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For  Sister Pat and Sister Mary Anne - for treasured memories in Rachel’s Vineyard and for my grandson, Henry Browning.
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​Prologue: Between Memory and Nothing, 1990
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The sedative stung as it entered her blood, heat blooming up her arm. Somewhere above, the lights hummed—a white, endless noise. “Nice, deep breath,” a stranger said as though the world was about to continue without her, and then she was gone.

She drifted between memory and nothing, and there he was again: Brian Abernathy. Blue eyes, that sandalwood-tan skin, a dimpled smile that brushed away all sense—and caution. Quarterback at Jacksonville State, the sort of boy everyone assumed was destined for easy victories and cheaper heartbreaks. He was the first to laugh at her nervous jokes in the lunch line, to hand her a cheap coffee with exactly the right cream and sugar, to lean in close and call her “my brown-eyed girl.”

Back then, she was only freshman-Claire. Eighteen. A scholarship kid who’d learned to keep her dreams hidden, convinced life could be rebuilt one course and tuition payment at a time. She’d never considered her looks—too soft, too unsure—even counted them a liability until Brian, with his sudden, casual devotion, made her feel noticed, as if her prettiness mattered.

Their first real conversation started at one of those clumsy college socials, sticky with bad punch and faculty chaperones standing guard but not really watching. Brian was memorable even then—a kind, sly sort of confidence that set him apart. Later, he’d walk her home, tease her about over-preparing, and carry heavy textbooks without being asked. Once, under those moth-swarmed dorm lights, he kissed her and made promises that sounded dangerously permanent.

When he invited her over, she didn’t quite know what she’d agreed to. His place smelled like cheap aftershave and a game locker room; football cleats tumbled in a messy pile near the door. His hands were gentle, at first. But when she paused, uncertain—his words said love, but his voice made plain there wasn’t much choice on offer.

“It’s only bad the first try,” he whispered. “If you love me, let go.”

She tried thinking that saying yes was part of loving someone. Afterward he hugged her a minute, called her darling, said “all set.” But in those next weeks, texts slowed, phone calls vanished, and his face faded into practice fields and other, looser promises.

Six weeks later, the blue line on a bathroom stick upended everything. The plastic trembled in her hands, and she dropped it, clutching her stomach on the toilet, trying to stitch together what had led her here.

Her mother didn’t yell when she told. She just went quiet, tired. All her life, Claire’s mother coped by retreating into work, into cigarettes and late shifts making ends meet. She pressed her palm to her forehead, then exhaled at the ceiling. “Well. We’ll take care of it. Before it ruins whatever’s left to ruin.”

Claire wanted to cry or protest, to ask for hope, but her mother had answers, not comfort. She started calling clinics before sunrise.

Brian sent money—half, in crumpled bills inside an anonymous envelope. Her mother counted it, shoved it deep into her purse, and focused on logistics, not conversation.

The Birmingham drive happened in the blue dark, before school buses and sun. The car’s heater wheezed and whined. Claire hugged her knees, staring out at red taillights, not trusting herself to speak. Gray morning filtered in as they made the city limits.

The clinic itself was small and dull; the sign outside said nothing. Inside, the air smelled metallic, too clean and too afraid. The waiting room buzzed with nerves—one girl sobbing over a paper tissue, another just pale and silent. Claire’s mother gripped her shoulder every time she even half-stood.

“It’s quick,” her mother muttered. “It’s best for both of us.”

A nurse called her name and her body walked, as if on its own. The hall was cold and narrow. The procedure room shone with intent—a tray of metal and light. The nurse mumbled something warm, but her words were hollow echoes.

Claire fixated on the ceiling, a coffee-brown water stain yellowed in the bright overhead glare, as the IV burned and the world spun out under her.

She woke at home, rain pattering on her window, the scent of cigarettes and detergent seeping through every part of her. The pain was a dull twisting, deep and unrelenting. Her mother made broth. Claire closed her eyes, half-hoping to disappear.

Late night brought something worse—a pain like tearing, too sharp, too much. When she yanked the covers back, she saw blood on her sheets, spreading fast.
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