as much when she did it to animals.  He’d poked her three times before getting her vein.

It seemed to take a long time before Leslie joined them in the room, and by then, Allyssa was writhing in pain.

“She doesn’t seem to be handling it well,” Fey confided in the OBGYN.

“She’s doing fine.  I know you don’t remember everything, but you were just like that two weeks ago,” Leslie told her before approaching the bed.  “Hi there, Allyssa,” she said, examining her vitals and looking at both the fingernails and pupils of her patient.

“This hurts more than I expected,” she admitted.

“I know.  Are you sure you don’t want an epidural or something for the pain?”

Allyssa shook her head, remembering how flip she had been when they first talked about wanting drugs.  She had decided she wanted all natural, and now, she was regretting it a bit.

“You’re doing fine,” Leslie told her, but something about the vitals was bothering her and was niggling at the back of her brain.  She put her hand on Allyssa’s stomach.  It was hard as iron as her body prepared to deliver the baby.  “Not too long now,” she told her as she examined her and saw how dilated she was.

“Should I start pushing yet?” she asked through gritted teeth.

“No, not yet.  I’ll tell you when,” she said with a smile, knowing anything she said would probably annoy her patient.  She could tell Allyssa was just barely holding in her temper.

It took a long time.  She dilated to three centimeters and then plateaued for a good hour or more.  Fey left to check on Erin, Sean, and Traci and found her brother sheepishly changing his nephew.  Traci had fallen asleep in a chair.  She smiled at him and thanked him, letting him know that Allyssa was okay.  She knew he had a tremendous case of hero worship for her wife and that was okay with her.  She left her son in the good and capable hands of her brother.

“Everything okay?” Allyssa panted through the pains that were coming more and more often, but she wasn’t dilating farther, and this worried her.  What if she had to have a C-Section, or what if something was seriously wrong?

“Sean was changing Erin and planned to feed him.  Traci fell back to sleep,” she told her with a smile.  She smoothed Allyssa’s blonde hair away from her brow.  “For all his bitchin’ and moanin’, he knows how to change a diaper,” she said triumphantly.

“That’s because I made him do it last week,” Allyssa pointed out, wanting to knock her wife’s hand away but knowing that was just the unreasonable anger she was feeling as this labor went on and on and on.

“He seems to like being in charge.”

Allyssa nodded, not willing to speak anymore as her labor continued.

A while later, Leslie asked, “Are you sure you want natural?  I can have this baby out of you in five minutes with a C-section,” she offered.

“Is there a reason for the C-section?  Is the baby in danger?”

“Nope, I’m just asking for your convenience,” she assured her, checking the vitals again.  The baby’s vitals seemed to change each time she checked, and that concerned her; however, she wouldn’t panic the mother.

“Then let’s progress naturally,” she asserted.

“Do you want to take a walk?”

“I don’t think I could stand,” she admitted, feeling she’d never make her way back to this awful hospital bed if she did.

They waited, and they waited.  She finally took that walk and returned to her bed.  She continued to labor.  Finally, she had dilated to five centimeters and they were happy with her progress, but the day continued to drag.  Fey felt the need to express the milk in her breasts and went to get the pump.  She did it discreetly in the corner of the room as Allyssa panted and groaned in the bed.

“I feel like pushing,” Allyssa stated after the last, long-lasting contraction.  She held her breath for a moment, hoping there wouldn’t be more like the last one, but she was to be disappointed as another hit her almost immediately.

Fey quickly finished up pumping her breasts, relieved to have that done because they were beginning to hurt.  She quickly cleaned herself and the pump and went to hold her wife’s hand.  “Is there anything I can do?” she asked, feeling helpless and wondering if Allyssa had felt the same way when Fey was in labor.

Allyssa didn’t answer.  She’d been angry for hours, and it wouldn’t be fair to blame Fey.  She wanted to blame her, but she knew this was all her own fault for insisting they get pregnant again.  She had wanted this.  Still, she wanted to blame Fey even though she knew that was irrational.  Saying nothing seemed like a good idea.

“I’m going to take this,” she indicated the bottles and the pump, “out to the baby bag and check on Erin.”

Allyssa nodded but didn’t say anything.  Another pain was starting, and she watched dully as Fey left the room.

“Okay, I’m going to ask you to start pushing,” Leslie told her when she finished her next examination.  “I know this seems to be taking a long time,” she consoled her, thinking the same thing herself, “but some labors are longer.  You can do this; you’re young and healthy.  Push now!” she said, watching the monitor when the pain started and gauging Allyssa’s reaction.  The young woman was tired, and Leslie could tell it was wearing her out.  “You’ve got this,” she encouraged.  “That’s it!  That’s it!” she cheered her patient on as Allyssa pushed.

* * * * *
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Fey took her pump and the bottles of milk out to her brother, and she updated her two siblings on Allyssa.  She also gave them a twenty-dollar bill to get something to eat from the cafeteria.  It turned out the vending machine was the only place they could get food since there was no cafeteria.  “Could we walk into town and get something at the store?” Sean asked, looking outside.

“You’d have to make sure Erin is covered up.  Are you sure you want to carry an eight-pound baby and all his stuff around?” she asked him, worrying that it was all too much for the teen.

“We can do it,” Traci said confidently.

“Here.  Take my cell phone and call me on Allyssa’s phone if you need to get hold of me,” she said, still worrying but knowing they were responsible.  She glanced at her son several times, wondering if this was a bad idea.  Still, Allyssa needed her, and she hurried back to her wife.  She arrived at the room just as they were wheeling Allyssa to the delivery room.

“Hey!  What’s going on?” she asked.

“Allyssa’s in the final stages and we’re taking her to delivery,” Leslie told her with a smile.  She tried to sound cheerful and encouraging, but she knew the young woman was exhausted because this had taken twelve hours already.  She wouldn’t tell her that some patients sometimes took two or even three days to give birth.

Allyssa began to push harder, and Fey took her hand, surprised at her wife’s strength.  Leslie encouraged Allyssa, gauging her reactions and watching the monitor they had on the baby as the labor increased.  Fey wondered what they looked for on the monitor that told them it was time for the mother to push.  She usually just patted her patients to encourage them and left it all up to them.  As the head began to crown, she had Fey come and look.  

Seeing Allyssa in this state was not romantic, but it felt totally real.  This was as intimate as it got, and she looked up at her wife, who was trying so hard to expel their baby from her body.  She felt a genuine feeling of gratitude and love for her wife that she couldn’t explain.  She wondered how Allyssa had felt when she had been in the same position.  She watched as Allyssa pushed the baby from her body, slowly and surely.  Once the baby was in the doctor’s expert hands, Fey was thrilled to see it was the girl that Allyssa had wanted.

“It’s a girl,” she announced for her wife as they put the baby on her stomach, the cord still attached.

“Oh, good,” she said, laying back, exhausted.

Tying off the cord, Leslie indicated where Fey should cut it between the knots using the sharp scissors.  “She’s all yours,” Leslie said with a smile.  Allyssa looked on gratefully, eager to hold her daughter as Fey brought her to her.

“You’re not done,” Leslie told her.

“She means the afterbirth,” Fey told her as she reached to hand her their daughter.

“No, I mean there is a second baby, and we need you to start pushing again, Allyssa,” Leslie commanded, looking intently at the two moms.

“What?” Allyssa squeaked faintly.  She had been thinking this was finally over and was almost panicking.

“Come on, you can do this,” Leslie ordered.  “Push!”

Allyssa couldn’t help herself.  Her body wanted the baby out, and she watched briefly as her daughter was plucked from Fey’s arms to be cleaned, weighed, and assessed, then focused on Leslie’s commands.  She thought she was exhausted before, but she pulled from reserves of strength she hadn’t even known she possessed.

“It’s a boy!” Fey announced a few moments later, crying as the twin was expelled from her wife’s body.  He was much smaller than the girl, and she watched as Allyssa subsided again, exhausted beyond belief at all that had happened to her.  She wasn’t awake as Fey cut his cord and they took him to clean him up, but Allyssa suddenly came awake, crying out at the pain, as Leslie stitched her up because they had forgotten the shot to numb the area where they would be stitching.

“Ouch!  Ouch!  OUCH!” she cried, trying to pull away but too weak.

“Oh, shit,” Leslie murmured as she finished the last stitch and reached for a syringe, belatedly shooting it into the suture site on her now very aware patient.  It wasn’t like an episiotomy and she felt terrible that they had missed the anesthesia.

“Are you kidding me?” Allyssa protested, but she was just too tired to fight them.  “Fey,” she said, reaching out for her wife, who was gazing down on the baby.  Was there something else niggling at her mind?  There were two babies, weren’t there?  Or had she just dreamt that?

Fey came over carrying the little girl to tuck it in beside her wife.  “Thank you for the beautiful daughter,” she said as she leaned in to kiss Allyssa’s sweaty cheek.  “And our son is adorable and perfect.”

“How did they not know there were twins?” she murmured sleepily as the anesthetic took the pain away from her crotch.

“How about that Leslie?” Fey looked to where the doctor was busy cleaning up her wife.

“He hid,” she said with a grin.  “I saw some irregularities and checked each time, but he must have hidden behind his much bigger sister,” she gestured to the bundle next to Allyssa with her chin.  “You can definitely see she blocked us.”

“Cock blocked,” Fey murmured with a teasing note to her wife, who tried to grin at the joke.  She was exhausted and closed her eyes for a moment but woke up again as they brought the little boy over.  There was a noticeable difference in size between the twins.

“Shouldn’t the ultrasound have...?” Fey began to ask Leslie as the room was cleaned around them.

“Yes, it should have, but as I said, he hid behind his much bigger sister.  Look at him...he’s beautiful,” she said with a smile, liking the scene before her with the two moms and the two healthy babies.  There could really have been a tragedy in the making here.  “Now, you are not to get pregnant again, either of you, for at least two or maybe three years,” she warned, shaking a finger at both women.

“Yes, ma’am,” Fey saluted her, gazing lovingly on her wife through her tears.  Allyssa drifted off, content to know that both babies were healthy and not in danger.

They wheeled the twins to the nursery but not until Fey had been assured they both had their identification bracelets on.  Like her wife, Fey had been horrified at the possibility of someone mixing up their babies.  Allyssa was still asleep when they moved her back to her room.  Fey decided to check on Erin and her siblings and left the room.  Her siblings weren’t in the waiting room, but Renee was.

“Hi, there,” she greeted her assistant.

“Hi.  Well?  How’s it going?”

“She’s just delivered a little girl and a little boy,” she announced with a grin.  She was so happy she had to share it.  She wished her baby and siblings were here.  Should she worry?

“Twins?” she asked, surprised.  “Were you expecting twins?”

“Nope, the little boy hid behind his bigger sister, so no one saw him.  Come see the difference in size,” she said, inviting her to the nursery where they kept the babies.

The size difference was so substantial they could see it right away.  

“Did you have names chosen for a boy and a girl?”

“Well, we tentatively chose names for both, just in case but nothing definite.”

“I bet that little girl ends up being Molly, no matter what name you choose for her,” Renee teased, having read the journals as often as the two wives.

“I bet you’re right,” she agreed, wondering if she should go look for her son and siblings.  “Um, could you do me a favor?”

“Want me to blog this?” she asked, surprised.

“No, I won’t take that joy from Allyssa.  Could you go look for my brother and sister?  They were going to walk to the store to get something for breakfast.  They took Erin with them, and I’m worried it was too much for them.”

“Sure, I’ll go look for them.  I don’t have a car seat though...?”

“I’m sure no one will notice, and they have the carry-all with them.”  They were just walking away from the nursery and heading towards the front of the clinic when they saw the young people walk in.  They both looked flushed from walking to the store and back in the cold with the baby.  Fey walked faster to meet them.  “Everything okay?” she asked as she looked down at the carry-all with a baby blanket over her son.  She took the carry-all from her brother and pulled the blanket back, relieved to see her son looked fine.  “Well, you have a sister and a brother,” she announced to the now awake baby.  He didn’t seem to have an opinion either way.

“A girl and a boy?” Traci asked, delighted, clapping her hands together.

“Yep, the boy is small, and he hid behind his sister,” she explained.

“Wow, that’s a full house!” Sean contributed and then pointed out, “You don’t have enough stuff for a third baby.”

“Yeah, I hadn’t thought of that,” she put in, suddenly worrying.  “We are going to have to buy a third car seat and bassinet right away.”

“I could–” Renee began but quieted when Fey added, “I can’t wait to shop for it.”

She chuckled and then asked, “Who wants to shop with me?”

“I do,” three voices volunteered.

“Well, maybe later today or tomorrow,” she conceded, realizing how tired she was.  “I have to get back to Allyssa and see how she is.”  She stopped, turning back with Erin to hand him to her brother, who grinned.  

“Sure, he needs a diaper change, so now, I get him back?” he teased.  He didn’t really mind; the little guy was kind of cute, and he was happy to help his sister.

“Could you look up the dealerships in Pendleton?  We are going to need a bigger SUV,” she asked Renee.

“Can I help?” Sean asked eagerly.

“Me too?” Traci asked, not to be left out.

“I need you two to stay here with him,” she said, pointing to Erin.  “We’ll head home later and see what Renee has found.”

They subsided, a little disappointed.  “We got you a breakfast bar,” Traci said, digging into a grocery bag to hand her sister the packet.

“Thank you.  I’m starving,” she admitted, taking the bar and waving as she left them to check on her wife.  She found Allyssa sitting up sleepily in the bed and talking to Leslie.

“How could you miss him on the ultrasound?” she was asking as Fey walked in eating the breakfast bar.  “Doesn’t an ultrasound ensure you can see whether there are twins?”

“It is accurate like ninety-nine percent of the time, but that other one percent always gets us,” Leslie said apologetically.

“Are they fraternal or identical?” she next asked.

“Well, if they shared a placenta, they would be identical twins but even that isn’t foolproof.  Twenty to thirty percent of identical twins have separate placentas.  Usually, identical twins are the same sex.  I would like to take a blood sample from each of the twins, so we can do a DNA analysis.  Your healthcare provider probably won’t pay for this, so expect to receive about a one-hundred-dollar bill...that is, if you want to know?”  She waited for the two moms to nod before continuing.  “In about two weeks we will be able to determine if they are identical or fraternal, although fraternal twins still share fifty percent of their DNA.”

“Couldn’t we tell as they grow up?” Allyssa asked, confused about how this had happened.  It hadn’t even occurred to her yet that something might have gone wrong or how much extra work having twins was going to be.  That would come later and completely freak her out!

“You could wait, but don’t you want to know now?”

“Why?” she asked, now becoming a protective mother not wanting to cause the twins any pain.

“It isn’t about satisfying my curiosity,” Leslie assured her with a smile, “although I admit I don’t like being fooled, and he did fool us,” she teased.  That was true, but she also didn’t want to scare the new moms.  “It will be important to know later for medical reasons.  If anything is wrong with one twin, the other might have similar problems.  Also, the boy baby is so much smaller than the girl baby, and I want to rule out any problems.  He appears healthy, but I want to make sure.”

“What might be wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong, so far as we can tell.  I just want to make sure,” she assured her, not wanting to cause panic in her patient.  “There is a condition known as twin-to-twin syndrome or TTTS.  That is where the blood flows more to one twin than the other, but it only happens in about fifteen percent of twins.  Since the boy baby is so much smaller, I suspect this might be the case, and the blood work will tell us a lot more.”  She didn’t tell Allyssa how dangerous TTTS could have been for the babies.  Had they known about the second baby, they could have monitored for this to prevent complications and keep both babies healthy.  “Regardless of what we find, we are going to monitor their weight gain and see if the baby boy catches up to his sister.  You know, sibling rivalry,” she teased.

“Oh, I know sibling rivalry, all right,” Fey sighed, thinking of her brother and sister and their stupid fights.

“We can also screen for genetic anomalies and diseases...not just from you,” she said to Allyssa, “but from the father, which might affect Erin too,” she looked at Fey who nodded, understanding now.  “You do know people are going to ask if these three are triplets, and you are going to have to explain it time and time again?” she grinned in anticipation.

“Or we could just say no and leave it at that,” Allyssa pointed out.  She was so tired already and didn’t want to think about the problems.  She just wanted to sleep.

“People are nosy and are fascinated by twins and triplets, so you two are going to have lots of questions, whether you want them or not,” she explained.  “Don’t worry now.  Get some sleep.”  She patted Allyssa on the arm and smiled at the two moms as she left them to order the blood tests on the twins.

“Well, you really had to do me one better, didn’t you?” Fey teased as soon as Leslie left.

“I didn’t want to, I assure you.  I just want healthy babies,” she said, but she was slurring her words, already falling asleep.

“No worries.  I’m going to let you sleep and take everyone home for a few hours.  I’ll come back tonight and visit with you three.”  She leaned over and gave her wife a kiss on the mouth.  “Thank you for the beautiful babies to add to our family.”  She teared up, cupping Allyssa’s face lovingly as she rubbed her nose with her own.

“Thank you, Fey,” she said, already drifting off, too tired to think anymore.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Fey was almost as tired as her wife as she drove Erin, Sean, and Traci home.  She was grateful they didn’t have a cow to milk, so the chores should be easy.  Traci ran off to collect the eggs, and Sean went to feed the horses and a fractious llama.  Fey took Erin inside, changed him for the umpteenth time, and fed him, enjoying the quiet time in the rocking chair as she contemplated all she had to do today.  She had to shop for a bigger car.  There was no way they could have three car seats in the back seat of the Jeep, and where were Sean and Traci going to sit?  It was unsafe for Sean to sit in the very back with no seat belt or chair, even if he did find it a lark.

They needed another bassinet and that should probably be her first priority.  She hadn’t talked to Allyssa about what names they would give the twins, but she was pretty sure one of them was going to be a Molly.  She smiled.  Allyssa loved Fey’s family history almost as much as she did.  She’d asked Allyssa to send her father a paperback of each of the six books they published from the journals.  She smiled as Erin burped around the bottle he was greedily sucking on.  Her life was so complete right now, and she couldn’t even imagine what wonderful things they had before them or the extra work they now faced.

She thought about Leslie’s admonishment—no pregnancies for two or three years.  That would be no problem for her.  She was content.  Then, she thought about how she had told Allyssa she could do this again.  Would she want to?  They had a lot on their plates with three children, and it would be ludicrous to think about having more children right now, but who knew where they would be in two or three years.  Then, she thought about her father coming to live on the ranch and her siblings, who were already here.  She knew how happy the two of them were living on the ranch, and if her father decided to stay, they were going to have to think about expanding the ranch house.  Three adults and five kids in a four-bedroom house was doable until the babies started growing.

“Fey?” a voice called from the front door.

“We’re up here in the bedroom,” she called back, startling Erin, who jumped.  “Shhh, shhh,” she shushed him as he started to cry, upset that his feeding was interrupted.  She turned him, so he wouldn’t choke on the milk in his mouth.  She laid him on her shoulder, lining it with a rag to catch any spittle as she began to rub his back comfortingly to help the bubbles come up.

“Oh, sorry.  Did I interrupt?” Renee asked as she came in the bedroom and saw Fey burping Erin.

“We just finished,” she said, showing her the empty bottle.  That was something else she might need to pick up more of—bottles.  She didn’t know yet if Allyssa would prefer to breastfeed or pump.

“I have a list of vehicles for you, but unless you want to pay a lot of money, the Suburban is the best deal, but even that...whew,” she said, fanning herself with the papers she had printed out.

“Yeah, I knew it was going to cost a lot, but we really can’t handle all the kids in the Jeep.”

“You should have called me.”

“It was the middle of the night.  I’m sure you would not have appreciated a phone call then,” she teased as Erin let out a strong belch.  “Atta boy,” she praised him as she continued to rub and pat his back.  He felt so warm and cuddly.

“When do you want to shop for this?” she asked, holding up the papers.

“I’m not sure of our finances.  I usually let Allyssa handle that, and I don’t want to screw things up, ya know?”

“Well, at least you can look and test drive a few vehicles, so you know your options before she shops?  We can pick up the third car seat and bassinet while we’re out shopping too.”

“Good idea,” she nodded, wondering how Allyssa was going to react to this new expense.  Things could be so tight somedays.  She’d coordinated the rescue admirably, so they were not out of pocket on the food, and with the rental income for the fields from Brock Woodson, even in a slow month the veterinary practice made out.  

Renee watched her boss for a moment, wondering how the two women would cope with three babies and then, she shook herself mentally.  She did not want to think about it.  “Just let me know when you want to go,” she said as she left the papers for Fey to read.

“I think we’ll go tomorrow after you get here.”

“And your brother and sister?”

“They have school,” she pointed out.

“They won’t be happy.”

“Oh, well,” she answered with a smile as Renee left.  She only had a half day today since the vet clinic was basically closed with the doctor on maternity leave.

Fey thought about things a while, patting Erin until she realized he was asleep again.  Gently, she put him in his bassinet, face to the side and with the blanket across his back.  She checked to ensure he had plenty of room to breathe, Allyssa’s fears about a baby not being able to breathe transferring to her.  She turned on the baby monitor, took the extension, and headed downstairs.

Stepping out on the porch, she watched the kids playing with the dogs.  Even Rex was playing, something that didn’t happen too often.  Lexy getting all the attention seemed to motivate him more these days; the Pit Bull played exuberantly.  Today, Lexy was trying to carry a stick, only the stick she chose was a long tree.  She must have found it down by the creek and was attempting to fetch it to Sean, who was encouraging her.  Her tail was waving madly as she smiled, panting around the tree bark, her eyes dancing as she brought it to him.

“Let’s see you throw that for a fetch,” Fey challenged her brother.

He laughed, praising Lexy when she dropped the tree at his feet and then hopping when it hit his sport shoe-clad foot.

Fey saw Traci enticing Rex to chase her, which he obliged while keeping an eye on the terrier in case she got more attention than him.  She saw Rhonda and Woody working in two of the corrals with mentally challenged students, their parents watching from the fences.

Fey realized the breakfast bar her siblings had brought her from the store wasn’t going to be enough for her and went in to make herself something a little more substantial.  Realizing how late in the day it was, she decided to put supper together for herself and her siblings.

As they ate dinner, she outlined her plans for school the next day and received the arguments she had prepared for.  “Look, I need to go shopping, and you need to go to school.  You can’t keep taking time off.  I still need to send in a note for today since you missed it.”

“Don’t you need us to help you pick out a car?” Sean tried, but even he knew that was a lame argument.

“No, I need my wife to help me, but she’s in the hospital, so you’ll go to school and stop arguing.”

Fey looked at the paperwork Renee had printed out.  She agreed that the Suburban seemed best for their needs.  It easily sat eight people, and they could put three car seats facing backwards in the middle row.  They’d have to install a wider mirror, so both the driver and the passenger could easily see the three babies, but that was the least of their worries now.

* * * * *
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Fey had stopped in at the clinic that evening, bringing Erin to visit his brother and sister and mother.  She’d waited until after he’d been bathed and fed before heading out in the hopes he’d remain asleep.

“Hi, there,” she said to her wife as she walked into her room carrying the baby.

“Oh, there he is,” she said, glad to see both her wife and Erin.

“Shhh, he’s sound asleep.  I drugged him,” she teased, then went on to explain her strategy of filling him up, bathing him, and tiring him out before coming to visit.  She put Erin and his basket in the chair and balanced herself on the edge of Allyssa’s bed, so she could keep an eye on him.  He was firmly asleep, his mouth working occasionally as he dreamed of suckling.

“Can you see any resemblance to the twins?” she wondered.

“It’s hard to tell; they’re too new,” her wife said, laughing at her.  “How are you?  Did you get enough sleep?”

“Yes, until they woke me to feed the two babies,” she said.  She still looked very tired.

“I’m sure it’s harder to manage two,” she sympathized.  “How are we going to do this?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I’m sure between the two of us we can manage three babies but what about when you and I go back to work?”

“Yeah, that’s going to be a problem,” she admitted.  “What are we going to do?”

“We’ll figure it out,” she said with assurance, not wanting her wife to worry.  “I’m going to pick up a third car seat and bassinet tomorrow.  I also think I should look at another SUV.”  She pulled out the paperwork Renee had printed for her to read and said, “I just want to look.  I won’t buy anything until you’re with me.”

“Can we afford it?” Allyssa fretted.  Having one baby was expensive, much less three, and they hadn’t even gotten the ‘extra’ bills the insurance wouldn’t cover yet.

“I was thinking we could let someone rent out the pasturage over on the north side of the ranch.  It’s rockier there.  That’s the area where the Roberts’ land was located.”

“Isn’t it funny how we can refer to it as the Robert’s land even though it hasn’t been their land for over one hundred and seventy years?”

Fey chuckled, nodding.  She was pleased with what they had learned from the journals.  “I think we have plenty to handle on our own place, and with Brock wanting to expand his fields we will make out financially.  I just worry about making payments on anything we buy.  Those,” she indicated the papers Allyssa was perusing, “aren’t cheap, even if we buy used.”

“So, you want a Suburban?”

“I think it makes the most sense unless we get a van, but that won’t have 4-wheel drive,” she quickly added when she saw the face Allyssa made at the word van.  She knew her wife was thinking of those mom vans that suburban wives drove their kids to school in.

“You are planning to look tomorrow?”

Nodding, Fey added, “And pick up the car seat and bassinet.”

“What are we going to use for the down payment?  These aren’t cheap.”

“What about the check from the cellular company?  That will pay for at least half of any used vehicle we purchase.”

“That’s a good idea,” Allyssa agreed, enjoying the conversation now that they had a plan of action that wouldn’t put them in a financial bind.

Fey was relieved.  She had thought Allyssa would be much more upset.  She knew Allyssa worried enough for them both, but she liked that her wife was good with their finances and handled things for them, so she could concentrate on her patients and work.  Allyssa did so much behind the scenes for her and she hoped she was appreciative enough.

The next day, Fey and Renee headed out early.  Renee was as eager to shop for vehicles as her boss was.  It was exciting to look at all the new and used vehicles.  She kept saying she was ‘just looking,’ but the salespeople were anxious to make a sale and they kept pushing.  The two women stopped at a fast food place, so Fey could feed Erin and take a break from pushy salespeople.  “I really liked that blue Suburban,” she was saying as Erin greedily sucked down his bottle.  “I wish Allyssa was here to help me decide.”

“I think the best deal you were offered was the blue Suburban, although the silver one was just as nice, and that Cadillac Escalade was awesome.”

Fey shook her head.  “The Escalade was too fancy for what we need, and its price was way beyond what I want to spend on a used vehicle.  The blue Suburban was less than I planned on paying and the mileage wasn’t bad for a used vehicle.”

“Maybe you better put some money down to hold it before someone else snaps it up?  They may try to tell you it’s gone to try and get you to buy another one.”

“I think I’ll call Allyssa and ask her what she thinks.  I can’t spend money like this and–”

“You mean, like she did with the RV?” Renee asked, biting into her hamburger mischievously.

“That was different, and we had to get the truck replaced anyway.  That was a once in a lifetime deal, and I don’t have any regrets about her buying it.  It was one of the best investments she ever made.  By the way, I want you to schedule a complete tune-up for the RV before I get back to work.  Allyssa can’t do it all, and I know it’s due for one.”

Renee sent herself a note on her smart phone to remind herself to make an appointment for the RV and to look for a shop rather than a dealer because dealers were always more expensive.

Fey dialed Allyssa’s cell phone, which she had recharged for her yesterday.  She was pleased when her wife picked up right away.

“Hi, there,” she said, recognizing Fey’s number.

“Hi.  Did you get the pictures I sent you?  Did they come through?”

“I got a lot of pictures.  Which did you like best?” she asked.

“What’s that noise?”

“Our daughter is trying to eat and she’s not doing well.  I think her brother ate it all,” Allyssa complained good-naturedly.  “Hang on.  I’m going to change sides and try this again.”  There were fumbling noises, the muffled sound of an infant crying, then fumbling noises again.  “Hello?  Did I lose you?”

“No, I’m here.  Maybe I should let you go, so you can deal with her?”

“I’ve got it for now.  Which did you like best?” she repeated.

“The blue one.  I think it’s the best for the price,” Fey told her.

“Thanks for sending me the stickers.  I think that’s a good price too, but you can look up the actual value online.”

“You can?”

“Sure, and Renee can probably show you on her phone too.  That way, you won’t pay sticker price, but you can negotiate from the actual price the dealer paid or something close to that, maybe even blue book price?”

“Okay, how do you know all that?” Fey asked, incredulous at her wife’s untapped knowledge.

“I learned a lot when I was shopping for the RV and I read a lot of articles,” she explained, attempting to have the baby latch onto her nipple while she tried to talk to the baby’s other mother on the phone. 

“I’ll have Renee do that, then when you come with me we can–”

“Oh, no!  If it’s a deal you can live with, you should buy it.  Don’t wait for me or we might lose it.”

“You trust me to make such a major purchase without you?”

“Of course, I trust you.  Didn’t you trust me on the RV?”

“You, my dear, got an awesome deal on that, and it’s all due to your incredible talents,” she complimented her sincerely, meaning every word.

“Well, thank you,” Allyssa said, blushing.  She was glad her wife couldn’t see her at that moment.  “Seriously, though.  If it’s a good deal and you don’t have to drive up again, then buy it.  I trust you,” she repeated.

“I don’t know...” she began.

“Fey, quit being a wuss and get it if it’s what you want and it’s a good deal.  Did you drive it?”

“Of course.”

“Did you like how it drove?”

“Yes.”  She was beginning to feel a little bit trapped by her wife and her direct questions.

“And it’s that purty blue color,” she teased, knowing they both liked that color.  

Fey chuckled.  “Yes, it is.  Okay, you.  I’ll let you and our daughter go.  Have you decided on any names?”

“Well, we both know what her name is going to be.”

“We do?” she asked, to be sure.

“Yes, Margaret, so we can shorten it to Molly after your great-great-grandmother,” she said logically.  “I think we could use your grandmother’s name for her middle name.  What do you think?”

“Elizabeth?  Isn’t that a mouthful, Margaret Elizabeth?”

“Sounds beautiful to me.”

“Me too.  Now, what about our other son?”

“You mean short stuff?”

“Now, don’t you be giving him a complex.  It isn’t his fault that Molly took over the womb.”

They both chuckled at their witty repartee.  “I don’t know what to name him yet.  We need to discuss that.  Will I see you later?”

“Of course.  Erin and I can’t wait to see you all.  We miss you.”

“I miss you too,” she admitted.  Her hormones had her ready to start crying at the drop of a hat.

“Okay, I should go.  Renee is ready to resume shopping,” she said, hearing the emotion in her wife’s voice and not wanting to start crying herself.  She was just as hormonal as Allyssa, but she had two weeks head start on her and hoped to get it together far sooner.

“Have fun!” Allyssa said as she hung up.  She wished she could be there with Fey to buy the SUV but knew her wife was more than competent.

“You two are too much sometimes,” Renee complained, sounding sincere as she finished her fries.

“Why is that?” her boss asked her, amused.

“How is anyone supposed to measure up when you two are still as much in love as the day you met?”

“It wasn’t love at first sight.  It grew, and then, she agreed to marry me and move to this ranch and get this business going.”

“I know, but you two are so obviously in love it could choke me up, if I let it.”

“Everything going well with your boyfriend?” 

“Yes, it’s fine, but we will probably never marry.  If I were to jump the fence, you two are a fine example of what two women in love could be like.  If it wasn’t for the sex, I think I could enjoy that,” she admitted.

“The sex is pretty great too,” Fey admitted, although it had been a while since she had made love to Allyssa.  The last time was playing with her body and giving her an orgasm just a few days before she went into labor.  She still remembered how surprised her wife had been when she held her, rubbed between her legs, whispered dirty thoughts into her ear, and caused her to involuntarily orgasm.

“See that!  You just got that faraway look on your face.  You’re thinking of having sex with Allyssa, aren’t you?”

“Busted,” Fey admitted, blushing furiously.

Renee chuckled, seeing the red on her boss’s face.  “That’s the sort of thing no one is ever going to measure up to.  You two enjoy each other far too much.”

“Come on.  We have an SUV to buy, and Allyssa mentioned you could look up the blue book value for the blue Suburban?”

“Is that the one you have decided on?”

“Better look up the silver one too, just in case,” she added as she picked up their garbage and threw it in the receptacle.  She picked up Erin’s basket and smiled down at the infant, who was staring up at the lights in the restaurant.  “Hey there, fella,” she cooed to him.  She hated baby talk, but her tone did change to one of love and affection.  She hadn’t known she could love this way.  It was far different from what she felt for her wife but just as intense.  She already felt a flutter of it for Molly and their unnamed son, whom she was looking forward to getting to know.

* * * * *
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“Okay, Doctor Herriot.  If you’ll sign here and here, we can get you the dealer financing,” the salesman assured her.

“Wait!  I said I wanted to make a down payment, so you’d hold it.  I’m going to get my own financing,” she told him, feeling almost out of her depth, but she had bought vehicles before and she wasn’t stupid.

“Oh.  Well, we can only hold that price we agreed on for a short time,” he tried.

“Then that would be too bad, and I’d expect my down payment back.”  She wasn’t going to be pressured into paying more, and she knew the dealer financing was always higher.

“Of course,” he said indignantly.

Fey noticed they had shown her a lot more respect as soon as they heard she was a doctor.  They had also tried to steer her to more expensive vehicles, but she had her heart set on the blue Suburban.  It had a lot of fancy options on it, and the brown leather interior was nice, but mostly it was because it just felt right to her.  “Let me make a phone call?” she asked, hoping he would go away for a few minutes to give her privacy.  Renee was holding Erin, who had started acting up.  They had been at this for hours.  She was glad they had purchased the matching car seat and bassinet before looking at cars today, but now that she was ready to buy, she realized she should have talked to their banker first.  She looked in her extensive contact list, searching through the lengthy list of clients before she found the name she was looking for.  She should remove Charlie Hutchins, the old bank manager, who had died by the gun of Allyssa Herriot in the ranch yard of the Falling Pines Ranch.  

“Hello.  Could I speak with Sandra Miller?” she asked when someone at the bank answered.  “Doctor Fiona Herriot calling,” she added before they could ask, hoping her title would give her an edge.  She found it was useful sometimes.

“Hello, Fey.  How are you and your baby?” Sandra greeted her warmly.  She knew the Herriots and treated them well, becoming even more friendly after attending their housewarming a year ago.  She’d been out of town for the baby shower but had sent a gift of a bond for each of the children that would be worth at least fifty dollars when mature.  Knowing the history of the two women, she wanted their kind of hard-working patronage at her branch.

“He’s doing well, and Allyssa gave birth to twins yesterday,” she said happily.

“Twins!  Were you two expecting that?”

She shook her head as she answered, “Nope, the second one was a total surprise.  He was hiding during the ultrasound.”

“Wow, you two have your hands full!” she marveled, wondering how they were going to cope with that many babies.  “I guess I will have to send you another bond?”  She chuckled and Fey joined in.

“Sandra, I’m looking to buy a Suburban today.  We can’t drive the kids around in my RV, and Allyssa’s Jeep is too small for three car seats.  Do you think you can help me out here?”

They discussed her finances.  Fey lowered her voice when she spoke about the expected check from the cellular company and other monies, looking around to see if she was being overheard.

“Read me the vin?” Sandra requested, and while Fey had her on the phone she told her how much it was worth.

“This is the price we agreed on,” she told her.

“Wow!  How’d you get it that low?” she asked, amazed.  

“Allyssa told me to look up the blue book price and try to find the dealers original price, then negotiate from there,” she confessed, not taking credit for it.

“That girl has a good head on her shoulders!” she marveled.  “Yes, I think we can float you the loan.  I’ll write up the papers and have them ready for you two to sign in the next few days.  You are at the dealership now?”

“Yes.  Will I have to wait until the paperwork is signed to pick up the SUV?  We sort of have a lot going on, and I don’t know when I can get back–”

“Oh, no!  Put me on hold, and I’ll talk to the dealer.  You and Allyssa just come in and sign the loan papers when they’re ready and get some insurance right away.”

“Oh, crap!  I forgot about insurance.  That is why I have Alyssa handle these things.”

“Your current insurance will cover it until you call.  They do that for rental cars too.  Just come in here as soon as you can and sign the paperwork for me, so I’m covered at this end.”

“Okay, here comes the salesman.  His name is Mort.  I’ll hand you off to him.”

Fey handed the salesman her phone and then watched as he grabbed her paperwork and walked off to find his manager and share the phone with him.  She laughed.  They had her cell phone, and whatever Sandra Miller was telling them, they were nodding as they signed off on the paperwork.

“What’s going on?  This little guy is about done with me,” Renee confessed, coming up with Erin in the carrier.

“I got a loan from the bank over the phone.  They are working out the details now,” she said, standing up to take Erin from Renee.

“You can do that?”

Fey nodded as she started a little dance with Erin to keep him quiet.  “Apparently, you can.”

It took another ten minutes before Mort returned and handed her the phone, which was nearly dead from use.  “Your bank manager took care of the financing, and we’re finishing up the title and registration, so you’ll be all set,” he told her.

“Oh, good.  Can we set up the car seat in the Suburban?”

“They’re bringing it around now,” he told her, and they both looked to see the service guy driving it up to the doors.

“Want some help with the car seats?” Renee asked, excited for Fey.  Between Fey, who had to work one-handed, Renee, and Mort, the salesman, they got the three car seats secured in the back seat, and all were facing backwards as required by law.  Fey made a note to buy the wide mirror she had envisioned as the manager hurried the paperwork for Fey’s signature.  “Um, this is supposed to say Fiona or Allyssa Herriot, not and.  If something happens to either of us, I want my wife to be able to trade or sell this vehicle,” she told the manager, pointing out the error.

“Oh.  Well, give me another ten minutes, and I’ll make up the new registration papers,” he said, flustered at her catching it.  He had thought Allyssa was her sister or something.  It never occurred to him she had a wife.  How odd.

Erin was the one that hated the wait the most, and Fey was on her last bottle.  She also needed to pump soon; her breasts felt like they were about to burst.  Erin nudging at her made her breasts think they were going to be expressed soon, and she could feel them leaking onto the pads in her maternity bra.  As she fed him, she wondered if this day would ever be over.  It had been a long one.

“Here you go, Mrs. Herriot,” the manager said cheerfully as he came up once again.  He was thankful to see she was feeding the infant with a bottle and trying to keep his expression neutral.  He didn’t really like children, but he wanted this sale.

“It’s Doctor Herriot,” she corrected him as she took the paperwork to scan through it before signing off.  He handed her both sets of keys and wished her well, giving her the party line, which did not impress her.  The salesman had basically said the same things to her as he had gone off to sell another car.  “Well, let’s go.  You’ll drive the Jeep home?”

“Why didn’t you trade it in?” Renee asked.

“We can still use it, and I think Allyssa wanted to keep it for nostalgia or something.  This will become the family vehicle,” she said, nodding to the Suburban as she put Erin on her shoulder and patted the burps out of him.  She was carrying the diaper bag and had slipped the last bottle into it.  Her breasts were killing her, and she wondered if they should stop somewhere with an outlet, so she could express them.  She briefly wondered if there was some way to plug the pump into the cigarette lighter, but then she had a vision of her breast hanging out on the highway and quickly tried to bleach that thought from her mind.  Gently, she strapped the wide-awake Erin into his car seat.  “Could you drive home and tell the kids I’ll be there after I visit Allyssa and the twins?” she asked.

“Sure thing, boss.  See you tomorrow,” Renee agreed.  She wondered if Fey realized she still had the bassinet in the Jeep but wouldn’t remind her.  She’d just have the kids haul it up to the bedroom for her and set it up.  She would leave the Jeep parked in its usual spot, and she wouldn’t tell them about the new SUV.

Fey drove the Suburban south towards Sweetwater, then past the ranch exit and on towards the clinic.  She was glad to get there, so she could plug in the pump.  She was in so much pain, she was barely cordial to everyone as she walked in carrying the basket containing Erin.

“Hi, there,” she said to her wife, pleased to see her feeding the son they hadn’t named yet.  “Do you mind if I start pumping?” she said, almost in the same breath.

“What happened?” Allyssa asked, cringing at the pain of breastfeeding.  She knew her wife had experienced this same pain.  She’d managed to breastfeed the twins several times now, so she knew what Fey had gone through.

“They took too long at the dealership.  I needed to express my milk, but we had to drive here first,” she said, putting the basket down and reaching for the pump in the baby’s diaper bag.  She wasn’t delicate about it.  She was anxious to get the milk out of her bursting breasts; her shirt was already soaked, and she was embarrassed by that.

“Want to try breastfeeding again?” Allyssa teased, seeing her wife trying to get the pump plugged in.

“Oh, hell no!” she said succinctly and then grinned at her wife, pleased to see she was in good spirits.  After she had the cone around her now ample breast, she breathed a sigh of relief and watched it suck out the excess milk.  “This is weird,” she stated, just as succinctly.

“What is?” Allyssa looked up from where she had been watching her son suckle.

“You’re feeding Erin’s brother from your breast, and I’m pumping, so he can eat whenever he’s hungry.  I never, in a million years, would have imagined this scenario.”

Allyssa thought for a moment and then said, “You’re right.  This is weird.”  She started to laugh, joggled the baby, who fussed about losing his grip on his dinner, and quickly helped him get the nipple back in his mouth.  “So, did you get the blue Suburban?”

“Yep, and the car seats are all ready and waiting for you and the twins,” she said with a smile, feeling the urge to sigh again as her breast was slowly being emptied by the pump.  Her other breast still hurt, but she could bear that for a few more minutes.

“Leslie said we have to name this little guy,” she said, indicating the handful in her arms.  He was sucking lustfully at her breast.  She glanced down at the other plastic bassinet and saw her daughter making clucking noises, as though she knew what her brother was doing and was trying to keep up from afar.  She smiled.

“What about naming him after your father?”

“I just don’t think Robert is the right name for him,” she said, looking down at her offspring.  “It’s a good, strong name, but Robert Herriot doesn’t do it for me.”

“I think it’s a good name.  Maybe with Keith for a middle name?” she suggested, tying their families together.

“Robert Keith,” she mused, testing the feel and flavor of the name on her tongue.  “Robert?  Bob?”  She wrinkled her nose at the nickname.  “How about Rob?  Rob Herriot?”  She saw Fiona wrinkle her nose at that name.  

“I don’t like the name Rob.  They might nickname him Robber; kids can be cruel.”

“You don’t think they will be mean with Erin?”

“Yeah, but they won’t know it isn’t spelled Aaron,” she countered.

“True, but that isn’t getting this little one named,” she said as he stopped nudging her so hard, finally filling up on her life-giving milk.  He was suckling much slower now.

“Robert is a good name, but you don’t like Bob and I don’t like Rob.  What about Bert?”

“Bert Herriot?” she asked.  “That sounds wrong on so many levels.”

Fey chuckled.  They’d been round this track quite a few times over the last few months.  

“What about Harris after your real family name?”

“Harry Herriot?  You want the kids to beat him up every day?”

Allyssa chuckled.  She had to agree that was a terrible idea.  

“You never had a favorite name as a kid?” Fey asked her as she noticed that the breast pump had almost filled one of the bottles.  She had taken another bottle out of the bag to fill with her other breast but was surprised when the first breast filled the second bottle halfway.  Her milk had really started to come in over the past two weeks.  She looked for a third bottle because she was almost ready to switch to her other breast.

“No, I didn’t play much with boys.  It wasn’t seemly,” she confessed prissily, imitating something her mother must have said so long ago.  “That’s probably why I preferred a woman when I went searching for a mate,” she teased, smiling at her wife.

Fey returned the smile as she thought about their dilemma.  “Well, if we are going to keep with my family names...there’s Timothy and his brothers Theodore and Thomas.”

“I like those names, although I think Theodore would be shortened to Teddy and kids would make fun of that,” she pointed out.  Fey agreed with her.

“So, is it Thomas or Timothy?”

“How about Thomas Robert?  That should make my father happy, and it sounds like a strong name, one he could grow into.”  She looked down at the small baby.  He had only weighed five pounds at birth, compared to his much larger sister who weighed eight pounds.  The disparity worried her, but Leslie had told her not to worry about it.  She said he was healthy and he would grow.  In fact, he would probably surpass his twin in no time.

“I like that.  Thomas Robert,” she said, repeating the name.  Tom Herriot.  That sounded great.

“Then, that’s the name we will go with?” she asked, pleased that they seemed to have it settled.

“Sounds good to me,” she agreed.  She looked down at Erin, who was still sleeping in his basket, as she switched breasts.

“Tell me about the Suburban?” Allyssa asked as Tom, or Tommy as they would call him when he was little, stopped feeding.  She carefully put him up to her shoulder as she rubbed his back, encouraging the bubbles to work their way up.

The women passed their time together cordially, and when Leslie walked in, she was delighted to find the three babies together, so she could compare them.  Whoever the father was who donated the sperm, he had produced beautiful children.  These two women were very lucky.  Everything coming back from the lab showed the twins were healthy.  They’d know in about two weeks if they were fraternal or identical twins, but for now, it didn’t matter.

“Have you thought of a name for your son?” she asked Allyssa, seeing Fey finishing up with the pump.

“Our son will be called Thomas Robert,” Allyssa gently corrected her.

“That’s a fine name,” she said approvingly and flushed over her mistake.  “I’ll make sure they bring in the paperwork for the names.”  She made a hasty exit.

The nurse came in a few minutes later with the paperwork for the twins’ birth certificates.  Allyssa had already put Thomas back in his bassinet.

“You know, if we name her Margaret, our postmistress will think we are naming her after her,” Fey pointed out with a grin.

“She’ll love us forever,” Allyssa agreed as she wrote on the forms.

“I can’t wait to have you all home,” Fey said as she finished emptying her second breast and covered it.  She wished she had a pad to replace the old, soaked one.  Shrugging, she supposed they would have to carry extras in the diaper bags in the future.  She already knew they were down to the last diaper for Erin since they had been out all day.

“How about going home tonight?” Leslie asked as she came in and heard what Fey had said.

“Really?” Allyssa asked.

“We were just waiting for you to name the children, and you are fine.  You can rest just as easily at home, and I suspect you will get as much help with the children as you would here, and you wouldn’t need to pay an arm and a leg for it.  If you want to stay an extra day, I can make it happen with your insurance, but it’s up to you.”

Allyssa looked at Fey, who looked just as surprised.  She smiled.  “Yes, I’d like to go home,” she agreed.

“I’ll get your discharge paperwork going.  Now, don’t forget to come in next week for a checkup.”  She turned to Fey and said, “you too.  Neither one of you are to do very much.  I know that’s asking a lot of you,” she directed that at Fey.  “But seriously, if you do too much too soon, you are going to set yourselves back, and the babies need you too much for any hijinks.  Take it easy and let your friends and family help.”  She knew that Fey’s brother and sister were living with them now and it couldn’t be easy, but no matter what their family dynamics, they needed to recover from childbirth.  “If you don’t insert any toys or anything, you can have sex when you feel like it again,” she said, looking down at her paperwork, so she wouldn’t meet either patients’ eyes.  “Especially you, Allyssa with those stitches.”  She paused for a moment to gather her thoughts and finish imaginary paperwork.  Also,” she looked up to take in both new moms, “I know I said this before but really, follow my advice and do not get pregnant again for two or maybe three years.”

Fey and Allyssa had both blushed at the idea of sex.  Neither felt like it yet but that was good to know.  

“Are you done with that?” she asked, seeing the paperwork the clinic needed to file for the birth certificates.

“Yep, just.  I have to have Fey’s signature,” she said, handing the clip board across to her wife.

“It’s weird seeing my name shown as the father,” she murmured.

“Well, I signed as the father for Erin’s birth certificate,” Allyssa pointed out.

“True.”

They handed the clipboard to the waiting doctor.  “You can get dressed, and I’ll have my nurse come in with your discharge papers and a wheelchair.  Don’t be brave.  You are going to need that chair with two bundles to carry.  Your wife has her own hands full and you will also have your suitcase.”

Fey helped Allyssa get dressed in her maternity clothes.  Then, she began stuffing her things, including the supplies the hospital gave them for newborns, into her suitcase.  Naturally, Allyssa received twice as much as Fey had for Erin.  Fey carried the suitcase and the diaper bag out to the Suburban first, surprised they were using it this soon.  While Fey was out of the room, Allyssa took several pictures of the twins and Erin.  She wanted to put them all together on the bed but didn’t wish to wake any of them.  She knew this peace would not last, and she was scared and excited at the same time.

Leslie came in once more to instruct her about the dissolvable stitches she had received while giving birth, explain about the care, give her an ointment for the site, and to caution her against bathing for a while; showers only.  Leslie left her, smiling at all three babies as she left the room.

The staff came to escort her from the room with a wheelchair after about a half hour wait.  They handed Fey a small folder of paperwork, which included instructions on how to obtain the final birth certificates for the babies.  She was familiar with this since they had done the same when she had gone home two weeks ago.  Had it really been only two weeks ago?  She felt like a month had passed since that day.  She looked down at Erin and then smiled at Allyssa, who was seated in the wheelchair with a baby tucked firmly in each arm.

“Wait!  I need to take a picture,” she said as she snapped a shot of Allyssa.

“Would you like one of the whole family?” the nurse offered.  They accepted gladly.  Fey picked up Erin and held him, standing behind Allyssa and the twins.  The mothers smiled happily, but the babies couldn’t make a credible smile between them.  Still, they were all visible and that was all that mattered as Allyssa looked at the picture on the small screen of her phone.  “Do you need another picture?” the nurse worried.

“No, this is perfect,” Allyssa sniffed, becoming emotional as she sent herself the pictures in an email and pocketed the phone in her breast pocket.

It was a slow process getting three infants tucked safely into the back of the Suburban, but the nurse was an expert at car seats.  With the help of an orderly, they also got the sore and tired Allyssa into the front seat.  Fey promised herself to get that mirror as quickly as possible, knowing she and Allyssa both needed to be able to see the children’s faces while driving.

“This is perfect, babe,” Allyssa complimented Fey, admiring the newness of the used but certainly well-maintained vehicle.  “It feels positively luxurious.”

Fey was proud of her purchase and happier than ever with her wife’s approval.  “We have to stop by the bank in the next couple days and sign the loan documents.  They were pretty generous with us.”

“Sandra is a far cry from that thief...what was his name?”

Fey didn’t want to remember the name of the man her wife had been forced to kill.  In fact, she’d love if she could forget the whole incident.  It wasn’t every day that you shot and killed thieves hell bent on stealing your ranch.  While she didn’t regret her actions, she didn’t want to dwell on them either.  Others found it exciting, even heroic, but she found it a necessarily evil.  She shrugged as she buckled her safety belt and started the SUV.

Fey drove home so carefully she was certain her wife was going to complain, but Allyssa was too tired to notice, and she was busy listening avidly for the cries of their babies.  Their babies...What an amazing thing that was.  They had one more baby than they planned for, but she didn’t mind.  She only hoped she could cope with the extra work.  That part worried her the most.
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The next few days were chaotic as they attempted to get into a routine.  Their best laid plans went awry when the three babies would set each other off.  One would cry, waking the other two, then all would demand attention.

“I don’t have enough arms,” Allyssa cried, fighting her emotions and hormones at the same time.  She was also experiencing a growing sense of panic and feeling overwhelmed by the amount of work the babies generated.  It seemed to be never-ending.  

Fey was fighting her own demons—desperately worrying about getting back to work and generating an income while wondering how in hell Allyssa was going to cope with the three babies on her own.  She did everything she could to make things easier on her wife, figuring the two weeks’ head start she had would give her some insight.  It didn’t.  Their lives were chaos, tinged by a lack of sleep, and with no sign of organization in sight.  They were both hormonal and working hard not to fight with each other or take their frustrations out on one another.  But even the politeness was starting to grate on their nerves.

Allyssa managed to call both her parents and her sister to tell them the news before she blogged about it.  The post about the three babies garnered more attention than any previous post from their followers, most of whom were clients.  The outpouring of love and appreciation for the vet and her wife more than made up for the disapproval Allyssa received from her own family.

“How in the world are you going to cope with all that, I’d like to know, Allyssa?” her mother started in on her.

How about, ‘Congratulations, I’m so proud of you?’ thought Allyssa as she cowered mentally from her mother’s berating.  “We’ll figure it out,” she told her.

“And how will you ever afford it?” she wondered.  “You aren’t dipping into that rescue, are you?  That’s illegal you know?”

“No, Mother.  We wouldn’t do something like that,” she said, shocked at the suggestion.  Never in her life would she consider stealing from the good people who donated funds to help feed and care for the horses.  Even Fey’s fees had been waived; she did her work for free.  The only things they charged on the books they kept for the 501(c) were the medicines Fey used, as well as the feed they gave them.  Every dime that came into the rescue was accounted for.  She got off the phone with her mother as soon as she could, but her sister wasn’t much better.

“Three babies, Allyssa.  Showing off a bit, aren’t you?” her sister asked, sounding a bit nasty.  Her sister’s baby was teething and making her life hell, and she was taking it out on her little sister.

“No, I’m not.  Twins were not in our plans, but it’s not like I can return them, can I?” she asked drolly, wishing she hadn’t called her mother or her sister.  The only reason she had called them was because she thought it would be rude to let them find out about the babies from reading her blog.  She cut this conversation short too.

Her father was the only one who showed any sign of support.  “Well, Sweet Pea, you’ve bitten off a bit more than you can chew there, haven’t you?  Can I send you anything?  Do you need baby clothes?  Diapers?  Money?”

“Thank you, Daddy.  If you want to send anything for the babies, it will be greatly appreciated.”

“Those are great names,” he said when she told him.  “I bought the books, and I’m reading up on the Herriot family.  That’s a nice gesture naming the babies after Fey’s ancestors.”

“Oh, you got that already?” she asked, surprised.  Then she recalled her own reaction to finding out Erin had been a woman and Fey’s great-great-grandparents had been two women.

“Oh, yes,” he answered, chuckling.  “This Molly sounds like a proper terror of a woman, who knew her own mind.  This is strong writing, and I’m pleased to read it.  Fey comes from good stock,” he said, complimenting her.  Allyssa felt better already.  “I’ll be sending you a package.  If you need anything, Sweet Pea, please let me know?”

“Thank you, Daddy.  I will,” she assured him as she got off the phone.  A few days later, a check for several thousand dollars arrived along with a bond in all three children’s names and a large carton of diapers for newborns.  Fey was pleased to see her wife so happy after her phone calls with her mother and sister had been so dismal.  She’d known at the shower that they hadn’t approved, but they had been invited and included anyway.  She wondered how they would behave as the children grew up.  At least Bob appreciated his namesake.  Maybe that was Helen’s problem, she didn’t like that her grandson was named after her ex-husband?

Clients were all bringing little bundles by.  Everyone seemed to understand how much newborns pooped, and the number of garbage bags that had to go into town because they couldn’t be burned out at the ranch were growing.  Plastic diapers were the worst things for the environment.  Allyssa had thought she would use cloth diapers, but with three newborns it simply wasn’t practical; they’d be doing laundry all the time.  They even received a package from the Robinson Vet Clinic where Fey and Allyssa had met and where they worked together for a while.

A week after Fey and Allyssa wearily returned from the babies’ first checkup and their own postpartum checkups, they received a phone call that surprised them both.

“Allyssa, this Hispanic woman has called several times today,” Renee told her.  “She insists she will only talk to you, and she won’t leave a number.”

“Did she leave a name?” Allyssa asked, concerned it might be one of the 4-H moms or one of their clients.

“Mrs. Hernandez?” she said, mangling the Spanish-sounding name.

“I don’t know a Mrs. Hernandez,” she said thoughtfully, trying but failing to recall if she had heard that name before.

“She says she knows you and will only speak with you.  She’s called every hour since you two left for the clinic.”

They’d been gone over three hours.  They’d had to stop at the bank and all five of them had gotten their checkups at the clinic.  It had been a very tiresome and time-consuming trip.  Just then, the phone rang again.  The caller ID showed a number out of Colorado.

“Hello.  This is the Herriot Vet Clinic.  How may I direct your call?” Allyssa said tiredly into the phone.

“Allyssa?  Ms. Allyssa?” the heavily-accented voice came through the line.

“Juanita?” she asked to be sure, recognizing the voice.

“Yes.  Si.  It’s me, Ms. Allyssa,” she said, pleased that she recognized her.

“Is everything okay, Juanita?” she asked, concerned.  Juanita had never called her.  They’d exchanged letters, Christmas and Easter cards, but that was all.

“Si, everything she is fine,” she answered, smiling into the phone.  “I see by your computer post that you have your babies.”

Allyssa smiled.  Juanita must have signed up for her blog after she saw her so long ago at her niece’s baptism party.  She’d had to explain how to sign up in a letter, and she was pleased Juanita had obviously read it.  “Yes, I had the twins, and my wife had Erin two weeks earlier.”

“You have your hands full there, yes?” she asked, almost hesitantly.

“Oh, yes.  We have our hands full,” she repeated back, seeing Fey frowning and obviously trying to figure out who she was talking to.  Fey had put Erin down after feeding him.  He’d been starving when they returned from their outing.  The twins were in their carrying baskets on the living room floor, sort of dozing.

“You need help?  You need housekeeper?  Maybe I help you tend those babies?”

Allyssa mind was tired, but Jaunita’s questions caused her to sit up straight and a lightbulb went off in her head.  “I’m not sure we could afford to pay you much at first, Juanita.  We have a lot of expenses with the business and–”

“I not mind, Ms. Allyssa.  I just want to get out of Denver, and you know me, you know my work.”

“Is everything okay, Juanita?  You aren’t hurt?  You aren’t in any trouble?”

Suddenly, Fey realized who Juanita was.  Allyssa had long ago explained how important Juanita had been to her growing up.  Hearing what her wife was saying to the woman, Fey realized this might be the answer to their prayers...they needed help.

“Everything, she is just fine,” Juanita assured her.  “We work out pay, and I have a place to stay?  I take care of your babies?”

Allyssa noticed her accent had thickened.  She’d always spoken good English, so she must be excited or something.  Her words were choppier than she remembered.  “I need to talk it over with my wife...” she began but Fey was shaking her head.

“Tell her to come,” she whispered.  “We’ll figure it out.”

“Are you sure?” she whispered back, putting her hand on the phone, so they could have a private conversation.

“Ms. Allyssa?” Juanita asked, afraid she had been disconnected when the sound stopped.

“Juanita, Fey says you are to come.  There is a bus to Pendleton, but we live near Sweetwater.  You let me know when you are coming, and we will meet you!”

“I can come?  You’ll hire me?”

“You bet we will,” she assured her former housekeeper, knowing she would be excellent help for them both.  “We’ll figure things out when you get here, okay?”

“Okay, Ms. Allyssa.  You tell that wife of yours I thank you both.”  She rang off a few minutes later, reassuring Allyssa that she would call when she had the bus details.

“Can you beat that?” she said wonderingly as she looked at her wife.  “How can we afford to pay her?” she asked, already worried over their stretched finances.

“Renee told me today that she was going to take a full-time job in Sweetwater.  She and her boyfriend might be on the outs and she needs to be sure she can support herself.  Since we are on a break from work with our maternity leave, she’s having financial worries of her own.  We can apply what we paid her to what we will pay Juanita.”

“That won’t be nearly enough, will it?” Allyssa worried.

“We will have to figure out how much a housekeeper gets paid.”

“And a nanny,” Allyssa murmured, thinking ahead.  With the money her father had sent and the cellular check, they could nearly pay off their car loan, knocking that debt down to just a few thousand.  They would have a check from Brock for his rental too, and he was planning on expanding all his fields.  And Fey wanted to rent out their northern acreage, maybe they could find a grazer after the roundup.  Maybe some of those cattle and horses would fetch a good price?  All together, they should be in pretty good shape, although that was a lot of maybes and ifs.  She looked down at the twins, and she hoped they could do it.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


[image: image]


Fey drove to Portland to pick up her father, but she had to do it in two stages.  She had to stop halfway to express her milk and put the bottles in the cooler Allyssa had had the foresight to supply her with.  The trip was too long for her on her own, but the cost of having her father brought back to the ranch by medical transport was too high.  She drove the Jeep, pleased that Allyssa and the kids had taken the time to clean it thoroughly in anticipation of the trip.  It looked like it had been professionally detailed.

“Can’t tell you how happy I am to be getting out of this place,” Keith assured his daughter.  “You didn’t bring my grandchildren?” he asked, disappointed.  He’d been looking forward to seeing them after reading the blog where Allyssa posted pictures of the five of them at the hospital as well as many individual pictures.

“The trip was just too much for the babies,” she told him as she let the orderly walk him out while she carried his suitcase.  She’d had to buy him some clothes since his were burned up in the explosion.  It was proved that the explosion was arson, but they couldn’t prove who was responsible.  Still, she knew in her heart her stepbrothers were responsible.

“Oh, yeah.  I forget they are only about a month old,” he said jovially, almost too jovially.  Fey looked at him closely.  His color hadn’t improved.  Even on Skype she had been worried that he still looked ill.  He was pasty white and looked like he had been sweating.  His doctor warned him to take it easy.  With so much damage to his internal organs, he needed to rest and heal for months, but he could rest on the ranch just as easily as in a home.  

“We have to make sure he doesn’t move around a lot and does nothing strenuous.  He no longer has a spleen, and both his liver and kidney were bruised badly, so he needs lots of rest,” the doctor advised.

“He can manage stairs?” she asked, worried.  They had had the guest bedroom made up for him after Althea left, putting off their nursery indefinitely.

“Yes, if he holds the rail, but I would suggest someone walk with him to be on the safe side.”

“Let me know when you need to stop,” she cautioned her father.  “I have to express some more milk somewhere along this trip anyway,” she told her father.

“Expel milk?” he asked before he realized what she meant.  He flushed in embarrassment when he realized his daughter was talking about breastfeeding.  He dropped the subject then, settling into the front seat of the Jeep.  “We’re going to have to sell my car,” he said, remembering it had been towed away.  “I won’t be able to afford the impound fees.”

“I already arranged for that,” she told him.  “I knew it was probably a write-off, and I contacted your insurance company on your behalf when you were still unconscious.”  She didn’t tell him it was Allyssa who had handled it for them.  She’d gotten into a ruckus with the insurance company since she didn’t really have any legal right to the car, but Fey, as his oldest daughter, applied additional pressure.  Rosemary’s car was a total write-off since it had been parked in the driveway next to the house, and he had gotten a check for it as well.  “Didn’t you get the checks?”

“Oh, is that what that extra was for?  I didn’t understand, and I didn’t dare cash them for fear they had made a mistake,” he answered, feeling confused.  

Fey wasn’t used to her father being this scatterbrained.  She had noticed his confusion on Skype but had put it down to the distance and the unfamiliar technology.  He wasn’t so old that he shouldn’t be able to handle it, but who knew how much damage he had really received.  All his months in the home hadn’t improved his physical appearance much either, but at least the abrasions had healed.

“Could we go by the house?”

“I understand it’s just a fenced off hole in the ground,” she said, reluctant to drive across Portland.  He asked again, and she turned west instead of east on the freeway, making her way to the site of his former home.  They sat across the street for a long time until he finally asked her to leave.

“I’ve seen enough,” he said sadly.  About half an hour later, he started to sob uncontrollably.  Fey pulled onto an off ramp, concerned, and she held her father until he could pull himself together.  “I wasn’t there for her,” he said sadly through his sobs.

Fey was shocked.  She had felt guilty about feeling relieved that Rosemary was dead.  She knew it wasn’t nice but that woman hadn’t been very nice.  She had thought her father would be relieved to be out of that marriage, but here he was, sobbing over the woman who had made his life a living hell.  She didn’t know what to say to him.  He hadn’t been much of a father to her, but he was still her father.  She figured saying nothing was the best comfort she could give him.  She let him go when he pulled himself back up in his seat and fell asleep almost instantly, at least he pretended to.  She got back on the freeway and two hours later pulled into a rest stop, so she could pump her breasts.

“Fey, are you in there?” her father called from the doorway after she had been in the restroom a while.

“Yeah, Dad.  I’m pumping,” she called back, embarrassed as it echoed in the concrete bathroom.

“Oh, I wondered what was taking so long.  No hurry,” he said, and turned away, not saying another word.  He’d locked himself out of the Jeep and had to wait for her to come out.  He was sitting on a bench under an overhang, keeping out of the rain that was falling.  “All done?” he asked cheerfully, trying not to glance at her breasts, which had never been so big before.

“Yep, just have to pack this away,” she said, showing him the pump and three bottles of milk.

“Uh huh,” he said, embarrassed but unsure why he was embarrassed.  He hurriedly got in the Jeep after Fey unlocked the door, then she reached for the cooler.

“Are you hungry?” she asked him as she started up the Jeep.

“I could eat,” he admitted, so she stopped at a drive through before getting back on the freeway.  

As they munched on hamburgers, drank strawberry shakes, and shared a large order of fries, she told him about his grandchildren.

“So, even though Allyssa gave birth to the twins, they are still a brother and sister to my grandson, right?”

“They are all your grandchildren,” she gently corrected him.  She knew it would hurt Allyssa if she heard he thought they weren’t.

“You named them after my great-grandparents?”

“Yes,” she admitted.  “Did you get the books Allyssa sent?”

“Yes, they are very pretty.  I love the view of the ranch and the valley,” he admitted.  “The books are in my suitcase.”

“Did you ever regret moving away from the ranch?” 

“Very much, but by then, I was living a different life than I had originally planned.  I didn’t know what I wanted to do, but after your mother died, I just wanted to get far, far away, and I wasn’t equipped to raise you.”

“Yes, I understood that when I got older.”

“How are Sean and Traci adjusting?”  He worried that he was selling them short too.

They had started school and fit in very quickly since they already had friends from 4-H.  They loved living on the ranch, and the nightmares they’d had about how Rosemary died were subsiding.  Of course, they were both worried about their father, but with the arrival of three babies, they were busy enough that they didn’t mention it often.  They were doting on the babies since becoming aunt and uncle to them.  She explained how they were fitting in as diplomatically as possible to her father.  “They are looking forward to trick or treating by wagon at Halloween,” she told him, and she explained what that was in case he had forgotten what the 4-H troop did at Halloween.  

“Didn’t they go caroling last year?” he asked, trying to make his fuzzy mind work.

“Yes, before Christmas, and it was a big success,” she reminded him, worrying over his faulty memory.  “The 4-H troop is already planning on caroling again, and they hope to have at least thirty more horseback riders from the sign-ups.  The troop has really grown thanks to Allyssa.”

“You really got a keeper there,” he said and then grew silent, obviously thinking of Rosemary and his own poor choices again.  “Have you heard any more from Trever or Peter?”  He sounded almost scared.

“Not since Henry sent a letter to their attorney.  Have they bothered you again?” she asked, worried that she had missed something.  She had told the home where he stayed that his two stepsons were not allowed to bother her father.  He wasn’t strong enough to fend them off if they attacked him or verbally berated him, and she wouldn’t put that past either of them.

“I don’t remember,” he admitted.  “Should I remember that?”

“No, Dad.  It’s okay.  We’ll let you rest at the ranch until you are all better,” and she said it with such conviction he believed her.  But she didn’t believe he would get his memory back.  They were going to have to file to get him on permanent disability.  She’d have Allyssa call Henry...better yet, she’d call herself.  She depended on Allyssa way too much and she knew she shouldn’t put everything on her shoulders.

The drive home was long and boring, and she was grateful when she pulled around the fountain and parked in front of the house.  Her father was stiff and got out of the Jeep slowly.  He looked up at the house they had recreated, a modern version of his own parents’ home but with a few additional conveniences.  Grabbing his suitcase and the cooler, she held his arm and escorted him up the stairs and into the house.  They were both exhausted.

“Dad!” Sean shouted, excited to see his father after so long and looking as though he were going to barrel into him.

“Easy sport,” Keith warned the teen.

“Not so rough,” Fey warned.  “Remember, he’s still healing.”

“Dad!” Traci called as she clambered down the steps.  Fey could hear babies crying in their bedroom upstairs.  

“I’ll just take this up to your room, Dad,” she said, holding the suitcase up.  “Go sit on the couch and rest.  That was a long drive.”  She carried both the suitcase and the cooler upstairs, dropping the suitcase in the guest room.  She hurried into her bedroom.

“Oh, thank goodness you’re home.  I think Erin drank me dry, and these other two won’t settle down,” Allyssa complained as soon as she saw her wife.

“I have supplies,” she said with a smile, holding up the cooler.

“The ice packs worked?”  She hadn’t been sure with the long drive ahead of her wife.

“They worked.  In fact, one of them still has ice in it.”  She pulled the first bottle from the cooler and picked up a very fussy Molly from her bassinet.  She was as familiar with Fey’s hold on her as she was Allyssa’s, and she immediately started nuzzling against Fey’s bosom when she tried to introduce the bottle to her.  “She prefers fresh,” she joked but finally got the fussy baby to take the nipple.

Allyssa picked up another bottle and gave it to Tom.  He had a voracious appetite, and if Erin hadn’t completely drained her, he would have finished the job.  Allyssa had dozed a little, which allowed the older baby to drain her breast.  “How was the trip?” she asked.

“Long,” she said tiredly, smiling as she fed her daughter.  “My father is exhausted, and his mind isn’t at its best.  I hope Sean and Traci don’t exhaust him further.”

“They’ve been so excited.  I had a hard time getting them to do their chores.  We have another fox going after the chickens.  I could have shot him if I was still carrying my gun,” she told her wife.  She’d stopped wearing the gun when she was in her seventh month as it was impractical while she was pregnant.

“Yeah, the babies wouldn’t appreciate the sound of a gunshot while they’re in your arms,” she teased with a grin.

Allyssa laughed, imagining how redneck that would look.  She missed having her gun, but she did feel safer with more people around the ranch.  “We had a couple people asking about the roundup.”

“We agreed to do it eight weeks after you had the baby,” she reminded her.

“Yes, but some people already have their fall work done and are raring to go.”

“How are you feeling?”

“I’d love to get back to riding, but my body isn’t ready,” she admitted.  She was also tired as her body adjusted to feeding two babies.  Between her and Fey it felt like they were constantly feeding babies.  She fed Erin as often as she did his brother and sister, never giving it a thought that he had come from Fey’s body.  He was as much her son as Tom was.  She hoped Fey felt the same way about the twins.  She looked at her wife fondly, watching her feeding Molly as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

“I heard from Margaret,” Fey told her with a grin.  “She called yesterday to say she was thrilled to have a child named after her,” she gestured with the baby in her arms.

“I knew she would think we’d named Molly after her!”

Fey laughed, nodding.  “It’s okay.  We know better.  Today, she brought a pretty little dress for her namesake and two little suits for the boys.”

“Is that who brought those velvet clothes?”

She nodded.  “They’ll probably only wear them once,” she said.  “We should take lots of pictures in those outfits and post them, so Margaret gets bragging rights.  I’m sure we can use them against fractious teenagers someday.”

Allyssa laughed.  Those were excellent ideas.

* * * * *
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“Did you chew this?” Allyssa shook the shoe that was now road kill in front of Lexy’s guilty face.  “Naughty girl,” she told her, and the dog turned away, ashamed.  She’d slapped it across the dog’s nose but wasn’t going to do more than that.  The dog knew she had done wrong and Rex was keeping his distance from the bad dog.  He had never done anything like the terrier; it would never have occurred to him.

Fey passed Allyssa as she went into the kitchen.  “Disciplining the youngsters?” she teased.  Between the pets and the kids, they were busy.  This was their maternity leave?  Later, Fey found herself on the couch with Tom, calming him after an attack of the hiccups had caused him to spew his dinner all over Allyssa.  Fey had washed him up in the sink, changed his clothes, and was trying to get him to take a bottle.  All the babies seemed to prefer Allyssa’s nipple, and she didn’t blame them.  She worried that their sex lives would never come back after all these weeks.  She was finally feeling some of her old energy returning but not her sexual desire.  She watched as the terrier picked up its bed and tugged it into the sun shining through the windows of the farmhouse.  What a smart dog.

The phone rang, and Allyssa dropped the other half of the ruined shoes in the garbage can as she answered it.  “Herriots,” she said into the phone since it was their private line.

“Ms. Allyssa?  This is Juanita.  I have my bus information for you,” she said into the line, almost shouting it.

“Oh, that’s great, Juanita.  Let me write it down,” she responded, thrilled to hear from her.  Juanita had worked out her two weeks’ notice at her last job and was now ready to come to them.  They’d sent her the bus fare.  They were eager to have her on the ranch.  “Okay, I’ll see you the day after tomorrow,” she told her.  “I’ll be at the bus stop in Sweetwater,” she promised.

“Okay, Ms. Allyssa.  I sent my things on as you said, and I’ll have my suitcase with me.”

“Great.  See you!” she said cheerfully, looking forward to having her.

“That was Juanita?” Fey asked as she came back into the living room.

“Yes, she’ll be here the day after tomorrow.”

“I hope she won’t mind helping with ‘the threesome’?” she said with a grin, using their nickname for the trio of babies.

“I actually think she’s excited by that, but I don’t remember her ever being a nursemaid to us, just a housekeeper,” she answered, squinting as she tried to remember.  Juanita hadn’t been the only housekeeper they had, and she wondered if her father had chased the others away with his wandering eye.

Two days later, Allyssa left Fey alone with the children and her father as she ran into Sweetwater to pick up their new housekeeper.  They were going to offer her the mobile home to live in, and if she didn’t like that maybe she would like the loft in the cabin.  There was no room left in the house with everyone living there, but if they had to, they were going to build a bedroom in the basement.  Somehow, they would make this work.

Allyssa was hugged hard by the woman she had known most of her teenage years.  Juanita didn’t look older.  She seemed to have that eternal beauty some Hispanic women possessed; she was ageless.  Allyssa knew Juanita had to be her mother’s age, at least, but had never really asked her.  She pointed out the small town they lived near, explaining their ranch was four miles east of town, then pointing out other things of interest as they made their way out of town.

“How are your babies?” she asked, showing what was most important to her.

“Fine, and they’re growing fast,” she bragged, pleased.  Tom was growing the fastest, trying to catch up just as Leslie had predicted, and this was a big relief to his mothers.  

“You breastfeed?”

“Yes, I do, but Fiona pumps.  The pain was too much for her.”

“Ah, those pumps.  They are a good thing.  We had nothing like that when I had children.”

“You have children?” she asked, surprised.  She realized she really knew nothing about this woman, who had been in her life for over a decade.  How terrible that she had never taken an interest.

“They are grown, and they have their own lives,” she stated.  She would say no more and looked around at the scenery.  The bus from Pendleton had come this way, and as Allyssa turned off on the road towards the ranch and then into their long driveway, she was surprised at how remote it really was.  As they came over that last hill, Juanita saw the little valley and remarked how beautiful it was.  The covers of the books hadn’t done it justice.  It was breathtaking with the mountains in the distance.

The children took to Juanita as though they had always known her.  She was a wonder with the three babies, freeing up both Allyssa and Fey as they regained their strength.  Sean and Traci were in awe of how quickly and well she fit into their household.

“How in the world were we going to cope without her?” Fey remarked more than once as they got used to having her around.

“I know.  She does more in a day than we could do together!” Allyssa complained good-naturedly.  She had learned more from this woman than she had from her own mother.  She was still angry at her mother and sister, and she had exchanged their gifts for the twins at the store for something appropriate the babies could actually use.  They were able to use Erin’s gift, a lamp with a shade that projected circus animal shapes on the ceiling.  It was adorable, and the babies loved it.  “Thank goodness there are no clowns,” Fey had said when she saw it.  They both agreed that clowns were creepy and the babies didn’t need to see them.

Both Allyssa and Fey were grateful to have Juanita there.  She taught them things they didn’t know they didn’t know.  She made motherhood seem easy and didn’t mind them asking what they thought were dumb questions.  She also got Keith up from his bed, off the couch, and out into the fresh, fall air.  He watched the world go by from the front porch as Brock gathered his harvest, some of the large harvesters passing by the yard to get to the fields he had sewn.  Some came in the back way, avoiding the ranch yard completely.  The hay wagons came back full as he gathered his share, leaving some by the barn as partial payment for his rent.  Woody and Brenda helped move the hay into the large barn’s loft where the bales were stacked to the ceiling.  They stored the precious feed against what looked like a hard winter.

“Look at the coats on these horses,” Fey marveled, having never seen their coats grow so long this early.  “It’s going to be a rough winter,” she explained to her wife.

“You can tell that by looking at their coats?” Allyssa marveled, always pleased to learn something new as they groomed the horses.  Neither one of them were ready to get back to work.  They were eager to start getting back in shape, but their bodies were still healing from the births of their babies.

Their two herds of rescue horses were being culled but not by anything human.  Despite all their horses being fixed, they were disappearing, and they suspected a stallion on the open prairie was the culprit.  They discussed it as they watched one horse affectionately nibbling along a barn cat’s back.  The cat was arching into the horse and rubbing up against its long face.  “Look at those beggars,” Fey marveled, loving the sight before her.

“Should I announce the date for the roundup yet?” Allyssa fretted, looking at the far-off mountains and worrying about Fey’s earlier comment about a hard winter.

“We will both be past the six-week mark soon.  How about you wait and see if you can sit on a horse then?”

“Yeah, that kind of hurts my crotch even thinking about it,” Allyssa replied softly.  

Fey chuckled, knowing that would put her off any talk of a roundup for a while.  Still, they both wanted to get rid of the cattle and some of the wild horses that were freely roaming their land.  She looked off in the distance where Brock was plowing up the fields he had used and expanding those he could.  The stubble would remain for a while, providing food to those animals and birds that foraged through it.  They’d also been asked if hunters could come on their land, but they had refused every request because of all the children who roamed it.  Since Ben had allowed it in the old days, a few of the old-time hunters resented his granddaughter for refusing.  The women just hoped these people weren’t sneaking in the back way or the far side of the lake.

Fey started to cough as the dust Brock was kicking up swirled into the barnyard.  “This has been a dry summer and fall,” she noted.

“We got some rain,” Allyssa pointed out, remembering a few days when things had turned to mud.

“Not enough.  The winter snow, if it’s deep enough, will be good for the land.”

“You miss working with the farmers and ranchers, don’t you?”  She laid her head on her wife’s shoulder, glad they both had slimmer bodies but sad that they hadn’t been intimate yet.  Postpartum depression was something they were both fighting; however, they could still show affection and frequently did.

“I do miss that.  This is the longest I’ve been off work for years, and I’m anxious to get back.  Also, those new interns are due in a couple weeks and I’m worried where we are going to put them.”  They’d already put them off a bit, cutting some weeks from their internship as Fey wasn’t back at work yet.

“We can put two twin beds in the loft.  I’m sure they aren’t expecting luxury, and it’s really quite warm, remember?”

Fey did remember.  They had lived in that cabin for two winters, and while she had some fond memories of it, the mobile home had also been available to them.  Now, Juanita lived in the mobile home and she seemed to really appreciate the privacy.  She’d been fixing it up to her liking.  She’d asked if she could paint it, and in her off time she had spruced it up much more than their thorough cleaning.  The insides had been painted a fresh, bright, white with brown trim that made the wood look new.  Fey had even ordered some paint, so she could change the horrible yellow siding.  She chose a brighter yellow that Juanita assured her she wanted.  Fey didn’t think the mobile home could be improved but was willing to try to keep Juanita happy.  If she wanted yellow paint, she would get yellow paint.

“Where did that cat come from?” Fey asked, spotting a very pregnant cat slinking around the far side of the barn.

“I have no idea, but people dump animals, you know,” Allyssa answered, lifting her head to get a better look at the calico beauty.  “I haven’t seen her before.”

“We better catch her and check her out.  Can’t have a vet with pregnant animals roaming around when I can do something about it.”

“Well, there are live traps we can set,” she mused.  She hadn’t used them before, but one of the 4-H moms had told her about some rabbits they relocated using them.  They later realized the same rabbits had returned from miles away after they moved them.  They’d eventually given the rabbits to some elderly neighbors who loved hasenpfeffer. 

“I hope people aren’t dumping their cats and dogs.  My God, if they start dumping horses on our range too it would be horrible!” she said, picking up the previous thread of the conversation.

“We’ll know more after the roundup,” Allyssa attempted to soothe her wife’s agitation but she knew she was annoyed by the pregnant cat.  They had fixed the few cats they kept around the ranch, so they didn’t have a slew of kittens to deal with.  The calico slunk into the barn, so it knew where it was going.

The two women drifted back towards the house, skirting the horse fountain and the longish grass growing around it that had been watered from its splashes.  “I’d better get out here with the weed eater,” Allyssa noted as they went past.

“Sean and Traci should get out here with the push lawn mower and the weed eater,” Fey corrected.  “You are still healing, remember?”

Allyssa chuckled.  Like she could forget...Her body seemed very slow to get back to normal after all these weeks.  She enjoyed spending the time with Fey though.  They were in the same boat—both tired and constantly feeding babies.  Fey’s milk had increased when she began helping to feed the twins.  Between Fey and Allyssa, they were keeping all the babies well fed.  They had a new baby doctor, on Leslie’s recommendation, and he had been pleased with the three babies after their four-week checkups.  Doctor Bueller was a tall man of indeterminate years, and he never batted an eyelid when he was introduced to Doctor Herriot and her wife.  He either had been warned by Leslie or had heard talk of them at the small clinic.  The three babies passed with flying colors, and there was no concern about Tom’s previously smaller body, which was rapidly gaining on the other two babies.

“He’s a fine, healthy boy,” Dr. Bueller exclaimed, lifting the little boy expertly as he examined him.  “Nothing wrong with his lungs,” he said over the lusty cries as Tom didn’t like the strange man and let it be known.  The other two babies joined in, and Dr. Bueller examined Erin through his cries too as Fey quieted Tom with a bottle.  Allyssa tried to stop Molly’s little hiccupping cries, which were very pitiful and designed to get instant attention.

“They are gaining weight normally.  You were unable to breastfeed?” he asked Fey.

“Yes, it hurt too much, but the breast pump is working fine,” she answered, feeling a little defensive.

“Amazing apparatus, and you are right, they don’t seem to mind,” he said as he watched her feed the other little boy with the bottle.  “You are both feeding them breast milk?”

They nodded as he wrote something on his tablet.  “Amazing.  I’m really pleased to meet you both.  I’ve never had a case where two mothers were sharing as much as you two are.  It’s fascinating, and I hope I’m not making you uncomfortable with my questions,” he said as he handed Tom to Allyssa and took Molly up to weigh her and measure her.  “A fine little girl you have here,” he complimented them.

“He’s a little exuberant, don’t you think?” Fey asked as they carried the three babies out.  She had Erin in her right hand in his basket, Allyssa was carrying Tom in her left, and between them they were both carrying Molly because it helped to share the load.

“Yes, he’s a little odd, but I trust Leslie.  She wouldn’t refer us to a wacko, would she?”

“No, I guess not.”

They were both happy with their little family and content in their feeling that nothing could go wrong.  The women’s days were filled with babies.  The older kids were enjoying their new school, and they had four adults in the house who could help them with their homework.  Keith made his way downstairs for meals and television each day, and Juanita forced him outside when the weather was nice.  It really was a pleasant time for them all as early fall arrived and the weather turned colder.
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The roundup was scheduled and some of the older 4-Hers would participate.  Fey and the children’s parents had agreed the minimum age to participate was sixteen.  If they were between thirteen to sixteen, they could only participate if accompanied by a parent or adult who could watch them.  Fey went back to work and her new interns arrived to begin their four-month internship.  The prospect of working with range animals in an old-fashioned roundup was exciting for the two young men. 

Many of the surrounding ranchers would also be participating.  They wanted to get the free-roaming cattle and horses off the range that might abut their ranches too.  They would collect any of their branded cattle that were found in the gather, and they could bid on other animals after Fey and Allyssa got first right of refusal.  They’d be paid for their participation in unbranded cattle, but most of the animals would go to the Herriots as it was their land.  

The Herriots drove the RV out onto the plains to accommodate themselves, their children and their nanny, and the two interns.  

Many temporary corrals were going up.  The animals would be herded there as they made their gather.  Horses from various ranches were brought in.  Each rider was responsible for their own animals as several had brought a couple riding horses and all their gear.  Some would sleep out on the bare ground like the cowboys of old, but many had campers or slept in a tent.  A couple ranchers had nice RVs and brought those, but no one had one as deluxe as the EarthRoamer XV that Fey drove. 

Allyssa found she could only ride for a couple hours before she began hurting, but she found that was to her benefit.  She could return and feed her babies, which gave her a break from the harsh conditions in the gather.  It was a lot of hard, dusty work, and she was happy Juanita had come with them.  Keith drove the Jeep out one day to sit and yarn with some of the ranchers he had known as a child, but he tired easily and had to nap in the RV.  Eventually, he would return to the ranch house where he coped better, and he could watch eagerly for his children to return from school.  He would give them news about the animals that were being gathered as they eagerly anticipated going out on the weekend.

“That’s not a Texas longhorn,” Fey stated when they found the bull that had been terrorizing their cellphone tower guys.

“Nope, that hain’t,” one of the ranchers agreed.

Expecting to find some sort of longhorn like the Billy described in Molly’s journals, Allyssa asked, “Then what is it?”

“That’s got to be a Brahma cross, wouldn’t you say?” Fey asked the other ranchers, who were sitting on their horses watching the boys haze in this group.  The bull was huge, but it was different than a longhorn; the horns were so much thicker at the base.  From what they could see the horns had never been cut, and they stood straight, not curved like a longhorn.

Several immediately agreed.  Even if they didn’t know the breed, the majority ruled.

“That’s some bull,” one of the farmers said with a pipe in his mouth and a glitter in his eye.  He knew he was making a pun.  Several chuckled as they caught it.  “Whatcher gonna do with it?” he asked Fey.

“I have no idea.  Perhaps it would be best to just remove the ornery beast from my range,” she concluded and several nodded.

“I’ll buy ‘im from youse,” one volunteered.  Another said something similar at the same time, and a friendly rivalry ensued.  Fey laughed at them and when they were finished, she accepted the highest bid.  It was a fair and equitable transaction between the ranchers.  

Fey found she couldn’t remain for the entire massive roundup.  She had to take the Jeep out with boxes of medicine and supplies a few times.  She and Allyssa had discussed expanding the business when it wasn’t convenient to use the RV, and the interns were enthusiastic about helping the vet.  They had looked her up on the internet before arriving and thought it might be interesting to work for a gun-toting vet, who had had a shoot-out the previous year.  Now, she had her babies, her wife, and a good, old-fashioned cattle roundup going on, and they were fascinated and willing participants.

Allyssa found herself wearing a bandana just like the cowboys in the movies, but she realized it had a practical purpose.  The cattle they were rounding up kicked up a lot of dirt, and the dust was terrible.  It was a good thing the RV had a big water tank because they all needed showers each night, and when the kids rode out to join them on the weekend, they used it too.

The cattle were wily, especially those that had been raised on the open range and those that had lived free for several years.  They were also dangerous and were not willing to just give up their freedom.

“Youse suspose them cattle is from your grandpa’s days?” one of the ranchers asked Fey, his chin taking in a couple of fighting cattle, who looked far too old to be on the range.

“I have no idea, but I doubt it.  I don’t remember anything but white-faced cattle back then,” she answered.  There were quite a few mavericks in this bunch and enough with brands to justify hiring a range detective to make sure the brands got sorted.  She had letters from some ranchers, who had released the rights to their branded cattle back when they had done the smaller gather after rustlers had brought hundreds of stolen cattle onto her land. There were enough released cattle to share with the many ranchers and cowboys, who were helping.  She wouldn’t share the ones where she had clear title with the other participants, but there seemed to be enough mavericks to satisfy the cowboys after they were all sold.  Already, they had loaded a couple trucks and sent them to market.  They needed to get the corrals cleared for the new cattle they were bringing in daily.

“I’ve located a couple herds of wild horses, but I don’t think you’ll catch ‘em,” the tracker told Fey when he reported back.  They had moved farther into the hills, onto land Fey and Allyssa owned but had never explored, out beyond the lake.

“Why is that?” she asked, worried that her fellow ranchers would be angry with the mustangs she loved.  She would have left them undisturbed, but many ranchers felt a bullet was the only way to stop them.  They worried that the wild horses would steal food from their own animals and spread disease if left unchecked.  A wild Mustang stallion could be dangerous, stealing their mares from their ranches for his harem and breaking down fences to do so.

“There are a couple clever horses among them, and that range stallion is really something.  He’s got a piebald lead mare in there, and she’s got a brain in ‘er.”

“What’s a range stallion?” Allyssa asked, learning so much these past couple weeks.

“It’s a stallion that looks out for his harem.  Usually, they have up to a dozen mares, but I’ve seen some with up to two dozen.  They will steal our mares too, if we aren’t careful, but they usually won’t take a mare unless they know they can breed with her, so I think our fixed mares are safe from him.  But keep alert cause you never know.  The range stallion is usually a loner, who is craftier than other stallions.  He can be vicious when fighting another stallion or warding off wolves, coyotes, big cats, and anything else that would threaten his mares or their offspring.  He’ll run off the yearlings if they are colts but will keep the fillies.”  

Fey was pleased her wife was participating in the roundup, but they were both worried about the other since neither could ride for long periods.  They hadn’t had time to build up their stamina since giving birth.  The three babies seemed to be thriving under the care of their two mothers and nanny in the fresh, fall air, and Juanita was thrilled she was able to be such a big help to the new mothers.

“You ever seen a stallion herd a mare?” the tracker asked Allyssa, wishing to impart some of his own knowledge to the pretty girl.  When she shook her head, he continued, “He’ll nip at her heels, sometimes her butt, and he’ll scare her good to get her to go off with him.  He intimidates her into bein’ healthy afraid of ‘im.  After a while, if she drifts too far from the herd, he teaches her to be dependent on ‘im, making sure she knows her place.  You seen horses and their peckin’ order?”  She nodded.  She had seen that when they brought in the rescues and new horses.  “Yeah, well, that’s how it works with any new mares he brings into the harem.  They will remain low on the peckin’ order until new ones come in and they move up.”

It was Allyssa who spotted the weird horse print when she was back in the hills helping with the gather.  Rex had been helping her push any cows they found out of the brush.  Allyssa had been watching the time, knowing she had to be back at the RV to feed the children.  She planned on heading back soon because she knew better than to tire herself excessively.  Her body was not yet up to the grueling gather she had arranged, so she’d limited herself to a few hours each day.  When she saw the weird hoof print, she took a picture with her cell phone.  Luckily it worked, since reception back here in the hills rendered many phones useless.  The horse print was the biggest she had ever seen, and it confused her to see it among the many horses they had tracked in the past two weeks.  Even in the picture it came through bigger than most of the other prints.  When she showed it to Fey and the tracker at the campfire later that day, Fey swore.

“What?” Allyssa asked, confused.

“That has got to be a Clydesdale, a Belgian, or one of those big brutes they use to pull heavy loads.  Like the Budweiser commercials,” she reminded her wife, so she would get a mental picture of the horse.  “What one of those big behemoths is doing here in the hills, I have no idea.  Anyone know of a draft horse missing?”

None of the ranchers nodded and all shook their heads as they contemplated a horse of that size free on the range.  They had never heard of anything like that, and if not for Allyssa’s picture, they would have doubted the city girl’s assertion about the large hoof print.

Fey fed Molly that night and while washing the infant, was trying to get her to smile.  While Allyssa prepared for bed after feeding the other babies, she watched her wife with a look of utter love, which caused Fey to catch her breath for a moment.  “We really have a good thing here, don’t we?” Allyssa asked, gesturing to the corrals containing wild horses, which the cowboys were looking forward to breaking.  The cattle had been herded into trucks that came for them that day, but Allyssa and Fey had refused to allow the horses to be shipped off, knowing they would become dog food.

“We sure do have a good thing,” Fey assured her, feeling good these days.  She had been able to stay in the saddle almost all day, only stopping twice to pump her breast milk.  The children were being well-tended by Juanita.  Allyssa had stopped more often, not only to feed the babies but also because she wasn’t yet up to the long hours in the saddle.  Fey was anxious to get back to her veterinary practice full-time, but the interns were content to be sleeping in two bunks here in the RV.  They were learning a lot from the cattle drive while tending to a few of the horses’ cuts and abrasions as needed.

The next day, the red horse and its foal were captured, and Fey immediately claimed the mare.  She was a wild thing but had obvious signs of a Thoroughbred in her.  “Do you see the fine, sensitive ears, the confirmation of how she holds her head?” Fey marveled.  The red of her coat was amazing, bright despite how dirty it was.  “If we can tame her, she’ll be a helluva horse to have on the ranch.”

“I want her too,” Allyssa agreed, eyeing her and wondering how they could tame such a wild creature.  She had to have been owned by someone at some point in time, but she had no brand on her.  

At the end of the second week and going into their third week, Fey made the determination they had collected most of the cattle on her range.  There’d been a couple of days where no one had seen anything, and the hills and breaks were getting more difficult to get into as they delved farther afield.  It was also getting much colder as fall advanced.  It smelled like snow, and Fey didn’t want to keep anyone out there if the weather was going to turn.  

They divided up the cattle people had claimed as payment for their time.  Others, whose brands had either been claimed or forfeited, were freighted off.  The horses they could rope were readied to take home.  Two cowboys offered to rope the red horse and take her to Fey and Allyssa’s barn for them, and the mare was so wild it took both cowboys to handle her.  Fey had to inject her with a light sedative for the hours it would take to lead her home because she didn’t want her to break anything or hurt the cowboys herding her.  Others used Fey’s services as well.  The mustangs were wild, and she sedated them as they were pushed, pulled, and shoved into the various horse trailers.  She wished them well and hoped they wouldn’t come to harm.  Already, there were three dead horses in one of the seven-foot-high surrounds they had put up.  The horses had gotten caught up while trying to escape the tall walls.  One had broken its neck and two others had broken legs and needed to be put out of their misery.  The stallion, once so noble, had been caught this way when he tried to jump the fence.  He had tumbled ass over end and it ended badly with a bullet in his brain.  Among the ranchers, only Allyssa and Fey seemed sad about this.

Fey paid the tracker.  He took a horse as partial payment, some cash, and left with a wave, pulling his two-horse trailer behind an old truck that looked just like the one Allyssa had sold the summer before.  The ranchers had been dispersing and the temporary folds were collected.  Soon, the weather would erase all signs of the various campsites the humans had made for the gather before they left the land.  

“I’m glad we kept the red horse and her foal,” Allyssa told Fey as they rode in the RV carefully towards the roads that would wind back to their ranch.  They were lucky they had four-wheel drive on their RV.  Not everyone did, and more than one rancher regretted driving so boldly onto the high plains when their vehicles had to be winched out.

“I’m sad so many horses had to be put down,” Fey responded as she expertly drove their RV, loving the fact that she could drive again and didn’t have to depend on anyone else.  She’d really felt a lot better the past week or so.  She had been miserable when she first attempted to get the practice up and running again and her body didn’t want to cooperate.  Leslie had told her to hold her horses and take it easy, laughing at her own pun.  She told Fey it could take years before she felt up to her former self.

“We need to have regular clinic hours,” Allyssa discussed with her wife when they began to get more and more requests for Fey’s small animal services at the clinic.

“How about we designate one Friday every week or two for the clinic?”

“No, we need you every week.  And you know if you want Fridays ‘off’ from large animal work, the animal gods will make that impossible,” she teased.

Fey laughed.  The best laid plans of any vet were often thwarted by other animals needing her services.  The ranchers and farmers in the area were welcoming her back, and she’d been pleased she hadn’t lost too many to the various vets that had filled in while she’d been on maternity leave.  She kept a slew of their babies’ pictures in the RV to share with any who asked.  Some people mistakenly assumed their vet had had triplets, not realizing her wife had given birth to twins two weeks after she gave birth to their first son!

They did set up semi-regular hours at the ranch clinic on Fridays, but as they predicted, the best laid plans often meant cancellations or delays due to other animals’ emergencies.  Still, it helped that Allyssa was nearly a fully-qualified vet technician and they had the two interns.  The three couldn’t do some of the procedures, but enough that they could go to bat for Fey if she wasn’t available.

“Bart really has an aptitude for small animal work,” Allyssa discussed with her wife one evening after their Friday clinic.  “I wonder why he wants to learn large animal work?”

“He told me he wanted to know as much as possible, but you are right, he doesn’t have a feel for the larger animals.  I think he’s intimidated.”

“Did you see Mrs. Jenkins’ dog this afternoon?” she frowned, looking at the paperwork she was going through and trying to joggle Erin at the same time.  She’d just fed him for Fey and he was fussing.  Fey had given bottles of her pumped milk to the other two babies, and Juanita was washing Molly in the sink before tucking her into bed.

As Fey held Tom, she smiled down at him, trying to get him to smile in return.  All the babies were growing so fast.  “That dog gave me a look that said, ‘Just sayin, if you stick anything in my butt, I’m biting everyone in this room,’” Fey told her with much hilarity.  Their giggles kept the babies enraptured until Juanita came to take Erin from Allyssa.  Finally, Allyssa turned her full attention to her book work as Fey continued to play with Tom before taking him for a bath.  Keith came in.  He was rocking an exhausted Molly, who would be out shortly from her exertions in the warm bath.  Both Sean and Traci were working on school projects at the dining room table.  Fey looked around at their family scene, content beyond belief despite feeling exhausted.  Exhaustion was the thing that was getting to both moms; they were tired all the time.

“Brock is expanding the fields, and he’s rented the north section for next year,” Allyssa told Fey as they prepared for bed, fatigued from their day.

“North section?” Fey asked, cursing her bigger boobs as she slipped on one of her nightshirts.  There would be no more sleeping naked in this house with so many people living there and with three babies demanding attention at least once a night.  The babies were sleeping for longer and longer periods and that was normal, but she’d just be glad if they ever got through a single night without at least one baby waking up and waking one or both of their siblings.  When all three babies demanded attention at the same time, it exhausted their two mothers.  With Juanita having her own space in the mobile home, they didn’t expect her to work nights.  Sometimes, Sean and Traci were called into service but never Keith, who was just too tired as he recovered.

“The section that was owned by the Roberts back in the day.”  Allyssa smiled as she remembered that from the journals.  The journals had been selling well, and while they could never retire from the proceeds, every dollar coming into their coffers helped.  They’d both heard various comments from their clients’ owners, who had read about the Herriots’ epic journey to this section of Oregon.

“Okay, just as long he is responsible for fencing it off,” Fey reminded her wife with a smile as she got into bed after looking over the three bassinets.  While checking the babies, she had nearly tripped over Lexy, the self-appointed nursemaid.  “What’s she doing in here?”  Fey sighed.  She hated to have the dogs upstairs, and luckily, Rex refused to climb the stairs. 

“She’s guarding her charges,” Allyssa said absentmindedly, rubbing lotion into her constantly chapped hands.

“But must she take up so much room?” Fey lamented, stepping over the dog, who wagged its tail on the floor.  She smiled down at the fierce-looking terrier.  Several people had expressed concerns over their vet owning a Pit Bull, but she had explained time and time again that it wasn’t the breed that determined the dog’s ferocity, it was the owner.  Fortunately for them, Lexy wasn’t mentally scarred from her previous owners.

Their love life had taken a hit from this fall’s activities: giving birth, the roundup, re-establishing the vet practice, and the house full of people, but that didn’t prevent them from showing affection.  They would hold each other close and make out whenever they had time, but they were frequently just too tired for further intimacies.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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“The trick or treating in town is coming up,” Traci reminded Allyssa for about the fifth time.  She was excited to be participating this year since they would use hay wagons and horses.  She was even more excited about the Christmas caroling via horseback.  Allyssa was grateful she had Juanita to follow along with the babies, so they wouldn’t be out in the cold on the wagon she drove.

“Yes, it is.  Do you have a costume picked out?” she asked the young girl, smiling down at her sister-in-law fondly as they made plans.

The 4-H troop was a godsend for these projects with many of the moms and dads helping, and Fey and Allyssa’s Falling Pines Ranch, with its horse rescue, was a perfect meeting point.  Several of the rescue horses had been adopted by 4-Hers and were being tended by them on the ranch itself, since those living in Sweetwater didn’t have the accommodations, which meant lots of trips out to the ranch to ride and care for their charges.

“Amy always wanted a horse, and I never thought we could afford one,” her mother admitted, watching her daughter riding a horse in the paddock.  “By volunteering with the rescue, she doesn’t have just one horse, she has many.”

She wasn’t the only person volunteering.  They had so much help with the rescue that Woody and Rhonda had been pleased to expand their services.  They had increased their horse training and were helping a lot more children and adults with special needs.

“We brought several horses back in the roundup,” Allyssa explained why they had enclosed a large section up to the hills instead of just letting the horses roam farther afield as they had before.  This group included the red horse and her foal, and Fey had thoroughly checked their health when they arrived.  

“What are you going to do with Big Red?” one of the mothers asked as she watched Allyssa bribing the mare to let her pet her.  It was a slow process, but Allyssa was patient and would win over the shy horse eventually.

“She’s going to be a great riding horse for us,” Allyssa admitted as she petted the greedy mare, always willing to take a treat and even now, pushing away other horses who came too near her foal while trying to get their share.  Allyssa and Fey had plans for the foal as well.  It appeared he was going to be a great stallion someday, but it was hard to tell yet as his gangly legs made him appear unsteady sometimes.  He was not as graceful as most colts, but his bright red coat was exactly like his mother’s and made him stand out.  Whoever his stallion had been, his coloring and conformation hadn’t been as strong as the mare’s.  He was a beautiful foal and growing fast.

“We have too many cowboys and Indians,” one of the mothers complained as they discussed the Halloween outfits they were putting together.

“Isn’t that always the way out here?” another joked as she helped Allyssa roll pumpkins into the hay to store them until they were needed to decorate the hay wagon that even now, stood ready to accommodate the children.

“Did anyone get that Clydesdale off the range?” one of the rancher’s wives, who had been involved in the roundup asked.

“I heard it was a Belgian?” another asked as she grabbed a pumpkin to keep it from being pecked by a chicken that had escaped the coop.  She expertly grabbed the chicken, returning it to the chicken coop over its loud, clucking protests.

“No one got a picture of the horse,” Allyssa admitted, taking another pumpkin from the wheelbarrow she had filled.  They were storing them under hay in an unused box stall to keep them away from the animals that would have eaten them.  Juanita had cut up several of the nicer pumpkins and was using the flesh to make pies and drying out their seeds.

“Allyssa, I think Molly needs to be fed,” Sean said, carrying the baby to its mother.  He was blushing.  While he didn’t mind helping to care for the babies normally, around the other kids he wanted to be cool.

“Thank you for bringing her out here,” Allyssa answered, taking off her gloves and tucking them in the waistband of her jeans.  She needed a tight belt as she attempted to get back to her pre-pregnancy weight, something that didn’t appear would happen for a while.  She didn’t mind.  She smiled down at Molly as several of the 4-H moms came around to coo and talk to the pretty baby.  Allyssa was relieved.  None of the babies had looked particularly attractive to her after they were first born, and she’d resigned herself that she and Fey had produced ugly babies.  But that had changed as the babies grew into their skin.  She watched as Sean hurried off to talk to his friends.

“Do the children help with the three babies a lot?” one of the moms asked as she watched Allyssa handle the baby.

“Actually, they are great.  It really takes a village with this many babies,” she admitted, smiling, as she headed out of the barn to feed the baby in a more private place.  She didn’t object to breastfeeding in public, but she wanted to wash up beforehand.  Walking into the ranch house, Molly was fussing at being kept waiting.  She put the baby down in the playpen, and she immediately started to cry.  Allyssa rushed into the powder room to wash up.

“Sean?  I told you to take the baby to his mother,” Keith called, not realizing who had come in.

“He did,” Allyssa answered from the bathroom as she hurried to pick Molly up and feed her.  She glanced at Keith, who was sitting on the couch, and she was surprised to see Henry Lemoore sitting there.  “Hello, Henry,” she greeted him.

“Good afternoon, Allyssa.  Keith called me out to talk over some legal matters,” he explained his presence to her.

“I’ll just take Molly upstairs to feed her and give you some privacy,” she said, scooping up the squawking baby from the playpen.  She watched lovingly as Molly took her nipple fiercely, and then, she began to wonder what Keith was working on.  She knew Fey was worried that her father wasn’t bouncing back.  No color had reappeared on his gray and rapidly aging face, even with all the time he had spent in the hospital and now at home.  They’d driven him to the clinic several times for checkups and had all his medical information transferred down to Sweetwater from Portland.  She wondered if his legal business had anything to do with the insurance on Rosemary and the house, then dismissed it from her mind since it wasn’t any of her business.

When Fey came home, the usual chaos ensued: the children clamored for her attention, she pumped her breasts to feed the babies and restocked the RV, and the interns joined them for dinner.  Allyssa didn’t get a chance to talk to her wife about Keith until they were getting ready for bed.  Erin was grumpy tonight, and Fey was trying to cajole the baby into going to sleep.  She was holding him in her arms as she tried to pull down the bed clothes one-handed.  “Gosh, it’s getting cold early this year.”

“I bet you say that every fall,” Allyssa teased her as she pulled down her side and then checked on Molly and Tom.

Fey got into bed.  She was holding Erin and playing with him, trying to get him to calm down enough to fall asleep.  He let out a tremendous burp, which made his moms laugh and relieved his fussiness enough to finally allow him to sleep.  “How was your day, babe?” she asked her wife softly while still holding of the baby.

“Good.  We got the pumpkins into the barn.  That was a good idea to lock them up,” she said as snuggled close to her wife and baby.  She was smiling at the sleepy baby and then her wife, loving her life right now.  She couldn’t have imagined this just a few months ago.  She’d really been ready to panic at times.  Now, the only time that panicked her was when all three babies cried, and they didn’t have enough arms to soothe them all.

“I thought I saw Henry leaving down the drive?” Fey asked.

“Yes, he was here talking to your dad today.  And don’t ask me what it was about because I don’t know,” she said before Fey could even ask.

Fey chuckled.  Her wife had anticipated her next question.  She was worried about her father.  He was a lot more cheerful here on the ranch among his children and grandchildren, but he wasn’t getting better.  She knew he had worried about the insurance.  Maybe that’s what Henry was looking into?  She wouldn’t know unless she asked him, but when would she have a moment alone with him?  There were too many people in their household to find much alone time.  Even she and Allyssa only found time alone in their bedroom at night, and even then, they were still joined by the three babies.  She smiled down at Erin again as he drifted off, content in his mother’s arms.  She waited until she was certain he was asleep before carefully lifting him into his bassinet.  She wondered how long they had until they would need the cribs they hadn’t even set up yet.  With Keith in the house, they needed another bedroom.  She was thinking they should utilize the large, empty basement to build a bedroom or two.  Maybe Sean or Traci might like to move down there?  Then, maybe Juanita could live in the house?  She brought it up in whispers as she held her wife, enjoying the feel of her wife’s body against her as she sleepily talked to her until she finally drifted off in mid-sentence.

Allyssa looked down at her wife, exasperated.  She had hoped they would make love that evening but knew they were lucky to get any alone time with all the demands on them.  She heard a baby cluck in its sleep and looked up to see if she would need to get up.  The baby must have just been imagining being fed.  It smacked its lips and fell back into a sound sleep.  She cuddled closer to her wife, drifting off to sleep almost immediately.

The 4-H club had two horse-drawn hay wagons packed with trick or treaters as they rode up and down the streets of Sweetwater.  It was a great advertisement for the club, for the ranch, and for the rescue.  The children loved it, and the residents loved seeing them.  This year, Bart and Westley volunteered to follow along behind the procession in the poop patrol, the golf cart with buckets and shovels for picking up any horse plops.  They’d been warned that it would be worse during the Christmas caroling, but they were enjoying their internships and were happy to volunteer for the dirty job.

The week after Halloween, Allyssa stopped in at the ranch around noon to feed the babies, using bottles on whoever didn’t wake up in time to be breastfed.  She was grateful when Juanita took the bottle-fed baby off her hands while she continued breastfeeding.

“Mr. Keith, he sleep on the couch,” Juanita warned in a soft whisper, her finger raised warningly to her lips.

“Has he been there long?” Allyssa asked as she finished up where she had been sitting in the den away from the noise of the television.  She smiled down at Erin, hoping he wouldn’t spew on her as she started to burp him.

“All morning,” Juanita admitted as she finished feeding Molly.  Allyssa had started with Tom since he was the first awake, and she was now drained after feeding Erin.  She felt greatly relieved, her heavy breasts reminding her it was time to feed the babies when she had come in from the cabin.  Today was Friday, and Fey and the interns were busy shuffling between the cabin and the barn.  She wanted to go out to the barn and put up a few more stainless-steel panels in the horse exam room they were still building.  She’d gotten most of the walls done now, but her duties as a veterinarian tech and mom were consuming her time.

Making sure all the babies were fed, changed, and happy took most of Allyssa’s time, and she was grateful for Juanita when Fey was busy with her interns and practice.  She smiled while looking through the front window towards the cabin where several cars were parked.  It was a testament to their hard work that people came to see their popular vet, who usually made house calls.

“Keith, you should go up to bed if you’re tired,” Allyssa said, shaking his shoulder to wake him.  He was completely limp and fell off the couch as she shook him.  “Keith?  Keith!” she said as he fell to the floor.  She turned him over.  He was grayer than she had ever seen him before.  She automatically felt for a pulse and found none.  It was then, she realized his eyes were sightless and he wasn’t breathing.  She wondered briefly if mouth-to-mouth resuscitation would work but something instinctively told her it was too late.  He was ice cold.  Keith was dead.  “Oh, my God,” she said, immediately starting to cry as she stood, wiping her lips reflexively with the back of her hand.

“Ms. Allyssa?” Juanita asked from the doorway.

“Juanita, call for an ambulance.  Mr. Herriot...Keith...is dead,” she said with a heart-rending sob.  She glanced at the housekeeper through her tears and saw her eyes go round at the news.  “I’m calling the sheriff,” Allyssa said, heading for the other phone as Juanita snatched up the cordless.  “It’s not an emergency,” she told Juanita as she dialed 911 and then shrugged.  Maybe that was the only way to get an ambulance, she didn’t know.

With all the things that had gone wrong on the ranch previously, the sheriff’s office was pre-programmed in the phone, and she waited impatiently for them to answer as her eyes returned to the body lying face up on the floor in front of the couch.  Fey was going to be devastated.  Then, she glanced at the clock and realized the children’s school bus would drop them off at home anytime now.

“Sheriff’s office.  How may I direct your call?” the voice intoned on the other end of the line.

“This is Allyssa Herriot at the Falling Pines Ranch.  My father-in-law, Keith Herriot has died,” she said professionally, knowing they were probably being recorded.  She watched as Juanita spoke into the other phone.

“We need an ambulance at the Falling Pines Ranch.  Mr. Herriot, he has died,” she told the person at the other end of the call.

Allyssa had to repeat herself twice before the sheriff’s office agreed to send a deputy.  She’d had interactions with Sheriff Bradley several times over the years and wondered if he would come personally since he had known Keith as a young man or send someone else.  After hanging up the phone, she stared at the dead body.  She grabbed a blanket off the back of the couch and covered his body, hiding the sightless eyes that were still staring towards the ceiling.  Now, she knew why they put coins on the eyelids of the dead to keep them closed; it was spooky.  She felt tears streaming down her cheeks, not for herself or for her father-in-law but for her wife and her brother- and sister-in-law, who would be devasted when they learned the news.  She looked through the window at the clinic, knowing she should shut it down right now.

“Please wait for the ambulance and the sheriff,” she told Juanita, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand and sleeve.  She grabbed her jacket hanging from the peg on the beautiful, rich, wooden hall tree as she went out the front door determinedly.  

“Shut down the clinic,” she told the interns.  “Finish up now,” she directed them without explanation.  “I’m sorry.  An emergency has come up, and Doctor Herriot cannot see any more patients today,” she told two waiting clients.  With much grousing, they accepted a discounted future appointment date, and Bart and Westley hurried to help Fey.

“What’s this?  An emergency came up?” Fey asked as she finished with her patient and came out to talk to Allyssa.  It happened often enough, so she wasn’t alarmed.  She was just curious where her wife would be sending her now the clinic was cut short.

“Fey, I need to talk to you,” she began, waiting for the final patient to pay with her check and leave.  It took quite a while as the Pekingese she was holding was so exuberant, and Allyssa ended up holding the dog while the owner paid her bill.  “Goodbye, Mrs. Adams,” she said with a smile as the woman opened the cabin door and swept out with her Pekingese under her arm.

“It isn’t Veronica Maylers’ prize mare, is it?” Fey asked worriedly, trying to see if Allyssa had written a call down anywhere on the large desk, which was made from a barn door she had sanded down and finished beautifully.

“No, it isn’t the Maylers’,” she said, not sure how to tell her wife but knowing they were running out of time.  The sheriff or the ambulance would be here any time.  She glanced out the window, hoping Sean and Traci weren’t on the driveway yet.  She hated what she had to do.  “It’s your dad, Fey.  He’s died.”

“What?” she asked, blinking.  “Don’t joke about...” she began, trying to make it funny and failing.  Then she saw the tears falling once again from Allyssa’s large, blue eyes and her heart began to beat painfully in her chest.  “My dad?  What?  Where?”

“He’s in the house.  I’ve called the sheriff, and an ambulance is on the way.  He fell asleep on the couch and I found him dead,” she explained, not mentioning she had tumbled him onto the floor.  Her wife didn’t need to know that.

Fey was already heading out the door of the cabin.  Allyssa went to follow her, exchanging a glance with Westley.  She nodded her head towards the add-on to the cabin, gesturing him back to clean up the clinic, leaving it spotless for the next patient and keeping him away from her.  Fey was practically running to the ranch house.  Allyssa caught up in no time, her legs a lot longer than her wife’s.

“Oh, no!  Daddy!  No!” Fey cried out, seeing the covered body and sinking down beside it.  She started sobbing immediately when she lifted the blanket and saw the sightless eyes.  “Oh, God, no,” she said, covering him back up and then putting her hands to her face and sobbing.  Allyssa had never felt more helpless as she came up behind her wife and began to rub her shoulder, hoping Fey wouldn’t pull away.  It took a little while, but Fey finally looked up at her wife, who was crying as much as she, and slowly rose from her knees to take her wife in her arms.  They sobbed on each other’s shoulders as Juanita looked on, then quietly left the room to check on the babies, who slept, oblivious to the drama occurring around them.

“What’s going on?” Sean asked as he came inside, out of breath in the crisp, clear, and cold fall air.  Traci came in behind him, rosy-cheeked and slung her backpack onto the hall tree.  “Are you two okay?” she asked, seeing the two women in tears.

“Sean, Traci, I have some bad news,” Fey sniffed.  She glanced down at the body behind her and both immediately saw the blanket-covered body.  “It’s Daddy,” she began, but they had caught on.

“Oh, no,” Traci said, horrified as she realized.

“Is that Dad?” Sean asked, pointing.  At Allyssa’s nod, he started to cry.

The four of them were holding each other when the sheriff’s car pulled up in front of the farmhouse and Juanita escorted the deputy in.  

“Doctor Herriot, Mrs. Herriot,” the deputy said respectfully, pulling off his hat as he saw how devastated the whole family was.  

They broke apart, each wiping tears on their sleeves.  

“Excuse me,” Sean said, brushing past them to head for the stairs and his room.

“I’m going too,” Traci said, grabbing her jacket on her way out of the room.  She didn’t need to see her dead father on the floor of the living room.

Allyssa repeated her story to the deputy, knowing it was important that her story was consistent with her statements on the phone.  They would look for inconsistencies, and she didn’t want anyone unnecessarily suspicious of what happened.  Keith had never overcome his injuries, he died, and the family needed time to cope with their devastating loss.

The ambulance arrived, followed closely by the coroner, who had been summoned by the sheriff’s office.  The coroner declared Keith dead and they put him into a body bag to carry him out.  Allyssa had led Fey outside while they put his body in the bag, knowing she wouldn’t want to see that.  They watched as Traci rode off on one of the rescues, heading for the hills around the ranch to mourn in her own way.  Allyssa was certain Sean was in his room playing video games.  They’d given him a console for his thirteenth birthday since everything he owned was lost in the explosion.  His grades hadn’t suffered, so they allowed him to keep it in his room, and they felt he probably needed it now.

“We’ll let you know when to contact the funeral parlor.  It’s just a matter of procedure,” the deputy explained to Allyssa since Fey was staring sightlessly off into the hills and was noncommunicative.

“Thank you.  We appreciate that,” Allyssa told him as she saw him off.  She was looking around as Bart came up to ask what was going on.  She explained what had happened, and he left to give the family space and spread the news.  She saw Rhonda and Woody working some horses in the corral as they had no patients today.  She thought about going down and telling them but turned back to Fey and sat next to her instead.  She reached out to hold her hand and they sat in silence.

“Ms. Allyssa,” Juanita called from the door with Erin in her arms.  Allyssa got up to tend to the baby, leaving her wife, who had squeezed her hand gratefully as she left.

The funeral was well-attended by the surrounding community—many of the elders in the community remembered Keith Herriot growing up on the ranch were still around.  Allyssa’s parents didn’t come to the funeral, but each sent flowers and a card.  Allyssa’s sister included herself in their mother’s arrangement, but their condolences simply fell flat next to the outpouring of affection from the women’s clients and community.  As they watched Keith’s coffin being lowered into the ground at the church cemetery in Sweetwater, both Fey and Allyssa saw the grave stones with Erin and Molly’s names on them for the first time.  They stared at them, holding their own Erin and Molly in their arms.  Sean was holding Tom as he read the names of these ancestors he knew nothing of.  Traci held Allyssa’s other hand, crying unashamedly as she watched her father being lowered into his grave.

The depression all of them felt upon Keith’s death hung over the farmhouse like a pall.  They all tried to be cheerful, but it was painfully obvious they were faking it.  Both mothers were still dealing with postpartum depression as well as the outside factors and were prescribed ‘happy pills’ by Leslie.  “Just take them for a while until your body’s natural healing abilities take over and help you cope better,” she said when Fey objected.  Frequently, Allyssa had to remind her wife to take her pill.  Her outbursts and anger were becoming more common and causing a strain on their relationship.

“I just changed Erin.  Can’t you get Tom to stop crying?” Fey asked her wife, angry about the constant feedings and diaper changes.  Molly started crying, hurt by Fey’s tone, causing Fey to feel guilty but she didn’t withdraw her angry words.

Sean started acting up at school, and Allyssa was called to take him home twice in the next month.

“What’s going on?” she asked him, annoyed that her day was interrupted.  It wasn’t easy dealing with three babies and everything else she had going on in her life.  She didn’t have time to just drop everything and go into town for the boy repeatedly.

He just shrugged.  “I didn’t start it, but I sure as hell finished it,” he told her.

“You watch your language!” she retorted automatically.

“Why?  You and Fey use that language,” he pointed out reasonably.

Allyssa didn’t feel like being reasonable.  She was the adult here.  She and Fey were working with Henry to get full, permanent guardianship of Fey’s two siblings, but Trever and Peter were fighting it.

“Why the hell did you put the notice of Dad’s death in the Portland paper?  You just gave them ammunition!” Fey raged unrealistically at Allyssa.

“I felt your father’s friends and coworkers should know.  The obituary is public,” she pointed out in return.  Their fights were becoming more frequent, which bothered them both.

“You aren’t old enough to swear like that yet.  When you are eighteen or living on your own, then you can decide what language to use,” Allyssa pointed out to the boy.  “Right now, you live under our roof and our decision is final.”  She hated having to talk to him that way.  It reminded her of something her parents would have said to her long ago, and she saw it upset him.  “Look, you don’t need to fight with some moron who pissed you off,” she changed tactics, trying to reason with him.  Being a parent sure as heck wasn’t easy, and she was tired.  “You’re smarter than that and can out-talk him,” she teased, seeing a glimmer of a smile as his lips twitched.  She dropped it as they continued the ride home in silence.

“What’s this bullshit?  They are saying we don’t own the ranch?!” Fey raged at Henry, who had come out to give them the latest lowdown on Peter and Trever’s tactics.  “How the hell do we not own the ranch?”

“They are trying to say that Erin Herriot committed fraud, so your family, the Herriots, can’t legally own this land,” he said, showing her the paperwork that the two men had filed in their county to try and outmaneuver the veterinarian and her wife.  It was just that, a tactic, but it was an annoying tactic and effective since the filing was public.  “They are saying the journals you two published admit they committed fraud.”

“And did they?”

Henry shook his head.  “No.  Women could own land in those days.  Your great-great-grandfather, um grandmother, er I’m not sure how to refer to Erin...?” he asked apologetically.

“Erin was biologically a woman but publicly presenting as a man, so naturally that is confusing,” Allyssa put in helpfully.  “Either title could apply, but we refer to him as a man and as Fey’s great-great-grandfather, so that should continue.”

Fey looked at her wife gratefully, feeling ashamed for how many fights they’d had this fall and how often she was irritable.  At least Fey could escape the ranch where her father had died by throwing herself into her work.  Allyssa was on the ranch all the time with the clients, the rescue, and the children.  She realized her wife deserved better than her surly self.

“We’ll fight this of course, and I’m going to go after costs with these jerks,” he said, lowering his voice in case Traci and Sean were close and could overhear them discussing their older brothers.

“What the hell does our ownership of the ranch have to do with us getting custody of my sister and brother?”

“They are trying to drain your resources.  If you don’t own the ranch, you don’t have as strong a case about being a stable family with a safe place to raise children.  But the babies make you look like a family unit and strengthen your case.  Also, your father named you as Sean and Traci’s guardians, so that works in our favor.  His will, however, is brand spanking new, and that’s another bone of contention with those two.”  Henry explained that Keith had left a sizeable trust fund to pay for college for his two remaining children, but he had left some of the insurance money to Fey and Allyssa, so they would have extra monies to raise his children.  The life insurance had been evenly distributed between the three siblings, and the money that would be realized from the house insurance would be put in the trust.  Peter and Trever, however, were after all the money if they could get it.  

“I hate to bring this up...I know you two have a lot on your shoulders right now, but is it possible your father was poisoned or harmed in some way that caused his death?”

“What?” Fey asked, shocked, looking from Henry to Allyssa in alarm.

“How in the world?  Are they are accusing us of that?” she asked the attorney.

“No.  I’m asking if it was possible for Peter or Trever to have gotten to your dad here in the house?”

“Why?” Fey asked the attorney, suddenly angrier than she could ever remember being.

“There are discrepancies in the autopsy,” he explained.  “Not enough to stop his burial, but there may be questions later, and I’m covering all your bases.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake!” Fey exclaimed.

“Juanita was in the house that day with our babies, and I came in to feed them,” Allyssa remembered.  “You aren’t accusing Juanita?”

“No.  Not at all,” he hastily assured her.

“There were a lot of people in and out of the clinic that day.  Fey was also home that day,” she told him.  

“Is it possible that one of them could have slipped in the house?”

“Jesus, Henry.  What are you saying?  Do you think Trever or Peter murdered my father?” Fey asked.

He nodded.  “We’re having an independent study done on the samples taken from your father’s body.  Some of that is standard at an autopsy, but I don’t want to exhume the body.  Fortunately, you didn’t have him cremated or any evidence we might have gained from the body would be...” he left off as he heard Traci come in.

“Traci, could you go out and play or go up to your bedroom?” Allyssa asked her in a kindly voice.

“Sure.  I just wanted to let you know we were home,” the girl said, looking from the lawyer to her sister.

“Change your clothes before going out to the barn and remind your brother too.”  The expense of raising Fey’s siblings was telling, especially having to replace everything they had owned and lost.  Clothing was expensive at the best of times and they needed two wardrobes; one for school and one for the ranch.

The girl ran upstairs to change her clothes and noticed the adults stopped talking again when she came down.  She wondered at that but didn’t worry about it.  Whatever the adults were discussing was no concern of hers.  She relished telling her brother to go in the house and change his clothes as Allyssa had ordered.  He reluctantly left the dogs he was playing with to go inside and change.  He knew it was expensive to replace his school clothes, and he looked down guiltily at his muddy jeans, knowing he was wearing them out faster than his sister and her wife had anticipated.  He should take better care of his clothes.

The lawsuits organized by Trever and Peter were frivolous and expensive, but Henry waved his fee until the case was won.  He was certain he would win, the lawsuits would be dismissed, and he’d collect his fee from the brothers.  He felt it just was a matter of time.
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The Christmas caroling was even better attended this year than the past year.  The parents and children were beautiful in their Christmas costumes riding on horses made up like reindeer, with some Santas and a few elves thrown into the mix.  One woman even managed to make herself into a snowwoman, her horse was mostly white.  There were also a few shepherds and even an angel or two mounted on their faithful steeds.  They had practiced the songs, so the troop at least knew the lyrics to many of the songs they would sing as they rode through the streets of Sweetwater.  Ending up at the old folks’ home once again, they were greeted with hot chocolate, hot cider, and cookies.  The residents were thrilled to see the carolers, the children, and especially the horses.  Many of them had been ranchers, farmers, and residents of this rural community their entire lives, and they adored the efforts the 4-H troop made on their behalf.

“Whatcha looking at, honey?” Allyssa asked Traci when she saw her sitting in front of one of the photo albums Allyssa had filled with Herriot family pictures.  She saw it was one of the more current albums filled with photos of the last few years here on the ranch.

“I’m reading the article from last year’s Christmas caroling.  Do you think they will write an article like this in the paper again?”

“I’m sure they will.  Didn’t you see the reporter who rode along?”  Allyssa and Fey had invited some of the local TV stations and the newspaper reporter, who had written the favorable article Traci was looking at, to ride along.

“Oh, yeah.  I forgot,” she said as she turned back to the long article and read: 

“It’s not every day you see a horse with antlers,” one resident of Sweetwater commented with a smile.  The carolers met at Spring Ranch Elementary and spread joy up and down our town streets, ending the festivities at the Sweetwater retirement home where many residents, former horse owners themselves, chatted with the children, petted the horses, and shared delicious, hot apple cider donated by the Feldmans. The locally grown apples were pressed on their ranch.

“It was so exciting,” Edna Heike stated as she came out of the home dressed in her own Santa hat.  “It makes everyone so happy to see the young people bringing us holiday cheer.”

John Mason of Sunnybrook Street was walking his dog when he met the horseback riders singing songs like ’Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’ and ’Have a Jolly Christmas.’  “I was not expecting that and seeing the red nose on the bridle of the horse was hilarious.  Those kids really brought Christmas joy to a lot of people.”

Organizers had three goals for Saturday’s event: spread holiday joy among their neighbors, solicit donations of time and money for the Sweetwater Horse Rescue run by Doctor Fiona Herriot and her wife, Allyssa out at the Falling Pines Ranch, and promote the Schooners 4-H club.

Rumor has it a couple residents of Sweetwater went to the ranch afterwards to arrange to adopt a couple of the horses.  We’ll keep you updated if they’ve found a new home.

Allyssa Herriot said they had taken in forty horses since The Greater Oregon Second Chance Horse Rescue lost its lease and was forced to close its doors.

“There’s nothing wrong with these beautiful horses.  We have the space on our ranch, so they can live and run free.  They are being socialized by the children and given a second chance.  The animals come from all walks of life, and we were given the histories on each by the good people involved in the Second Chance Horse Rescue.  All have been examined by my wife, Doctor Herriot, and they are certified healthy.  We also made sure they won’t be breeding.  The horses have many years left in their lives and could give joy and pleasure to their eventual owners.  But a horse is a great responsibility.  They can live to be thirty years old, and we don’t take applications for these beautiful creatures lightly.”

“We were told by the original rescue that about seventy-five percent of horses like these are slaughtered and sold as dog food,” Doctor Herriot told us.  “To justify putting down these beautiful creatures they falsely claim the horses are old or unhealthy.  There is nothing wrong with these horses.  Sometimes it is overpopulation that sends them to us, often it’s simply that there aren’t enough homes for them.”

Several pictures of the horses dressed up in costumes accompanied the article.  4-Hers were shown throwing candy including Skittle packets and peppermints to little kids who came outside to gawk and stare at the horse-riding carolers.  Some were lucky enough to get candy canes from the elves.

There was also a wagon filled with carolers.  One child in a wheelchair sat in the back, all tucked in among the hay.  The wagon was pulled by a pair of Belgian draft horses, which many knowledgeable people assured this reporter were nothing like Clydesdales.

Following the party of carolers were several people on electric carts carrying buckets with flat shovels in the back to clean up any presents left by the horses.  The Pooper Scoopers, as they christened themselves, were a cheerful lot, who enjoyed themselves despite their dirty job and sang as loud as the children.

“I’d like to see this event grow as more people join our 4-H troop and more people like the Herriots extend their help to the rescue mission,” one of the 4-H moms wanted us to tell our readers.  “Could you imagine this event every year with maybe a hundred horses and children riding?”

The article ended by providing contact numbers for the 4-H club, the Sweetwater Horse Rescue, and Herriots’ Veterinary Clinic.

A few days later, Allyssa was pleased to hand several similar articles that had been written by local papers to the young girl.  She helped Traci make a memories book of her own, taping down the snippets, pictures, and articles.

“The papers put up more articles this year,” she said pridefully.  “I can use this in my 4-H book too, can’t I?”

“Yes, you can,” Allyssa told her, pleased with how happy the young girl was.

“Can I use last year’s articles as well?”

“Nope, you didn’t participate last year, and your 4-H booklet should only contain things you actually participated in as a Schooner 4-H club member,” she explained.

That 4-H book was important to many of the 4-Hers.  They were accumulating pictures and making reports about their activities in the club all year long.  Neither Allyssa nor Fey was able to attend last year’s fair due to their pregnancies, but both youngsters had gone to the carnival with their friends and returned talking about all the things they would do next year.  It had been one of the highlights of the sad summer after the death of their mother.  Now, with the death of their father, they were grasping at happy memories.
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Allyssa, with the help of Woody and Rhonda, pounded in fence posts to erect snow fences along the long ranch driveway, especially on the ridges where the wind was constantly causing drifting that closed the road, which Allyssa planned to plow.  Already, they’d had several light dustings, but the snow was becoming thicker and Allyssa suspected it was lasting longer.  Fey had already warned about a severe winter based on the thickness of the animals’ coats.  

Both Fey and Allyssa worried about this winter, especially with three young babies, who had to get to doctor checkups.  Of course, Traci and Sean also had to get to school.  Allyssa arranged with the 4-H club to build a small shed at the end of their driveway where they would be out of the wind and cold.  She figured out a way to use solar energy to heat it and keep it warm for them.

“I don’t understand why you can’t drive us to school,” Sean complained.

“Because I’m frequently away from the ranch, and Allyssa has work to do too.  There are the babies too.  We can’t leave them all with Juanita because you can’t walk to the bus stop,” Fey told him firmly, not liking his attitude and putting him firmly in his place while she was still taller than the teen.  She suspected that wouldn’t be the case for much longer.

Sean was ashamed of his attitude but hid it well.  He was feeling belligerent for no other reason than he felt like it.  He didn’t understand the teenage hormones he was experiencing.  He only knew that he felt bad about losing his parents, and he was taking it out on everyone else.  Allyssa discreetly phoned the middle school and asked them to schedule a series of appointments with the school psychologist to help the teen cope.

Winter arrived with a bang right before Christmas.  A series of severe storms came in over the ocean, hit the mountains northwest of them, and blanketed parts of Oregon that hadn’t experienced snow in decades.  Most of the precipitation had turned to ice and snow, and with the colder temperatures, areas such as the high plains where the Herriots lived were buried.  Fey was caught in one storm and had to express her milk and store it until she could make it home to the ranch.  Thank goodness for the well-stocked RV.

Allyssa had hooked up their enclosed trailer to the Suburban, and with help from Juanita and the children, she had filled it with food for their pets, their stock, and the household.  It had taken a full day in Pendleton to fill the trailer, but Allyssa had persisted.  Despite the additional work and the two days it took to put everything away properly, everyone was now pleased to have the extra supplies on the ranch as they fought their way out of the deepening snows.

Allyssa fought for time away from the babies, feeding them when she could, then going out in the snow to use the plow on the backhoe and dig themselves out.  Sean was thrilled to use the ATV with the blade on it to clear paths in the ranch yard, which allowed the stock to get to their own feed.  Juanita had been snowed in in the mobile home and worried about her charges.  She was grateful when Allyssa cleared the deep snow away, so she could get out.  Sean also helped by cleaning up the paths.

Traci contributed by making soups and stews to warm them up, relishing the things Juanita was teaching her.  She helped tremendously with the threesome.  When they went out in public, they were frequently asked if the babies were triplets, and Allyssa had finally given up explaining that two were fraternal twins and the other was their two-weeks-older sibling.  It was too complicated to explain that she and her wife had both given birth so close together.  Besides, that answer inevitably led to more weird questions that were no one’s business but their own.  Now, when someone asked if they were triplets, she just smiled, letting them assume whatever they liked.  The babies looked very much alike anyway since they were siblings.  They added to the illusion by purchasing a triple stroller, but it was proving to be a beast to haul and unpack from the Suburban without help.

“I think it’s sexist that I’m cooking while Sean gets to play on the ATV,” Traci brought to Allyssa’s attention since Fey was away so frequently.  

“I agree,” she told her, surprising the young girl.  “How do we solve it?”

The girl thought for a moment.  She had been prepared to argue but Allyssa’s response had taken the steam out of those arguments.  Now, she had to think up a solution.  “Maybe we could take turns?” Traci offered hesitantly.

“Sounds like a great idea,” Allyssa agreed and suggested it to Sean later.

“That’s not fair,” he said, flashing an angry look at his sister for bringing it up.

“How is it not fair?” Allyssa asked reasonably.  She was busy trying to get the babies to eat Cheerios.  The three babies were sitting in highchairs in the kitchen and grabbing unsuccessfully at the little round pieces of cereal.  They wanted to put everything in their mouths these days.  When they finally succeeded, each looked triumphant as they shoved the food in their mouths and experienced the odd taste.  Allyssa wanted to give them healthy food and avoid them grabbing things like her hair or the dogs’ hair to put in their mouths.

Sean could not argue with Allyssa and he knew better than to try.  Allyssa, younger than her wife, his sister, was a cool, older woman, and he adored her, but in his mind, she was also not that much older than the teen.  Somedays, he resented her authority over him, but again, he wouldn’t argue.  Fey was the ultimate authority but she wasn’t here.

That Christmas was a quiet one.  They all keenly felt the losses and gains of the last year.  They had lost Rosemary and Keith but now had Erin, Molly, and Tom.  Fey and Allyssa were thrilled to have Traci and Sean living with them now, despite the sad circumstances that brought that about.  They also included Juanita and the interns in all their farmhouse Christmas celebrations.

That storm was the first of many, and Allyssa was constantly on the backhoe trying to dig them out, so Fey could get in and out of the ranch, the kids could get to and from school, and clients could bring their animals for treatment.

“Wow!  That’s some drive,” Rhonda complained good-naturedly as she came into the cabin to warm up after her drive out to the ranch.  “We’re going to run the horses around the paddocks to warm them up.  You know, your llama mama has been especially mean and spitting in their ears,” she told Allyssa as she warmed up by the ever-present fire.

“Yeah, I told Fey we should sell that bitch after her last baby,” Allyssa answered, holding up her hand to signal Rhonda to wait as she answered the phone.  After taking the message, which she relayed to Fey via CB radio since she wasn’t answering the phone, she left a message with Bart.  “Do you have clients coming in today?”

“Yes, three of them.  Why?  Do you need something?”

“I want to finish the horse stall,” she said with a smile.  “Fey doesn’t know I’m almost done, and we’ve got to get that drawer thing working right.”

“Oh, I want to see it,” Rhonda said enthusiastically.  She had watched Buddy and the other guy design it, had put in her own two cents on its design, and had even watched the movie that inspired its creation.  She thought all their ideas combined had made it even better.

“I want to get it done by tomorrow.  Fey will be here for the Friday clinic, and we only have one person scheduled.  We also have to take the threesome in for their last shots.”

“Gosh, are they big enough for that already?” Rhonda asked, surprised at the passage of time.

“When this is done, they won’t need any more shots until they are a year old.  We discussed the age thing on the shots.  I’m not certain they shouldn’t put them off even longer, so the children are bigger and more able to resist the fever and upset they always get from the shots.”

“Are you one of those people who doesn’t believe in childhood vaccinations?” she asked, surprised.

“No.  I believe in the need for them, but I think they should delay them.  Who needs three babies with fevers being upset over something they don’t understand?”

“Good point,” she answered, turning to warm her other side and wondering how in the world they all coped, although they didn’t always succeed.  She had seen all three babies crying hysterically a time or two, but between Allyssa and Juanita and occasionally Fey, they were doing the best they could.  She also had her hands full with child-like clients and the horses she worked with.

“Is Woody out there already?”

“Yeah, but I was cold and came in to say hello.”  She waited a second and said, “Hello.”

Allyssa chuckled, appreciating her friend’s humor.  She missed having Renee in the office at times like this, but they had wished her well when she went on to her new job.

Fey was late getting home, and she was tired and cold despite the excellent heating system in the RV.  The four of them—Fey, Allyssa, and the two interns—soon had the RV restocked and ready to go for the following day.  The fuel truck had been delayed due to the storms and Fey filled the RV knowing soon, she might have to start using gas from the stations in one of the many towns she passed through.

“Oh, my babies,” she cooed as she lay on the living room floor with the three of them.  Somedays, she resented being away from them so much, and other days she was secretly glad to get away from the dirty diapers, crying babies, and multiple feedings.  She brought several milk bottles in from the RV, which she had filled with her pump.  It was when she was gone overnight, or even the couple of days the storm caused, that she deeply missed them all.  She was getting used to the chaos of the three babies and her siblings now.  

Lexy came into the living room, tugging her bed behind her with a cat clinging to it.  She was trying to unseat the trespassing feline.  Fey cracked up at the disgruntled look on the canine’s face as she tried to get her bed back.  “This place is a riot,” Fey said, looking up at her wife with a smile.

“A laugh a minute,” Allyssa said sarcastically but smiling.  The animals did amuse her.  Later, as they headed to bed, she reminded Fey of their doctor appointment the next day.

“Oh, God.  We are going to have some crying babies on our hands,” she lamented, not relishing the thought.  The tremendous amount of work that fell on her wife’s shoulders was appreciated, and she tried to show her gratitude as she made love to her; however, being interrupted by a baby was the norm these days.

“I’m sorry,” Allyssa said as she got up to attend the crying babe.

“It’s not your fault,” Fey immediately said and got up as another baby woke on hearing the cries of its sibling.  Eventually, they had three babies in their bed, and she couldn’t have been happier as she looked across at her wife.

“Who’d have thought we’d have all this?” Allyssa asked.

“Aren’t you supposed to have taken your tests in Portland?” Fey asked, suddenly remembering.  Her wife would be a fully qualified vet tech with the results of those tests and able to work fully for the clinic alongside her.  Allyssa had been doing that work almost from day one, but these tests would make it all legal.

“I delayed the tests because of the weather and these beauties.  I’ll take the tests in the spring,” she told her, looking down and away from her wife’s gaze.

“Hey, you should have told me,” Fey said, reaching out to lift her wife’s chin.

“I did, but that was last month.  This month, I had to make a quick decision to avoid losing my credits, and I decided to delay the tests for the spring session.  Remember, I can’t take the babies with me, and you will have to be here full-time with Juanita,” she reminded her.

Fey appreciated her wife’s thoughtfulness.  She hadn’t thought about that aspect of it.  She would have to be here.  They couldn’t put it all on Juanita, so she’d have to step up.  “I think we should slowly wean them off our milk, so that won’t be an issue when the time comes.”

“I’ll miss breastfeeding,” Allyssa said softly, looking down at the wriggling babies thoughtfully.  Already, they were getting sleepy again in the warm bed.  Each was wearing a terry cloth onesie with feet to keep them warm.

“I won’t,” Fey admitted.  She had resorted to pumping, which had worked out well for her and her schedule but had created an awkward atmosphere with the interns a few times in the confines of the RV.  Their current interns were about to leave and two more were coming for the spring session.  The next pair of interns were a man and a woman coming from the southeast.

Allyssa smiled, proud that she had been able to breastfeed.  She glanced at her wife laying on the edge of the bed with three babies between them in the queen-sized bed.  She felt a moment of lust for her wife and suppressed it.  Their love life had really suffered these last few months, but they knew each loved the other and expressed affection despite the lack of intimacy.  

Sean had admonished them for making out in front of the children and they had laughed at the teenager.  “There is nothing wrong with expressing love,” Fey had told her brother and then made to grab him to kiss him on the cheek.  He fought her off but had laughed at the silliness of his much older sister.

Fey complained when spring came early that year.  She was being kept busier than she could ever remember.  The snows melted, and the runoff in the streams and rivers was horrendous.  The lake had risen to an all-time high, and they only knew that because Brock had plowed a few fields out that far, fencing them off from the horses that remained on their range.  The cattle they had kept were healthy and breeding, and Fey brought them in for shots to keep them from spreading any diseases she had found in other stock.

“That one is definitely an offspring of that Brahma cross we caught in the roundup last fall,” Fey said, referring to the young calf standing beside its mama on the range.  She and Allyssa had resumed taking rides again whenever they could get away.  She was looking forward to riding Big Red, the mare they captured in the roundup.  They had all had a hand in gentling her.

“Wow!  That’s amazing!” Allyssa exclaimed, thrilled to see the little crossbred calf.  But he wasn’t the only calf, and that caused Fey to make another comment.

“Wherever that Brahma cross came from, he certainly was dominant around here, or maybe he was just quicker,” she smirked, referring to the bull that got to cows in estrus first.  She was pleased she’d kept some of the cattle although the check they had gotten on the other mavericks had been welcome.  Her father’s estate was still tied up, but the money they had gotten was free and clear, and at least it had paid off their immediate bills.  She wouldn’t hesitate to gather these cattle and sell them too, if they ever needed the money.

“The grass doesn’t seem as green or as deep this spring,” Allyssa commented as they made their way back towards the ranch. 

“I think the runoff was too early.  We might have a hot summer too, and that’s not good for the range.  I hope the rains continue or it might become dangerous.”

“Not enough feed for the stock?”

“That and fires,” Fey replied as they rode along, surveying their land.  She loved these few precious moments alone with Allyssa—no babies, no siblings, and no clients—just the two of them.

“Fey, look over there,” Allyssa said softly, pulling her horse to a stop.  Fey pulled up beside her and looked where Allyssa was pointing.  She caught her breath.  It was one of the small herds of Thoroughbreds they allowed out here.  They were permanently retired but always up for adoption on the horse rescue site.  Allyssa pulled up her camera and used her telephoto lens to take several shots of the draft horse that belonged to the footprints she had seen last fall.  “You think it’s a Clydesdale?” she asked.

“I think it’s a mix; maybe Belgian,” she said as she looked at the behemoth next to the Thoroughbreds and Mustangs mixed in the herd.  He looked out of place, but they had accepted him, and the lead mare hadn’t chased him away.  He was all bulky muscle and looked breathtakingly beautiful with the feathers that covered his lower legs.  He stood about sixteen or seventeen hands and had to weigh at least two thousand pounds.

“How tall would you say he is?” Allyssa breathed, taking in the beauty of his black and white appearance.  

“I was just thinking he’s about sixteen or seventeen hands,” she said as she watched him, wondering if they could catch him.  She really should inspect him and make sure he was healthy if he was mingling with their rescues.  Already, the lead mare was eyeing them, wondering if they were about to be herded to the ranch.

“And a hand is how many inches?” Allyssa clarified.

“It’s standardized to four inches.  It was originally based on the breadth of a human hand,” she showed a length of space between her thumb and her pinkie finger.

“Why don’t they just say inches?” she wondered, snapping a few more pictures.  She was already thinking of the blogs she could write for the rescue.  She would ask their followers for opinions on what the breed was.  The shoe print had certainly generated a debate.

“Because English-speaking countries use hands,” she explained with a laugh, as though that was perfectly logical.  “Let’s see how close he allows us to come,” she said as she started her horse out slowly.

Amazingly, the horse allowed himself to be gathered in with the small herd.  The only one who objected was the lead mare, but Allyssa headed her off when she tried to escape.  She knew others would follow her lead, if they weren’t careful.

They managed to get him into the corral, but he became upset when they let the rest of the herd go back out.  He whinnied to them plaintively, calling them back.  They hung around for a while but slowly drifted away, seeking a place out of the wind, away from the noise of the ranch, and with greener pastures.

“Where in the world did he come from?” Woody asked when he saw the big horse.

“No idea.  Want to help me catch him, so I can examine him?  He had to have been domesticated at some point,” Fey commented as they managed to get him into a stall and tied up, so she could examine him.  But this was not accomplished without a few well-aimed kicks, one of which hit her upper thigh and caused her to limp painfully for days.  Still, he was a healthy animal, solid, and with no outward signs that he had previously been owned by humans.  There was no tattoo or brand to show ownership or where he might have come from.  She checked for chips and he eyed the scanner distrustfully.

“Will you look at that?” Allyssa pointed when they released him into the corral.  Big Red was cozying up to the larger horse.  It was obvious they knew one another when they greeted each other, and the big draft horse started snuffling the smaller foal, which was growing bigger but was still much smaller than he.

“Interesting,” Fey put in, still favoring her leg.  She knew she was going to have a helluva bruise on her thigh, but bruises were a common hazard in her line of work.

The debates started immediately when Allyssa put up the beautiful pictures of the wild draft horse.  Percherons were immediately ruled out, as were Belgians.  Boulonnais was suggested but immediately shot down because of his coloring.  He was decidedly not a Clydesdale.  Finally, those contributing to the concerted conversation agreed he was a Shire.  Several people made offers for him, but for now, Fey wasn’t offering him for adoption; he intrigued her too much.

“That’s a hay burner if ever I saw one,” Allyssa complained as she fed the big horse.  He ate a large amount of food in comparison to the horses she kept for riding.  

“He does like his food, doesn’t he?” Fey asked, amazed at his gentleness now that the ‘wilder’ horses were gone.  He had Big Red to himself, and he was a faithful companion.  The relationships these horses developed always intrigued her.
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That spring was busy for everyone, and Fey found herself resenting the time spent away from her family more and more.  The babies were growing so quickly and getting so interesting, and she wanted to spend more time with her family.  She was also stressed because the lawsuits with Peter and Trever were heating up as they wound their way through the courts.  Every time she thought the suit would be struck down in their favor, the brothers came up with some new angle.  It was no surprise when the two brothers offered to settle everything out of court for an outrageous sum they felt they were owed for the death of their mother.  

“It’s obvious they don’t want the children and this lawsuit is just a ploy to get at the money, and they don’t mention paying for my fees or the court’s time,” Henry pointed out.  “I suggest you refuse this settlement offer.”

Both Fey and Allyssa agreed.  They felt Henry had hit the nail on the head.  Those greedy men were only after the trust funds set up for their siblings; they were not interested in the kids at all.  They had tried to arrange visitation rights but refused to travel, instead demanding that Fey bring the children to Portland, so they could visit with them.  Henry had contested that request since Fey was working nonstop and could not be away from her work for long periods.  When they amended that request to have Allyssa bring the children as she had in the past, that too was shot down.  All the requests and the legal paperwork took time and effort, and it was all wearing on the two women.  Fey and Allyssa were trying to keep the details of the lawsuit from Traci and Sean since it was obvious the kids wanted nothing to do with their nasty, older brothers.

“What if they manage to get a visitation order?” Allyssa had asked Fey.

“They won’t,” she answered, dismissing the idea.

“But what if they do?”

Fey looked up from where she was cuddling Molly, trying to get the child to sleep.  She was a squirmer and growing by leaps and bounds.  But it was Tom that amazed them most of all.  Tiny at birth, he was rapidly catching up to his siblings.  “Then we’ll deal with it when it happens.  I really don’t want to traumatize the kids, and I think a visit with those two bastards would do just that.”

Allyssa absolutely agreed, but the stress of hearing from Henry was wearing on them both.

“You know what Sean told me the other day?” Fey asked her wife.  At her wife’s questioning look she continued, “He mentioned how nasty his mother was to me.  Naturally I didn’t say anything, but he told me that she was so nasty because she was jealous.”

“Jealous?  Of what?” Allyssa asked, surprised.

“Jealous of me and any attention my father gave me.  He’d overheard one of the fights his mother and our dad had.  Isn’t that something?  It never really occurred to me that she was jealous.  I just thought she hated me.”

“Well, there is that too,” Allyssa laughed to show she was teasing and Fey grinned.  “I think that woman hated life and anyone she couldn’t control.”  Fey nodded in agreement, holding their daughter closer, determined to never let anything bad like that happen to her.

“There is a court date set for June,” Henry informed them one day by phone.  Allyssa had answered the phone and caught Fey before she went out on a call with her latest interns.

“Send over the details, and we’ll be there,” Fey told him dismissively, sick of all the rigmarole. 

“You don’t understand, Fey.  They require copies of all paperwork that shows your great-great-grandparents owned the ranch and you earned it by right of inheritance.  I’ve already written the courts on this, and I don’t understand why the judge would allow their request, but they want to see the will and the grant.”

“Jesus,” she said, annoyed.  “How do we–?”

“We have all that information framed on our walls,” Allyssa reminded her, looking at her wife from across the room as they both listened in on extensions.  She gestured to the framed documents displayed on their wall.

“Oh, yeah,” Fey answered, remembering that the large one was in the den.

Henry chuckled, hearing the humor in Allyssa’s voice.  He had admired the old documents many times and thought it clever to have them framed.  He had also read the journals and nothing Erin Herriot had done over one hundred years ago was relevant now.  The ranch had passed through Timothy and Benjamin Herriot’s hands and directly to Fey, bypassing Keith.  He didn’t know why the judge would want them to prove ownership now, years after those estates had been settled.  “Just bring them with you then,” he told the women.  “I have Ben’s will, and I’ll submit that.  I’m also going to file a lawsuit on your behalf for all this frivolous posturing.  They are just tying up your time and the court’s time, and for what?” he asked, rhetorically.  “The money you should have received from the trust is being delayed by this crap as well.”

They agreed with him and wanted everything to be over and done with.  The stress was becoming a little too much.

Allyssa headed into Portland for her long-delayed tests.  She was staying at a hotel and worried about the possibility of running into the two brothers if they somehow found out she was in town.  Portland was big enough that the odds were against her randomly running into the two men, but she still worried and had to work hard to concentrate on her hands-on tests.  She passed the tests with flying colors!  Fortunately, a lot of the exam procedures were simply reviews of the practical work she did with her wife in the clinic on the ranch.  She was now a fully certified veterinarian technician, so ironically, she was now permitted to do the work she’d already been performing on the ranch for years.

In June, Fey and Allyssa carried the various picture frames into the courthouse.  They had been carefully wrapped in bubble wrap by Allyssa, who lovingly taped it around the frames and across the glass.  Both women appeared in court wearing their best outfits.  Their clothes were still a bit tight, but they were more annoyed that Traci and Sean had to make an appearance in court.  The children were expected to testify who they would prefer to live with.  Sean was of an age where his opinion could influence the court, but Traci was too young, or so Henry had advised them, so the need for her presence was confusing.  They’d had to leave the babies with Juanita, calling in two of the 4-H moms to help her babysit while they went to court.

“Why are Peter and Trever doing this?” Traci asked, scared they might be awarded custody of her and Sean.  They were mean and cruel, and she was genuinely frightened of them.

“Because they’re jerks,” Sean told her from his place next to her in the back row of the car.  The three babies’ car seats took up the entire middle row, so the older children were sitting way in the third row of the Suburban.

“Maybe they genuinely want you to live with them, so they can care for you,” Allyssa said, trying to be fair.  She got a look from Fey that said no one believed that, not even her, although she’d said it.  Fey and Allyssa knew this court case was all about money, however little there was, and they knew there would always be speculation that there was more.

Fey and Allyssa had to testify that an adult was always in attendance to the two minors, and they had to show that they were financially able to support her brother and sister.  Sean testified that he preferred to live at the ranch.  “We visited the ranch whenever Dad could talk Mom into letting us go,” he told the court.

“Your mother didn’t want you to visit the ranch?”

“Mom didn’t want us going anywhere that she didn’t want,” he said in return, not sure how to phrase that.  His voice cracked in the middle, and he was embarrassed.  His voice was cracking a lot lately, but Fey had explained that was normal.

“Why didn’t your mother want you to go to the ranch?  Wasn’t that where your father was raised?” the judge asked, curious about this odd, little family.  Fiona and Allyssa were sitting on one side with their lawyer Henry, and Traci was sitting behind them in case they wanted to ask her any questions.  Trever and Peter sat on the other side with their lawyer, a rather nasty-looking woman, who kept glancing over at the two women distastefully.  

“Because she didn’t like Fey,” he admitted, looking at his sister with a sorrowful look.

“Why didn’t your mother like your sister?” the opposing lawyer asked, jumping on the line of questioning she had hoped to introduce.  “Was it because your sister is a lesbian?” she said the word as distastefully as possible.

“Objection,” Henry stated, rising slightly.  “The State of Oregon has recognized same-sex marriage,” he pointed out.

The judge sustained Henry’s objection and allowed the questioning to continue in a different vein.  

Sean was honest and said how much he loved living there.  He liked that it was where his father had grown up, and he hoped he’d be as good a man as his father.  Fey smiled proudly at her brother.  While she knew her father had been weak, he had been a good father to his children when he could.  If not for Rosemary, these two children wouldn’t exist, but if not for Rosemary, the two children might have had a better life.  She knew she would have had a better life if Rosemary had never interfered.

“Does it bother you that your sister inherited your father’s ranch instead of you?”

“No,” he answered, shaking his head.  “It bothered Mom though.”

“Don’t you think it should have gone to your father?”

“No, Dad didn’t want it and Fey was raised there, so it should go to her.”  He said it with absolute conviction, and while the lawyer wanted to pursue it further, she could tell that the judge was becoming annoyed with her and dropped it.  As she brought up the subject of the claims and Fiona Herriot’s rights to the ranch, they brought forth the various framed documents.

“We should take these documents out of their frames to ascertain their authenticity,” the lawyer stated but Henry objected.

“These are fragile documents from the 1840s, and they will deteriorate from the oils on our hands and from the air if they are handled too much,” he pointed out.  The judge agreed.  He was fascinated by the framed documents, which he examined closely.  He was in a quandary as to why the various lawsuits had landed on his docket.  From what he could see, they had no merit, but he had to go through all the legal motions.  Eventually, he ruled in Fey and Allyssa’s favor, ordering that Peter and Trever pay all court costs and Henry’s fees.  The two men were furious, and they glared at the two women across the court.

“I didn’t like that,” Allyssa whispered with trepidation, still feeling the brothers’ looks on the back of her neck.  The men had looked positively murderous, and she wondered that Henry hadn’t brought up his suspicions that the two men had somehow gotten to Keith or mentioned that Rosemary’s death was still being investigated as a homicide.

“Without proof, we have no legal footing, and it’s just supposition,” Henry told her when she asked.  “Now, remember to keep your guns out of sight for a while,” he warned her since the opposing attorney had brought up that both Fey and Allyssa wore guns.  He smiled as he said it, but it was a serious warning.

“Should we keep our guns out of sight because of the kids,” Fey murmured, so Traci and Sean wouldn’t hear her, “or within reach because of those two snakes?”

“Right,” Henry replied, not committing to either statement but sending her a look of warning.  “In the meantime, I’ll file to get the monies released from your father’s estate.  We can get that settled now that we have this.”  He held up the paperwork the clerk of the court had handed him after the judge had signed off on it.

It was as they were getting in the SUV that Fey and Allyssa distinctly heard someone yell, “DYKE!”  They looked around but couldn’t see who had said it.  They exchanged looks with each other and the kids as they entered the vehicle.

They took the kids out to a fast food restaurant, a rare occurrence with all that went on at the ranch but hurried home after that, not willing to leave the babies alone with their friends and housekeeper any longer than they had to.

“What’s a dyke?” Traci asked them as they waited for their food, proving she had heard the slur.

“It’s a not very nice word for a lesbian,” her older sister told her.  “Just ignore it.  I’m sure it won’t be the last time you hear it about me.”

“That was for you?” she asked, looking concerned.

“Probably.”  Fey exchanged a look with her wife and then smiled at the waitress as she put their plates down on the table.

“Is there a lot of money in the trust fund?” Sean asked as he bit into his French fries.

Fey shook her head.  “Not really.  Dad just wanted to make sure you had enough money to go to college without having to worry about loans.”

“What if I don’t want to go to college?”

“Hmm,” she said, thinking the question through.  “I think you should go to college even if you don’t know what you want to be.  It will be a good experience.  You don’t have to declare your chosen major until your junior year.  Some don’t declare until even later, but it might mean an extra year or two of college.  I think college gives you a well-rounded life experience.”

“Did you like college?” Traci asked her sister, looking on curiously.

Fey nodded as she remembered back to those days.  “I did, but as a doctor I had to go longer, and I knew what I wanted early on.  I didn’t know Grandma and Grandpa had sold all their cattle to pay for my college or gotten involved with Charlie Hutchins.”

“Who is Charlie Hutchins?” Sean asked, frowning.

Allyssa quietly shook her head at Fey, trying to get her to stop talking, but Fey was lost in her memories and was a little agitated.  “He was the bank manager, who tried to steal the ranch.”

Although neither child knew the full story, they had heard snippets.  They both knew that Fey and Allyssa had taken up guns, engaged in a shoot-out, and had killed some men.

“Fey,” Allyssa said in a strangled voice, paling at the name and unable to stop her wife from talking.

Fey looked at her wife, focused suddenly, then reached across the table to grab her wife’s ice-cold hand.  “I’m sorry.  I forgot myself for a moment.”

Allyssa looked down at her unfinished meal, her appetite vanishing at the subject of discussion.  “Excuse me,” she said, getting up and heading for the bathroom.

“What’s wrong with Allyssa?” Sean asked, his look following her.

“Allyssa was the one who shot the banker with a shotgun,” his older sister told him, looking directly in his eyes.

Sean looked at her in horror.  He’d seen what a shotgun could do.  Fey had insisted that he learn how to use the guns on the ranch but take a class to understand that guns were not toys.  They did have predators around the ranch, so he must be prepared to use a gun, if it became necessary.  He’d kind of liked the class, but at the same time, he didn’t like the noise or the destruction the guns caused.

“Can I learn to shoot someday?” Traci asked Fey.

“When you are a teen, I want you to take the same course Sean took, okay?” Fey told her and then looked back to where Allyssa had gone.  She’d not been thinking and probably shouldn’t have told them it was Allyssa who killed the banker.  She had killed some rustlers too, but she knew how deeply it hurt Allyssa’s soft heart that she had been forced to kill anyone.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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“I do not like how dry everything is becoming,” Brock complained to Allyssa when he came to check on his crops, something he tried to do weekly or sometimes more often, depending on the crop and the time of year.  He’d expanded his crops exponentially on the lands that the Herriots owned.  He had a lot invested in the various fields he had plowed, and without rain, everything was going to dry up and die.  Already, parts of the prairie were turning brown.  “Could I pump from your creek?”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.  Let me discuss it with Fey.  What if your pumping dries up our well?  We need water too,” she pointed out.

“Well, the lake is too far away to pump from there,” he mentioned musingly, trying to think of how he could save his crops.

“Are you the only farmer with this problem?” she asked, thinking how her own garden was being sprinkled nightly from an automatic sprinkler they had put in.  Fey had pointed out that watering it at night gave the water time to soak in, so it wouldn’t burn off until the next day, giving the plants lots of time to grow their roots deep.  She must be right because the garden looked fantastic.  

“No, there are a lot of farmers complaining,” he told her, looking worriedly at the hills around the ranch and taking in the brown patina of the plant life.

Allyssa discussed Brock’s concerns with Fey, and she agreed he could take water from the creek that flowed through their area, but he was not to pump it from the well house.  Brock used a clever device to water his fields.  He put it in the creek, backing it up a little to catch the water in a basin and then, the filter pumped the water to his fields on both sides of the creek.  He also watered in the evening to allow the water time to soak into his fields.  The fields that were farthest away were starting to wilt, and he watched the clouds anxiously for any signs of rain.  Occasionally, they got dry lightning, which was a worry since they’d heard of fires starting from that.

“I’ve heard the ranchers talking about culling their herds to save on grazing,” Fey confided.

“Maybe we should start watering around the house too?  Make a fire line like Molly and Erin did?”

“I’m sure we have nothing to worry about,” Fey laughed.  Those journals had made quite the impression on her wife.  She was angry that Peter and Trever had tried to have their ownership of the ranch overturned based on Erin’s deception, and she was grateful for Henry’s legal help in straightening that out.  He had certainly earned his fee, but she was convinced he would have to resort to collections to get it from the two brothers.  Henry told them the brothers wanted to try other legal means to obtain the children and their money, but nothing ever came of it, so their lawyer must have changed their minds.  Fey also looked up at the clouds every single day as she drove to visit her various clients in the RV.  The two interns this summer were a man and a woman.  One of them was black, which seemed to surprise the ranchers and farmers in this predominantly white area. 

“I was told not to bring Kenisha onto the Browards’ ranch again,” she told Allyssa.  “Just strike them off our client list; I won’t be going there anymore.”

“Holy moly!  Did they really tell you that?” Allyssa asked, incredulous at such an open display of prejudice.

“They said I was welcome, and Vaughn was welcome,” she said, mentioning the other intern, “but that black girl wasn’t.  That’s what they said, ‘that black girl.’”

“Wow.”  She shook her head, imagining what might have bred such hatred.

“I get it all the time.  People wonder that a woman, much less a black woman, would go into veterinary medicine,” Kenisha told Allyssa a few days later.  

The family was sitting around the burning pit roasting marshmallows on a night that Fey had no calls, and the interns had been welcomed into the circle.  They were all watching the babies, who were toddling around on the brown grasses, holding onto chairs, logs, and anything within reach while learning to walk.  The babies all learned at different rates, and their different levels of expertise were amusing.  There seemed to be a healthy competition between the babies as each attempted to do what the other could do.  They were also watched closely as they tried to put anything and everything in their drooling little mouths.  Already, a few teeth had sprouted in their mouths and they were constantly teething.

“So, why did you go into veterinary medicine?” Sean asked Kenisha as he caught Erin and prevented him from falling in the dirt.  He distracted the baby and steered him back to his mothers, who held out their hands to encourage the babies to walk towards them.

“There are black farmers where I come from in Georgia, and I want to help them.  Fortunately, not everyone is racist, prejudiced, or ignorant.” 

“Sounds like a constant fight,” Allyssa mentioned.

“Don’t you sometimes get that treatment...where they assume you don’t know anything since you are a woman?”

Allyssa nodded and saw Fey was doing the same.

“Hey, we aren’t the enemy,” Vaughn raised his hands in surrender.  His marshmallow burned when it fell into the fire, giving off a sweet smell as the sugars bubbled up, then turned to ash.

The summer days continued to be uncomfortably hot, and the babies all developed heat rash.  Allyssa bought a plastic pool for the children, but the ducks, geese, and bugs seemed to spend more time in it than the children.  Heating the water in the sunlight left the small pool open to an onslaught of unwelcome visitors, and Allyssa was fighting a losing battle trying to keep them out. 

“I’d give up,” Fey laughed when she saw Allyssa chasing a duck out of the pool for the third time in one afternoon.  She was loving this time with the children.  All of them were getting more interesting by the day as they started garbling some words and trying to walk.  She loved her family and frequently smiled at Allyssa for no reason but because she was so happy.  Fey’s father’s money finally arrived in late July, and they were able to pay off all their bills and apply monies to the trust as required by her father’s will.  

“Fey, there is someone on the phone that wants to talk to you about the empty lot in Portland,” Allyssa told her one hot day in August.  They were all sweltering in the heat, only going outside when they had to.  Fey had treated more than one animal for heat exhaustion.

“Empty lot?” she asked as she came to take the phone, then realized that the arson investigation was closed, and they must be talking about the lot where her father’s home had been.  “Hello?” she answered the phone and listened as the person on the other end spoke about her listing the empty lot.  That was just the first of several such phone calls in the coming days.  She understood that an empty lot in that section of Portland was prime real estate, so she discussed it with Allyssa, and they hired a real estate agent recommended by Henry to list the lot.  Trever and Peter tried to interfere when they saw the real estate sign go up, but Henry put a stop to that.  He also filed a suit for harassment, which he knew wouldn’t go anywhere, but he hoped it would keep the brothers too busy to interfere.  The Kapatrick brothers still hadn’t paid his fees in full and probably wouldn’t, so Henry put a lien against all property they owned, although he realized that probably wasn’t anything more than their vehicles.  Part of their attraction to Keith Herriot had been that he owned property, at least they thought he had.  It turned out the house in Portland was all he owned, and he shared ownership of that property with Rosemary.

The sale of the lot happened quickly, and Fey earmarked those funds to go into the trust.  This sale was sizeable but Fey had some of the monies from her father’s life insurance, which she considered blood money.  She wouldn’t touch her siblings’ trust funds, unlike their brothers, who wanted to grab all the money.  “You are entitled to maintenance funds,” Henry kept reminding her.

“I’ll let you know when we need it,” Fey countered.

Henry knew her pride might be the end of her financially, if she wasn’t careful; teenagers could be very expensive.

“What’s that?” Traci asked one evening when they were out riding. She was next to Fey, Allyssa, and Sean as they took their horses on a walk in the cool evening air.  The day had been a scorcher.  Last week, they had gotten some rain but that had only accelerated growth and that new growth turned brown almost immediately.  

“Fire,” Fey said in response to her sister’s pointing finger.

“Should we worry?” Allyssa asked, squinting at the distant puff of smoke.

“That’s probably thirty miles away,” she countered, but she was worried.  The farmers and ranchers were all complaining.  They couldn’t remember having this hot a summer in years.  After the harsh winter they’d had, they should have had a good summer, but the rains simply hadn’t come, and everyone was concerned.  Already, a couple farmers were going to be late on their bills, and Fey warned Allyssa this weather would make her job harder.  Collections were never fun at the best of times.

The fair was happening in a couple weeks, and the children had entered their horses, photo albums, and about ten different entries into the judging for 4-H.  They were all looking forward to the carnival now that the three babies had graduated to a larger stroller, the other one already too small for their pudgy bodies.  All were healthy and happy, and Fey and Allyssa had already started shopping for the next size in car seats for them.

“Whew, this is bad!” Brock stated when he saw the two women.  He had already lost a couple fields.  The two he had watered were faring well, but now, the creek was too low.  He wanted to ask about drilling, but he knew that Fey would refuse.  He was going to lose his shirt since he had plowed up so many fields on the ranch, using the fields that her grandfather and great-grandfather had used in years past.  He’d even plowed up fields on the north section that were once owned by someone named Roberts, or so Allyssa had told him.

“I’m sorry, Brock,” Fey said.  She knew he was in a bad situation.  She was glad they had collected the rent before he planted rather than after his harvest because there had been no guarantee of harvest.  Seeing the dying crops just proved her point—pay up first.  She knew he’d put in a lot of work to make it happen, and hiring a larger plow, so he could get in as many fields as quickly as possible.  And then, there was the cost of fencing to keep out animals from the open range.  

Last year, his larger plow had backed into Allyssa’s fountain, damaging one edge and causing her to swear up a storm.  If it hadn’t been so tragic, it would have been funny.  The fountain had been repaired, but all the water had poured onto their driveway and made a muddy mess that the ducks, geese, and even the escaping chickens had enjoyed.  The dogs and her siblings had also played in it.  Allyssa hadn’t filled it this year, saying it would have to wait until they had rain.  She didn’t feel it was right to have a water fountain in their yard when some people didn’t have enough water.  People coming into the yard for veterinary services didn’t need to see that display when there were so many worse off than they with respect to water.

Allyssa had told Fey that the Feldmans were about to lose their apple crop.  Even if it rained today, they would be lucky to have even a small apple harvest.

“The apples would be woody anyways,” Fey pointed out when she heard.

“Should we be watering around the yard?” Allyssa asked, not for the first time.

“If we have a green yard when people pull up, what kind of impression does that give?”

“That we watered our yard to keep down the dust?”

Fey smiled and shook her head.  “I just hope our well is deep enough to weather this dry spell.  With Brock losing the creek water, I’m worried.”

“Should I be conserving water?”

“Not yet, but soon maybe.”  Fey knew some areas where she traveled were already on water rationing.  Many animals were suffering, and she’d had to put a few out of their misery.  There were also fires to the south of them.  Some idiot had set off firecrackers and started a fire on one ranch, burning nearly one thousand acres before it was brought under control.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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“Make sure you bring that bag there,” Allyssa ordered Fey as they packed up the Suburban in preparation for their trip to the fair.  Juanita’s new beau was coming out to take her to the fair, and Juanita was blushing over the fact that she had a date.  She had met him when he brought his dog to the clinic.  She had been walking the children in their stroller at the time, trying to tire them out in the fresh air.

“Come on, Allyssa,” Sean tried to hurry her.  He was carrying Erin, who was wiggling to get down.  He boosted the baby into the car seat and quickly strapped him in, so he couldn’t get out.  Sean climbed into the back seat, eager to be on their way.  

Traci helped with Tom and climbed over the seat too.  She loved to sit in the back and make faces at the rear-facing babies to make them smile and laugh.  Her niece and nephews were happy little guys.  

“I swear, she would go back to breastfeeding in a heartbeat, if I let her,” Allyssa complained to Fey as she strapped Molly into her car seat and handed her a bottle.

“A girl knows boobs,” Fey said in a low voice as she put one of the two diaper bags onto the floor of the back seat.

Allyssa laughed as she got into the passenger seat.

“Nuh uh.  You’re my chauffer today,” Fey told her, knowing she usually drove but liking that her wife wouldn’t mind taking a turn.

“Okay, you asked for it,” she said as she got out and headed around the SUV to the driver’s seat.  Allyssa waved as the two interns drove off in the Jeep.  They were planning to head for the fairgrounds and enjoy their evening as well.

The dogs watched, their tails drooping as they realized they were home alone.  One headed for the cabin steps while the other headed for the farmhouse and lay down with a loud sigh.  The cats looked at them and then sought out cool shadows around the farm to hide.

“Oh, look at that,” Fey said proudly when she saw the blue ribbon on Traci’s photo collage.  She’d used Allyssa’s camera to take many digital pictures and arranged them in an attractive way that had obviously caught the judges’ eyes.

“Good for you,” Allyssa clapped the young girl on her shoulder, happy for her.

“This is boring,” Sean said, eager to go find his friends.  He had some money Fey had given each of her siblings for rides and treats, and he was ready to go spend it.

“Hey, we agreed to look at your entries and see how they did,” Fey warned him, not willing to let the teen ruin things for their sister.  The dynamics of their family relationship were weird to her.  After all, she was their older sister, not their mother.  Sometimes, she knew Sean didn’t wish to obey her; that was all part of being a teenager.  The school psychologist, who had talked with him at Allyssa’s suggestion, had helped him more than he knew.  He wasn’t as angry over his parents’ deaths, and she was going to suggest Allyssa ask that he continue with the therapist next year in school.  She wondered if Traci needed help too, but so far, the kid seemed well-adjusted.  Traci was sad now and then but so were Fey and Allyssa.  Leslie had warned them of the postpartum depression but the happy pills helped.

“How many more?” Sean asked, dragging his feet.  He perked up when he saw a red ribbon on one of his own projects and smiled as he was praised for his efforts by his sister and her wife and by one of the other 4-H moms.

“Hi, Lorna,” Allyssa greeted her friend, smiling.

“How do you manage with this herd of children?” Lorna asked, laughing down at the trio of babies, who were smiling happily, looking about at the sights and sounds and bright colors that caught their attention.

“It’s the whip,” Fey answered, straight-faced.  She laughed when Lorna looked up, surprised.  Lorna didn’t interact with Fey as often, and for one heart-stopping moment, she’d thought she was serious.  She joined in on the laughter.

“Are you planning another gather?” she asked as she joined them for a moment.

“No, I think we got all the mavericks and that bull that was frightening people,” Fey shook her head, remembering how amazing he had been.  She’d seen him a couple of times since she’d sold him.  He was producing remarkable calves even without a pedigree.

“How’s the Shire?” she asked, having seen the beautiful draft horse they now owned.

“We’ve named him Big Ben,” Allyssa told her and laughed with her at the apt name.  He was old, he was stately, and he knew exactly when it was time to be fed.  They no longer had to keep him in the near pastures.  He showed up regularly for meals, the old hay burner.

Lorna loved the stories and pictures Allyssa shared on her blogs for the rescue and the veterinary practice.  “Hey, the Olesons are watching for your discount clinic.  Are you going to do that this year?”  She addressed Fey, including her in the friendship she shared with Allyssa.

“We hadn’t discussed it but maybe we should have one soon.  It’s been a while,” Fey said musingly to Allyssa as they walked along admiring the different 4-H projects and the various winners.

They finally finished walking through the 4-H building and let Sean run off with his friends.  Gretchen showed up with a bunch of her daughter’s friends and asked if Traci would like to come with them.  The hopeful girl looked up at Allyssa and Fey pleadingly, so they let her go.  The babies were all fussing by then and they stopped to feed them.

“Looks like you could use a third set of arms,” Lorna offered.

“Sure could,” Allyssa said, handing her Molly and a bottle.  Molly immediately extended her hands, not reaching for the woman but the bottle.  Allyssa smiled at her daughter, who she nicknamed the Oompa Loompa.  She loved when babies were a little chubby instead of looking spindly and unhealthy.  Leslie was surprised at how Tom had nearly caught up to his siblings, a big change since she had last seen the babies.  No one who saw that baby now would have believed how small he was at birth.

“I really marvel at you two.  I often wonder how I coped with one,” Lorna commented as she smiled down at Molly.  Molly tried to smile back around the bottle she was so greedily sucking on.  She was studying the strange woman’s face, not frightened at all, just very curious.

“It isn’t easy,” Allyssa admitted.

“We would have gone crazy without Juanita and the kids to help,” Fey added, nodding towards where her siblings had disappeared.

“What have I heard you say...it takes a village?”

“We have our own team here, don’t we?” Allyssa cooed down at Erin, whom she was feeding.  He seemed to be thinking over what she said.

“So, when are you two having more?” Lorna teased, but she secretly wondered if they would have any more.

“Oh, God,” Fey said dramatically, nearly dislodging the bottle, which made Tom fuss.  She smiled as she secured the bottle for the busily sucking baby and then wrinkled her nose.  He had obviously filled his diaper.

Lorna chuckled, realizing Fey was faking.  “Come on, you could easily have nine on that ranch.”

“Where would we put them?  Bunk beds, three high,” Allyssa commented as though she had already been planning it.  “It’s been a busy year,” she reminded her friend.  It had been a difficult year.

“I’m amazed how the older kids have bounced back,” she remarked, remembering their previous visits before they came to live at the ranch.

“They still have their moments,” Fey mentioned.  “I mean, it’s hard enough to lose one parent, but two in the same year?”  She was also having her moments over the loss of her father, and the doubt cast by the coroner’s inconclusive report still upset her.  Thinking of that, wondering if it could be true, haunted her.

“I’m sorry, Fey.  For a moment, I forgot that Keith was your dad too.”

“It’s okay.  I’m an adult, and I can deal with it.  I’m just so glad he got to see his grandchildren before he died,” she admitted, looking down at the baby she was holding, who wanted to squirm but also wanted his bottle.

After burping and changing the three babies, they walked around the carnival part of the fair, and Fey asked Allyssa to go on some rides with her.  “Oh, no, no, no!  I’d get motion sickness for sure.”

“Come on, when are we going to get this chance again?  Another year?  These guys are only going to keep growing,” Fey said, gesturing to the triple stroller.  She handed each baby a sugarless cookie Juanita had baked and each little hand fisted over the treat.

“I’ll watch them if you want to go on any rides,” Lorna promised.  “Go on, ride the Ferris wheel with your wife,” she encouraged, eager to help her friend.

“Okay, the Ferris wheel but nothing else.  And no rocking,” Allyssa warned her wife as Fey rushed off to buy the tickets.  “I swear, she’s like a kid in a candy store.”  She shook her head, laughing at her wife’s antics.  Fey was supposed to be the older, more mature one.

“I envy your relationship sometimes,” Lorna admitted as they waited for Fey to return, the stroller between them.  Tom was drawing on the stroller with his cookie, Molly was mouthing hers, steadily working it into her mouth, and Erin was breaking off pieces, which went easily into his mouth, much to his amazement.

Allyssa looked at Lorna speculatively.  “You do things with your husband,” she stated, then at Lorna’s blank look she added, “don’t you?”

Lorna shook her head.  “I throw myself into the kids’ activities.  We don’t do anything, and when the children turn eighteen, I intend to file for divorce.  Our marriage has been over for years.”

“That’s why you are so active in 4-H,” she mused aloud.  “I’m sorry, Lorna.”

“Got any nice girlfriends?  Maybe I should jump the fence?”

Allyssa laughed, sure she was being teased, then realized her friend was serious.  “No.  Fey and I are the only lesbians I know.  I didn’t know I was a lesbian until Fey asked me to marry her.”

“Wait!  What?”

Allyssa nodded.  She had never confided this to anyone before.  “We’d been working at the clinic in Denver, healing Rex, and we got to know each other.  I respected her enormously.  I loved the work and admired her.  I thought I wanted to be a vet at one point, but she was just a friend, or so I thought.  Then, she told me she was coming to Oregon to take over the ranch her grandparents had left her, and I realized my friend...my best friend was leaving me.”  She almost added her only friend but refrained.  She offered to take me with her as her partner, and then, after she explained the meaning of that word a little more thoroughly, I agreed.”

“Didn’t the sex worry you?”

“Yes...no...not with Fey.  She’s my best friend and that made a big difference.”  She smiled nostalgically as she thought back to the odd proposal her wife had made in that café so long ago.  It had only been a few years, but it seemed much longer with all that had happened to them.

“So, I just have to make a best friend and propose to her?”  She smiled at the irony that Allyssa was a friend and was into women, but Allyssa was already taken by Fey, who Lorna also considered a friend, although Fey intimidated her a little.

“No, I don’t think that would work,” she answered, taking her seriously.  “I don’t think Gretchen would be into that,” she teased a little.  “If you were serious and your marriage were over, I think a different approach would be in order.”

“I don’t think I could get past the sex,” she admitted.

“Don’t knock it until you try it,” Fey said as she came up with the tickets and caught the last line.  She smiled at the now blushing Lorna to show she meant no harm.  “I got them,” she said, showing the tickets to Allyssa.  “Come on, let’s get on the ride before the kids know we are gone and Lorna loses her mind.”  She grabbed Allyssa’s hand and tugged her towards the line for the Ferris wheel.  

Lorna, still blushing, smiled as she watched them go before looking down on the three babies.  She only hoped the lights and noises kept them distracted long enough for their moms to enjoy the ride.

“What in the world made you think of doing this?” Allyssa asked her wife with a smile, enjoying this romantic gesture.

“We barely get a moment alone together on the ranch, and I wanted to be with you, even if it’s only for a few rounds on the wheel,” she nodded towards the ride as the line moved.  When they got to the front of the line, the ticket taker took their tickets, directing them to the next seat as it came around and stopped.  They got in and another guy closed the barrier.  “It’s like a date, isn’t it?”

“We should date more often,” Allyssa said before she had time to think it through, and she saw a flash of hurt on Fey’s face.

“I try to get home when I can...” she began.

“No!  I wasn’t complaining.  I swear.  I know how hard you work.  With all the kids and everything, I know you worry about money.”  She felt terrible.  She knew the ranch was a drain and sometimes there was not enough money coming in.  Brock’s rents had gone a long way towards keeping them solvent, and now, they had the inheritance from Keith, at least they had the small percentage Fey would let them take before the remainder went into the trust.  Neither Sean nor Traci knew how much was in the trust, and Fey wanted to keep it that way for now.

“We just need to communicate,” Fey put in, smiling at her wife and pulling her close as the wheel began to move upward as it loaded more passengers.  When they got to the top, the wheel had finally taken on enough passengers and the wheel began to go around and around without stopping.  “Oh, look at that view,” Fey said as the evening sky began to take on a different hue.  They could see beyond the fairgrounds to the various hills beyond.

“What’s that?” Allyssa asked, pointing beyond the hills.

“Looks like a grass fire,” Fey murmured, peering in the direction her wife was pointing.  “God, I hope they get that under control before it gets too far.  I’ve seen what happens to the animals in a fire.”  She shook her head, imagining the panic.  The corpses were macabre too, and she didn’t want to think about that.

“Fey, isn’t that the direction of our ranch?” Allyssa fretted.

Fey looked again when the wheel reached its zenith, and her heart began to thump harder.  “I’m not sure,” she admitted.  They both peered into the oncoming darkness each time they reached the top, trying to determine if the unnatural light Fey thought was a fire might be in their ranch area.

“Do you think we should go?” Allyssa asked as the operator began to let people off the ride, slowly lowering the wheel until it was their turn.

“Yes, if you don’t mind,” Fey stated, standing up as soon as it was their turn to depart.

“I don’t mind.  I’m worried too.  How are we going to find Sean and Traci?”

“What’s the matter?” Lorna asked when she saw their expressions.  She had thought they would return all dreamy-eyed from being alone together for those few, stolen moments.  The babies were fine.  They hadn’t given her any problems at all.

“We have to go,” Fey stated, scanning the crowd and looking for her brother and sister.

“Why?” she asked, glancing from one woman to the other.

“We thought we saw a fire burning in the direction of our ranch,” Allyssa told her as she bent to check on each of the babies.”

“Oh, no,” Lorna stated, imagining the horror.  She’d read Molly and Erin’s journals, and they had lost their ranch to fire a couple of times.  She had vaguely heard of Fey’s grandparents’ place burning down, and of course, she knew the two women had lost their newly-built house once.

“Yes...Oh, no,” Fey echoed.  She knew trying to find the children in this crowd was going to be impossible.

“What are you going to do?”

“We need to get out of here,” Fey said, looking harder but knowing it would be useless; there were just too many people.

“Why don’t you two go and I’ll meet the kids,” Lorna offered.  “I can bring them to the ranch with my kids.”

Fey looked at Allyssa, who nodded and turned to Lorna.  “Thank you.  Just tell them I got a call or something.”

“I’ll do that.  We don’t want to alarm them.”

“Thank you, Lorna,” Allyssa said, checking the diaper bags and starting to push the stroller.

“Yes, thank you, Lorna,” Fey repeated, reaching out a hand to squeeze the other woman’s arm.

They headed back towards where they had parked the SUV.  They were trying to hurry but people seemed to really get in their way as they moved along.  More than once, Allyssa had to apologize for bumping into people with the stroller.  Seeing three babies, some people wanted to chat, assuming they were triplets.  Trekking across the dirt and bumps was brutal on Allyssa’s arms.

“Excuse me,” Fey kept repeating, trying to clear a path to make it easier for her wife.

Finally, they arrived at the Suburban, and Fey pushed the key to unlock the doors.  They each took a baby and strapped it in.  Fey finished first, so she got the final baby installed in its car seat.  Allyssa put the diaper bags on the floor between the seats and together, they collapsed the large stroller and lifted it into the back of the vehicle.

“I’ll drive,” Fey volunteered, getting into the driver’s seat.

“Okaaay,” Allyssa hesitantly agreed, not sure about Fey driving with her current attitude.

The drive back to the ranch was quiet, and more than once, Allyssa glanced at the speeds Fey was reaching.  Only once, when Fey passed someone on the highway, did she say anything.  “Remember, we have three children in the back seat.”

“Yeah, I know that,” she said, glancing at her wife before returning her eyes to the road.

“I don’t care if you kill me, but if you kill them with your driving...”

Fey looked down at the speedometer, perhaps for the first time since they left the fairgrounds, and she reduced her speed slightly.  “Sorry,” she said, glancing at her wife again to exchange a little self-deprecating grin before turning her eyes back to the highway and the traffic.

They could see smoke as they drove along, but it was on the other side of the highway.  They breathed a sigh of relief when they realized it wasn’t anywhere near their ranch.  As they pulled onto their road, Fey asked, “Do you want to go back to the fairgrounds?”

Allyssa considered her wife’s question for only a moment.  She hadn’t enjoyed the noise of the carnival or their one and only ride.  It was expensive, crowded, and too much hassle to get the children in and out of the place.  “No, let’s just go home.”

Fey nodded, feeling much the same.  The babies, worn out from their outing, were already dozing in the car seats when they got home.  The dogs, relieved that their humans were home, greeted everyone enthusiastically.  A couple cats that were balanced on the railings of the house even condescended to flick their tails at the couple as they carried the children inside.

“Let’s bathe the children and put them to bed,” Fey said as she carried two up the stairs.

“Easier said than done,” Allyssa grinned, but they had this down pat and each shared equally in the chore.  When the babies were washed, fed, and dozing in their cribs in Keith’s old bedroom, which they’d turned into a nursery, they left the baby monitor on before sneaking back downstairs.

“Well, we have an evening without children ahead of us.  What shall we do with it?” Fey asked enticingly.

“Don’t take this wrong, babe, but I think we should water down the house and the lawn.”

“You romantic, you,” Fey teased but smiled.  She understood.  Seeing the fire had her really worried too.  Between them, they pulled out hoses and sprayed down the hill, the house, and even the spring house before pulling the hoses across the yard and watering down the cabin and barn next.  They were spraying horses when Lorna’s truck came over the hill with the children in tow.

“What are you doing?” they asked as soon as they saw the two women.

“Watering down the horses,” Fey answered, as though that made perfect sense.

Some of the horses were really enjoying the spray that was coming down on them like rain.  Others had moved out of range of the spray and were eyeing it distrustfully.  They could tell it wasn’t natural or coming from the clouds.  One of the mares had moved as close to the spray as she could, so she could meet it full on.  She wiggled from side to side, moving the spray across her back and butt as though trying to scratch an itch.  Afterward, she rolled in the dust, making herself a muddy mess.  Big Red was one of the horses accepting of the cool spray.

“Aren’t you wasting water?” Sean asked.

“Probably,” Fey admitted, turning off her spout.  Allyssa followed suit.  Fey checked the baby monitor attached to her belt and heard no babies.  They’d been outside long enough, and she began to pull her hose back towards the spring house.

“How was the fair?” Allyssa asked, pulling her own hose.

“I need to get going,” Lorna called from the truck after the two children tumbled out.

“Thank you!” both women called to their friend.  The children exchanged waves as they began to tell the two women all about their fair experience.

“Can we go again tomorrow?” Sean asked, hopefully.

“It gets pretty expensive...” Fey began hesitantly.

“I still have some of the money you gave me.”

The two women exchanged glances as they circled up the hoses, and Allyssa nodded slightly.  The kids needed entertainment, and they had looked forward to the fair for months, working towards it with their 4-H projects.  School started next month, and they’d be busy again.  Besides, this only happened once a year.

“Okay, we’ll drive you over, so you can enjoy the day,” Fey promised.  

“Both of us?” Traci asked, checking to be sure she was included.

“Only if you promise to stay with a group of friends.”

“Oh, I will.  I have to go call–” Traci began, her words cut off as she raced towards the farmhouse.

“It’s too late to make any calls,” Allyssa called and stopped the little girl in her tracks.  Fey chuckled.  They hadn’t even realized how late it was.  

“God, it’s hot,” Sean admitted, pulling at the collar of his t-shirt.

“Well, cool off then,” Allyssa said.  She had been about to turn off the water flow into the hose, but instead, she grabbed the handle of the sprayer and sprayed him.

“Hey!” he yelped in consternation.

Fey looked at her wife and started to laugh at the surprise on her brother’s face.  Mischievously, she grabbed the hose she had just wound up and pointed the nozzle at her wife.

“Hey!  That’s cold,” Allyssa yelled, turning her hose on her wife.

“Didn’t you just say it was hot?” Fey asked over the water, trying to sound innocent and failing.

“I didn’t say it was hot, Sean did!”  They turned as one and began spraying the boy.

“Hey!” he protested, but he was grinning as he tried to get away.

“What about me?” Traci taunted.  They turned to spray her, just missing her when she ran away.  

A game ensued.  They sprayed everyone they could reach, but they were limited by the length of the hoses that rapidly unwound from the neat, little circles they had been making.  The dogs barked, and they sprayed them too.  Everyone got soaked!

When they were finished, their hair was plastered to their heads.  They pulled the hoses in again and wound them up, turning off the water.  They had wasted quite a bit, but each was pleased with the fun they had enjoyed as a family.  They dripped their way to the porch to sit in the hot breeze, smelling a bit of smoke on the wind.

“Will that fire reach us here?” Traci worried.

“We hope not,” Fey admitted as she sat with her wife.  She was glad they had decided to water everything down, and the water fight with her siblings had been a hoot.  She squeezed Traci’s hand, smiling at her.

“What if it does?  Would we lose the house like Grandma and Grandpa?”

“That was deliberately set,” Fey told her.

“No, I meant Great-Great-Grandma and -Grandpa?”

“What do you know of that?”

“I read the books you published,” she admitted, looking from one woman to the other to see if she was in trouble.

“Dad didn’t want you to read those until you were much older.”

“Why not?” Sean put in, proving he had read them too.  “There’s nothing in them that we shouldn’t read?”

“I don’t think Dad wanted you to know they were lesbians.”

“Could you imagine hiding that for all those years?” he marveled.

“Why?  You two are lesbians,” Traci questioned.

“It was different back then.”

Both children shrugged it off, and Allyssa exchanged a look with Fey.  It was a completely different generation, and the children’s generation were more accepting than their generation had ever been.  While Fey had understood her father wanting to keep it a secret until they were mature enough to appreciate the implications, both children were growing up with a lesbian sister and accepted it.

“What would you take if we had to move everything out for a fire?” Sean wondered, sitting back in a wicker rocking chair as they dried off.

“I’d go for the pictures,” Allyssa stated without hesitation.

“I’d take the children,” Fey put in dryly, laughing at her wife.

“Well, yeahhhh,” Allyssa put in, laughing with her wife.  “That went without saying.”

“How would we get everything out?” Traci asked.

“We wouldn’t get everything out,” Fey told her.  “We’d have to take what was most important and leave the rest.”

“Great-Great-Grandma’s glass,” Sean mentioned, nodding towards the colored glass that was faintly visible in the window despite the darkness of the night.  He was petting Rex, who had come up to snuffle under his hand and demanded some pets.  Lexy had curled up with Traci and was sharing her small couch on the porch.  The cats wanted to join them but disdained the wet humans.

“God, I hope we never have to do that,” Allyssa put in, having felt that way when she read about it in the journals.  She knew Fey still hurt after finding out her beloved grandparents had perished in a fire by the very rustlers they had killed.

After everyone was sufficiently dry enough to avoid dripping all over their floors, they went inside to peel off their damp clothes in the upstairs’ bathrooms.  It was already quite late, and the two moms checked on their babies before heading for their own bathroom to change out of their damp clothes.  The babies were sleeping fine, so the moms shared a shower and each other’s bodies, enjoying the end of their day together.  It had been a good day.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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Fey had to go off with her interns early the following morning, so Allyssa drove her brother- and sister-in-law to the fairgrounds, agreeing to pick them up after dark in a specific location and handing each of them a cell phone for emergencies.  “Now, this isn’t for talking to your friends.  You can call me or Fey with them and that’s it.  Don’t use up the minutes!  I bought these phones only for emergencies,” she warned them.  “Here’s some extra money for each of you.  Have fun!”

She watched as they ran off.  She worried that they were too young to go off alone, but they were meeting with friends from 4-H and school, and they had to let them go at some point and trust them to be responsible.  She headed to the post office, locking the babies in the Suburban with the air-conditioning on while she ran in to get the mail.

“Hi, Allyssa,” Margaret, the postmistress greeted her.  “How’s my namesake?” she asked.

“She’s beautiful,” Allyssa called back.  “Have a good day!”  She hurried out.  She hated to leave the babies unattended like that, but it was a small town, the air was on, and she really had no choice if she was going to get things done.  She drove them back home and one by one, she put each on the ground as she unstrapped the next one.  She couldn’t carry all three into the house, but Juanita saw her and helped her.

“Ah, he’s become a little pot,” Juanita complained good-naturedly as she swung Tom up into her arms.  Allyssa managed with Erin and Molly under each arm.  Getting them into the living room, she was then able to hand them off to Juanita, who enticed them into their highchairs with offers of cereal and fruit.

Allyssa got her work done around the babies’ schedules.  It had been difficult, and she was frequently behind, but when they slept and Juanita helped, she managed to catch up.  It also helped that the computer was hooked up in both the house and the clinic, and she headed out to the cabin to do a little inventory while the babies were down for a nap.  While she was working, she thought she heard something but shrugged it off as an animal when she didn’t see any signs of the dogs acting up.  She saw that Rhonda and Woody hadn’t returned from their week off yet.  They had decided it was simply too hot to work and were taking a break from the horses and the many clients they now had.

Several times as she finished up her work, she looked up.  She was listening to the baby monitor and thought she heard something.  She checked on Lexy and Rex several times, but both were sleeping lethargically on the porches in their selected spots.  Rex preferred the cabin since he had lived there so long while healing from his various injuries, and Lexy had decided the farmhouse was the place to be for her humans, even if she did have to contend with friendly cats.  “You two must have really been worn out last night,” she said as she passed Rex, who thumped his tail slightly on the porch before going back to sleep in the shade of the overhang.  Allyssa also checked the barn.  There were no animals inside other than the new mama kitty, who had given birth to a small litter.  Each of the kittens was spoken for, and Fey had promised to fix the mama but had not gotten around to it yet.  Cats got pregnant far too easily, so it wouldn’t be good for her to wait too much longer.  Allyssa considered doing the procedure herself since she was now a fully-qualified vet tech with a certificate to prove it, but she knew that would technically be crossing a line.  Even though she knew how to do it, she wasn’t a vet.

The heat, the smell of smoke in the air, and the bright sun was causing her to feel uneasy today.  She decided she would head back to the house and enjoy the air conditioning after finishing up her inventory in the addition.  She had wondered how their interns were coping in the loft until Fey admitted she had put in a small air conditioner for them to use in the small space.  She didn’t see the point in smothering anyone who stayed up there.

Allyssa had just finished up and was intending to check her numbers on the computer in the house, but she decided to use the bathroom in the addition first.  As she opened the door, there was a scuffling noise and she was suddenly propelled backward.  The surprise caused her to fall, knocking over a tray and causing a clatter as the stainless steel hit the wood floor.

“What the–?” she began as she struggled with her attacker.  The surprise was absolute, and the shock made her slow to fight back.  She cursed herself for no longer wearing her gun, but she had stopped because of the children.  She didn’t want them touching it.  Even if it was on safety, it was still a gun.

“You bitch!  You and your whore wife are going to pay for what you stole from us and our family,” the voice said, filled with menace.

Allyssa felt herself being choked, but she didn’t recognize her attacker until he spoke.  It was Trever, and she stared at him in consternation as he applied pressure to her throat.

“Maybe we should keep it all in the family,” he said as he ground down suggestively on the juncture between her legs.  

Allyssa reached out, trying to find something, anything to hit him with.  Her fist was useless, and his strength was superior to her own.  She heard nails on the wood and prayed that one of the dogs was coming.  But the sound wasn’t quite right.  It was like a dragging noise, not a walking noise.  When Rex came into the room with an angry ‘argh’ sound in his throat, she saw that his limbs weren’t moving normally as he moved in on her attacker.  Fortunately, Rex’s movement was enough to distract Trever for a moment, and Allyssa grabbed the opportunity to look around.  She spotted the tray of tools she had knocked down including scalpels.  Thank goodness!  She always kept a tray filled with surgical tools ready for Fey in case they had an emergency.  She reached for a scalpel, cutting herself slightly when she grabbed it blade first, then turning it and plunging it into the arm of the hand that was squeezing her neck.  Trever had removed his second hand from her neck to unzip his pants.

“OW!  You BITCH!” he shouted in her face, spittle striking her skin as she rolled him off her.  Trever rolled into Rex, who tried to bite him.  Trever curled up enough to bring his feet into play and Allyssa cringed at the yelp their big dog made as he flew across the room.  Rex had only been trying to help her.  While Trever dealt with the dog, it enabled Allyssa to get up and run through the door, closing it behind her and momentarily delaying Trever, who had lunged up, the scalpel still embedded in his muscle as he came after her.  She ran to the desk where she kept a gun and pulled open the drawer, cocking the gun as she turned, and just then, Trever came through the door.

“You won’t shoot me,” he sneered.

“Won’t I?” she asked.  She was as terrified as she had been that day with the rustlers, but she would shoot.  She shouldn’t have hesitated.  Trever lunged at her, and the gun went off, her finger still on the trigger.  He was hit in the shoulder, a little higher than where she had aimed, but he was hit.  He fell back, shocked that she would shoot him.  But it wasn’t a fatal shot, and she quickly jacked back the hammer preparing to fire again.  The revolver turned automatically, pulling in the next available bullet.

Trever stared into the gun, seeing the bullets revealed in the revolver.  He was angry, angrier than he could ever remember being.  He had waited for just the right moment to jump her.  The dogs had eaten the food he left them, but she had taken forever to get out here and they had slept off most of the medication.  He found it hard to remain quiet as he hid first, in the loft and then later, in the bathroom, waiting for his moment with her.  As she opened the door to the bathroom, he had lunged, surprising her.  Damn!  It should have been relatively easy to overpower her.  He could feel himself weakening.  The blood was leaking from his arm, and he pulled the scalpel out and held it as a weapon.  But the gunshot was worrying him more than the cut in his bicep.  He looked at her, trying to decide if she would shoot him again.  He didn’t think she would unless he went for her again.  What should have been an easy rape had instead turned into a fight for his life.

“I’m just going to go here,” he said, trying to calm her angry look.

“No, you are going to stand right where you are until the sheriff arrives,” she countered, holding the gun on him steadily.  She knew she would be shaking soon.  The adrenaline was wearing off and she wanted to dial 911 so badly.

“Look, it’s not like I really did anything to you.  You won,” he said, gesturing to the wounds he had received.

“Didn’t do anything?  You attempted to rape me,” she told him, wondering if she could shoot him without her conscience bothering her.  It had taken her a long time to get over the other shooting she had been involved in, but she had been able to justify that in her mind.

Trever considered trying to overwhelm her, but she was ready to shoot.  Would she shoot him if he just walked out?  He started to edge towards the door of the cabin and heard the dog in the back room trying to rise from the floor.

“Stay still,” Allyssa ordered Trever, the gun following him and backing up her command.

“Shoot me,” he taunted her, shocked when the gun went off again, this time over his shoulder.  The sound of breaking glass alarmed him, causing him to flinch.  He waited as she reached for the phone, never taking her eyes off him as she dialed 911, then, he dove for the door.  

Allyssa shot again, but it was a badly aimed shot and she knew she may have only scratched him.  She brought the cordless phone with her as she ran to the door.

“911.  What’s your emergency?” the voice intoned.

“This is Allyssa Herriot at the Falling Pines Ranch and Herriot Veterinary Clinic.  An intruder named Trever Kapatrick tried to rape me.  I stabbed him with a scalpel and my dog bit him.  I managed to get away and got to my gun.  I shot him once, and he’s running now.”  She watched as he ran up the hill.  He was kind of limping but making good time.

“You said you shot someone?” the voice asked, no emotion in it.

Allyssa sneered.  Not only was Trever getting away, but the idiot on the other end of the line hadn’t listened.  “Yes, I shot Trever Kapatrick, who tried to rape me,” she said, more emotion hitting her as the adrenalin wore off.  She saw Juanita come out the front door of the house and waved her back, the gun in her hand saying more than any words.  She could see Lexy struggling to get up from the porch.  “He’s running down our driveway and over the hill now.”  She wished she could go after the bastard and finish him off.  She had known the two brothers were bullies but rapists too?  She amended that thought; only Trever had attempted rape.  Who knew what else they were guilty of?

“Are you hurt?” the voice asked.

Allyssa was already tired of the stupid questions.  “He tried to choke me,” she said into the phone as though the woman should already know that or be able to see it.  “Yes, I’m hurt.  Will you send officers to apprehend him?” she asked, knowing she sounded prissy.

“I’ve dispatched officers,” the voice said, never rising above its monotone.  “Do you need an ambulance?”

“I don’t think I do but he does.  I hit him once in the shoulder and possibly grazed him with a second bullet,” she admitted.  The adrenaline was leaving her system and she was starting to shake.  She lowered the gun and slipped the safety on.  She walked back into the office to sit down, holding the cordless phone to her ear as she removed the three spent bullets and replaced them with fresh bullets from the box in the desk drawer.  She left the empties on top of the barn door that was her desk.  

“Ma’am?  Ma’am?” the voice came through the line.  Allyssa didn’t realize she had stopped listening and was holding the phone as she automatically reloaded.  Fey had taught her well.  Fey!  What if she had been here?  It was then, Allyssa remembered the dog.  She put the phone down, not hanging it up as she went to check on Rex.  She found him staggering to his feet, obviously in distress.  She put him into a kennel one-handed, so he wouldn’t hurt himself.  The other hand was still holding the revolver and her neck was sore from holding the phone pinned between her ear and shoulder.  She couldn’t tell how much damage Trever had inflicted on the poor dog.  She left him and returned to the front room of the cabin.

“Allyssa?”  Juanita came hesitantly up the steps of the cabin.

“It’s okay, Juanita.  Are the children okay?” she asked, putting the phone down, her neck hurting from the odd angle she had kept it in.

“They are taking their naps.  They didn’t hear the gunfire,” she told the girl, eyeing the gun in her hand and glancing around.  There was glass missing from one of the cabinets.

“Dammit!  I’m going to have to replace that pane of glass again,” Allyssa said when she noticed it too.  Just then, she heard the baby monitor go off.  It was Erin, judging from the cries.  It always amazed her that she could tell which of the three babies was crying.  Erin did not sound happy.

“I’ll go,” Juanita said and immediately made to leave.

“I’ll go with you,” Allyssa said, making doubly sure the safety was on before tucking the gun in her belt at her back and following the housekeeper.  She knew it would be a while before the sheriff or his deputy made it to the ranch.  It was then, she realized she had left the phone off the hook and stopped talking to the emergency operator.  Where was her mind at?  She turned to head back to the clinic, unsure if she should go to the phone or to her son, and that hesitation left her standing in the middle of the yard.  When she heard Juanita gasp, she looked up and discovered why Erin was crying.  Peter was standing on their porch holding the crying baby, and his hand was in a position where he could break the baby’s neck with a simple twist.

“You and your wife are going to turn that trust over to me and my brother,” he said, a gleam in his eye.  “I’m going to take yer brat with me as collateral.  You just write me a check, and when it clears, you’ll get him back.”

Allyssa could tell by the way he was holding Erin that Peter had never held a baby.  Erin was upset.  His nice, secure, little nap had been interrupted.  She was sure it would only be a moment before the other two started crying.  “It doesn’t work that way,” she began, and she could see he wouldn’t believe her.  He figured since they owned the ranch, they were rich, and that trust had a lot of money in it, right?  “It isn’t worth–” she began but knew he didn’t believe her.  She stopped and stood there squarely in the yard next to the empty fountain, briefly noticing there was a layer of dust on it from the dry, hot summer.  Their water fights the previous night had left marks from water splatters in it.  Time seemed to slow down as Peter barked more demands for the money.  Allyssa could see that Erin was becoming more hysterical.  The unfamiliar man was frightening the baby, the awkward hold he had on the child making him feel insecure.  Allyssa reached for the gun in her belt.  She instinctively slipped off the safety, cocked the gun in a smooth, practiced motion, brought it level, and calmly shot Peter in the head, right between the eyes, in the middle of his ranting demands for money.  She saw his head take the impact of the bullet and jerk backwards as he went limp and his body fell to the porch.  Fortunately, Erin bounced off his body and was unharmed.  Juanita screamed as she ran towards the baby.  Allyssa calmly walked up and checked that Peter was dead before slipping on the gun’s safety and putting it back in her belt.  She took the baby from Juanita’s hysterical arms, Juanita’s tears and Spanish murmurings annoying Allyssa as she took the screeching baby.  The unfamiliar man, the way he had held her son, the menace that even the baby had felt, had all come to a head.  The noise of the gunshot and falling had upset the baby, and he was screaming his head off.  Allyssa immediately began to comfort Erin as she held him.  Lexy was trying to get to the man, a growl in the back of her throat that Allyssa had never heard from the dog before.  She heard the other two babies start crying, the noises too much for them to sleep through.

“Juanita!  Juanita!” she shouted over Erin’s screams and her housekeeper’s hysterics.  She considered slapping her but wondered if she dared.  Hell, I just shot another man, I can slap my longtime friend, she thought, but before she could raise her arm, Juanita stopped.  She realized the other babies were crying and went running to comfort them.

Sheriff Bradley showed up with two deputy sheriffs’ cars and an ambulance behind him.  All three exited their vehicles cautiously, looking all around the ranch.  He found Allyssa Herriot sitting on the wicker rocker comforting her son.  He saw the dead man on the porch, staring sightlessly at the ceiling with a neat, little bullet hole between his eyes.  He was certain that was the cause of death.

“Allyssa?” he said gently.  

Allyssa looked up from Erin, who had finally calmed down and had even given his mother a smile.  She had heard Juanita playing with the other two babies, distracting them from the noises that had awoken then.  “Oh, hello, Sheriff Bradley,” she responded, putting the baby down on his unsteady feet.  Erin held himself up by clutching at the wicker of the nearby chair.  He was staring up at the man in the hat, not sure if he should cry again or not.

Allyssa got up slowly and said, “I have a gun in my waistband.  I think you are going to need it for evidence.”

He nodded once and watched, his own hand on his gun holster, as she took the gun out and handed it to him butt first.  Surprised at her reaction, he took it before he asked, “Are there others?”  His eyes flickered to the dead man.

Allyssa shook her head.  “This is Peter Kapatrick,” she said, gesturing towards the dead man but not looking at him.  She had looked at the body while trying to calm Erin’s cries, realizing her son was also reacting to her upset and stiff body.  Finally, she relaxed and looked away, crooning to the baby and calming him until he stopped crying.  “Trever Kapatrick tried to rape me in the cabin, and I shot him too.”

“Is he still in there?” the sheriff asked, seeing one his deputies ready to go investigate but waiting to hear what she had to say.

“No.”  She shook her head.  “I got him in the shoulder, and I think I may have grazed him a second time, but he got away.  He was waiting in the cabin to attack me.  If you look down the driveway,” she pointed with her chin as she turned back to Erin, who was trying to balance between pieces of furniture, “there should be blood drops from where I stabbed him and shot him and possibly grazed him.”

“So, you stabbed him and shot him twice?” he confirmed, glancing back at Peter and trying to sort it out.

Allyssa nodded, wincing at the pain she now felt in her neck. 

“Which one of them did that to you?” the sheriff pointed to her obviously bruised neck.  It looked tender.

“Did what?” she asked, distracted by the baby.

“Your neck?” he asked.

“What’s wrong with my neck?” she asked.  Her hand automatically went to her neck and she winced.  “Oh, yeah...Trever choked me when he tried to rape me,” she told him, the shock starting to set in.  She needed to concentrate on Erin again.

Sheriff Bradley could see she was distracted by more than just the toddler.  He recognized a victim in shock.  “Then one of them got away?”

She nodded, wincing again as the pain from her neck became more apparent.  “Yes, Trever got away.  He ran up the driveway, but he was limping and holding his shoulder where I shot him.  I’m not sure, but a third bullet may have grazed him.”

“You shot him three times?” he asked, becoming a little confused.

She shook her head.  “No.  I shot him once when I got hold of my gun in the desk drawer–”

“You weren’t wearing it?” he interrupted, remembering the few complaints they had gotten about both Fey and Allyssa wearing sidearms around the county.  Oregon allowed this though, and both women had been issued permits.

“No, this is the gun we keep in the drawer,” she said matter-of-factly.  “My Glock was put away because of these guys,” she said, picking Erin up again.  She had seen through the window when Juanita came downstairs carrying Tom and Molly.  “I’m sorry, Sheriff.  This isn’t going to be an easy interview,” she apologized as she took Molly from Juanita and led the police down to the grass.

“Did you see anything?” he asked the housekeeper.

“Yes,” she said, her accent becoming thicker as she looked wide-eyed at the three sheriffs’ cruisers parked in the ranch yard.  She took Tom down to join the other babies, so they could play.  Allyssa was examining Lexy, who was panting and slapping her tail on the porch but seemed unable to walk well yet.  

“Juanita, could you get a bowl of water for the dog before you tell the sheriff what you saw?” she asked, and Juanita nodded, hurrying inside and giving the body a wide berth.

Allyssa explained what she had seen.  One of the deputies recorded her statement as she told how she had thought she had heard something earlier, and the dogs had been sleeping but that was nothing new; they always snoozed the hot days away.  Then, she started over and told how she had driven the older children to the fair, dropped them off, and returned.  She also stopped at the post office for her mail before coming home to work.  After the children had gone down to nap, she had started some inventory work that was waiting but kept thinking she was hearing noises.  Now, in retrospect, she knew it must have been Trever hiding out in the addition to the cabin.  “When I think about what he could have done...” she said, shuddering as she continued with her story.  By the time the coroner arrived, they also had Juanita’s story on tape.  Juanita’s story corroborated Allyssa’s story without any prompting.  She explained that Ms. Allyssa, as she called her, had shot Peter when he threatened Erin’s life.

“You could have hit your son?” the deputy making the recording asked.

“I’m an excellent shot, and he had my son in a precarious position,” she told him firmly, angered because she knew she could not have hit Erin, but in hindsight, Peter could have broken the baby’s neck.  The thought of him going off with the boy still upset her.

The paramedics checked Allyssa out, advising her to have x-rays on her neck, and just then, Fey pulled in with the RV.  She got out, looking at the three sheriffs’ cars, the ambulance, and the coroner’s van in alarm.  She ran, thinking one of her children might be hurt, and one of the deputies tried to stop her.  Her strength had built up again from wrestling animals larger than herself, and she downed the man without a thought as she rushed to her family.  Relieved to see Allyssa sitting there, she took her in her arms.

“What’s going on?” she asked, her heart beating frantically as she looked at her wife, pulling her close.  Upon closer examination, she saw the rapidly forming bruises on her wife’s neck.  “What happened?  The children?”

“I’ll be okay,” Allyssa told her, starting to cry now that she knew the children were fine and Fey was here to take care of things.  “I shot Peter and Trever.  Trever got away after he tried to rape me,” she started crying in earnest as the last few hours came crashing down on her.  

Fey looked over her wife’s shoulder as she held her comfortingly and saw the angry deputy advancing on her.  Sheriff Bradley stopped him and nodded to Fey, confirming what Allyssa had been telling her.

Slowly, the complete story emerged.  As it was a clear case of self-defense, the sheriff would not be filing any charges.  Fey drove Allyssa, who was still crying occasionally, to the clinic for an x-ray of her neck.  She left Juanita to watch the children and one of the deputies remained to guard them all.  Sheriff Bradley promised to issue an all-points bulletin on Trever Kapatrick.  The media showed up just as Fey was driving Allyssa away from the ranch.

Fey held her wife’s hand the entire drive to the clinic.  The sheriff called ahead to warn the clinic staff to expect the women and to keep any media away from them.  Fey and Allyssa entered the clinic.  Fey couldn’t stay with her wife while they x-rayed the tissue around her neck, but she held her hand and remained with her during the examination.

She had to explain twice that she didn’t need a rape kit.  She hadn’t been raped; he hadn’t succeeded.   Allyssa appreciated her wife’s calming presence.  She could feel herself sinking into depression over the day’s events.  She’d started running the ‘what ifs’ through her mind and they were preying on her.  What if Trever had succeeded?  Would her wife want her after that?  What if she had killed Trever too?  What if she hadn’t killed Peter and he had hurt Erin?  What if Peter had dropped Erin and he’d been hurt?  What if her bullet had hit their son instead of the monster who held him?

“Well, your larynx was crushed,” the doctor announced in a cheerful sounding voice as he entered the room.  “Fortunately, he didn’t hold it long enough to cause permanent damage.  You are going to have some bad bruising, and we’ve taken several pictures for the police report as per Sheriff Bradley’s instructions.  I need your authorization to release them to the authorities though,” he told her, showing her a paper and where she had to sign.  Allyssa didn’t hesitate; she signed it.  “You are going to have a lot of discomfort and probably a stiff neck as the muscles tighten up,” he explained.  “Just try to relax.  I’ll give you a prescription for some muscle relaxants to aid in that.  I know you have children?” he asked, and she nodded, wincing at the effort.  “I know telling you to relax makes it more difficult, but you really need to try.  Take lots of hot baths if you have jacuzzi?” he asked hopefully, but she shook her head again, which caused her to wince.  “Don’t do that,” he advised.

Allyssa grinned, knowing he was trying to help.  She hurt, but she was feeling better after crying off some of the grief and having Fey there to support her.  “Did anyone come into the clinic with a gunshot wound?” she asked casually, almost innocently.  Only Fey knew what she was implying.

“Not that I know of,” he responded, frowning as he wondered why she would ask such a question.

She nodded slightly, trying not to hurt herself.  

“The pain will wear off with the bruises.  If it doesn’t, see your primary care physician,” he advised as he wrote out the prescription and handed it to her.  “Rest is the best thing you can do while nature takes care of your injuries.  You can go when you are ready,” he told her.  “I’ll have your release papers at the nurses’ station.”

“Thank you,” Allyssa said meekly, sounding hoarse and feeling incredibly exhausted.

“Thank goodness you are okay,” Fey said as she helped her wife get dressed again. 

“We have to go pick up Sean and Traci soon,” Allyssa warned her, looking outside once she had signed her paperwork.

“I thought they were staying until after dark?” 

Allyssa realized her sense of timing was all off.  It had been a long day.  “Oh, yeah.  I...” she began, sounding confused.

“Let’s get this prescription filled and get you home,” Fey said comfortingly, knowing Allyssa was suffering from shock and a bit disoriented.

Allyssa subsided into the comfortable seat of the Suburban and let her wife take care of her.  She wasn’t even aware Fey went through the drive-through at the pharmacy to fill her prescription and was headed home until they arrived.  Fey helped her inside, got her out of her clothes and into a hot bath, then left her to check on the babies and relieve Juanita for a bit.  She glanced outside.  The sheriffs had taken pictures of the cabin, the blood spatters on the floor where Allyssa had struggled with and stabbed Trever, and where she had shot the bastard.  She wished her wife hadn’t been so lenient and had shot him through the heart instead of the shoulder.  Then, they’d have both bodies here instead of just one and they would know where Trever was.  One of the deputies had found a spot where a car had been stashed farther down their driveway.  The tire marks were fresh and deep in the dry, dusty dirt, and it was safe to assume that was what he used to get away.  She wondered if the APB was going to help find him.

Allyssa relaxed in the hot water, surprised that a hot bath could feel good in such overly hot weather.  She’d had trouble breathing in the heat before, and now, with a swollen neck, she was finding it difficult to swallow.  Fey had gone to get her a cold drink of water from the filtered pitcher they kept in the refrigerator, so she could swallow her pills.  She closed her eyes, trying to relax and shut off her worry about the ‘what ifs.’

Fey returned and helped her out of the tub, insisting she eat a sandwich since she had no idea when she had last eaten.  It was hard to swallow but she got it down.  The cold water felt better going down too, and she managed to swallow the two pills that would relax her.  Fey helped her change into shorts and a t-shirt before helping her climb into bed.

“I’m sorry, Fey.  We certainly don’t need this,” she said, gesturing helplessly at the drama she had caused.

“Are you kidding me?  You saved our son and defended our home once again.  I’m keeping you.  I don’t know how I’d cope without you,” she said in a cheerful voice, the tears pooling in her brown eyes as she looked at her wife and leaned in to peck her on the cheek.  The bruises were getting darker as the day went on, and against Allyssa’s white skin, they looked horrible.  You could clearly see the finger marks now.  She was determined to take pictures tomorrow to add to those taken at the hospital.  “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you...” she said, her voice breaking as she contemplated what could have happened if her wife hadn’t acted so decisively.  “Try not to shoot anyone again though, okay?” she said, leaning down to place her forehead on her wife’s and murmuring that last comment in a choked whisper as she started to cry.

“I love you, Fey,” Allyssa whispered, clasping her wife close.

“I love you, Allyssa,” she responded, holding her for a very long time until the pills began to relax her and the exhaustion of the day took hold.  As she made to leave, Allyssa’s hold tightened momentarily.  “I have to go get the kids,” she murmured, and Allyssa relaxed her grip, caught in that semi-conscious state between reality and sleep.  Fey stood up, watching her wife sleep for a moment as she caught herself suffering from the ‘what ifs.’  In her case, they were more ‘what could haves’ as she contemplated the day.  She hadn’t even thought about her interns when she came home and saw the sheriff there; she had immediately thought about her family.  She left the master bedroom and checked on their babies that were happily playing in the living room with Juanita.

“Everything okay here for a moment?” she asked in a quiet voice, smiling down at Molly who was determinedly playing with a block.

“Sure are,” Juanita said, smiling at Tom, who was trying to climb over the older woman’s legs.

“I’m sure no one has asked yet, but are you okay?” Fey asked, grateful beyond belief for the woman’s presence.

Juanita looked up, turning her smile on the doctor.  “You are good for that gal.  I can’t imagine her doing what she had to do today without your influence.”

Fey had never felt so flattered, and she returned the smile.  “Thank you, Juanita.  Are you okay?” she repeated.

“I’m fine, Doctor,” she nodded as she caught Tom before he fell against her.  He giggled.

“I’m going to check a few things,” Fey said and nodded towards the front door.  The housekeeper returned the nod and watched as the doctor went outside.  

Fey didn’t see the dogs, so she headed for the clinic.  She was surprised to see the broken glass had been swept up; she knew the police hadn’t done that.  Then, she found her two interns checking on the dogs.  “How are they?” she asked as she came into the addition.

“We haven’t determined what they were given, but it was some type of drug that incapacitated them,” one of the interns said as he looked through Fiona’s microscope.

“Are they getting any control back?” Fey asked.  She had been sure the dogs were poisoned, but maybe the men had only given them a knockout pill or something instead.  She’d hate to have to put the dogs down.  

“Yes,” one confirmed.

“How about Rex?  Allyssa said he received a violent kick.”

“Yeah, he’s been knocked around good and is sleeping off whatever they gave him.  He let us examine him, but he wasn’t happy about it.  He is obviously sore.  How is your wife?”

Fey told them what she knew, and they continued to update her on what they had done to clean up the clinic and return it to its pristine condition after the sheriff’s deputies had taken their pictures and left.

“Let’s make sure to write a report of your findings and fax it to the sheriff’s department,” Fey told the interns before letting them get back to their work.

Fey was a little late picking up her siblings at the fair, but they weren’t worried.  Their friends and their friends’ parents kept them company until she showed up.

“Where’s Allyssa?” Sean asked, getting in the far back seat before he realized that his sister-in-law wasn’t there.  Traci got into the front seat, seeing it was unoccupied.

“There’s been an–” she almost said accident and changed it, “incident,” she began and then told her two siblings what had happened that day, leaving nothing out and telling them who was involved.

“Christ!” Sean said, realizing the implications much quicker than his sister.

“Watch your language,” Fey said almost automatically and the kid grinned.  It was exactly what Allyssa would have said.

“Is Allyssa going to be okay?” Traci fretted.  She was worried.  She looked up to Allyssa, who was only a few years older than they were, at least in her mind.  She had had a serious case of hero worship for years now.

“She’s going to be fine.  She needs to rest, and she’s got some wicked bruises on her neck.”

“So, Peter’s dead but Trever is still out there somewhere?” Sean asked, leaning forward.

“Do you have your seat belt on?” Fey asked, glancing at her brother in the rearview mirror.

“Yeah,” he said and then scrambled to put it on.  

He didn’t fool Fey.  She knew he couldn’t have leaned so far forward while wearing the shoulder strap, much less the lap belt.

During the night, Fey woke up next to Allyssa and heard the distant sound of crying.  It wasn’t the babies because that sound would have come through the baby monitor.  Instead, after listening to the muffled cries for a moment, she realized they were coming from her sister’s room.  Gently, she got out of bed, trying not to disturb her wife as she made her way through the darkened house.  She nearly tripped over Lexy, who was laying in the hallway and was back to her normal self, much to everyone’s relief.  Fey hadn’t seen the terrier’s dark coat.  The dog smacked its tail on the carpet as if apologizing for getting in Fey’s way.  Fey stopped a second to run her hand down Lexy’s smooth body, relieved she was okay and apologizing for stepping on her.

“Shhh,” she said to the dog, putting her finger to her lips as though the dog could see her and would understand the gesture.  She shook her head as she went into the room beyond the bathroom and opened the door.  “Traci?” she called softly into the darkness.  “Are you okay?”

“Fey?” the young girl asked, sniffing audibly.

Fey made her way to her sister’s bed side, sitting on it as she peered through the dark.  “What’s wrong, honey?” she asked her.

“Oh, Fey,” the girl sobbed, reaching for her sister in the darkness, finding her, and wrapping her arms around her.  “What if Trever comes back?  What if he hurts us?”

“We aren’t going to let that happen,” she assured her, praying she could keep that promise.  They had never expected a physical attack from those two bullies.  She held Traci while she had a crying jag.  Lexy joined them, trying to comfort the little girl by sticking her nose under her hand in a ‘pet me’ gesture.  It always made humans feel better to pet her, or so Lexy thought.  The methodical petting of the dog’s coat did seem to comfort the young girl more than her sister’s presence.

“Fey, is Allyssa going to be okay?” she asked for perhaps the third time that evening.

“Yes.  The doctor said there will be bruising and we just must watch out for that.  She’s probably going to sound funny for a little while too, but she will be fine,” she explained, not wanting her sister to worry.

“What happens if Trever comes back?”  She sounded about six years old instead of the eleven-year-old young woman she was.

“Then we deal with it, but I don’t think Lexy is going to allow anyone into the house.”

“But you said they drugged the dogs.”

Fey mentally cursed herself for that, especially if her sister was having nightmares about it.  “Well, then, we have to make sure Allyssa is around to take care of it for us,” she teased, trying to sound flip.

“What if she doesn’t have a gun nearby.  She stopped wearing one, didn’t she?”

“That was because of the babies,” Fey told her, wondering if her wife would start carrying a gun again.  She kept hers locked in the RV.  “Look, Traci, we can worry ourselves to death over these things, but we just have to deal with them as they come.  There is no way we can predict when or if someone else is going to do things like this.  They are responsible for their own actions.  We are only responsible for how we respond to those actions.  Peter paid with his life for what he tried to do.”

“He was my brother.  What if I’m like that?”

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, the same blood that flowed through him, flows through me and Sean,” she pointed out logically.

“True, and the same blood that flows through you from Dad flows through me,” she tried to distract the young girl.  She really shouldn’t call her little anymore; both she and Sean were growing like weeds.  She figured that was from the healthy air out at the ranch.

“Yeah, but we had different moms,” the youngster pointed out, determined to keep her train of thought on track.

Fey thought about that briefly.  At least Traci had stopped crying.  “Well, that’s true.”

“And my mom wasn’t very...nice,” she understated.

“Your mom loved you very much.”

“Yeah, she never said it, but I could tell.  She wasn’t very nice to Dad though.”

Fey thought about how astute children were.  They might have not said anything in the years they had been coming to the ranch, loyal to a fault, but they had been fully aware of Rosemary’s faults.  “Our dad loved you to bits.”

“Yeah, he really didn’t like how Mom talked about you and Allyssa.  I asked him once why we didn’t see you that much.”

“Yeah?  What’d he say?”

“He said it was better that way because Mom didn’t like the competition.  He once told me he regretted not seeing you grow up, but he knew his parents had loved you enough for him.  Isn’t that weird?”

Now it was Fey who felt like crying.  She’d known her father regretted the estrangement, but it was true, Grandma and Grandpa had loved her enough for them all.  “Yeah, but then, when we are kids, adults seem weird and as an adult, kids sometimes seem weird.”

Traci chuckled.  It wasn’t often Fey sounded like a kid herself.  She always seemed so much older than her and Sean, always acting like an adult as they came to know her, never really feeling like a big sister.  It was Allyssa that bridged that gap since she was between them in age.  Now, when kids asked about her parents, she explained they were dead, but her sister and her sister’s wife were more fun than parents.  She knew her mother hadn’t liked the fact that her sister liked women and had married one, but Allyssa was the best sister, even if it was only by marriage.  “You know, Fey, I think I like living on the ranch more than I liked living in Portland.”

Fey’s heart warmed.  She had always hoped to give that to her siblings.  It was their heritage too.  She left her sister in her bed, her hand on the dog’s head where it lay on the bed, both comfortable and safe and falling asleep.

“Everything okay?” Allyssa rasped when Fey returned after checking the babies and her brother.

“Everything is fine,” she responded, wrapping herself around her wife’s warmth.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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The weather forecaster looked a little bug-eyed.  He’d forecasted rain a few times but either he was wrong, or the winds had blown the clouds away before the rain could fall.  This section of Oregon was a fire trap and several fires had sprung up.  Some were caused by human carelessness and some were caused by Mother Nature, who sent lightning storms that started the grasses on fire.  They had already begun bringing in firefighters from California to fight one blaze that was getting out of control.  Surely the weather would change and the fall rains would come soon?

“Anything?” Fey asked softly as they shared their breakfast and she saw Allyssa had been watching the local news.

“No, nothing,” Allyssa said, looking at her wife in her muscle shirt, looking fine and fit.  She could no longer tell she’d had a baby last year.  The paunch was gone, and Allyssa considered herself lucky to have such a fine woman in her life.  “Henry called and left a message,” she told her wife.

“And?” Fey asked, sipping at the coffee she had poured.

“Nothing,” she said in response to the unanswered question of whether they had found Trever yet.  No sign of the man had been found.

“Maybe he drove off a cliff and they just haven’t found him yet?” Fey asked, hopefully.

“Yeah, we can wish.”

“Are you worried?”

“That he’ll come here again?”

Fey nodded, watching her wife carefully.  It had been two weeks since the attack, and the bruises were fading.  Occasionally, Allyssa sounded raspy, but overall, she’d been very lucky.  She had taken to carrying her sidearm again, putting it away whenever she was around the babies.  She wished they had a lock box and Fey intended to buy one for the hall closet.  She’d make the effort today.  They needed one, and if that made Allyssa feel more confident about wearing a gun again, she’d do it.

“He’d have to have a death wish to come here again; don’t you think?” commented Allyssa.

Fey laughed with her wife.  She’d called Henry to inform him of the incident at the ranch and he’d followed up with the sheriff’s office to make sure Allyssa wasn’t going to be charged.  With Sheriff Bradley’s endorsement and Juanita backing up Allyssa’s story, there would be no charges.  The local paper had run with the story, playing up the drama again and referencing the previous shoot-out at the ranch, but Allyssa had laid low, hiding at the ranch and not going anywhere as her neck healed.

“School starts in a week,” Allyssa reminded her wife.

“Should we plan on driving them back and forth?”  She wondered if the bastard would be stupid enough to grab one of them.

“I guess.  I was thinking more about the clothes and supplies they need.  Can you get off this weekend, so we can all shop?”

Fey knew it would take them all day to get clothes for both her siblings while she and Allyssa coped with the active babies.  They were all determined to walk, but Tom, who had been the smallest, was determined to run.  They were quite the handful as they grew so quickly.  Again, she blamed it on the healthy air at the ranch, although, with all the fires burning, the air frequently smelled of smoke.  Fey knew Allyssa was watering the grasses around the ranch because they were a healthy green and she had to cut them back with the lawnmower.  No one else she knew was cutting lawns these days with the drought that had hit the state.  If it didn’t rain soon, she’d be euthanizing even more stock than she was already.  Some ranchers were sending stock to the yards in record numbers, culling their herds to save those that remained.  She’d treated a lot of animals for heat exhaustion and lack of water.  

Fey knew Allyssa was worried about losing the ranch to a raging fire, and she was watering down the house and other buildings in the cool of the evening when no one would see; the green lawns gave her away.  The geese and ducks were eating the bugs that flourished in this heat, and the chickens were helping them when they could escape from their coop.  The horses were reaching through the corrals to nibble at the luxuriant vegetation.  Allyssa had even watered down some of the corrals, cutting down on the dust.  She was going to have to stop soon though, the water level in the spring house was dangerously low and they needed it for their own consumption.

“Yeah, my weekend is free as far as I know,” Fey told her wife, hoping that would remain true.  Her interns were leaving this weekend and replacements were due in two weeks.  She wanted some quiet time without the students for a while.  “Heard from Brock?”

“Yeah, his entire crops are a complete loss,” Allyssa said sadly, knowing they had gotten their rents, but the farmer had taken a huge hit with the expansion of his fields on their ranch.  It wasn’t the only place he had fields, but it had been the largest this year, and he’d had high hopes.

“What’s he going to do?”

“He said he is going to try for a loan at the bank next year, but I told him he should see what the spring rains look like.”

“That’s sound advice.  Sometimes, these droughts come in cycles.”

“What do the old farmers and ranchers say?”

“That these droughts come in cycles,” Fey repeated with a grin.

They enjoyed their morning chitchat.  Juanita would usually show up as Fey was leaving.  Frequently, they were interrupted by the babies, and occasionally, Sean or Traci joined them.  The children liked being able to sleep in during the summer.  Fey had asked them not to ride anymore since the animals were miserable in the heat too, and Allyssa didn’t let them ride the ATVs for fear the machines might start a fire.  There was dust on everything as no rain had fallen to keep it down and mud it up.  She didn’t need them using up gas and causing more dust in the air.

Fey had asked Allyssa to put all their animals out in the field to find nourishment and water on their own where they could.  There was water in their troughs but only as a last resort.  This winter, Fey wasn’t going to feed the animals until she was forced to; they could forage in the fields.  “Open the gates to Brock’s fields,” she advised her wife.  That way, at least the dead plants wouldn’t go to waste, and the horses and cattle still left could find food in the dead crops.

Allyssa was opening gates with help from Sean, Traci, Woody, and Rhonda when she saw a sheriff’s SUV pull up to one of their ranch yard gates.  Worried that it was something about Trever, she hurried to meet him before he could open the gate.

“Can I help you, officer?” she asked, not recognizing him from the officers she had met over the years.

“Yes, are you Allyssa or Fiona Herriot?” he asked, sounding respectful.

“I’m Allyssa Herriot,” she assured him.

“I’m visiting all the ranchers and farmers in the area and advising them to pack up their most valuable belongings and vacate the area.  There is a strong chance the Sweetwater Creek Fire is going to jump the highway and head this way,” he informed her.

“What?” she asked, aghast at the news.  She hadn’t even known there was a Sweetwater Creek Fire.

“Yes, ma’am.  We need you to be prepared to evacuate.”  He handed her a flier they had prepared, which was signed by Sheriff Bradley.  It explained the procedures they were to follow, so they could be ready to evacuate.  They were advised to take their pets and make all other preparations.  

“How long do we have?” she asked, glancing at the house where her babies were playing in the yard with Juanita.  She looked around her beloved ranch, back at the children and her friends, then towards the hills that separated their ranch from the town.

“We’re not sure, ma’am, but you need to take this seriously,” he told her, looking at her curiously.  He knew who she was, but he saw she was wearing a Glock, not the revolver she had recently used to shoot and kill a man.  He wondered where they kept the shotgun that had been used to kill that rustler he had read about.

“Thank you,” she said weakly.  She watched him walk away, get in in his SUV, and drive away.  Once he got over the hill, she watched the dust blow across her yard.  She looked at the buildings in the way of the fire and wondered if any would be left standing when this was over.  She looked up at the sky, praying for rain as she had done every day during this awfully hot and dry summer.

“What’d the deputy want?” Rhonda asked.

“We’re being asked to evacuate,” Allyssa told her, showing her the flier and looking at the others, who were coming up.  “Can you chase the cattle and horses away, head them towards the lake?” she asked the therapist as Woody came up and heard her.

“Yes, we’ll get them going, and then, we will head out,” Woody answered her.

“What’s going on?” Sean asked as he came up with Traci.

Allyssa explained.  “You two go pack your clothes.  You can pack a box with your things, but I want you to take just the minimum.”

“Do you need help?” Rhonda asked.

“You can help get the stock out.  Should we let the chickens go?”

“They’d do better if you caught them and put them in a horse trailer,” Woody stated.  “I’ll saddle up and herd the horses out; they can fend for themselves.  Big Red and her beau will be in that bunch,” he told her.  “You start gathering the poultry and that damn llama,” he told Rhonda.

“I’ll hitch the horse trailer to the Suburban,” Allyssa told them, and everyone nodded.  She needed to back up the computer and grab a few things from the clinic.  She’d have Juanita pack her things and then together they would pack up for the children.  “I’m going to try to reach Fey,” Allyssa said as the children ran off.  The therapists headed for their appointed tasks.  Allyssa got hold of Fey, told her about the evacuation, and demanded that she come home immediately to help.  Fey could hear the desperation in her wife’s voice and realized it wasn’t a joke; this was real.  She left the rancher she was talking with, warning him of the impending fires as she got in her RV and headed home.  Allyssa gassed up both the Suburban and the Jeep, hooking another trailer to the Jeep and strapping the ATVs to it with Rhonda’s help.

“Take only what you need, stupid,” Allyssa heard Sean talking to Traci.

“Don’t call your sister names,” she admonished him immediately.  “Are you all packed?”  At the shaking of his head, she said, “Then I suggest you get going on your own packing and leave your sister alone.”  She turned to Traci.  “How goes your packing?”

“Is this for real?” Traci asked, her suitcase open on the bed.  It was half filled and a box next to it held the few mementoes she had accumulated since she had come to live permanently on the ranch.  Everything in Portland had gone up in the explosion.  The box contained her ribbons and other 4-H things and a few pictures. 

“Yes, it’s real.  This isn’t a drill.  Now, finish packing your clothes.  Assume we won’t be coming back here,” she said sadly, horrified that they were being told to leave their home.  She’d sent Juanita to the mobile home to pack her own things.  She hurried into the babies’ room and began stacking boxes of diapers by the door. She used old diaper boxes to carry the babies’ toys.  Where are you, Fey?  I need help, she thought more than once as she packed their children’s things.  She hurried to the master bedroom to pack her own clothes and things and Fey’s as well.

Allyssa was helping to pack up the back of the Suburban when Fey came over the hill in the RV.  There was smoke creeping up their hill from the fires across the highway.  Fey parked the RV by the fuel pump and began fueling it as she did almost every work day.  There was no way she was evacuating without this fine machine.  She left it fueling as she hurried to help Rhonda catch ducks and geese.  “Where are we putting these?” she asked, sure they had some plan in action.

“In the back of the horse trailer,” Rhonda responded through a flurry of wings and honks as the goose she had caught protested the indignity.  Fey carried a duck under each arm and released them into the trailer.  Seeing the llama and its baby on one side of the trailer, she hurried to catch some more fowl.  She stopped to top off the RV’s tank, then parked it next to the house and began to help Allyssa bring boxes down, leaving the three babies in the backseat to play, not strapped in, oblivious to the drama going on around them with the doors shut and the windows down.

“There.  That’s my things,” Sean said, carrying down his suitcase and box.  “What can I do next?”

“Help Rhonda catch the chickens and put them in cages, so they don’t peck at the ducks and geese,” Allyssa told him as she passed with a box that would go in the back of the SUV.

“I’ll get the frames,” Fey offered, earning a nod from her wife, who had already forgotten those things.  The backups for the computers and the laptop were already safely in the SUV.  She scooped up an inquiring cat and practically threw it in the SUV.

The smoke was getting worse as they finished catching the poultry.  One or two of the horses had returned but Woody chased them off again, taking the saddle off his own horse as he slapped it on the rear and sent it after the others.  He grabbed a farm cat on the way, putting it in his vehicle. 

“We got all the poultry,” Rhonda reported.  “Anything else you need help with?”

“We should go,” Woody said, coming up at a run, Rocky running beside him.  The dogs were acting up, and Fey finally put both Lexy and a reluctant Rex in the RV, locking them inside along with any cats she could catch.

“Want to help me with the last of the framed stuff?” Fey asked as she headed back inside for more, being careful to put a blanket between the glass.  She grabbed the colored glass frame and carefully wrapped it in a quilt and grabbed her great-great-grandparents’ patent from the wall.  Rhonda knew the story on the other frames and began to stack the few that remained.  She nearly ran into Allyssa as she came down the stairs with more boxes and headed out the door.  Juanita followed with her own hands full.

The organized chaos soon worked its way out and they finished packing.  Allyssa went back to help Traci, who was obviously agitated and upset.  Allyssa shoved the last of Traci’s things in the back of the SUV and looked at Fey helplessly.  They both glanced around the farmyard.

“Let’s leave the water on and spray the house with a sprinkler,” Allyssa called, running towards the hose.  Sean joined her.

They turned on four hoses, running them from the spring house and the farmhouse.  Since Allyssa had been watering the yard at night, she’d obtained several more sprinklers.  Fey ran a ladder up the side of the house and put a sprinkler on the house, getting soused as she positioned it to oscillate over the roof.  Allyssa did the same over the cabin, nearly falling as Woody helped her position it.  The third and fourth hoses they ran up to the roof and set up on the large barn, so they would rain down over it.  They didn’t know if it would help or if the water would hold out, but they had to try.

Rhonda and Woody headed out in their vehicle, waving as they headed over the hill to escape. 

Fey was tucking the babies in with Sean’s help when Rhonda and Woody returned, flying over the hill once again.  “Fire!  There’s fire right over that hill!  It’s moving along your drive and heading here fast!” Woody shouted.

“Let’s head for the lake,” she shouted back, pointing to the closed gate.

Allyssa got in the SUV and checked that their three babies were tucked in safely.  Traci got in the passenger seat and strapped herself in.  Sean ran to join Fey in the SUV, but she shook her head.  Handing him the keys, she pointed at the Jeep and told the thirteen-year-old boy to follow Woody, who was already opening the gate wide and heading out on the range towards the lake.  Excited, Sean ran to start up the Jeep, which had the ATV trailer hooked to it.  Allyssa had taught him and Traci how to drive the Jeep, but only in the ranch area.  Sean carefully followed Woody and Rhonda’s vehicle.  Allyssa followed him, pulling the horse trailer full of their poultry and an angry llama.  She wondered where Fey was and what could be taking her so long, then a long while later saw her drive up behind her in the RV. 

The drive to the lake took far longer than they anticipated.  Some of them could see in their rearview mirrors as a fire came over the hills behind them.  Some had to use their side mirrors as they couldn’t see out their rear windows for all the items stacked in their vehicles.  There seemed to be two fires, or so it seemed to Allyssa as she continually glanced behind them.  She had to concentrate when the road petered out and they were four-wheeling it.  She had to be extra careful not to get stuck in ruts or throw around the animals in the trailer behind her.  She headed to the far side of the lake, not where they normally camped but beyond it, putting the water between her and the ranch.  

Woody and Rhonda had stopped at their normal spot and got back in their vehicle to follow Allyssa, who had waved for Sean to follow her.  They understood when she carefully forded a dry creek bed and went around the lake.  Fey was following far behind them all before they stopped.

“Do you think it will come this far?” Rhonda asked as they got out of the vehicles.

“It looked like there were two fires?” Allyssa commented, confused at what she had seen.

“I saw two fires too,” Traci commented, wanting to back up her hero.  

Allyssa heard one of the babies fussing.  They had fallen asleep in the back seat but now needed to be changed and fed, she knew they could sense everyone’s tension.  She prioritized.  “Let’s get those ducks and geese in the lake,” she called to Sean as she went to take care of Erin, who was crying.  It wasn’t sincere crying because he knew one of his mommies would come and take care of him, but he wanted them to know he needed attention.  He didn’t need changing, so Allyssa stuck a bottle in his mouth.  He wanted out of the seat too, and his fussing had woken Tom, who started fussing too.  Fey drove up, parked the SUV, and got out.  The dogs and a couple of inquisitive cats followed her.

“What was that second fire?” Allyssa asked, trying to feed Erin while unstrapping Tom before he woke Molly.  Too late.  Now, she was awake too.

“We started a backfire,” Fey said, indicating herself and Juanita.  “I don’t know if it will work, but I sure hope it doesn’t make it worse.  I had to run up the hill to where you stopped watering,” she said as she and Juanita came up to help with the children.

“That was smart.  I was wondering where the heck you were when you were so far behind us.”

“I didn’t think of it until I got in the RV, and then I had to run back.  The smoke coming up over that hill was pretty bad,” she admitted as she got Tom out and handed him to Traci while reaching for a bottle.  Next, she got Molly out, smiling at her and going, “Whoopsie-daisy,” to the little girl to make her smile. 

“Think the fire will come this far?” Woody asked as he joined them after opening the trailer for the ducks and geese.  They had left the chickens in their cages in case they needed to move again.  He was debating if he dared bring out that ornery llama and her cria.

“I don’t know,” Fey admitted, hoping no one with the sheriff’s office got mad at them for not evacuating sooner.  She read the flyer Allyssa had given her.  “Damn, that fire got to us quick.  I thought they gave more notice.”

“He did, and we started packing immediately,” Allyssa said, trying to keep a wiggly Erin from falling from her arms.  “Okay, down you go,” she told him.  He was holding onto the bottle but wanted to stand.  Juanita held the wobbling boy steady as he stood there.

“Yeah, he said the fire was just beyond the highway.  How the heck did it get on the other side of your hills so fast?” Woody asked, squinting back towards where the ranch lay in the late afternoon sunlight.  The smoke was heading their way.

“Do you think someone started it?” Rhonda asked, and they all exchanged looks.

“Surely, no one would be that stupid?” Allyssa said and then, exchanged another look with her wife.  They knew someone that stupid, but would he have done such a horrific thing?  A fire like that was nothing to fool with.  It wouldn’t have killed just them but many, many, more, and who knew where it would have stopped.

“We can speculate until the cows come home...and speaking of cows, we should be prepared for visitors here at the lake.  We aren’t the only ones that are going to come here for water,” Fey pointed out.  “Let’s get set up for camping.”

They set up the camp.  Fortunately, the RV was constantly ready for such an event.  They had food, supplies, and medicine, if necessary.  The ducks and geese waddled off to acquaint themselves with the lake, finding their own food.  The cats they had managed to bring with them sniffed cautiously around the site as the humans settled in, putting out chairs to sit on and watch the far-off fire.

“Anyone want a campfire?” Woody offered, and at their collective stares he added, “Too soon?”

They all chuckled after his joke was defeated.  Getting the babies to bed was a challenge.  They were wound up at the change and sensing everyone’s anxiety.  Finally, they all went to sleep, and Traci wasn’t far behind them.  The adults sat up in lawn chairs as they watched to see if the breeze would carry sparks and start a fire closer to their position.

“That looks horrible,” Fey commented when they could see the flames in the darkness.  There were many fires to choose from on the various hills, but fortunately, they were far away from their location.

“I don’t think I’m going to be able to sleep,” Allyssa admitted.

“Well, we need to watch anyway,” Woody put in, although he was ready to crawl into the bunk he had been assigned in the luxurious RV.  He’d never slept in it.  He’d seen the RV many times and been inside it, but he’d never had the opportunity to really use it.  He was grateful for the usable bathroom in it.  “Maybe we can watch in shifts?” he offered, hoping they would agree, and then, he’d magnanimously offer to take the morning shift, so he could go to bed.

One by one, they agreed to shifts.  Fey refused to allow Sean to take a shift but let him stay up later as Woody, then Rhonda and Juanita headed to bed.  

“What happens if it comes here, Fey?” Allyssa fretted.

“Then we move again,” she said, shrugging but hoping it wouldn’t come to that.  She reached out to find Allyssa’s hand and held it.

“Where would we go?” Sean asked, looking out into the darkness.  The dogs were staring off into the dark, and he worried that something was out there...maybe that bull’s offspring they had discovered.  Something like that could be very dangerous.

“The lake is pretty safe,” Fey reassured him.  “What are you staring at?” she asked.  They had light from the RV, but he was staring off into the darkness.  It was then she noticed the dogs were also looking that way, and she let go of Allyssa’s hand to pull out her gun.

Allyssa, watching Fey’s reaction, pulled out her own Glock to be ready.  They waited, for what they weren’t sure.  Then, Rex began to wag his tail and Allyssa relaxed.  Whatever it was, it was friendly.

Slowly, they all began to hear noises, then the distinct sound of hooves.  It didn’t sound like there were many hooves, but something was coming.  Suddenly, into the light plodded Big Ben.

Fey got up to greet the old Shire.  “Hey there, Big Ben,” she said, holding out her hand, so he could smell her.  “You found us,” she praised him as she put her gun away in its holster.  He probably knew more places out here than they did.  She looked beyond him, peering into the darkness looking for his shadow.  “Did you bring friends, old fella?”  Sure enough, Big Red appeared, her shy baby following.  They had begun calling the youngster Lil’ Red.

“Amazing, he’s like a hound dog, finding us like this.”

“Well, he’s looking for treats, but we didn’t pack any for you, did we, old boy?”  She petted him, loving how sturdy he was.  Not too many people kept draft horses, and he was certainly a rarity.  She often wondered how Big Ben had ended up on her range. but she didn’t mind because he kept Big Red calm.  Fey ignored the mare, who was snuffling near her, but as she continued to pet the big horse, Red bumped into her shoulder and demanded her own fair share of the attention.  “Well, hello there,” she said softly, and Allyssa laughed, seeing her wife between the two horses.  Red was a big horse, but Ben was much bigger.  Just then, Allyssa was nearly knocked out of her camp chair as Lil’ Red pushed by her to reach his mother and stepfather. 

“Whoa,” she said, pulling her feet back just in time to keep them from being crushed.  She put the Glock back in her holster, making sure the safety was on.  Getting up, she helped her wife pat and praise the horses for finding them.  Sean was trying to give most of his attention to the younger horse, who he hoped to ride someday.  Fey had told him not to even try riding him until the baby was at least two or three years old.  It seemed a long time to wait, but Sean was certain he would be worth the ride.  He didn’t even think about the fact that the ranch might not be there.

Finally, they retired to their beds.  Allyssa took the first watch because she was certain she would be up with the babies at some point and wanted Fey to sleep.  She watched the distant lights of the fire on the hills, wondering if it had swept through their home.  The trunk filled with the original journals was in the back of the Suburban along with their pictures, but not everything they held dear was in their vehicles.  She wanted to cry thinking of how hard they had worked to build up the ranch and how many times they and Fey’s ancestors had rebuilt that house.  As the horses snuffled on the far side of the RV, she heard another noise.  She cocked her head and began to get up.  She wasn’t sure what it was, so she walked around the trailer and closed the back to keep the chickens safe.  The llama was tied on a long rope not too far away.  Rex and Lexy walked with Allyssa, but they didn’t seem overly concerned, just curious about where their human was going.

“What is it?” Sean whispered, proving he was still up and listening through a window.

“I don’t know,” she admitted as she peered into the darkness wondering about the noise she had heard.  She saw what she thought was heat lightning up beyond the burning hills, but it didn’t register for a while that she was also hearing the thunder.  When she became aware of the cause and effect, she began to count the seconds between when she saw the sky light up and when the sound of the thunder reached them.

“One one-thousand, two one-thousand...” she murmured to herself as waited to hear the thunder.  She figured the lightning and thunder were miles away, and even then, there was no guarantee of rain.  They’d had many, many, weeks and months of little or no rain.  Getting her hopes up that it would come now would be foolish.  Still, she watched and listened and even prayed a little.

Fey relieved her at midnight, woken by Erin, who was restless in the strange place.  She got up, checked his diaper, fed him, and brought him outside to his other mother.  

“Hey, there,” Fey said gently.  “How are you?” 

“Getting tired,” Allyssa admitted, looking at their son with a smile.  “Restless?” she asked him and Fey responded.

“Yes.  He was going to wake the other two, but I caught him before he could.  Whatcha lookin’ at?” she asked when she saw Allyssa was distracted.

“There’s a storm over there,” she nodded in the direction of the lightning, far to the southwest.  “It’s steadily coming closer, but I can’t tell if it’s bringing any rain with it or if it’s just Mother Nature screwing with us.”  Just as she said that, a slight breeze came to them.  Instantly, they felt the air around them become cooler.

“That feels like rain,” Fey said hopefully, looking down at her son with a smile of delight.  “It might rain!” she said gleefully.

“Oh, you think so?” Allyssa asked, dying to feel rain again after so long.  The sprinkler had felt glorious, but the hot air had dried her clothes too quickly.

“Well, you said you’d been watching it,” she pointed out.

“I was also watching the fires.  There are several we can see from here,” she pointed as they walked a short way from the RV to get out of the light and see into the night.  The dogs got up to follow them.

“God.  Why would someone start that?” Fey asked, looking out and realizing with the distance how much land was actually burning out there.  She’d be sad to lose the home they had made together...again.  And it wasn’t just the house they had built.  It was also the ancient, huge barn and the old cabin.  It all meant so much to her.  Then, she looked up at her wife standing tall beside her and down at their son, and she realized those things didn’t mean anything when everything she loved was here with her.  Her children were safe, her wife was beside her, her brother and sister were sleeping in the RV.  Even her friends were snoring inside.  They were lucky.  They’d had a warning.

“Are you sure someone started it?”

“Maybe not the main fire, but I’m convinced someone started the fire on our ranch.  It came far too fast, and you said the sheriff told you it was across the highway.”

“Could flying sparks have started it?”

“Yes, but neither of us believes that is what caused the fire, do we?”

Allyssa nodded, agreeing, peering out at the fires they could see and hoping they would stay far away.  They stood there as Erin sucked noisily on his bottle, drifting off to sleep almost as soon as he was full.  Fey handed him to Allyssa as soon as she got three burps out of him.  He was asleep as Allyssa carried him in to bed, then lay down herself, smelling Fey on the sheets and cuddling with her pillow.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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Allyssa woke late, surprised no one had woken her.  She got up when she heard odd sounds.  She found no one was in the RV with her as she looked around the divider that sectioned off the master bedroom from the rest of the RV.  Everyone was outside, and she saw that someone had pulled out the awning.  Good thing too because rain was running off it.  Cool, glorious rain was falling.  She opened the door to smell it and closed her eyes.  The air felt marvelous.

“Good morning,” she was greeted time and again by smiling people.  The babies were in a portable playpen, busy in the early morning coolness as blocks, rings, and stuffed animals distracted them.  She wondered if she should get them some clothes since they were clad only in diapers, then laughed at herself for worrying about that.  They’d been so hot for so long; she had gotten used to keeping them in as few clothes as possible.

“Looks like the rain made it,” Allyssa said as she stepped down out of the RV.

“Looks like it may be extinguishing the fires too,” Fey added as she leaned up to her wife for a kiss.  “Oooh, someone didn’t brush her teeth,” Fey murmured, then laughed at her wife’s chagrin.

“I’ll get you for that,” Allyssa promised menacingly.  She watched the rain with everyone for a while, the drops coming down briskly, then she went back in to start breakfast with Juanita’s help.  She hadn’t cooked very often in the RV, but they could manage breakfast.  They had cereal too, and she put things together for the babies.  They’d soon run out of milk with all these people to feed, but there was plenty of water in the tanks.  She looked out the other side of the RV and saw not only Big Ben, Big Red, and her baby, Lil’ Red, but at least a dozen other horses grazing in the rain.  All of them were rescues they had saved at one time or another.  She smiled.  They’d found them!  Fey had explained that some horses sought out human companionship because it meant security and food.  

“How long do you think we should stay here?” Woody asked as he ate the eggs Allyssa and Juanita had prepared, scooping them up with toast.

“At least until the rain stops,” Fey answered deadpan, and they all shared a good laugh.  It was raining!

It rained steadily all day long.  They played cards, talked, and Fey got the TV going, so they could watch the news.  The rain covered a very large swath across Oregon.  It was putting out many fires and causing mud slides.  Now, people had to worry about creeks overflowing and shifting Earth.  Formally dry creek beds would fill fast, and cracks would fill, sometimes breaking away, blocking the creeks, and damming them up.  Eventually, they would break free and that could cause a mess, especially if it was unexpected.  

“Hey, before it gets dark, I suggest we get on the other side of the creek we crossed to get here.  Once that rain builds up in the mountains and feeds those creeks, we might get cut off,” Fey suggested.  They all kind of cringed at the idea of packing up, especially in the rain, but everyone reluctantly helped.  They got wet packing up while herding ducks, geese, and a reluctant llama and her cria into the trailer, but eventually they moved out.  Allyssa led the way in the Suburban, Sean, who insisted on driving the Jeep was second, Woody drove their vehicle in third spot, and Fey followed behind in the RV.  

Fey’s prediction had been right.  There was already water building in the channel, and Allyssa turned on the four-wheel drive since she was pulling the trailer with the poultry and llamas in it.  She slowed to handle it and wondered if she should have had someone else drive her Jeep.  A thirteen-year-old boy might not be able to handle this type of driving, and she worried about that.  She had a little trouble right in the middle but angled the SUV and plowed on through the creek and up the other side, pulling into their old campsite.  She was pleased to see Sean in her Jeep parking next to her.  Woody pulled up next to the Jeep, and then, Fey pulled up in the RV on her other side.  Allyssa stood in the rain watching everyone and started to laugh as they got out.  Behind the RV, plodding steadily along in the rain, were the horses.  They must have wanted company and decided to follow their humans.  Everyone had a good laugh over that.

The group quickly set up camp again.  They watched the news and a couple sitcoms before they retired for the night.  Everyone slept that night since they didn’t need to keep watch for fires anymore.  They woke to the sounds of babies cooing and playing.  Everyone was in a great mood.  They stayed in the camp for three days while the rain extinguished many of the fires, then they slowly made their way across the plain and back towards the ranch.  The creek that ran by the house prevented them from returning to the ranch by a direct route.  They had to backtrack, their small cavalcade of vehicles plodding across the plains as Fey made her way to the cell tower and out the back road to the ranch.  In a roundabout way, it took them to the driveway where they were stopped by the sheriff.  

Fey and Allyssa approached the deputy, who had flagged them down.  “Fiona Herriot?” he confirmed.

“I am,” she admitted.  “This is my wife, Allyssa.  Why do you have the driveway blocked off?”  She frowned, trying to see beyond the squad car.

“Where have you people been?” he asked, looking at the four vehicles.  “We thought you might have perished in the fire.  There are people out looking for you.”

Allyssa looked back, relieved they had stopped to have Rhonda replace Sean behind the wheel of her Jeep and trailer once they hit the road.  He hadn’t been happy about that, but Allyssa had insisted.  After all, they were on a legal road at that point.  She saw Traci looking anxiously from the front seat of the Suburban.

“We got cut off by the fire and headed to the lake out back in our hills.  We just made it back because the creeks made it impossible to ford,” she explained.

He nodded and spoke into his mic, calling the sheriff on the line and telling him that the Herriots had been found, hale and hearty.

“You keep them there,” the familiar voice came over the radio.

“Will do,” he promised, glancing at them.  

Fey and Allyssa exchanged a look of consternation.

“What’s going on?” Woody asked, walking up.

“We are being asked to remain here,” Fey explained, exchanging an odd look with the therapist.  He frowned, wondering what was going on.

Wherever the sheriff had been, it took him a long time to get there.  He didn’t come from the highway or up the road, but rather down the Herriots’ long driveway.  They could see all the burnt-out grasses and trees around them as they stood waiting.  The rain hadn’t stopped the fire in time here, but it had pounded down the dust and soot.  The sheriff stopped his SUV on the far side of the deputy’s patrol car.

“Man, I am glad to see you folks,” he said sincerely when he saw them.  “Maybe you can answer a few questions for me?”

Fey and Allyssa stood with Woody as he asked where they had been, what they had done, and how they had left.  They explained about packing up as soon as the deputy delivered the notice, but by the time they were ready to leave and had set the sprinklers on the house, barn, and cabin, they had been cut off.  Woody contributed his story about driving down the driveway only to find a wall of flame blocking his exit.  He had turned around to warn everyone, and they had escaped out onto the plains of the ranch and headed towards the big lake.  They went on to tell about the rain, the creeks, and their own cutoff when they finally made it near the ranch and had to backtrack due to the creek.

“And here we are now.  What’s going on that we can’t see our place?  Is it completely gone?” Fey asked, her heart in her throat.  She was resigned that everything was gone.  She could see that the fields Brock had plowed up, planted, and left with dead crops were destroyed by the fire.

“No, your place is fine.  The sprinklers must have held off most of the fire, and your backfire helped; it stopped at the edge.  Did you have a lawn or something?” he asked, puzzled as to why the backfire didn’t backfire on them.

“Yes, I had been doing a bit of preventative watering up the hill, so we were even having to cut the lawn,” Allyssa admitted.  Her heart was soaring as she exchanged a hopeful look with Fey.  He had said their place was fine.  Now, she wanted to know how fine.

“That explains that,” he said, one mystery solved.  

“What’s going on, Sheriff?  Why can’t we go to our house?  We have a lot of tired and hungry people here,” she said, pointing at the four vehicles they had traveled in.

“We found a body when we went to look for you,” he said, watching them carefully.

“What?  Where?” Fey asked, frowning at him.

“We reckon it was actually from the backfire and the other fire coming together.”

“You mean the fire from across the highway?” Allyssa asked, trying to make sense of this.  Whose body was it?  She’d kind of guessed but wanted it confirmed.  She didn’t like to speculate.

“No, it was the secondary fire.  Must have been the one you saw at the end of the driveway,” he said, addressing Woody.

“A secondary fire?” Fey asked, wondering if she was missing something here.

“Yeah, we thought at first the fire across the highway had thrown sparks and jumped the highway, but we found evidence that someone used a flame flower to start a secondary fire that the winds would have carried towards your place and your ranch yard.”  He was watching them all carefully, looking for any signs of dishonesty in the stories they told him.  After all, he did have a body on his hands.  “We are still investigating, but preliminary reports show the man may have been caught between this secondary fire and your backfire.”

“What idiot would use a flame flower in conditions like these?” Fey asked.  Conditions were beyond combustible, and that was like throwing a match on gasoline.

“The body has a gunshot in its shoulder,” he said, looking directly at Allyssa and watching for her reaction.

Allyssa gasped, realizing the implications of what he was saying.  The sheriff knew it wasn’t feigned; she genuinely looked surprised.  He went on gut instinct a lot in his job and was allowed a certain amount of leeway.  He knew a lot of his local people, and he hadn’t believed the Herriots had anything to do with the death of the body they had found, but he had to be sure.  The body was at the coroner’s office.  They were making sure it was Trever Kapatrick.  He knew he’d have to present some very convincing evidence, or his superiors would insist on charges being leveled against this woman, who had previously killed the dead man’s brother and some rustlers on this very ranch.  He was relieved when they were so open and forthcoming.  He’d have been suspicious if they insisted on lawyering up before answering his questions.  He was also relieved to see them all alive and well.  While he had been among those who were looking for the missing family, he had also been searching for evidence, just in case the death of that man hadn’t been what it seemed.  He would be pleased to report that the man had apparently been caught between the fire he started and the backfire that Fey started to protect her property.  He might have died of smoke inhalation and not the horrific burns on this body, but they would need an autopsy to determine that.  The fire had burned hot and furious on the prairie’s dried brush and grasses.  When they found the sprinklers running from the spring house on the ranch, they had determined the sprinklers kept the roofs too wet for the sparks to jump to these buildings.  The fire department had insisted they turn off the water, so he was only too glad when the rains arrived that night and the hunt began for this family.  They had doubled up their hunt after the man’s body was found over the hill, not too far from the ranch home.

“I’ll be filing my report,” he told them.  “You can go home, but there will probably be some follow-up questions.

“Sheriff, our home is in Sweetwater?” Woody put in, making it a question.

“A lot of Sweetwater is gone, but the people have already returned and are talking about rebuilding.  The school, the clinic, and that side of the town were saved, but not much more than that.”

“What about the Sweetwater retirement home?” Allyssa asked, suddenly wondering about a lot of their 4-Hers and where they would go with their horses.  After all, each Christmas they ended up at the retirement home when they did their caroling.

“That was saved,” he admitted, nodding.

“If our place is okay, could you spread the word that we will let anyone with horses stay on our spread.  We don’t know what condition our fences are in yet, but if they have feed and fodder, they can bring ‘em,” Fey quickly said and was immediately backed up by Allyssa.

“The rescue will welcome them as soon as we see to the damage,” she added her two cents to her wife’s comment.

The sheriff nodded and gestured to the deputy to back his cruiser out of the way.  He marveled at these two women’s tenacity.  They had just been faced with the possibility of losing their home, and now, they were offering to help others in need.  He got in his own SUV and sent out a radio code to call back all his men that had been searching for the family.

“When you know what you have, let us know?” Fey asked the therapist, hoping that his place had been spared.  He nodded and got in his vehicle to follow Allyssa up her driveway.  He would have loved to just leave from here, but they had to drop off the Jeep since Sean couldn’t drive it in front of the sheriff or his deputy.

Driving over that last hill, both Fey and Allyssa felt a tremendous sense of relief upon seeing the buildings intact.  They pulled around the fountain to the front of the house and parked.  “We’re home,” Traci said in awe, the break in her voice very apparent.  Allyssa understood her though.  This home, this refuge, had come to mean so much to all of them.  That it had been spared, was a relief.

“Look at that mess,” Fey stated.  The fire may have missed them but not the soot, and the rain had turned the dust and debris to a sludgy mess.

“It’s here though,” Allyssa answered, relieved.  “The ranch is all here.”

Slowly, they put everything back in the house, the threesome immediately terrorizing their living room with their attempts to walk and get into everything.  “Look at those beggars,” Fey grinned, seeing them take charge.  They knew they were home.  Juanita was already chasing them around, trying to keep them out of things they weren’t supposed to get into, but they were determined to try anyway.

“We better do some laundry,” Traci said, bringing in the laundry bag.

“You could have done that in the RV,” Fey pointed out.  There was a washer and dryer in the RV, something she had been grateful for many times when her work got messy.

“Yeah, I forgot,” the girl admitted, shrugging and heading for the laundry set in the house.

“I’m going to hook up the hoses and start washing off the house,” Fey stated.

“Not until everything is put away,” her wife objected.  “Besides, I want to do that too,” she admitted with a grin.  The grime was on everything.  The rain had patted it down, not washed it away, and spraying it off sounded like fun.  The two women shared that grin and began unpacking.  They put up the frames that had been hastily taken down, put the babies’ things back in their rooms, and took their own boxes and suitcases up to their bedroom.  “Those can be put away later?” Allyssa asked hopefully.

“If we can convince Juanita to watch the threesome with the kids’ help, we can offer to spray down the mobile home first?” Fey offered, sounding magnanimous.  She didn’t fool her wife.  For some reason, they were both looking forward to the messy job.  Somehow, it felt festive.  Finding their home was not lost had been such a blessing, and they both wanted it to shine now.

Juanita was thrilled that they wanted to clean the outside of her mobile home.  She loved the privacy of her home, and when they had offered to build her a bedroom in the basement of the farmhouse, she had declined.  She had already fixed up the old mobile home to her liking.  The paint on the outside was no longer that faded yellow.  Instead, it had been redone in a rusty-yellow color that suited it much better and helped it blend in with its surroundings.  She’d put flower boxes under the windows and painted the trim a bright white.  The makeover had been outstanding and pleasant.  

Fey and Allyssa found push brooms and used dish soap to rub down the outside of the mobile home, trying not to rub off any of the new paint in the process.  The fibers on the brooms removed the dust and ash very well.  Some of it might have eventually turned into an almost cement-like paste if they hadn’t gotten it off.

“I hope this overcast sky lasts,” Fey murmured as they finished brushing the mobile home down and began to rinse it.  They’d attached more hoses together to reach behind the barn, but whoever had been on the ranch had neatly coiled them back up at the spring house.

The women got splattered and were filthy, but they had a lot of fun as they washed down the mobile home.  Next, they worked on the barn, reaching as high as they could with the brushes all around the large structure.  Finally, they worked on the cabin and its addition.  It took them all day, and they kept looking at the hill, expecting trailers of horses to come in as the sheriff spread the word, but amazingly, no one came.

Allyssa had stopped in their clinic to get messages off the machine.  They’d had quite a few, but they’d received an equal number of cancellations.  That was an unusual occurrence, and she didn’t understand it, but she forgot about it as she and Fey got busy again, this time washing the house.  They got out ladders, so they could rub down the upper stories of their beloved home.

“Wonder if the sheriff told people we’d house the animals?” Fey asked as they finished up that night.  Her arms were killing her from holding up the brush and the water hose.

“Yeah, and the phone has been really quiet.  I wonder if the lines are down?” Allyssa mused.  They went in and washed up, enjoying their shared shower as they celebrated being alive and being in their home together.  They tried to muffle their giggles as they dried off, then they dressed to go down for dinner, enjoying their family almost more than they had before.

“My numbers are down,” Allyssa murmured as she checked the internet.  She had checked, and the phones were working fine too.

“What do you mean?” Fey asked her.  She was trying to get Molly to sleep and the nearly one-year-old little girl was resisting.

“It’s like people have unliked my blogs or unfollowed them,” she murmured, switching Erin to her other arm as she got up to walk with the little boy.  Tom was already upstairs in bed.

“You keep track of the numbers?” Fey asked, surprised.

“Well, not really,” she admitted, “but when the numbers go down hundreds of people, yeah, I’m gonna notice that.”

“Hmm, maybe it’s a glitch in the system?” she asked, not knowing much about computers or blogs.  After all, that was Allyssa’s forte, something she had been very grateful for when they started this business together.  She did the field work and her wife did the office work, and Allyssa had done it very well, thinking of ways to promote them that wouldn’t have occurred to the vet.

“There’s an odd comment or two as well,” she said, frowning as she scrolled through them.

“Like what?” she asked, pleased to see Molly growing tired enough to close her eyes.  

“Someone wrote ‘murderer’ on the blog, but it’s signed Anonymous, so I don’t know who wrote it.”

“Murderer?” Fey asked, amused.  “Probably some kook.”

“That’s what I thought, and then I saw another comment on the other blog.”

“Also anonymous?”

“No, it’s from one of your ranchers.”

“Really?  Who?”

Allyssa told her and then watched as Fey stared at her in consternation.  It was one of the big ranchers she had done a lot of work for.  He paid his bills promptly and had always been a nice guy.

“What the heck?” she asked, and her anger must have translated to Molly because she woke up and started fussing again.

“Here, switch,” Allyssa offered, handing Erin to Fey and taking Molly in her arms.  “Hi, there,” she said with a smile to the little girl.  They didn’t continue their conversation until both babies were asleep in their cribs.

“Do you think something is going on?” Fey asked.  She’d just sent Traci and Sean to bed, and the house was quiet.  Lexy was in for the night and Rex was sleeping on one of the porches they had cleaned.

“I don’t know, but I don’t like this at all.  No one has ever been this negative, and I’m getting a bad feeling,” she admitted.

Over the next few days, they discovered they were being shunned.  Only one person took them up on their offer to keep their horses out at the ranch, and that person confessed if they had somewhere else to go, they would have.  As Fey started making her rounds, she was asked to leave a couple ranches, which shocked her.  She finally asked what the hell was going on, and one farmer told her to leave or they were going to get a shotgun to remove her from their place.

“Here,” Gretchen and Lorna showed Allyssa a message board she wasn’t aware of.  There were messages where people had chimed in about the Herriots, their ranch, and their behavior over the past couple years.  They felt there had been one too many ‘murders’ at their place and people questioned their behavior, not because they were lesbians but because no charges had been brought against the couple.  Wasn’t it convenient that all the witnesses had ended up dead?

“How dare they?” Allyssa gasped, starting to cry at the unfairness of it all.

“We know you aren’t a murderer,” Gretchen told her, “but they don’t, and since you didn’t make a public statement about what happened, and nothing appeared in the newspapers, someone is making up stories about you and ruining your reputations.”

“That’s why Fey is losing clients,” she gasped.

Lorna nodded.  “Whoever is behind this, they are doing a good job.”

As Sean and Traci started school, they began to feel the fallout of the stories too.  They were getting into fights with their friends and classmates at least once and sometimes twice a week.  The school put the two women on notice.  As legal guardians of the siblings, the school held them responsible for the children’s behavior.

“That’s not fair.  I didn’t start it,” Traci said when Allyssa attempted to talk to her about a fight she had gotten into.

Allyssa eyed the girl.  Her eye was a little puffy and her bloody nose needed washing.  “Well, you did finish it, and I’m proud that you stood up for yourself, but you can’t fight.  No matter what these kids say to you, you cannot react.  You will get a reputation as a bully or a fighter, and that won’t win the argument.”

“But I didn’t–” she began, and Allyssa stopped the SUV to look over the babies in the middle seat at both Sean and Traci.  She’d had to pick them up from school because of the fight Traci had been in this time.

“Look, we don’t know what’s going on here and–” Allyssa started but Sean interrupted.

“They say you are a murderer and got away with it.”

Allyssa blinked.  It took her a moment to take in the comment, then all she got out was a strangled, “What?”

“Yeah, that’s what the kids are sayin’.  They say you killed the rustlers to defend the ranch, and then, you made up some story about an attempted rape to kill my brothers.  When one got away, you shot him again, and the fire was your way to cover that up.”

Allyssa couldn’t believe what was coming out of the teen’s mouth.  She stared incredulously at her in-laws, looking from one to the other.  Finally, she had to ask, “Do you believe any of that?”

They both shook their heads instantly, but then, Sean hesitated and asked, “You didn’t, did you?”

“Didn’t what?”

“Start the fire?”

“You shot my brothers,” Traci said at the same time and then glanced at Sean and back at Allyssa.

“You both know what happened.  I didn’t want you to know what your brothers were up to, but they were trying to get custody of you two for the trust fund your dad set up.  Fey and I agreed they shouldn’t get a dime.  Your dad put all the money from your mom’s life insurance into that trust.  They tried to bully him into giving it to them.  It was all about intimidation and the money, nothing more.”

“But if he started the fire, he would have killed us if we hadn’t gotten away,” the boy pointed out.

“That fire was much more than killing us.  Look at all the land they destroyed.  How many people would have died if he had succeeded?” she asked logically, not knowing if she was telling the two youngsters too much.  They needed to know the truth, and she hoped Fey would agree with her telling them now.  They couldn’t defend their family if they didn’t know the full facts.  Had the fire gone on, it would have spread much farther than the Herriots’ land.

“You know how your brothers treated you.  You are welcome here.  This is your home, and Fey wants you to know the same joy on the ranch that she experienced growing up.  She feels it’s a part of your legacy.  Your family has been on this land over one hundred and seventy years.  We want the threesome to feel the same love for the land and animals.  I don’t think people like your brothers and–” she started to say mother but stopped herself because they had never put Rosemary down in the presence of the two siblings, “others like them understand that type of family or legacy.  They only see dollar signs.  The ranch isn’t about the money, it’s about a home and what we have together.  We want you with us because of who you are, not the money.  You will use the money to go to college.  They didn’t know how much money it was, and people like that will always assume it’s more than it really is because they are greedy and selfish...”  She stopped her tirade, feeling herself becoming angrier and angrier over the unfounded accusations.  

“I defended myself and my family.  I am sorry those people are dead, I truly am, but Peter was hurting my son and might have hurt him more.”  She wanted to say he might have killed him but didn’t want to upset the two young people further.  “Trever attacked me, he attempted to rape me, and I shot him in self-defense.  There is nothing wrong with that.  And after what he tried to do with the fire, I’m sorry he’s dead, but I think the fates gave him what he deserved.  You don’t have to defend me, and you don’t have to defend your sister.  You owe no one any explanations, but you have the truth from me, and Fey will tell you the same.”  She stopped herself.  She had worked herself into quite a state, but to have them getting into fights at school over something that wasn’t their fault was ludicrous.  Now, Allyssa was beginning to understand the lack of business and people treating them like they were guilty.  The gossip must be horrendous.  Something needed to be done.

Allyssa discussed it with Fey that night.  Their new interns were due to arrive in the next couple of days, but they really didn’t have enough business to justify keeping them there; people simply weren’t calling the vet.

“But what can we do?  Tell everyone every detail of our lives?  It’s no one else’s business!”

“This is a concerted effort by someone to turn everyone against us, and we can’t afford for you to lose your large animal practice.  I was thinking we should have the low-cost clinic again, but really, why bother, if no one will come.  I’m sure there are people out there defending us, but it doesn’t appear they are the majority.  The few people calling to make appointments are the brave ones.  They are the ones sticking by us.  It isn’t for the titillation of having a murderer come out to their property, it’s because they don’t believe the rumors.”

“How do you know that?” Fey asked, amazed at what Allyssa had been telling her.  She agreed one hundred percent with what Allyssa had told her siblings...they needed to know the truth to defend themselves and to decide whether they needed to respond to those who were taunting them and bullying them.  Those kids were just repeating what their parents were saying at home.

“After Gretchen and Lorna showed me the message boards, I started searching around and found other chats.  Some of them went back to the original shootings here on the ranch.  I found where someone had started a chat about the fact that Erin was a woman, not a man, and she had fraudulently obtained the land.  Sound familiar?”

Fey nodded, remembering how weird it had been to appear in court with all their paperwork under the frames.  The judge had been very interested in it, but no more than was necessary to try their case.  Talk about undue influence!  That argument had no legal standing.  If there had been any fraud it would have been addressed when Tim or Ben inherited the property.  There was a clear title on all the land, and now, Fey and Allyssa owned it outright.  “Should we be talking to Henry?”

“Who can we sue, the public, who have an opinion on this?  People have the right to their opinions about us and our actions.”

Fey had to admit that was right.  “Why can’t they just ask us?”

“Whoever started the rumors chose to pick apart the fact that we weren’t forthcoming, saying it appeared we got away with murder, not once, not twice, but three times.  Speculation will always make it worse.  It’s me they are after, not you.  You are collateral damage because you are married to me.”

“You aren’t leaving,” Fey gasped, jumping to a conclusion.  She held her wife, fearful that all the bad thoughts she occasionally experienced on her rounds were coming to fruition.

“No, I’m not leaving.  We’ve built this place up after your grandparents’ deaths.  It’s our place, and I’ll fight for it.  I’ll fight you for it,” she promised her wife with a grin.  “I love you, I love our family, and I love our home.  I’m not leaving,” she emphasized.

“How do we fight this?” Fey despaired, loving the feel of the woman she likened to a sleek, young, colt in her arms.  “Sometimes I think we should just sell out and start over somewhere else.”

“We have a home here.  This home has been in your family for one hundred and seventy years,” she reminded her with a smile as she tapped her on the nose with her finger.  “You married me, and I embraced your family and our future family.  We are still building that future family, and we won’t let some asshole ruin it for us.”

“Without our reputations and my business, we are going to have a hard time keeping afloat.  I guess we could tap into the trust funds if we have to...” she mused, trying to brainstorm.

“We won’t have to,” she promised.  They had just gotten the check for the cell tower.  Brock had come to discuss the fields he wanted to rent for the next year, but only if there were signs in the spring that indicated they’d get enough rain.  He hoped Allyssa understood.  He’d taken a powerful hit when he got nothing out of the fields this year for all his hard work.  He hoped they would allow him to pay the rent at the end of the season this next year, not at the beginning.  So, that source of income had dried up, even if it was only temporary.

“Do you have a plan?”

Allyssa had been thinking, a lot, and she was going to consult Henry, so she didn’t make any mistakes.  She knew she was young, but she was educated and had done well for their businesses so far.  “I want to do an interview with the newspapers, with the local TV stations, and post on my blogs.  We will tell everyone exactly what happened here with the rustlers–”

“We already did tell everyone, at least the papers and TV told them.”

“I know that, but people need reminding, and they need to hear it from us.  They want the titillation, the drama of it all.  We will also tell about the assault and my killing of Peter, which they really don’t know about other than the report from the newspapers that he had been killed out here, that I shot him, and no charges would be filed.  It’s that line about no charges being filed that aroused a few suspicions, then someone fanned those flames.  Anonymous found a real cool way to keep those suspicions alive, and of course, got people talking about it as well as writing about it.  This way, we get to tell our side of things.  In fact, taking a leaf out of Erin and Molly’s journals as it were, let’s write the whole thing down and give it to Henry to approve, so we don’t implicate ourselves or put our feet in our mouths.  After all, I did nothing wrong.  I simply defended myself.  The idiot killed himself with the damn fire he intended for us.”

Fey had to admit that was smart.  She thought her wife’s suggestion was brilliant, but she also acknowledged that whoever Anonymous had been, they had made some smart moves against the two women.  She’d seen the boards too, now that she knew what to look for.  “How’d you get so smart?” she asked her wife; grateful Allyssa had accepted her proposal so long ago in that diner.

Allyssa smiled as she leaned in for a well-deserved kiss.  “I’m just observant,” she replied softly, observing in that moment that her wife was very attractive to her, she was in her arms, and it had been a while since they made love.  She intended to fix that situation right now.

Fey was surprised but willing and immediately responded to Allyssa’s kisses.  She loved this woman so much.  They were in this fight for their lives together, and Allyssa had made it clear she was going to stay.  The rest of the world could go to hell.  So long as she had her wife and her family, they could fight this battle together.  Slowly, she began to caress the younger woman, someone she never really thought of as anything but a true partner.  She was no longer that young thing she had married, hoping she could learn to love her someday.  They were equals, had always been equals, and she was so grateful to have found her.  Some people might see their love as being mushy, but if they realized how hard the women worked together for their goals, they might be jealous of this intense love.  Right now, though, she wanted to express that love, and as she began to undress her wife, she prayed their babies wouldn’t interrupt.

Slowly, piece by piece, they removed each other’s clothes, smiling into their kisses as one or the other struggled to remove a garment.  Fey’s attempts to get her wife onto the bed were thwarted.  Her wife wanted them both completely naked as she danced in her arms, feeling her up and down as she teased her.

Fey smiled, loving it.  Her wife might lament the fact that she had a small paunch now, the result of being pregnant with twins, but that didn’t matter to her, it had never mattered to her.  She was like a sleek horse to the vet, and her hands appreciated petting her wife as she caressed every inch she was able to reach.

Allyssa’s nipples puckered.  They were begging to be touched and caressed with fingertips, then lips and tongue as she teased her wife.  She sighed in supplication as her wife unconsciously obliged her needs.  She returned the favor, avidly, enjoying the feel of Fey’s ample breasts, a bonus of childbirth that she hadn’t lost after she stopped breastfeeding.  Her breasts were much bigger than they had been, and Allyssa liked that.  It wasn’t that she hadn’t enjoyed her small-breasted wife before—neither of them had perfect bodies, they never had—but the changes since they had both given birth surprised and delighted the other.  Any insecurities they had about their own bodies were ignored by the other woman as they explored and enjoyed their differences.

Fey finally captured the teasing woman in her arms.  She held her buttocks firmly in her hands as she buried her face between her breasts, teasing the nipples and enjoying the sounds of her wife’s gasps.  The warmth they were sharing was becoming positively hot, and Fey wanted to take her wife, not just make love to her.  Her nose told her that her wife was wet with desire and her hand slipped down her wife’s body heading for that saturated area.  

Allyssa allowed herself to be slowly maneuvered towards their bed, her leg coming up to wrap around Fey as her wife’s fingers teased between the juncture of her legs, spreading the wetness before filling her insides.  She let out a gusty sigh, enjoying the sensations her wife caused with the combination of her fingers inside her and her lips on her breasts.  Allyssa reached up to kiss Fey deeply.  The woman’s fingers were causing her blood to slowly pool in that special spot inside her body.  As the blood left her lips, they turned blue and her toes began to tingle and curl, centering all sensation around the fingers that were plunging so deeply and so hard inside her.  She cried out and Fey’s mouth captured it, so they wouldn’t be overheard.  “More...more...harder!” she gasped to her wife, encouraging her as her own hands began grasping at Fey’s muscular back and buttocks.

Fey loved this.  It reminded her of rutting, and right now, she was feeling just like the animals she doctored.  She felt almost primaeval.  She wanted to fuck her wife into submission and yet, after the first set of orgasms spasmed through her, she gentled her touch to continue making love to her.  She was showing her how much she loved her with her body, earning her own sets of clenching spasms in response.

“Oh, God, I needed that,” Allyssa admitted as they lay wrapped around each other, their sweaty, damp bodies still entwined.  Her fingers were still being squeezed by Fey’s body as micro-orgasms ran through her crotch and body causing little spasms and jerks.

“Me too,” Fey admitted, her sweaty forehead buried in her wife’s neck.  Her heaving chest was just trying to draw in enough oxygen to keep her alive.  Slowly, her own extremities began to tingle as the blood flowed back into them.  She sighed gustily.

“We should get up and get dressed,” Allyssa murmured, ever mindful that they had a house filled with people.

“We should,” Fey agreed, but before either of them could move, they fell asleep in each other’s arms.  They were exhausted not only from their lovemaking, but also from the events of the past few days and the stress of all their worries.  Fortunately, they’d found the perfect way to forget, if only for a little while.
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Several weeks later, the statement the women had prepared was scheduled to appear in every newspaper for one hundred miles around.  Some reporters came in person to clarify facts because the papers would be printing their story that Friday evening.  A couple papers wouldn’t send anyone, so Allyssa paid them to print the story in the form of an advertisement.  Of course, they would take her money for that.  She arranged for her blogs to release the same story and the same statement at the identical time.  The TV stations were a little more difficult, but both Allyssa and Fey made themselves available for interviews.  Their only requirement was the stations air their interviews on that same Friday.  This had also been their only stipulation to the papers when they let the reporters ask their questions.  The information had been released to the reporters prior to the interview but only as a basis for their interview.  Questions like, “How did that make you feel?” and other equally invasive questions made them both uncomfortable, but they had known to expect them.

Surrounded by their other two babies, Allyssa held Erin in her arms as she described what Peter had done.  She praised her wife for teaching her to shoot and clearly explained that she had acted in self-defense.  They didn’t know if this bombardment of information regarding the incidents would work to salvage their reputations, but they hoped Fey would at least get back some work she had lost.  The weeks leading up to this interview had been fraught with worry as the business dwindled to nearly nothing and their income took a big hit.  With Sean and Traci standing next to them, they were the picture of the perfect family.  The pieces were well-written, and Henry had approved the press releases.

“I don’t see what doing all this stuff is gonna accomplish,” Sean complained.  He was upset they’d made him wear a suit for the interview.  The reporters had only asked him a few questions and then they’d had him stand with the family.  Allyssa had made him laugh when she said this was the family portrait.  

“Hopefully, by telling our side of things, the bullying will stop.  Not all people may believe us,” she conceded, “but we have to try.”

“I don’t want you having to defend us,” Fey put in after the third TV reporter’s van had left.  “I also don’t want you to think you always need to make a clean breast of things to people like that when things go wrong.”

“Apparently, someone has made a habit of smearing our reputations and casting doubt on everything we have ever done, and I’m hoping to fix that,” Allyssa explained, hoping the young teen would understand.  “We want and need to live here, and someone is trying to make that impossible.”  She hadn’t mentioned how she’d been snubbed at the single remaining store in Sweetwater by some of the very people who had been so nice to her in the past.  They hadn’t said anything, just put their heads down, so they wouldn’t make eye contact.  She was sure some of the people who were judging them had just decided to avoid using Fey’s services and stay away until they could see how this situation panned out.  She was confident that once people had the facts, they would quickly become supporters, clients, friends again. “Did you know there was a rebuild going on in Sweetwater?” Traci put in.

“What kind of rebuild?” Fey asked as she helped Allyssa make dinner.  The threesome was hungry and had started to act up.  She could feel her own hunger pangs as well, and she was sure the other two children were hungry too.

“Oh, they’re asking for volunteers to help those who have gotten permits to rebuild.  I heard it through the 4-H.”

“No, but I can guess why we weren’t included,” Fey commented to Allyssa.  “Still, I would have thought Gretchen or Lorna would have told you.

“No, I don’t think they would.  They know how we’re being treated and are probably protecting me from having my feelings hurt anymore.  They saw how surprised I was at the message boards.”

They discussed the situation, then watched the local news as a family.  The report was very nice.  It wasn’t exactly the full message they had wanted to get out there, and the editing of their words was a little off, but they guessed that was what the TV news did.  Their own blog and the newspapers put the story out just the way Fey and Allyssa had written it, and Henry had approved both versions.  He had cautioned them ahead of time that the newspapers and TV stations were in the business of making money, which meant they might put their own spin on things.  One newspaper ran their opinion right next to the article they had printed verbatim, and their opinion was favorable of what the women had said.  After Sean and Traci went to bed, they checked the message boards and their blogs, and the positive feedback made Allyssa cry with relief.  Anonymous was sounding out, but he or she was being shouted down.  Many commented on the facts that had been revealed, not only by Fey and Allyssa but also by the officials, who had also been interviewed, including the sheriff.  All had corroborated the interviews.

“Think it worked?” Fey murmured, worried about all this gossip and innuendo.  The interviews had been very demanding, the weeks of almost no work had been equally worrying, and she was tired of stress.  She wanted a peaceful time with her wife and family, not all this crap.

By Monday, the phone was ringing almost like normal.  If anything, it may have been ringing a little more as the sycophants reached out, wanting to meet the vet again just as they had after the shoot-out with the rustlers.  Allyssa was being invited to barbeques, her family was included of course, and people were inquiring about the rescue once more.  Things weren’t completely back to normal, but they were most definitely picking up.

“Thank goodness the horses came home,” Allyssa said as she hugged Fey close.  They’d taken a walk out to their fences to give the spoiled horses a treat.  “I think Ben and Red there told everyone we were home.”

Fey chuckled at the idea that horses told each other anything.  Still, seeing the many rescues coming back home to roost was a blessing.  She glanced over to where Rhonda and Woody were working with a horse and child.  The boy was riding the horse, his helmet bobbing along as the couple explained to the disabled boy how he should feel the horse.  “Yeah, I think we are home,” Fey agreed, hoping everything would continue to improve.  She glanced at the growth on the hills that had started almost immediately following the fires.  The grass came back first, green and rich and filling out the horses and cattle that grazed on it.  The fall rains had come early, and there was enough growth on the land to prevent the rain from washing away the valuable dirt.  She was thrilled.  This was her home and she thanked God for sending Allyssa to share it with her.
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A week later, Allyssa and Fey volunteered to help with the rebuild.  Hundreds of residents were chipping in to help rebuild homes that had been destroyed by the fire.  This time, they had been invited to join in, not only by the 4-H people but by members of the community.  Some had apologized for believing the rumors about the two women.  Some still gave them looks of distrust, thinking they had gotten away with something and wanting to believe the worst.  Others welcomed them back wholeheartedly.

“We got the DNA test back on that burned body,” Sheriff Bradley told them after he pulled them aside when they had been working for a few hours.

“About time,” Allyssa murmured to Fey.  

“Hush, it takes time.”

“Yeah, even with a rush job those things take forever from the state lab,” he agreed.  He looked uncomfortable as he continued speaking, “I don’t know how to tell you this after all you’ve been through, but the body we found on your land wasn’t Trever Kapatrick.”

“What?” Fey squawked and Allyssa asked at the exact same time, “Then who was it?”

“We don’t know for sure, but the gunshot wound was fresh, and it wasn’t from your gun.”

“How–?” Allyssa began and then stopped.  “If that wasn’t Trever, then where is he?”

“We don’t know, but a statement has gone out to all law enforcement and the media.  The APB is back in effect and we will continue to look for him.”

Fey looked around at all the neighbors, townspeople, and volunteers on this site, who were helping to erect houses for those affected by the huge fire that had swept through this part of the state.  She saw people stopping to play with the threesome, who were sitting or trying to stand in a portable play pen watching everything going on.  She saw her sister was helping and wondered briefly where her brother was. Juanita and her beau were working at the refreshment table, making sandwiches for all the volunteers, and it was then she realized there was no one on the ranch.  “Sheriff!” she gasped.  “What if Trever was just waiting for us all to be off the ranch?  What if he was the one who set the fire and put the body in the fire’s path to stop us from looking for him?”

Allyssa caught on immediately and asked, “What if he was Anonymous?”

Fey looked at her wife, “What if he’s the one setting out to destroy us?”

“And we’re not home to protect–”

“Oh, my God!”  Fey headed for the threesome, calling for her siblings at the same time and telling Traci, who responded, to prepare to leave.  Sheriff Bradley reached for his radio and called his deputies to meet him at the Falling Pines Ranch.  He told them to assume there was an armed gunman on the premises.  He only hoped that Trever didn’t have a police band radio and was able to listen in on his warnings.

Allyssa hooked Molly and Erin into their car seats in record time while Fey handled Tom.  Juanita volunteered to bring Traci and the missing Sean when he was found; her beau would drive them.  Several concerned people noticed the women’s panic and asked what was going on.  Fey and Allyssa explained what they knew while they hooked the children into their car seats.  Seeing the panic on the women’s faces and the sheriff tearing out of there, the gossip spread quickly about the body that apparently was not Trevor Kapatrick.  

They headed towards the ranch, covering the miles in record time.  They pulled into their road and drove up their driveway...and what they saw when they crested the last hill leading to their little valley nearly stopped their hearts.  There were three sheriffs’ cars parked in their yard, and the deputies all had hoses aimed towards the house.  They were putting out a blazing fire that was shooting out the back windows.  When their motorcade arrived, the sheriff’s vehicle right behind their Suburban, a relieved Sean ran out to greet them.

“Sean!” Fey cried, her arms going around her brother automatically as he hugged her tight.  “What are you doing here?”

“It was Trever!  He was still alive, and he grabbed me in town!” he told her.  He started to cry and hid his face against her.

Fey exchanged a look with Allyssa over her brother’s shoulder.  He was growing so fast; he was almost as tall as she was.  Fey also glanced to the house where the deputies were putting out the fire.  She looked around, but she couldn’t see where any other buildings were affected.

“What happened?”

“He said I had to come with him.  He said he was my brother and two dykes couldn’t make me a man.  I told him I didn’t want to go with him.  I remembered what you said, Allyssa,” he looked at his sister-in-law, “and I told him he was an attempted rapist and arsonist.  He slapped me,” he told them, then backed up so both women could see the red of his tear-streaked cheek.  “He pushed me in a car and drove here.  He was going to show you that you couldn’t profit from his mother’s death.  That’s what he said...his mother’s death.  Wasn’t she my mother too?” he asked, suddenly confused.

“Of course, Rosemary was your mother.  She loved you too,” Allyssa asserted, wondering if that was what the boy needed to hear right now.  She could see the hoses were working steadily on the fire and suddenly heard a fire engine siren in the distance.

“He started the fire, and I tried to run.  The deputies arrived and tried to stop him, but he pulled a gun and they were forced to shoot it out with him.  I stayed flat on the ground where he had thrown me.  I was so scared!” he cried, holding Fey almost convulsively.

Allyssa looked at the boy sadly.  She knew he would be scarred for life by this event, but she was grateful he had Fey to love him.  For all his bravado about being a teenager, he was still very young and had a lot of growing up to do.  She exchanged a helpless look with her wife.

“He’s dead, Fey.  They killed him right in front of me,” he sobbed, horrified by what he had seen.  “I’m glad though, I’m really glad,” he admitted.  He started to cry even harder, and Fey held him as tight as she could.  

Allyssa felt tears prickling at her own eyelids.  The tears weren’t for Trever, they were for the boy, who had been forced to witness all that violence.  She took a couple steps and wrapped her arms around her wife and brother-in-law.  

The fire department arrived, but the fire had been mostly extinguished by then.  The deputies had been successful using the hoses from the spring house.  The fire engine’s sirens had startled the threesome, who started crying.  They set up their own screams, so Allyssa had to respond.  She didn’t have three arms though, and Fey and Sean soon joined her to comfort the wailing babies.  As they watched the fire department douse the last of the smoking timbers, Sheriff Bradley walked over.

“I’m going to make sure the media gets the full story on what happened here and your role in this,” he told the teen.  “You prevented him from getting the fire fully going, and it’s not your fault he pulled a gun on my deputies.  They are trained to fire back and not ask questions.  I hope you are okay?” 

Sean, still upset and tearing up while trying to comfort Molly, nodded.  He wiped his wet cheeks on his little niece.  “I’m okay,” he hiccupped, even though it was apparent he wasn’t.  Fey looked at him over Tom’s head, then at Allyssa, who grinned ruefully over Erin’s head.  They’d make sure he got therapy for this trauma; he just might need it.  They both understood what Sheriff Bradley was saying about the disclosure to the media.  People’s reputations were on the line, and this entire episode needed closure.

“I think you are going to have trouble with your insurance company over this fire.  It was clearly arson...again,” he said to Fey and Allyssa with a straight face.  Then, he couldn’t contain it any longer, and he started to laugh.  Fey and Allyssa joined in, and after a moment, Sean did too.  The babies, enjoying the laughter, although they didn’t know what it was about, giggled too.  

Everyone exchanged smiles as Juanita’s beau drove his sedan over the hill, and Traci looked on anxiously at the little group.  As the uncontrollable laughter wound down, Fey put her arm around Allyssa and said, “We’re here to stay.  We will rebuild.”  They had done it before, and they would do it again.  
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THE END
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Thanks for reading.

At this point, I’m going to ask if you would take a moment and leave an honest but kind-hearted review.  I know my writing is different than most authors, and I hope you liked it well enough that you’re willing to recommend it to other readers.

Your review makes a big difference...a BIG difference.  Reviews are often the determining factor if someone picks up a book or not.  Knowing that, if you liked this book, won’t you please take a moment to tell others about it right now?  It will take less time than you think, and it’s best to do it while the story is fresh in your mind.  

Oh, and remember, love them or hate them, please be respectful of others and don’t post any spoilers!

Okay, I’ve asked and now, I’ll leave you alone.  Thank you for your consideration. 

Support independent authors—leave a review.

If you have enjoyed VETTED AGAIN, I hope you will enjoy this excerpt from
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PIONEERING
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One family’s saga had just begun...In the epic sequel to Cavalcade, we learn what happens to the Herriots when they arrive in Oregon and take up their claim.  

Erin and Molly arrive in Oregon with their family where they have been granted six hundred and forty acres of land under the Organic Laws of Oregon.  They must build their home, farm the land, and eke out a living on this piece of raw land.  Wolves, bears, and wildcats are the least of their worries in this new land.  Hard work and trusting that each will do their very best are the keys to conquering the wilderness as they pioneer their lives on the high plains of Oregon! 

Come along as the Herriot family lives a life few have attempted in this wilderness near the Blue Mountains of Oregon.  You won’t want to miss Pioneering, the final half of the fantastic pair of prequels to Vetted and Vetted Further!
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CHAPTER ONE
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“Six hundred acres!  Can you farm six hundred acres?” Molly marveled when Erin explained.

Erin chuckled and shook her head.  She too was amazed at the present they had been given for traveling to Oregon.  “Well, maybe not this year,” she answered modestly, sharing a huge smile with her wife.  She waited a moment and said with a note of wonderment in her voice, “Six hundred and forty acres.  Who’d a thought?”  Why, the farm back in Ohio had been only forty acres and they had fought for it with trees and Indians and rocks.  She looked at the land they were heading for, thrilled to realize that all they had to do was work it and improve it to claim it.  “We can also raise cattle, horses, and sheep,” she reminded her, their seed stock having made the trip with them.

“You already filed?” she asked, sounding slightly hurt.

“I did.  I didn’t know what I’d find here, and I wanted to claim it for our family before someone else filed on it.”

“Is the area settling up?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea.  We didn’t see anyone for days, and it will take us a couple days to get there.  But it’s ours, Molly, all ours!” she said, putting her arms around the smaller woman and swinging her around and around as she shouted.

“What?  What’s ours?  What’s going on?” the children came running.  Queenie started barking at the noise.

“Your pa has found our homestead and filed on it,” Molly announced, pleased to be the one to tell them.

The children cheered and clapped, happy to hear this news and asking questions a mile a minute.

“Wait, wait, wait.  We have to head down to our land tomorrow, and it’s going to take at least a couple days to get there.”

“Can’t we go now?” someone asked.

“Well, we could get in a couple miles,” she looked around at Molly, wondering if they should.  It was late in the afternoon and she was as anxious as any of them to head down to what was now their land.

“No, it’s too late in the day, and I don’t want to camp by lantern light in a strange area.  We will start out tomorrow,” Molly vetoed, getting up to put together a dinner for them all.  

“Let’s move those sheep, so they continue to crop the grass until sunset,” Erin encouraged the children, signaling the dogs to move them.  She didn’t need the children, but unless Molly called one or two to help with dinner, it would keep them out of her hair.  Erin scooped up Timmy, lifting him high in the air and hearing his giggles.  She was happy, and she wanted to share it with her family.

“What’s it like?” Molly asked her as they lay side by side later in the tent, the lantern turned low, so they could see each other as they talked.

“There’s trees, excellent farmland, and many acres of grazing land,” she answered, sitting up to talk, too excited to sleep yet.  

“We’ll have to plant first thing,” Molly marveled aloud, her arms folded under her head.

“We’ll have to build a cabin first thing,” Erin corrected, already planning it out in her head.

“Shouldn’t we–” began Molly, but Erin, in her excitement, interrupted.

“We probably should do everything, but we have to get these children under a roof and then, the stock.”

Molly nodded, agreeing but a little aggrieved that she had been interrupted.  She let Erin talk on.

“There is a stream nearby that runs through the valley, so we should be able to dig a well for our farm,” she continued.  “Some of the upper hills are a little parched and won’t be good for anything but grazing, but those fields should give us good crops in the coming years...” she would have gone on and on but noticed Molly’s silence.  Turning, she tried to peer though the dark at her. “Is something wrong?  Don’t you want the farm anymore?”

“I would say you are making all the decisions these days.”

“You did promise to obey me...” she started to tease, referencing their marriage vows.

Molly sat up slightly, indignant.  “I won’t obey against my better judgement...” she began angrily and then, realizing the tone in Erin’s voice, lay back down with a harrumph.  

“Molly, I just couldn’t take a chance to let someone else file on it.  I rode all over that place, and I think it just might be perfect.  I was on pins and needles as the clerk went through the section and checked the filings.  I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything so badly before in my life.”

“Anything?” Molly asked in a voice that had Erin turning towards her quickly.

Taking Molly in her arms, Erin answered huskily, “Well, not just anything.”  She began to turn her excitement over the land into excitement over making love to her wife, kissing her ardently.

Molly immediately returned her adoration, kissing her back, hard.

Erin realized it had been too long since they’d been alone, neither had their periods, and Molly hadn’t been ill.  She responded immediately, pulling at Molly’s clothes to feel her naked skin against her wife’s, pressing close, hearing the catch in her voice at the contact.

Molly had worried at the length of time Erin was gone in search of their homestead and being relieved at her return, as well as overjoyed at her find, she expressed herself physically, wrapping her naked body around her wife, rubbing, and murmuring in enjoyment.  

Erin kissed her way across her wife’s jaw and down her neck, then paid homage to the breasts standing up and peaking in their excitement.  First one, and then the other, received devotion as she licked, sucked, and gently used her teeth.  The catch in Molly’s breath told her how much her wife was enjoying the attention.  Her hands weren’t idle as she caressed her wife’s luscious curves, remembering how she had looked and felt when they had been able to make love without children nearby.

Molly was enjoying her wife’s dedication to giving her enjoyment.  She was equally determined to love Erin in return and kissed, suckled, and caressed all the bare skin she could reach.

Erin could scent Molly’s arousal and that made her want to taste.  She slowly made her way between her wife’s legs, pleasantly surprised to find that she had bathed recently, and she was fresh and clean and tasted heavenly.  Her first lick had Molly arching into her mouth in supplication.

“More,” she gasped, reaching for Erin’s head to hold her in place.

Erin smiled against Molly’s clit, enjoying herself as she licked away the juices from the appendage that stood at attention waiting for her.  Suckling slightly, her fingers slipped inside and made a come-hither motion, bringing Molly up off their blankets only to fall back helplessly as she touched the tender tissue within.

“Oh,” she moaned and then stifled it by putting her fist into her own mouth, knowing the children were simply yards away.  Her body wasn’t under her control as Erin played with it.

Erin began an in and out motion with her fingers, and on every third thrust she ‘accidentally’ curled them to hit the spot that Molly so enjoyed, causing her to gasp at the sensations that were building.  Her mouth gently suckled on Molly’s clit as her tongue swirled around it.  She could tell from Molly’s breathing that her crisis was nearing.  She held on as her wife’s body convulsed in her arms, smiling as she came not once but twice in succession.  

Molly couldn’t believe how incredibly her wife aroused her.  She hadn’t known these feelings were inside herself until Erin taught her so long ago.  She’d never thought of touching herself, knowing she was meant to save herself for her someday husband’s pleasure.  She didn’t know the woman could receive pleasure too.  Learning that another woman could and would give her pleasure had been a revelation and she reveled in learning her body and its responses.  Realizing that Erin was learning as well had been such a delight.  They learned together, exploring each other to discover whatever means they could to obtain this pleasure.  Finding that she could orgasm, that it wasn’t an experience solely for men, had been a revelation.  She forced herself to come down from her high quickly, entirely satisfied by what Erin had done to her body as she rolled their heated and sweaty bodies over and began to lave attention on Erin, doing many of the same things to her tall, lanky body in return. 

Erin loved this moment when Molly turned the tides of their lovemaking.  She was hoping that someday they could come at the same time; she was certain it was possible.  She didn’t analyze it too strongly as she was enjoying herself far too much to think coherently.  Molly had been a willing student, and when she realized Erin was learning too, she became less defensive.  As each found what pleased the other, they discovered a part of their love they hadn’t known was missing.  Now, they had it down pat and could instantly push the other’s buttons to quickly arouse them and make them replete.  Erin was already aroused from making love to her wife, and it didn’t take long for her to come against her wife as she thrust her fingers inside.  Seeing her licking them afterwards aroused Erin again, and she took advantage that, rubbing against Molly’s leg as she ground herself into completion once more.  Molly’s answering smile told her it had been deliberate.  She turned off the barely lit lantern, so they could go to sleep.

“Maybe I should build a bathhouse first,” Erin murmured sleepily afterwards.

“First?  Why?”

“So, we can take a hot bath together without the children barging in and seeing us,” she answered, tweaking Molly’s still hard nipple through the nightclothes she had put back on.  She clearly recalled the view of Molly in their house in Ohio, the thin towel barely covering her lush body, her long, dark hair loose about her shoulders.  She had modestly tried to cover herself, but the view was forever burned in Erin’s mind.

“That sounds wonderful,” Molly said as she stretched, not quite as sated from their lovemaking as she had thought.  The tweak had caused a corresponding twinge in her crotch, and she really wanted to continue, but they both heard the growls of the dogs.

Erin quickly got dressed and went out, carrying her pistol in her waistband and slinging her rifle over her shoulder as she peered through the darkness to see what the dogs were upset about.  It was difficult to see as the moon was behind some clouds, but she could hear the dogs on the far side of the herd.  She could see the silhouettes of the cattle all looking off to the west.  Billy snorted a challenge of sorts, letting whoever or whatever know he was ready for them and willing to fight.  Walking slowly, so she wouldn’t spook the animals, she found both dogs alert and posing, looking off into the night.  They had stopped growling.  Erin quietly petted both dogs, praising them for she knew not what.  Still, whatever had upset them might be gone.  When she could see the cattle cropping grass again and the hackles on the dogs had gone down, she started to make her way back to their camp.

“What was it?” Molly asked, having pulled on more clothing just in case she was needed.  Her shotgun was nearby and ready.

“I don’t know, but whatever it was wasn’t willing to take on the dogs and Billy.”

Molly didn’t blame whoever or whatever it was.  She wouldn’t like her odds either if those three came at her.  “Do you think someone was trying to see if they could get our cattle?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted.  She was tired now, and all thoughts of further lovemaking were gone from her mind as she worried about taking her family to the remote area of Oregon she had filed on.  They would have to get supplies soon but only after she had built them a strong cabin against the winter snows.  She had heard it didn’t snow in certain parts of Oregon but having seen some of the mountains they came through, she was pretty sure it would snow where they were.  She would soon need the money she had forwarded to Oregon and wondered how long it would take to arrive after the letter she had sent.  She heard Molly snoring slightly and decided she would join her after she mentally thought through the building of their cabin.  It took a while to walk herself through that.  She had never built a cabin but had listened avidly as the settlers and mountain men in their wagon train had spoken of it in detail.  She knew the cabin couldn’t be very big.  She wasn’t certain she could do it, but she had to try; she had promised them all a home.  

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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They packed up the next morning.  It was odd how alone and different camping felt since the wagon train had moved on.  Putting the cages of poultry up on the sides of the wagon, she was disappointed to find one of the chickens dead.  Still, they had suffered relatively few losses, and not counting those marked for eating, they had a lot of stock left to rebuild their flocks.  They put the chicken in a bag to be plucked and baked later for their dinner.

Erin walked a wide arc with the dogs, who snuffled avidly, but she saw no signs of man or beast that might have caused the animals to become upset the previous night.  Returning to the fire, she shrugged at Molly’s look.

The children asked a million and one questions until Erin shushed them.  She was concentrating on keeping the cattle at a walk on the odd trail she had taken in the previous days.  There wasn’t an obvious wagon trail south from where they were heading, and she worried if they would be able to get through in a couple places or if they could become lost.  Still, their teams and both sets of yoked oxen were strong and pulling the Conestoga wagon effortlessly across the land didn’t seem to faze them.  She watched as the pigs kept up easily under the back of the wagon in their accustomed place.  

There was plenty to graze when they stopped that first night, and the animals fell to cropping it as quickly as they could.  The children were disappointed that they weren’t on ‘their’ land that first night, but Erin explained that a horse and rider could travel much faster alone than their large wagon and all these animals.

On the second day, Erin had to ride ahead a bit to make sure they were on the right path.  She hoped her memory of the previous trip was accurate.  Some of the trail wasn’t good for the wagon, and they had to be creative in how they got through, around, and over some of the obstacles.

“Come on, you can do it,” she encouraged the teams as they pulled up a rather steep grade.  She saw Theo, who was walking, had stopped the flock of sheep behind them, waiting to follow the large wagon.  She looked farther behind him and Tabitha was sitting on the mare and signaling to King to slow the cattle, who took advantage of the moment to crop at the grass.

It started raining as they drove along that afternoon, and they had to make camp in the rain that night.  It wasn’t a gentle rain.  They had been warned that some of the rains were coming in off the ocean and would hit the mountains west of them, including Mount Hood, which was now north and west of them.  Erin thought about that far-off mountain they said had been a volcano once.  She wondered what would happen if it went off.  She’d heard stories of volcanoes but had never seen one.  It sounded like they must be like the fires of hell.  

Coping in the rain, nothing new after their long trip out here, they made a small fire and used lard to cook the chicken, so they could all have a hot meal.  Erin had rigged the awning off the wagon, so they could have the fire and keep a relatively rain-free space.  The smoke went out both sides of the awning as it flapped in the wind.  As she ate, she watched the ducks and geese stretching their necks out beyond the cages trying to catch some water and pecking at the grasses they were placed in to find things only they could see.  She was looking forward to getting them out of the cages but wondered at how vulnerable they would be out on the farm, especially in an area that had never seen domesticated animals and birds before.

“It isn’t going to be a farm with that many acres,” Molly teased her as they wearily got ready for bed.  The children had been tucked into both the wagon and the other tent that night.  The cats weren’t liking having to share ‘their’ beds in the wagon again.

“Oh, what is it then?” Erin asked, pulling at her boot and pleased when Molly brushed aside her hand to pull on it for her.  Her shapely derriere was a fine sight in the low light of the lantern.  Erin helped push on the boot with her other booted foot and pointed the toe on the foot between Molly’s legs.  The boot came off easily with their combined efforts, and Molly took one unbalanced step before turning for the other boot.  Both boots were soon off.

“With that many acres, it’s a ranch,” she contended.

“I think it’s a farm or a ranch, whatever we want to call it.”  She pulled off her pants and changed her shirt for a men’s nightshirt, doing it quickly, so her bindings wouldn’t be exposed too long.  That was something she had done many times on the trail until it became automatic.

They chuckled at their teasing, eager to get to their new home, but a wagon was slow traveling, and it took days.
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TO BE CONTINUED...
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Other books by Shadoe Publishing & K’Anne Meinel:

What does SHADOE mean? Have you ever Googled it?

Shadoe ~ The hottest girl you'll ever meet.  Very good when it comes to things in the bed.  A crazy lover who can go all night. At the same time, the sweetest, most caring girlfriend ever.  Will be one you want to hold on to.
That Shadoe... she's the perfect girl!
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Molly didn’t know what kind of life to expect when she fell in love with Erin Herriot—her schoolmate, her best friend, and a woman.  She had been grateful for Erin’s friendship when the bank swindled her after selling her parents’ farm and she was invited to live on Erin’s parents’ farm.  

After making the difficult decision to live life as ‘man and wife,’ Molly gladly accepted the challenges before them.  Together, they made the decision to sell Erin’s farm and embark on the journey of a lifetime...on the Oregon Trail.

Erin couldn’t give Molly children; however, she could love her forever.  But leaving the area where they had both grown up and where everyone knew the women was the only way they could be together without questions about the true nature of their relationship.  

Come along on their adventure as two women cross the country, adopt a family, and begin a life that neither had imagined possible growing up in the mid-1800s.
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Children of Another Mother

Dealing with the death of your best friend, the second parent to your children, and your mother is hard enough, but Gail now also has to deal with the house she had bought for them to all live in. It’s a‘fixer upper’ and requires a lot of work for the single mom. A new home, new life, and new friends leads to a family she hadn’t anticipated or planned for...

Gail is doing the best she can, trying to deal with everything when Jackie enters her life. They become good friends but how was Gail to know that she would change her life in ways she had never anticipated...
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Doctored

A brilliant child protégée, she dreams of becoming a doctor and a surgeon...and accomplishes her goals.  Unfortunately, her youth and round, child-like face work against her.  No matter how skilled she becomes, how knowledgeable, the old school, male-dominated medical hierarchy wants to keep her in ‘her place.’

Deana has worked hard to become an expert in her chosen field, but few believe this ‘child’ capable.  Specializing in infectious diseases, she travels the world—from the States to Europe to South America—honing her skills before winding up in Africa where her skills are desperately needed.

Meeting a nurse by the name of Madison MacGregor, she finds they share an insatiable curiosity and a love of helping others, but falling in love was not what she intended.  Later, when she loses Maddie to a misunderstanding, she is haunted by the one that got away....

Ten years have passed and both the doctor and nurse have moved on with their lives, but fate intervenes when they find themselves working at the same hospital.  Their friendship is revived...can their love be rekindled?  Will the past haunt them or bring them closer?  Will the secrets that both harbor keep them from realizing a future together? 
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20 Erotic Short Stories including: 1. Bent over Backwards 2. Fantasy 3. Wet 4. Family Night 5. Bikini’s are Dangerous 6. Quickie ~ Against the Car 7. Kept 8. Quickie ~ Against the Wall 9. Quickie ~ Over the Couch 10. Mile High Club 11. Ghostly Love 12. Quickie ~ Under the Pier 13. Bikini’s are Dangerous 2 14. On the Parkway 15. Stable Affair 16. Dream of the Beach 17. Bikini’s are Dangerous 3 18. Heel or Heal 19. Wet ~ Again 20. Kiss
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How do you cope with a life you are bored with?  You make a new one, right?  Be careful what you wish for because you might get a whole lot more than you bargained for....

When you’re bored with your current life, take a trip; that always changes things, right?  What Analisa Meunier didn’t realize is that every decision you make in your life can change everything.  A new life, a new country, a new family, a new threat to all of that...will she survive?  Will they?

Baroness Lydia Von Horn has never met an American like Analisa Meunier.  Hiding her own identity leads to problems in their initial relationship, but making a family, a life, and surviving with both intact is the real challenge.

From Oconomowoc, Wisconsin to Hammerbruke, Germany; from Cambria, California, to Munich, Germany, their lives and trials and tribulations take them around the world.
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Lawyered

Discovering that you don’t have everything you thought you wanted is a surprise.  Getting a promotion, finding new friends, learning you are attracted to women....

Nia Toyomoto has worked hard all her life to prove she was the best; she graduated early from high school, college, and got the dream job in Manhattan.  Becoming a partner at the tender age of thirty, she thought she had it all until the law firm made demands about her personal appearance and a few other things that made her change her life for the promotion.  Then she realized having everything isn’t all that it is cracked up to be without someone to share it with....

A successful lawyer in the big city, choices have to be made; sacrifices and surprises await this beautiful and talented woman... Does she make the right ones though?
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If you suddenly and unexpectedly fell in love, wouldn’t you want to spend every possible moment with your new love?  Wouldn’t you want to spend time holding hands, touching, sharing emotions, and learning everything possible about each other and your new relationship?

What if your new love lived on the other side of the globe?  What if you had to deal with different geographic locations and time zones?  And what if every time you solved one minor problem another seemed to pop up?  Could you survive a long-distance relationship?

Eliza lives in Wisconsin, in the midwestern United States.  She is an independent businesswoman, who has finally achieved her career dreams and is determined to find the perfect woman for her.  Can she have it all?

Krystal lives in Austria.  She is rich, cultured, and bored.  She feels she has seen and done everything and life no longer holds any surprises.  One day, on a side trip during an excursion to the United States, Krystal walks into Eliza’s store and is swept off her feet and onto her backside by the feelings this woman provokes.  

Distance is no problem for a woman who owns a jet, but what of the women’s work and home responsibilities?  Both have fallen deeply in love and are fascinated, intrigued, and challenged by the other.  Will their dreams and their love be enough to keep them together?
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Pioneering (Book 3 in the Vetted Series of books, a prequel to Vetted)

One family’s saga had just begun...In the epic sequel to Cavalcade, we learn what happens to the Herriots when they arrive in Oregon and take up their claim.  

Erin and Molly arrive in Oregon with their family where they have been granted six hundred and forty acres of land under the Organic Laws of Oregon.  They must build their home, farm the land, and eke out a living on this piece of raw land.  Wolves, bears, and wildcats are the least of their worries in this new land.  Hard work and trusting that each will do their very best are the keys to conquering the wilderness as they pioneer their lives on the high plains of Oregon! 

Come along as the Herriot family lives a life few have attempted in this wilderness near the Blue Mountains of Oregon.
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Pirated Love (Book 1)

Lady Claire Von Hagen was en route to the island of Baleniesia, in the Caribbean, to meet the man her father had dictated she would marry. Lord Von Hagen, Governor of Baleniesia, ruled his island and his daughter with an iron fist, and he had determined that marriage to the distasteful, but wealthy and titled, Sir Edmund Fitzhugh, would be most advantageous. Lady Claire was sailing to Baleniesia to submit to marriage when her ship was captured by pirates. Her abductor, a pirate Captain known as Black Betty, had other plans for Lady Claire. 

Claire had never experienced love of any kind, and she had certainly never conceived of the things that went on between two women. Black Betty taught her things that surprised her, and the freedom she experiences with this woman, and their developing love, capture Claire’s heart. From the islands of the Caribbean to the shores of Canada, and on from there to the continent of Africa and the Orient... together they experience things both had only dreamt about. 
Will they survive the dangers of the high seas and the first years of a relationship that neither expected to find?
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Pirated Heart (Book 2)

~A swashbuckling good time~

From China to India to Africa and home to England...Will the love that Bettina Carmichaels shares with her wife, Claire, stand the test of time?  Will it even last the second year of marriage?

Trading, pirating, sword fights, sea battles, near drownings, and imprisonment...a sailor’s life may not be for all.  Come along as Tina, also known as ‘Black Betty,’ and Claire attempt to repair their failing marriage and survive sailing on the high seas...
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Recombinant Love:

While hiking the mountains and deserts of Arizona with her best friend, D.O.G., Ryley Graham hears a whirring noise.  Thinking D.O.G. has cornered a rattlesnake, she rushes to protect him and is blinded by a light seemingly coming from nowhere and everywhere simultaneously.

Waking up 510 years later, she is confused by the unfamiliar machinery and ‘people’ that surround her.  Skeptical when she is informed she is aboard a spaceship that explores wormholes, it takes a great deal of effort to finally convince Ryley she isn’t in a government-owned facility and part of some huge experiment or conspiracy.

Adjusting to the odd life forms that coexist on the ship, Ryley begins to accept that she can never go back to Earth 2015, and she begins to contribute her own unique knowledge and skills to their survival.  As Ryley makes new friends, one of them begins to stand out... 

Mercédès is a woman...half human and half android.  She is struggling to understand her human side and the odd feelings she is developing for this Earthwoman.  

Learning about love, and learning to love will be huge challenges as Ryley and Mercédès begin to forge a future.  What impact will it have when they discover the real reason Ryley was taken in the first place?
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Represented

Coming out is hard.  Coming out in the public eye is even harder.  People think they own a piece of you, your work, and your life, they feel they have the right to judge you.  You lose not only friends but fans and ultimately, possibly, your career...or your life.

Cassie Summers is a Southern Rock Star; she came out so that she could feel true to herself.  Her family, including her band and those important to her support her, but there are others that feel she betrayed them, they have revenge on their minds....

Karin Myers is a Rock Star in her own right; she is one of those new super promoters: Manager, go-to gal, agent, public relations expert, and hand-holder, all in one.  Her name is synonymous with getting someone recognized, promoted, and making money.  She only handles particular clients though; she’s choosy...for some very specific reasons.

Meeting Cassie at a party there is a definite attraction.  She does not however wish to represent her despite her excellent reputation.  She fights it tooth and nail until she is contractually required to do so.  It nearly costs them more than either of them anticipated...their lives.
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Small Town Angel

Small towns are notorious for secrets ... but what if you bring your secrets with you?

Amy Adams arrives in Northpoint, Wisconsin on a Greyhound bus.  Small towns are well known for not taking to strangers, but THIS stranger decides to stay.

Amy has a look around and to her, it ‘feels’ like home. She rents a cabin in the woods outside of town and proceeds to look for a place to open a store.  Renting to own from one of the locals, she soon finds herself making friends and making waves.  She won’t discuss where she is from and has nothing to say about her past.

People are extremely curious. This Southern Belle has them talking.

Abby Shipman, the Chief of Police in this neck of the woods is intrigued by the decidedly mysterious and straight redheaded whirlwind that has blown into town. It’s curious that she won’t talk about her past and she is certainly uncomfortable around Abby...or is it cops in general?
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Survivors

For some, the world would end with the dropping of the bombs.  For others, a select few, it would present an opportunity to show their true mettle.  Those who will take on the challenge to live without, make do, and subsist on, are the survivors.

Jodi was one of the few.  She knew what was coming.  She read the signs, and she had friends in low places who kept her informed.  She bought a cabin in the middle of nowhere, fixed it up, and warned her closest friends and family that the time would come to abandon the big cities, to hide and seclude yourself for the safety of your family and everyone closest to you.

Krista was her partner, her best friend, and her wife at a time when states didn’t recognize same-sex marriage.  Krista coped with her mate’s compulsions by recognizing that indulging her was the best way to maintain a harmonious union.  After all, they could afford it.  Little did she realize that Jodi was destined to be the savior of them all.

Finding that things were much worse than everyone had speculated didn’t surprise Jodi.  But it would forever alter her family’s world view and transform them into something they hadn’t realized they were destined to become...SURVIVORS!
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The Journey Home

In the midst of the Great Depression, Cassandra (Cass) Scheimer is trying to keep the family farm afloat in the Big Woods of Wisconsin...alone.  As a local midwife and struggling backwoods doctor, she certainly doesn't need more mouths to feed.  

Stephanie Evans is a widow enceinte with her third child.  She accepts a kind stranger’s offer of marriage in exchange for keeping house for him...but he never shows up to claim her.  While dealing with unrequited guilt and the desperation of impoverished motherhood, falling in love with Cass is the least of her worries.

For Cass, having been in love with a woman once before, she feels it couldn’t possibly happen twice.  When it does, Cass is convinced the love cannot be returned.  Can she and Stephanie keep it hidden from the prying eyes of children and the meddling neighbors in this small rural community?  

Can Cass deal with the guilt she feels over her brother’s injury, an injury that prevents him from doing his duty for their country?  Joining the Nursing Corps may put too much stress on her newfound relationship with Stephanie.  The woman who returns from the war and the woman left behind on the farm are not the same people who once fell in love.  Can they return to being lovers after years spent apart?  Destiny put them in each other’s path, but World War II has them tearing apart.  

This is The Journey Home.
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The Outsider

Joy Parker had the perfect childhood.  Doted on by her parents, she couldn’t imagine her childhood any different.  As a child and later a young adult, she’s ignored by her much older siblings, made to feel the outsider...until a tragedy occurs, altering her life in ways she couldn’t possibly have imagined.  

The next few years of her life are vastly different from her parents’ hopes and dreams for her.  Then suddenly, another life-altering event changes the course of her life and she must make decisions she never dreamt possible.  Winning the largest lottery in Wisconsin history opens the flood gates of possibility and means Joy must again decide which direction to take with the rest of her life.  

What would you do if you won $341,726,178.10 after taxes?  Come along for the ride as we discover what Joy Parker decides to do with it....
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Timed Romance

Falling in love gives you no time or place; no reason or excuses.  It’s a deliberate act that can leave you breathless from ecstasy or pain.  There is no rhyme, no sense, no time.  There is no precedence, no priority.  It befuddles you.  In the right time and place, it can cause you to reach the highest highs or the lowest of lows.  Bad timing, though, for any romance can hurt you more than the love itself.

Reese has worked hard all her life to garner the satisfaction in the jobs and levels she has obtained.  Landing the position of estate manager for the Cavindish family of England is exciting.  A new country, a new challenge, and a new life.  She packs up her life in Connecticut, kisses her daughter goodbye and set’s off on what she is sure will be the adventure of a lifetime...in its own time.

Lady Cavindish is shy, retiring, and a bit out of her league when the attractive confident blonde Reese Paulson arrives on the scene to run their family estates for her brother, the lord of the manor.  Her admiration for Reese soon turns to hero worship, and at some point, to a love that neither expected.  Their love, however, isn’t what the Cavindish family name or properties need.  It is bad timing for everyone involved.  

The love she feels for Lady Cavindish is totally unexpected, and Reese soon realizes that her presence can only hinder the woman she has fallen for.  She makes the excruciating decision for them both to move on, without her.  

Finding a new love in Australia, though, proves that life has plans for us that we can only hope gives us what we need.  Can Reese move on from the woman she loves, or can she love the women she is with now?  How can she forget Veronica, her first love?

Fate, however, brings them together time and time again.  Can it time their romance so they can have their happily ever after or is it determined to rip their hearts raw time and time again?

[image: image]

To Love a Shooting Star

Erin Ingram is an enormously successful Hollywood star.  She has starred in, directed, and produced many films over her long career, starting as a child.  She has even won several Academy Awards.  She is also a closeted lesbian.  Will announcing to the world that she is in love with a woman destroy her long and successful career?  Is the world ready to let the ‘girl next door’ come out of the closet?

Meeting Erin Ingram was a delight and a surprise to author Kate McCall.  Better yet, there seemed to be an attraction.  Getting to know her she was thrilled at their relationship as it developed.  Her own career as a successful novelist made her more than equal for the talented Ms. Ingram.  Will announcing their relationship to the public destroy their love, their careers, or their blended families?
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Veil of Silence

Five years ago, Lieutenant Marsha Gagliano disappeared when her helicopter crashed in Afghanistan.  Her wife held out hope for her return, but with no word from the army after all that time, she begins to realize she may have to move on without her.

At the embassy in Kabul, a burqa-clad woman arrives at the gate with two young children in tow.  The black-haired, brown-eyed woman looks like an Afghan native, but her American accent belies this.  She identifies herself as Lieutenant Marsha Gagliano, all the while keeping a close eye out behind her as though at any moment, someone might jump out and snatch her back.

Questions arise regarding her disappearance and reappearance and the army is suspicious.  The children are obviously hers.  Has she consorted with the enemy?  How will her wife react to these children?  Will she be able to accept children she had no part in conceiving? 

What is this woman hiding beneath her chador?  What secrets lie behind her veil of silence?
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Vetted

Allyssa is a young college student living her life to please her upper-crust family who want her to take business courses, join her father’s business, and marry the “right” man.  Allyssa loves animals and yearns to take courses that speak to her heart, but her family are deaf to her pleas and she is unable or unwilling to stand up to them.

Fiona is an older, more established woman; a veterinarian working towards the goal of starting her own large animal practice.  When a young woman arrives on her doorstep one night carrying a dog she may have fatally injured with her car, Fiona is thrown for a loop.

Vetted—a life that neither woman anticipated, but each learns they want desperately.

Will their families, the fates, and rustlers finally bring these women to their knees?  The only way they can survive is to stand strong together, but are they both ready to fight for what they want?  Only time will tell....

Videos:

Biography of Books Video: http://youtu.be/lXFhJd3nUos

Couples Video: http://youtu.be/otC-sRVa8IA 

Doctored Video: https://youtu.be/d2pCL34d6d0

First Video about book covers: http://youtu.be/PDavhcwQ4PE

Germanic Video: http://youtu.be/2lNcDhYG7yE

Ghostly Love Video: http://youtu.be/zyC5CNIfNvg

Long Distance Romance Video: http://youtu.be/hcHq56MYe-A

Kiss Me: http://youtu.be/M1_6qLi0eoo

Malice: http://youtu.be/ZPrpOT4J6Vw

Sapphic Cowboi Video: http://youtu.be/-3poq5H1uTs

Sapphic Cowgirl Video: http://youtu.be/HAv8aJeGkQ4

Sapphic Surfer Video: http://youtu.be/jHj0LJzFlRU

Sensual Sapphic Video: http://youtu.be/oxDIKNNRNC0

Ships Video:  http://youtu.be/OXRE-958kY8

Timed Romance Video: http://youtu.be/Hc3P_a14NYg

Veil of Silence Video: https://youtu.be/UrppB1bzC_8

When you lie next to me video: http://youtu.be/TN1Q8dfYuMY

Interview: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qKQnH4kQQP4

Readings: Ships:  http://youtu.be/q8Ksvd-Apow

Contact:

K’Anne Meinel Fan Page: http://www.facebook.com/K.Anne.Meinel.Fan.Page?sk=wall&filter=2

Twitter: https://twitter.com/KAnneMeinel

Linked in: http://www.linkedin.com/pub/k-anne-meinel/5a/638/a02/

GoodReads: http://www.goodreads.com/kannemeinel

Publisher: www.shadoepublishing.com

Website: http://kannemeinel.com/

Blog: http://kannemeinel.wordpress.com/

Email @ kannemeinel@aim.com

––––––––
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If you have enjoyed this book and the others listed here Shadoe Publishing is always looking for first, second, or third time authors.  Please check out our website @ www.shadoepublishing.com  for information or contact us at shadoepublishing@gmail.com.

We may be able to help you make your dreams of becoming a published author come true.
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