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UNPLANNED (book 1)

AFTER RECEIVING A DISTURBING call from someone far too young to carry a child in the first place, Kennedy can no longer blindly hide behind the pro-life platitudes she grew up believing. She resolves to locate the unknown girl but winds up entrenched in a mystery that grows more convoluted as it unfolds. 

Soon, Kennedy finds herself a pawn in a deadly game of intrigue, at the mercy of those who consider a few innocent lives a small ransom to pay in exchange for personal and political victory.

Read Unplanned now
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PARALYZED (book 2)

KENNEDY STERN SURVIVED an abduction, but old scars cut deep. Vivid flashbacks and terrifying dreams paralyze her, threatening to ruin her academic career and any chance she has at peace or happiness. This mental anguish, however, constitutes only a small fraction of her post-traumatic nightmare.

Kennedy must engage in a deadly battle of the mind as she struggles to stay alive. While fighting on two fronts—one psychological and one physical—the question isn't whether she'll come out of the war stronger in the end.

The question is whether she’ll come out at all.

Read Paralyzed now
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POLICED (book 3)

WHEN KENNEDY STERN and her best friend Reuben drag themselves away from their grueling studies to enjoy a night off campus, getting pulled over by a belligerent cop isn't in either of their plans. 

When the police altercation turns violent, the media notes Reuben's dark skin and labels this instance of police brutality a hate crime. Those Kennedy trusts the most warn her not to get involved, but she owes it to Reuben to pursue justice regardless of the personal cost. 

Nothing remains a secret when a frenzied media and an embarrassed police department delve into Kennedy's and Reuben's backgrounds. Some truths, unfortunately, grow increasingly more painful the closer they get to the surface. 

Read Policed now
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“YOU LOOK REALLY FAMILIAR. Did you go to Harvard?”

Kennedy glanced up from her reading at the red-haired stranger. “I’m there now. Are you?”

“I was.” He moved to the seat next to her on the subway and furrowed his brow. “Graduated two years ago. Were we in the same class together maybe? I was a journalism major.”

Kennedy had at least another hundred pages of Dostoevsky to finish by the end of the weekend, reading she couldn’t get done chitchatting on the T with former journalism students. “No, this is my first year.”

He situated his leather case on his lap. It looked heavy. “I swear I’ve seen you before. Did you grow up around here?”

She lowered her book but kept it open to the right page. “No, I’ve been in China for the past ten years.” She thought about her dad’s paranoia, how he still reminded her from a dozen time zones away to stay wary of strangers.

“China?” The journalist leaned forward. “What part?”

Kennedy had lost track of the times she had been asked that by Americans who wouldn't know where to look for Beijing on a map. Sometimes, she took pity and said she lived near the Chinese-North Korean border. Other times, she gave the actual name of the city or province and watched their eyes go blank while they nodded absently. That was usually the tactic she employed when she didn’t particularly feel like talking.

“Jilin Province,” she answered, picking up her book again.

The man’s eyes grew wide. “Really? Were you near Longjing by any chance?”

Kennedy couldn’t tell which impressed her more, the journalist’s familiarity with the Chinese geography or his accent-free pronunciation. When she left Yanji at summer’s end, she couldn’t wait to get “home” to the States. There wasn’t anything for her to miss back in China. But when she got to campus and saw how different most of her classmates were, she realized how wrong she had been. She actually carved time out of her studies last month to go to the Asian-American Students’ first meeting, but she was the only white girl there and never went back.

“We actually lived in Yanji,” she told him.

The man nodded in apparent recognition. “I spent a year abroad in Longjing. I'm going back in a few months.” He patted the case on his lap. A camera, maybe? “Working on my first international documentary.”

The T’s automated announcer called out the name of Kennedy’s stop. She stood and gave him a wave and a little Americanized half bow. “I've got to go, but good luck with that documentary.”

“Yeah, good luck in school,” he managed to reply before Kennedy stepped onto the platform and hurried to the escalators, checking the time on her cell phone.

She adjusted her book bag when she emerged from the subway station. It was one of the chilliest days she could remember since arriving back in the States. The air was crisp and invigorating, and she walked with brisk steps. What a strange coincidence to meet someone so familiar with her home region. She thought about mentioning it to her parents when they talked next. Then again, her dad would probably reprove her for divulging even that amount of personal information. Oh well. Kennedy was on her own now, and she couldn’t waste her life scurrying from every shadow. Besides, Cambridge was a safe town with a public transportation system that was infinitely easier to grasp than the one back in Yanji. She didn’t venture off campus much, but when she did, she never felt insecure. She pitied folks like her dad who lived their lives in constant terror. Why couldn’t he be a little more trusting of people?

A burst of leaves fluttered to the pavement, and she quickened her step. She wasn’t late, not yet, but she walked fast enough that it would have impressed an Olympic speed-walker. She hadn’t seen her childhood pastor in years. His would be the first familiar face she saw since arriving back in the States, and she was anxious to catch up with him.

When Carl emailed her a few weeks ago, she was thrilled at the prospect of getting together. Finding the time to do so was a little more difficult. At least his new center was only a few hops away from campus on the Red Line — a convenient coincidence. Not coincidence. She could almost hear Carl correct her in his melodious bass voice that would make James Earl Jones drool with envy. Providence.

Either way, she was excited to see him. She still remembered his wife Sandy, her Sunday school teacher for years and years, and the one who let Kennedy practice time and time again on her hair until she perfected the art of French braiding.

She saw the dark green sign for the pregnancy center, felt the smile spread across her face, and swung open the door. A little bell announced her arrival. The room was empty except for the fumes of day-old paint.

“Hello?” She held her breath. Was anybody even here?

“Kennedy!” Carl Lindgren bustled out of a back office, arms extended jovially. “You made it.” His voice reverberated off the walls. He grabbed both her arms to draw her in for a rib-crushing bear hug. “You sure have grown since you were little.”

“It’s great to see you.” She didn’t have to feign her enthusiasm. The past two months had been a whirlwind of college orientations, lectures, homework, and already two all-nighters. Seeing Carl’s face was like stepping into a sauna in the middle of winter. The turpentine vapor intermingled with the scent of his shirt, a combination of barbecue, home-cooking, and after-shave that almost matched her father’s.

“When your family left for China, you were such a little thing.” He held his hand at the level of his waist. “Now look at you. All grown up, off on your own.”

Kennedy laughed. On her own meant she lived in a dorm with a theater-major roommate from Alaska, whose entire education — from what Kennedy could tell — consisted of playing computer games, attending rehearsals, and reading an occasional play. Kennedy, on the other hand, was so busy with her pre-med studies and literature classes that she hadn’t yet experienced any of the so-called “freedoms” supposed to come with college life.

Carl gave her a quick tour of the new pregnancy center, which in reality was only slightly larger than Kennedy’s dorm room. There was a main waiting area still wanting furniture, a back office, and a single room tucked in the corner. “Here’s where we do the counseling sessions, and that door there opens to a little bathroom stall.”

“It’s really nice,” Kennedy stated automatically, while her head threatened to lift right off her shoulders because of the fumes.

Carl’s cheeks widened into one of his chipmunk-style grins. “Well, it’s something. We’ll still have to send folks to the Boston campus for ultrasounds until we get a bigger place, but it’s a start. Oh.” His eyes lit up. “Wait until you see what Sandy rigged up for us.”

“How’s Sandy doing these days?” Kennedy followed Carl to his little office, the only room with any sort of décor. A golden placard marked the territory as the Executive Director’s, and the desk was already cluttered with paperwork and framed pictures of fat, cherubic toddlers. A few finger-painted masterpieces were taped to the wall, along with a crayon drawing on construction paper that read I love Grandpa.

Carl shuffled from side to side as he bustled around behind his desk. “You know Sandy,” he said with a beam. “She’s been as busy as ever getting this place ready to open, doing her grandma thing three days a week, overseeing all of the children’s ministry volunteers at St. Margaret’s.” He narrowed his eyes for a moment, but they didn’t lose their playful twinkle. “You know, I haven’t seen you at church, young lady.”

Kennedy had anticipated the remark and was ready with her excuse. “It’s just really busy with schoolwork and all, and it’s hard not having a car of my own.”

“I won’t say anything to your father.” Carl winked. “But you know my Sandy. You give her a call on Saturday night, and she’ll be sure to find you a ride for Sunday morning. Be sure to get her number from me before you leave. Or if you like taking the T, we’re right off the Red Line, Davis stop. Just another fifteen-minute walk from here, really.” He frowned. “But maybe you shouldn’t be walking that far alone.”

Kennedy tried not to roll her eyes. Had he been talking to her dad? She wasn’t ready to make any promises about coming to church, but she’d try finding time soon. It had been years since she had participated in an American service. She was a little nervous she might have forgotten something important. The kind of worship she was used to in China was quite different.

“By the way,” Carl went on, “Sandy told me specifically to tell you she wants to take you out for coffee sometime soon.” He gestured to the entrance of his office. “And if you shut the door, you can see her newest piece of art.”

On the wall hung a large, poster-sized calendar. Even though it was obviously made by hand, the printing was impeccable and the lines for each date were as rigid as a surgeon’s scalpel. Inside every box were color-coded sections marked Morning Volunteer, Afternoon Volunteer, and Hotline Receptionist. Kennedy almost remarked that Carl’s wife must have a lot of extra time on her hands, but then she noticed Sandy was listed as the morning volunteer for all but two days that month and was penned in for half of the afternoon shifts as well.

Carl spread out his hands. “We definitely are asking God for more workers. But the good news is you can have first pick of whatever shift you want to volunteer.”

Kennedy pursed her lips together and reminded herself that her job was to keep up her GPA, not to make everyone around her happy. “Yeah, well, I’ve been thinking since I got your email, and I just don’t know if I can make that kind of time commitment.” She didn’t want to admit that adjusting to life back in the States was taking about the same amount of mental acuity as keeping up with her chem lab and its monstrous piles of work. Her mind had been reeling ever since she landed at Logan Airport. American slang she had never heard in China, fads that seemed to upgrade themselves once a week or more ... She hardly had time to keep up her grades, let alone give herself room to acculturate back to life in the States. If she jumped into volunteer work right now, she’d probably get so confused she’d start speaking to the clients in Korean or give some poor woman a lecture on chemical ionization when she was supposed to ask her to pee in a cup.

Carl’s smile wilted for a short second, and his shoulders sank toward the floor while his chest deflated. “I understand. It’s been a long time since my college days.” His eyes twinkled once again, and he chuckled. “Compared to pastoring a church, starting up a pregnancy center satellite, and chasing around a bunch of grandkids, it sounds like a breeze.” He was talking quietly, almost under his breath. “No utility bills, no board meetings ...” His head snapped up when his eyes met Kennedy’s. “Never mind. I want you to know I get it. You’re busy.” He looked at the color-coded calendar, where his wife’s was the only name on record. He smacked his lips. “Well, we’ll be having our new center kick-off dinner Thursday night. That’s where we’re hoping to get most of our volunteers from, anyway.”

Shame heated up Kennedy’s core. “I didn’t mean I couldn’t help at all.” She wouldn’t have bothered taking the T all the way to the new center just to tell him that. “I’d love to be involved when I can. I was thinking as a substitute. Or maybe I could come help with paperwork or something on the weekends. I don’t really know what you need.”

“We need everything,” Carl sighed. He stared at the calendar. When a little tinny rendition of Brahms’ Lullaby rang out, his eyes widened, and he thrust his hands into his pants pockets. “That’s the hotline phone.” His face flushed and he patted his chest. “I don’t have voicemail set up yet. I gotta answer it.” The ringtone was almost through the first strain when he finally pulled out a small, black cell phone from his shirt pocket and promptly dropped it on the ground. His head nearly bonked Kennedy’s when they both reached down to grab it. Finally, he picked it up and punched the button.

“Cambridge Community Pregnancy Center,” he answered breathlessly.

Kennedy wondered if the caller could hear how flustered he was. A second later, he let out a sigh, and the vein that had threatened to pop its way out of his forehead relaxed a little.

“Oh. Hi, Sugar. I didn’t know it was you. Why didn’t you call me on ... Oh, I must have turned it to silent ... No, it’s just that I thought it was a client. I’m here with Kennedy, you know, Roger Stern’s girl. She’s at Harvard now ... Of course I already told you that, but I didn’t know if you would remember ... Yeah, I’ll pick some up on my way home ... No, I’m not mad. I just thought we had our first call ... Ok, I love you, too, babe. ... Yup.” Carl pulled his glasses down a little on his nose and squinted at the phone. He scratched his cheek. “Now how do I turn it off from my end?”

He glanced up at Kennedy, and another flush crept across his dark brown skin for a second. “This is our new hotline phone.” He held up the contraption as if presenting evidence and then squinted at it one more time over his lenses. “I still haven’t figured out how it works. They have these things over in China?”

Kennedy tried to keep herself from rolling her eyes. “Yeah.” Why did everyone assume she was a transplant from the dark ages?

Carl weaved his way around some boxes to get behind his desk. “Well, we just started advertising for the pregnancy center on the radio yesterday. That means we could get a call on here any time, day or night. Sandy’s busy, and I’m, well, I’m tied up with other things.” He nearly dropped the phone again as his large hands struggled to slip it back into his pocket. “So maybe you could be our phone girl?”

He glanced up at her nervously.

Before Kennedy could say anything, Carl hurried on, “Of course, school has got to come first. Your dad told me about your program, by the way, how you’re already accepted into the ...”

“You just need someone to answer calls?” Kennedy interrupted.

“That’s all. The clinic itself is only open on a part-time basis — at least until we get more volunteers to keep it staffed. But we want people to be able to get in touch with us whenever they need.” His eyes widened imploringly. “Would you? At least some of the time?”

Kennedy cast a glance at all the empty slots left on the wall calendar. How hard could it be to answer a cell phone every once in a while? “Sure. I can do that.”

Carl’s breath rushed out in a loud hiss before another smile broadened his face. “You’re an angel.” He took her by both shoulders and pulled her in for a quick hug. Then fiddling with his pocket, he managed to get the phone out without dropping it and pressed it in Kennedy’s hand. “And if I know Sandy, she’s going to want to know what kind of cookies you like most. She’s convinced any college student who’s not living at home must be starving.” He passed her a pad of purple Post-it notes. “So you write down your address here, then just you wait if she doesn’t show up at your dorm with a whole platter of them. Better write down what kind you like, too.”

Kennedy jotted down her name and room number. “I’ll eat anything home-baked.”

Carl slammed the note onto his desk and clasped his hands together. “You have no idea how much of a burden you just lifted from me. So you’ll take the phone this weekend? You don’t have any plans, do you? No dates?”

Kennedy couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw him wink. “Nothing at all. Just lab reports.”

“Perfect!” Carl remarked. It wasn’t exactly the same reaction Kennedy had when she thought about her twelve-page write-up she’d be working on. He picked up a pink pen, squinted at the calendar, and traded it for a turquoise one. “See how proud Sandy would be of me for using her color system?” He made his way to the wall calendar and wrote Kennedy’s name next to Hotline Receptionist for the weekend. “Oh, do you want me to teach you how to use it?”

Kennedy glanced at the model and guessed it was more ancient than the artifact her dad carried around back in Yanji. “I’m sure I can figure it out.”

Carl insisted on showing her anyway, even though it was Kennedy who did most of the teaching as well as a decent amount of correcting. When they were done, she slipped the cell into the front zipper of her backpack. “So what do I do if I actually get a call?”

He adjusted his glasses once more. “Well, I think all you have to do is press that green button and ...”

“No, I mean, what am I supposed to say? What kind of calls am I going to get?”

Carl had been bustling about, apparently without aim, but now froze completely. “You’ve never done crisis pregnancy ministry before, have you?”

She shook her head.

He sat down with a loud sigh and gestured for Kennedy to take the miniature recliner along the wall. For a moment, he stared in silence, but then his eyes grew wide and his face brightened. “We got some training brochures just yesterday in the mail.” Carl rummaged through some piles on his desk. “And if you come back next week, I can get you a few of the videos we use for training back at the Boston campus. That’s where we’re getting most of our materials from, you know.”

Kennedy nodded. If she could get straight A’s her senior year of high school while taking four AP classes, she figured she could handle answering a cell phone. She knew a passing amount of information about pregnancy centers. Her dad was quite passionate about the pro-life movement, and she had vague memories of her mother going to fancy fundraising teas when they still lived in the States. Abortion was a big problem in China with its one-child policy, and she heard her parents sometimes talk about forced abortions in North Korea as well.

Something buzzed, and Carl jumped to his feet, wincing when he banged his knee against the desk. With a focus that reminded Kennedy of her childhood schnauzer looking for his tennis ball, Carl patted himself down until he pulled out the source of buzzing from his pocket.

“Rats, I’m running late.” He tapped at his phone with his beefy finger several times before he finally silenced the alarm. “I completely forgot. We have a prayer meeting for the St. Margaret’s staff. I didn’t even think of that when I was emailing you. I just can’t seem to keep track of my schedule these days.” He squinted as he stared at his screen, his brow wrinkled in consternation. “Kennedy, I’m sorry to up and leave so fast. Can I drop you off on campus on my way?”

Kennedy glanced at the clock on the wall. She was done with classes for the week and didn’t have any plans except for finishing that lab report and catching up on some of her reading. “I don’t mind taking the T.”

“Well, since there’s not time anymore for a proper training, you can give me the phone back. We can get you those brochures and have you come in and watch a few videos next week. If you’re not too busy,” he added hastily as he pulled a clanging ring of keys out of his top drawer.

“I don’t mind taking the phone for the weekend.” Kennedy saw the tight worry lines above Carl’s eyes fade into his forehead, and she knew she had made the right decision.

He frowned for a second as he zipped up his windbreaker. “If you’re sure you’re comfortable. You can bring it back to me at church on Sunday so you won’t have to carry it around during the week. Besides, that means you don’t have an excuse to miss services. Oh, I forgot to give you Sandy’s number in case you need a ride.”

He reached down for a pen from a #1 Grandpa mug on his desk before Kennedy held up her hand. “That’s all right. I can look up her number from caller ID.”

He froze for a moment, his eyes wide. “You can do that?” He shook his head and shrugged. “All right, well, are you sure you’re comfortable with the phone then? I didn’t mean to spring it on you so fast and then just throw you to the wolves.”

Kennedy laughed as she followed him out his office. “It’s only for two days. What could be so hard about that?”
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CHAPTER 2
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KENNEDY LOVED HER LITERATURE courses because all that reading gave her a perfect and acceptable reason to procrastinate from math and science for a while. After she got back to campus, she hurried through a round of calculus problems to prepare for a test next Tuesday, then she took her already worn copy of Crime and Punishment and headed to the student union. Since it was a Friday evening, the cafeteria was pretty empty, but Kennedy wouldn’t regret spending some time alone.

She picked at her vegetarian pasta while she read Dostoevsky’s scene about a crazed murderer giving alms to a drunkard’s destitute family. So far, she was enjoying her Russian literature class even more than she thought she would. There was something about the way the writers described the world, something that immediately engaged her emotions and her spirit. They didn’t shy away from depicting human suffering in all its awful hues, but there was an underlying hope and beauty, too. After living in Yanji and walking its alleys overrun by homeless vagabonds, after spending time with the North Korean refugees her parents sheltered from the Chinese police, Kennedy appreciated the depth she found in the Russian works she read.

She turned the page, accidentally smudging a little salad dressing on the corner, when someone plopped a beige tray across from her on the table. “Hey, you.”

She glanced up when she heard the familiar accent, her lips spreading in a ready smile.

“Is that all you’re eating today?” her lab partner asked, eyeing her plate. Reuben sat down in front of his rice and beans, two slices of pizza, a cup of Jell-O, a bag of chips, and two cans of Coke.

Kennedy still had at least three hours’ worth of reading to finish before her class next Monday, but she slipped a napkin between the pages and welcomed the intrusion. Her eyes were so scratchy she felt as though her eyelids were made of steel wool. With the late nights and excessive reading, her contacts were constantly dried out. She hadn’t found the time to call her dad to ask him for a refill prescription, either. The time difference combined with her dad’s long hours at his printing office made him tricky to contact. She blinked a few times and tried not to rub her eyes as she stared at Reuben’s plate.

“Hungry?” she teased.

His mouth was already full with his first bites of rice and beans. He and Kennedy had been in the same small group during their first-year orientation. He was from Kenya, and they quickly discovered they faced some of the same challenges adjusting to life in the States. When they saw each other on the first day of chemistry lab, they silently agreed to stick together and make sure neither became one of Harvard’s pre-med dropout statistics.

“Wichaeading?” Reuben mumbled through a mouthful of pizza. When Kennedy wrinkled her nose at him, he swallowed noisily and asked again, “What’re you reading?”

“Crime and Punishment,” she answered, showing him the cover. “It’s for my Russian lit class.” Reuben was already hacking at his Jell-O with a spork, and Kennedy guessed it would be her job to hold up the conversation for a while. “It’s about a young man who decides to kill this old lady ...”

“Pwnvroker,” he muttered.

Kennedy squinted while she tried to translate, and then she nodded. “The pawnbroker. Right. So, you’ve read it?”

Reuben held up two fingers. Kennedy was impressed. She enjoyed a spy or thriller novel as much as the classics she read for class, but even when she found a book she liked, she hardly re-read anything. There wasn’t enough time.

Reuben’s meal was half eaten in a matter of minutes, which allowed him to keep up a more regular conversation. He told Kennedy about the other books by Dostoevsky he had read, and they talked literature until both their plates were empty. After a quiet burp, Reuben leaned back in his chair with a grin.

“So, any exciting weekend plans?” Reuben sipped his Coke. He was always so easy to talk to, whether he was discussing acid-base reactions or telling her about growing up in Kenya in a family with seven sisters. He couldn’t even count all his nephews and nieces on his ten fingers anymore, but he gave Kennedy detailed reports about them and their activities nearly every time he saw her.

“Not really,” Kennedy answered. She wondered how he always remained so relaxed. He hadn’t stressed about anything yet, at least not that she had seen. Between sips of Coke, Reuben cocked his head to the side and grinned at her until she finally had to ask what he was thinking about.

“Just wondering what my sisters would say if they met you.”

She crossed her arms. “Oh, yeah?” she smirked. “And what would they say?”

Reuben kept a deadpan expression. “Stressed.”

They both laughed.

“So when are you meeting me to work on our lab?” he asked.

She thought about her schedule. “Tomorrow good?”

Reuben shook his head. “No, I’ll be busy.”

Kennedy almost asked what he would be doing, but there was something in his closed posture that made her change her mind. That was the funny thing about Reuben. She figured it must be some kind of cultural thing she wasn’t used to yet. He was gregarious and outgoing, but he could close up like a clam without any provocation and then be right back to his charming self again a few seconds later.

“What about Sunday?” she suggested after the crease in his brow eased up. She glanced at her backpack. What was she forgetting? That’s right. Carl. “Oh, it would have to be in the afternoon. I told an old family friend I’d go to his church this Sunday.” She glanced at Reuben, trying to gauge his present mood. “Do you want to come with me?”

Never hurts to ask, right?

She didn’t know whether he would jump up and start singing like he did after they both aced their first chemistry test or if he would get sullen and silent as if she had intentionally offended him. Reuben’s face turned thoughtful, but at least he wasn’t scowling. “I’m not much of a church-goer,” he finally remarked.

“First time for everything,” she tried. “What about your family? Are they religious?”

Reuben let out a little chuckle. “Oh, we’re religious all right. Christians through and through. I’m just, well, I’m not one for churches, that’s all.”

Brahms’ Lullaby interrupted their conversation, and Kennedy held up her finger. “Sorry, I need to get that.” She felt Reuben staring at her while she pulled out the hotline phone. The call came from a blocked number. She turned her body away slightly so Reuben didn’t have to hear the entire conversation and pressed the green button. “Cambridge Pregnancy Center.” That was the right name, wasn’t it?

“Hello?” The voice was so quiet and mouse-like Kennedy could almost feel the hairs in her ear straining to grasp as much of the faint sound as they could. She stood up. Why hadn’t she let Carl explain to her what she was supposed to do when she got a call?

“Hi. You’ve reached the Cambridge Pregnancy Center.” Kennedy waited for a response. Did the caller hang up?

Nothing.

“Are you still there?” Kennedy winced and kicked herself for sounding rude. She was here to be a good listener, right? She looked at the screen to make sure the call was still connected.

“I’m here.” The voice was young. Feathery, like wispy little egg whites floating in a bowl of egg drop soup. When Kennedy offered to take the hotline calls, she pictured herself talking to college co-eds or frazzled single moms. Not little girls.

“Can I help you?” What else was she supposed to say? And why in the world had she taken the job before at least reading one of Carl’s silly training brochures?

“I just had a question.” She wasn’t exactly whispering. It sounded as if her body was so tiny and fragile she couldn’t spare an ounce more breath to make herself heard.

Kennedy held up her finger to tell Reuben she’d return in a minute and hurried to the corner of the student union. “Sure. What’s your name?”

There was a pause. Had Kennedy scared her away?

“Rose.”

“All right, Rose. Ask me anything.”

Kennedy waited for another silent eternity before the voice asked, “Do abortions hurt?”

Of course, that would be the first question. Not the clinic’s hours, although Kennedy didn’t even know that much. She tried to remember some of the arguments she heard her dad spout off when he went on one of his anti-abortion spiels.

“Well, the brain is fully functional very early on ...” Was it two months? Three months? She had never bothered to memorize the statistics. “And there are ultrasounds that lead us to believe that yes, babies can experience pain during an abortion.” Is that what Carl would want her to say? Was she getting any of her facts right? For a minute, she thought about looking up the phone number for Carl’s wife. Sandy would definitely be a better resource in this situation, but the phone model was so old she couldn’t pull up the number without disconnecting the call. Hadn’t Carl heard of modern technology?

The voice made a little gurgling sound that might have been a stifled cry or else a miniature cough. “No, I mean, does it hurt you.”

“Oh.” Kennedy had never thought about that before. All the pro-life arguments she heard growing up focused on the baby, not the mother. “Well, I know it’s a complicated procedure. There are probably risks involved ...” If she were back in her room, she could Google the question and have an answer in a second or two. Maybe she should head back there now. The thought of Willow, her feminist roommate, listening in to the call might have been amusing if Kennedy’s internal viscera weren’t quivering so much. She shut her eyes. She had to take charge of the conversation. “So, are you considering an abortion? Is that why you’re asking?”

Too direct.

“No. I’m calling for a friend. That’s all. She was just wondering.”

Nice job, Kennedy chided herself. “And how old is your friend?” She tried to make her tone sound trustworthy, inviting. She had no idea if she was succeeding or not because her pulse roared in her ear, making it nearly impossible to hear anything else.

“She’s thirteen.” It felt like Kennedy’s whole abdominal floor dropped several feet to the ground at terminal velocity. “I mean eighteen,” the voice corrected. “She’s eighteen and already out of school.”

Kennedy’s heart accelerated so fast her pulse felt like a long, continuous flutter. Thirteen? “And so your friend is thinking about an abortion?”

“Well, she just wanted some information, really. Like if it hurts a lot or not.”

“I see.” Kennedy shot up a wordless prayer to heaven, a silent plea for help that rose from her spirit before she had time to translate it into human language. “Well, if your friend wants to stop by the pregnancy center, we’re open again on Monday ...”

“I don’t know if her parents will let her come in.”

“Well, you certainly can’t make her. But if you talk to her, let her know there are nice people there who really do want to help. They can answer all the questions she has and give her the information she needs.”

“You guys are Christians, right?”

Kennedy was pacing now, because the more she moved her legs, the less her abdominal muscles quivered. “Yes, the pregnancy center is run by Christians. But you don’t have to be a Christian to get help there,” she added quickly.

There was silence for such a long time Kennedy wondered if there was a problem with Carl’s antique cell phone. Finally, Rose asked, “And so what happens if you get pregnant, and you’re too young to actually have a baby?”

Defying all laws of inertia, the acceleration of Kennedy’s heart rate crashed to a halt like a car plowing into a brick wall. “What do you mean?”

“Like, what if you’re too young but you still get pregnant?”

“How young?” Kennedy spoke both words clearly and slowly, as if rushing might drive the timid voice away for good.

“Like thirteen.”

Kennedy paused. She was pretty sure Carl’s training would have some sort of method, some sort of guidelines for a situation like this. But she had nothing to go on but intuition. Intuition that at this point was sending ripples of foreboding creeping up her spine until they wormed in and settled at the base of her neck. “Are you asking because you might be pregnant?” The question itself made her dizzy, as if speaking the words aloud could send her head into some kind of tailspin.

“Yeah.”

The adrenaline that had flooded Kennedy’s entire nervous system seeped out of her body in a single moment, dissipating out of each pore. She leaned against the wall and reminded herself that her job was to help and encourage the caller, not have some sort of fainting dizzy spell in the middle of the student union.

“And you’re how old?” She braced herself for the answer she knew was coming.

“Thirteen.”

Now what? Instinct demanded Kennedy find out where the girl lived, who her parents were. Compassion welled up in her core, urging her to find this child and ... and what? What could she do?

“Do you know about how long ago you might have gotten pregnant?” Kennedy scolded herself. Wasn’t there a more discreet way to ask something like that?

“Five months.”

Kennedy felt her eyes grow wide. “Does your family know?” She thought about what she had been like at thirteen. Obsessed with horses, daydreaming about NASA, content to giggle with her girlfriends about which boys at school were the cutest. But pregnant?

“I can’t tell them,” Rose whispered.

Kennedy wished she had written down Sandy’s phone number. What did Kennedy know about pregnancy? Nothing. In fact Reuben with his seven sisters probably knew more about childbearing than she did.

Think, Kennedy. Thirteen-year-old tells you she’s five months pregnant. What do you do?

“Have you been to a doctor yet?”

“No. I just took one of those tests you pee on.” Rose’s voice was too small to hold so much fear.

Nervous energy raced up and down Kennedy’s limbs. She had to find something to do. “Maybe we should make you an appointment at the pregnancy center. Would that be ok?”

“I don’t have any way to get there.” Another brick wall. What would Carl do?

“All right, what about your school counselor? Could you make an appointment with them?”

“I’m homeschooled.”

A roar of frustration crept up to the base of Kennedy’s larynx, where she cut it off by clenching her throat muscles. “What about your boyfriend?” she finally asked. “Could his family maybe help you out? Could they give you a ride to the center? We really want to help you.”

Did Rose understand? Did she guess that Kennedy’s leg muscles were poised, ready to run out the door the moment she discovered something she could do, some way she could assist?

“I don’t have a boyfriend.”

A horrible, nagging dread nibbled the inside of Kennedy’s gut. She asked her next inevitable question slowly, almost against her will. “How are you pregnant, then?”

A little sharp breath, the sound a startled animal might make when it notices its prey. A fear-drenched whisper. “I think it’s my dad ... I gotta go.”

“No, wait!” Kennedy nearly shouted into the phone, but Rose had already hung up.
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“NO, I CAN’T CALM DOWN.” Kennedy didn’t mean to snap, but after the third or fourth time Reuben made the suggestion, she was ready to gouge his eyes out. Kennedy was pacing in front of some benches outside the student union while Reuben did his best to listen. “I mean, she might not have meant her dad is the dad, right?”

“I don’t know.” Reuben shrugged. “I wasn’t on the phone.”

Kennedy replayed those last few words in her mind. She could hear Rose’s voice, clear as a tiny glass beaker. Saturated with fear. I think it’s my dad ... I gotta go. Did that mean her dad was the father of the baby? Or maybe her dad was coming, and she didn’t want him to catch her on the phone. Even so, there were still troubling questions without any answers. How does a thirteen-year-old girl get pregnant if she doesn’t have a boyfriend?

“Why did she hang up so quick?” Kennedy asked the air.

Reuben picked his tooth. “Maybe it was time for dinner.”

She whipped her head around to face him. “I don’t think it’s something to joke about.”

He held up his hands in a position of surrender.

Kennedy hoped he knew she wasn’t really mad at him. She eyed the stupid phone. “Anyway, I better call the director.” She hated running to Carl her very first night on the job, but there really wasn’t anything else to do. “I’ll see you later.” She started walking toward her dorm, but Reuben ran up behind and reached for her shoulder.

“Wait, when are we going to work on the paper for chem lab, then?”

“I don’t know.” How could she think about some report while there was some traumatized little girl out there? “Let’s just meet in the library Sunday afternoon.”

“When? Two?”

Kennedy was hardly listening. “All right. Fine.”

She turned once more, only to hear Reuben call after her, “And don’t stay up all night worrying. These things work themselves out.” She gave him a brief wave, discarded his last words which were about as helpful as a lobotomy, and pushed all thoughts of Reuben and lab write-ups aside. She glanced down at the phone, and her fingers trembled so much it took her three tries before the call went through. Whenever she clenched her ab muscles to keep them from quivering, the tremors relocated all the way up to her teeth and sent them chattering noisily. She took a deep breath, hoping the phone would mask the choppiness in her voice. She had been so impatient to talk to Carl she hadn’t thought about what she would do if nobody answered at all. By the fifth ring, her shivering was so violent she sat down on a bench but hopped right back up again since her muscles refused to relax.

“Hello?” At the sound of Carl’s voice, relief flooded Kennedy’s whole body and seeped into each individual cell.

“Carl, it’s Kennedy. I just got off the hotline phone.”

“Oh, really? That was even faster than I expected.”

She hated to squash his enthusiasm, but she had no energy left for pleasantries or small talk. She summarized the call and waited for Carl to comment.

“So, you think the father might be ...”

“She didn’t say so,” Kennedy hurried to explain, as if that one simple statement could negate all her horrific suspicions. “But on the other hand ...”

“A thirteen-year-old without a boyfriend ...” Carl mumbled. “It doesn’t necessarily have to be her dad.” His voice held the same futile optimism Kennedy had been trying to cling to.

“That’s true,” she agreed.

“But it does have to be somebody.”

“Right.”

“Do you think it’d be a good idea to call her back?” Carl suggested.

“It was a blocked number. I couldn’t even if I wanted.”

He let out a huge breath of air. “We better report this, just in case.”

“Report to who?” Kennedy shivered. It was warm when she dressed that morning. Now she wished she had layered up. It wasn’t sunset yet, but the night was freezing.

“I think you should call 911. Tell them what happened.”

Kennedy hadn’t expected that. The police? But then again, the idea made sense. Maybe they could trace the number. Maybe they could actually find the girl. Get her some real help.

Apparently, the matter was already certain in Carl’s mind. “Tell them what you told me. And when you’re done, call me back, just to let me know what they say.”

Part of Kennedy wanted to ask Carl to do it. He was the director. But he hadn’t talked with Rose. He couldn’t give them the same details she could, details that might help the police stage a rescue. “All right,” she agreed. “I’ll call you back in a few.”

“I’ll be praying.”

Kennedy’s corneas were still dry and scratchy, as if somebody had blown cold air at her until each tear duct shriveled up like a parched, sandy desert. She disconnected her call with Carl and paused for a minute to calm down. Thoughts, prayers, blurred images clashed against one another discordantly in her mind. What had she gotten herself into? She was a high-achiever, but she knew when to admit she was in over her head. Nothing had equipped her for the past twenty minutes. That tiny, frightened voice kept replaying in her head until she couldn’t think of anything else.

Kennedy was still staring at the hotline phone, as if Rose’s last name and address might materialize on the screen if she got lucky enough. Then with a sigh, she dialed 911.

“The location of the emergency?” The operator’s voice had an automatic, almost drone-like quality.

“It’s not exactly an emergency. At least, I’m not sure it is.”

“Your location?” he repeated, the smallest trace of annoyance creeping into his tone.

“I’m calling from Harvard.”

“Square or University?”

“University. But that’s not where the emergency is. I mean ...” Kennedy tripped and stumbled over her words but finally described her conversation with Rose.

The dispatcher’s tone didn’t change. “So you’re calling us because ...?”

“The director told me to,” she answered. Why had it sounded like a good idea at the time? “He thought maybe you’d have a way to trace the call or something.”

“Not without special equipment. And we can’t trace calls after they’re placed, anyway.”

They were the police. They were supposed to protect innocent people, like thirteen-year-old girls who end up pregnant and terrified, talking to strangers when there’s nobody else to turn to. “So there’s nothing you can do?”

“No.” She wondered if he spoke in a monotone all the time or only when he was on the clock. “And even if we could, there wouldn’t be enough evidence for us to take action at this point.”

Frustration and rage sandwiched Kennedy’s arteries, and she felt her blood pressure escalate with her pulse. “What do you mean there’s no evidence?” Had he been listening to her at all?

“She didn’t accuse anybody, for one thing,” the operator remarked. “In fact, there’s not even proof at this point that she’s pregnant at all. She could have just wanted some extra attention, create some false sympathy ...”

You didn’t hear her voice, Kennedy wanted to scream. Why had she thought the police would be able to do anything? The dispatcher didn’t believe Rose’s story. Next thing, he’d start telling Kennedy she was the one making things up and looking for extra attention.

“So you’re basically saying I’m wasting my time trying to figure out how to help her. Is that it?” Kennedy heard the sharp edge in her own voice but didn’t try to soften it.

“Without more information, there’s nothing we can do.”

“She said she was homeschooled,” Kennedy suddenly remembered. “Can’t you guys run a list or something of the families around here that homeschool their kids? See if there’s a girl named Rose?”

“And then what?” 

Kennedy thought she picked up a hint of sarcasm although the operator’s tone didn’t change from its irritating, robotic lull.

She didn’t answer. So there really wasn’t anything they could do? Not even trace a simple call. How hard could it really be? They did it all the time in movies, right? “What if she calls back?” Kennedy asked. “Could you trace a call then?”

The operator let out a sound that was a mix between a chuckle and a sigh. “Theoretically, maybe. But we’d need a lot more evidence before we’d set something like that up.”

The last ounces of hope deflated out of Kennedy’s lungs. “So there’s nothing we can do.”

“Well, if she calls back, you can always try to get a last name. See if you can figure out if she really is being abused or not.”

Maybe the girl would call back. She could always hope. “But what if she doesn’t give me her name?”

“Encourage her to call 911. Or talk to someone, a teacher or something.”

“She’s homeschooled,” Kennedy reminded him, but the operator didn’t respond. “All right,” she finally sighed. “I guess that’s all.”

“Sorry we couldn’t be more help.” The words came automatically, and Kennedy doubted he meant them.

“Ok.” She hung up and stared at the phone. Her first 911 call, and he had basically told her he couldn’t lift a pinky finger to help. Exhaustion clung to her limbs as she made her way up the stairs to her dorm room. She’d have to call Carl back and tell him there was nothing to be done.

All right, God, she prayed. You heard him. If you want me to help, Rose is going to have to call back.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 4



[image: image]




KENNEDY SPENT SOME time that evening looking up abortion methods online. The information she found both sickened and saddened her. Her initial search brought up several sites aimed specifically at young girls like Rose. You don’t need to feel guilty for choosing to end an unwanted pregnancy. Many girls have this procedure. It is quick, easy, and much safer than childbirth.

As Kennedy read on, she couldn’t stop thinking about those pictures in her dad’s pro-life magazine showing what an aborted baby looks like. She jumped a little when her roommate threw open the door and swept into the room. Kennedy closed her browser. She had to get to work on some real studying, anyway.

“I thought you’d be out tonight,” Kennedy remarked. In the past two months since they first came to Harvard, Willow hadn’t spent a single night in on the weekend.

“I’m not staying.” Willow sprayed some mousse into her hands and scrunched it through her hair. “I’m just waiting for Keegan.”

“Who’s Keegan?” At first, Kennedy had tried to keep track of Willow’s dates, but when she realized her roommate hardly saw anyone more than once or twice, she gave up the habit.

“Keegan. I thought I told you about him. He’s Cesario in Twelfth Night.”

Kennedy watched Willow crumple her hair into gravity-defying curls and waves. “Isn’t Cesario supposed to be played by a girl?”

Willow shrugged and studied herself in her little desk mirror. “This version is sort of a modern retelling. Drag queens, bisexuals ... Shakespeare would’ve loved it.”

Kennedy watched Willow put on some colorful bead earrings she had made herself and wondered how her roommate found time for crafts.

Willow glanced over at Kennedy’s computer. “What are you studying?”

“Oh, I just got a lab I need to get ready to turn in on Monday.”

Willow, who could hardly ever sit still for more than five seconds, crossed her arms and eyed Kennedy critically. “You ok?”

Kennedy didn’t think she had done such a bad job hiding her stress about Rose’s phone call. She definitely didn’t want to talk about it with Willow, who probably believed Carl and Sandy’s pregnancy center would set back women’s rights by half a century or more. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

Her roommate frowned. “You don’t need to talk or anything?”

What was this? Willow sounded like Kennedy’s mother, who always had an uncanny way of knowing if something was bothering her. “I’m fine. I really am.”

Willow raised her eyes to the ceiling as if she were trying to remember the lines for a play. Finally she lowered them to give Kennedy a penetrating stare. “I’m just asking because I saw you on an abortion site. Are you in trouble?”

Kennedy let out a nervous laugh. No wonder Willow had been so concerned. It was sort of endearing, but also a little troubling. Didn’t Willow know her well enough by now to understand Kennedy’s values? “I wasn’t looking it up for me.”

Her roommate frowned. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. You wouldn’t be the first Christian girl to get knocked up on campus.”

“It’s really not for me.” Kennedy didn’t have the energy to tell Willow everything about Rose and the hotline phone. She hoped her roommate’s date, Keegan, or whatever his name was, would show up soon.

Willow shrugged. “All right. Just remember, the longer you wait to deal with it, the harder it is. They even have pills now. So much easier than sitting in stirrups with a doctor and nurse gaping down at you.”

Kennedy wanted to shut her ears.

“The thing with the pills is you can only take them in the first few weeks. So if you are in trouble, now’s the time to do something about it. I know a good clinic I could recommend. You know me. I’m the last person to judge.” Willow had stopped staring at Kennedy and was now pouting in the mirror as she applied her eye makeup. “I mean, I know you’re probably all pro-life and everything, but there are obviously going to be exceptions, like when the mother’s safety is threatened.”

Kennedy didn’t say anything. The more she insisted the research was for someone else, the more Willow would doubt her, anyway.

Willow adjusted her earrings. “Whatever you do, don’t become a martyr like that Morphia lady or whatever her name was. You know who I’m talking about?”

Kennedy shook her head.

“Right, I keep forgetting you spent your teenage years overseas on some mission of mercy with your parents or something. It was huge news around here last year. Some lady denying chemotherapy since she thought it would harm her baby. Made huge headlines. Of course, the anti-abortionists had a heyday about it. When she died, you would have thought she was a war hero on the crusade to abolish the murder of little fetuses or something. Anyway, the way I see it, if she didn’t want her kid getting radiation from chemo, she should have been on the pill.”

Kennedy started to say something in reply, but Willow wasn’t done with her monologue.

“And don’t get me started when you’re talking about little kids. Can you believe there are actually politicians who say that if a girl is raped by her dad, she should still be expected to carry the baby to term? I mean, even someone as conservative as you could see how ridiculous that is to make a twelve- or thirteen-year-old actually go through nine months of pregnancy and all the risks of childbirth. They’d actually rather see the girl die than take care of it right at the beginning when it’s safe.”

Kennedy didn’t answer. The mention of thirteen-year-olds and their fathers made her full stomach spin in protest. She didn’t agree with Willow. She knew abortion was wrong regardless of the circumstances. But why? She hadn’t thought through it thoroughly enough to be able to enter into any sort of debate.

Willow shrugged. Her phone buzzed once and she sprang out of her seat. “That’ll be Keegan. Gotta go.” She flashed Kennedy the same smile that made her perfect for stage acting. “Don’t wait up for me.” She flounced out of the room, leaving the door open a crack behind her.

Kennedy sighed and reached down into her book bag. She had work to do, and Monday would be here before she was ready.
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KENNEDY WAS USED TO being surrounded by people. The past decade in Yanji gave her quite a different definition of crowded than most other Americans. Still, her pulse sped up when she entered St. Margaret’s Church for Sunday services. For the past ten years, church had taken place in her parents’ den and consisted of her, her mom and dad, and the few North Korean refugees that lived with them.

A woman in a denim skirt welcomed her at the door, and Kennedy didn’t know if she was supposed to shake the outstretched hand or just accept the bulletin it offered. “Are you a visitor here?” the greeter asked, and Kennedy wondered in a church this size how someone could possibly keep track of who was new and who wasn’t. Was there some kind of glossy look in Kennedy’s eyes that gave it away? She explained that the Lindgrens were old family friends and entered the main sanctuary.

In Yanji, Kennedy’s Korean housemates would often arrive in the den thirty or forty minutes before services officially started. They kept the lights off and kneeled in darkness, offering a chorus of praise all at the same time. Tears, sobs, prayers, and petitions from each individual rose up to heaven simultaneously. At the time, Kennedy had found the noise chaotic and a tad frightening, but it was nothing like the din at St. Margaret’s. The noise created an almost physical barrier that Kennedy struggled to pass through on her way to the pews. Children ran around haphazardly, shouting, waving, bumping into the legs of unsuspecting congregants. A whole gaggle of teen girls giggled loudly in a huddle. A mother of three snapped at her oldest to hold onto his little sister’s hand. Behind her, two men bantered good-naturedly about the upcoming football game.

There was a band on the stage, with three guitars, a gleaming drum set, a keyboard, and a saxophone. Kennedy suspected there must be some sort of method in the musicians’ warm-up, but it sounded like each one was vying to create the loudest, most obnoxious sound. Back in Yanji, Kennedy and the others had sung plenty of hymns, but there wasn’t even a piano for accompaniment. She shut her eyes for a moment, trying to will away the noise, trying to recall the sounds of worship in her parents’ den. During the ten years she spent in China, Kennedy always felt like the outsider. Now, in the second-to-back pew in the crowded auditorium, she realized she’d give about anything for a day or two back home.

The band played its first harmonious bar, and the talking and bedlam reluctantly died down as people took their seats. The ensuing music, however, was even louder than the hundreds of tiny conversations that had stopped. Kennedy clenched shut her eyes, wishing for some sort of cocoon to shield her from the volume. Was this how Americans worshipped every single Sunday?

She didn’t recognize the song, and it wasn’t until the tall gentleman in front of her shifted slightly to make room for his wife that Kennedy realized the words were being projected onto the wall above the stage. She glanced around, more self-conscious and out-of-place than she ever had felt on foreign soil, even though she had no logical reason to worry about her image. Nobody was paying any attention to her. The man a few seats over was busy scrolling on his phone. The woman in front of him was texting. Behind Kennedy, a preschooler kicked the back of her seat in a near approximation to the music’s beat. A woman in the aisle over was having a full conversation with the mother behind her, and here and there some of the attendees raised their hands in worship.

Kennedy had never considered her house-church experience as novel or foreign or even very interesting, at least not until now. Back in Yanji, she could have isolated the voice of each individual singer. Hannah had a high, ringing soprano. Her friend Simon couldn’t carry a tune to save his life, but what he lacked in musical talent he made up for in sheer loudness. Levi probably could have gone on to become a South Korean pop sensation or something if he hadn’t returned to North Korea as an undercover missionary. Where were they all now? And how meaningful would it be if Kennedy had a chance to worship together with them again?

The song itself was poignant, something that probably could have grabbed her attention if she heard it on the radio. The lyrics spoke of longing, yearning. My heart is homesick for your glory, Lord. At that line, her throat constricted and she stopped mouthing the words. Homesick. She didn’t know when she’d go back to Yanji. Maybe over Christmas break, maybe not until next summer. Even then, would it ever be the same?

Kennedy wrapped her arms across her chest. She wanted to hide. She wanted to run away, forget about pining for another place, forget about the homesickness that threatened to hack her heart to pieces. If she left now, would anyone around her notice? Would they care? Or were they too busy texting or worshipping to pay any attention?

The song ended, followed by another almost exactly like it. Had there really been a time when Kennedy thought the hymns they sang back in Yanji were boring and dry? Toward the front of the sanctuary, a young man with blond dreadlocks lifted both hands high over his head. His eyes were closed in rapture. Jealousy slithered its way up and around Kennedy’s shoulders. Could she ever worship God that openly, that freely? She had watched the North Koreans in her parents’ home sing praises with tears flowing down their cheeks, but she had never experienced anything remotely similar. Her father said that everyone relates to God in his or her own unique way, but Kennedy sometimes wondered if she really related to God at all. Or had God become such an everyday part of her life that there was no room left for awe?

After a few more songs, Pastor Carl climbed the steps to the stage. Just the sight of his face was a comfort in this rippling sea of strangers. His voice was soothing, something familiar. He gave some brief updates about small groups and then announced the opening of the new pregnancy center. When the cheers died down, he invited everyone to Thursday night’s kick-off dinner. “Right here at St. Margaret’s. Our special guest speaker will be State Senator Wayne Abernathy, who I’ve asked to come up and say the morning’s blessing.”

A tall, hair-sprayed man with the smile of a TV newscaster stood up to an even peppier round of applause and made his way to the platform. He shook Pastor Carl’s hand, beaming the whole time, and waved to the audience with his free arm.

“Wayne is Massachusetts’ most dedicated pro-life advocate,” Carl declared. “He’s been toiling tirelessly for the cause of the unborn child for the past eight years in the State House, and as most of you know, he’s now running for governor.” More applause. “Brother,” Carl continued, “we’d like to thank you for being one of the pro-life movement’s most devoted front-lines warriors, and we wish you God’s blessings in the election next week and in all your future endeavors. Would you be so kind as to pray and bless this morning’s service?”

Kennedy shut her eyes automatically when the prayer started but flung them open again at the sound of a muffled Brahms’ Lullaby. She snatched her book bag, scurried to her feet, and tried to weave past the legs of those sitting next to her. The ringtone was starting its second refrain when she scampered out the massive double doors of the sanctuary.

“Hello?” She was so breathless that she didn’t bother trying to get the name of the pregnancy center right this time.

“It’s me.”

Kennedy kept her breath trapped inside for fear she might blow away the quiet voice. “Rose? Are you ok?” Some teens and a few adults were loitering in the foyer, and Kennedy glanced around for someplace private.

“My uncle heard us talking.”

Kennedy froze. “So he knows?” The sensation reminded her of a free-fall ride at a carnival.

“Yeah.”

In one ear, Kennedy could still hear the politician’s prayer from the main stage. She hurried down the hall, hoping to find a library or small study where they could talk in peace. “How did he react?”

“Says I need to get rid of it.”

“The baby, you mean?” Kennedy tried a doorknob and found a tiny storage room. It definitely wasn’t the coziest spot in the church, but at least she was alone.

Rose didn’t respond.

“What do you want?” Kennedy prompted. “Do you want to get rid of the baby, too?”

“No.” Her voice was even smaller.

“Well, nobody can make you.” Kennedy hoped that was true. She didn’t really know what would happen if the mother was a minor. Could her parents force an abortion on her? Kennedy needed to talk to Carl, but that couldn’t happen until after his sermon.

“He already made the appointment,” the girl whispered.

“Do you know when that will be? Or what clinic he’s taking you to?” What was Kennedy planning? To show up and whisk Rose away before the abortion started?

“He just told me he’d take care of it.”

Kennedy thought about Amy Carmichael, the missionary who literally stole girls away from temple slavery. As a child listening to the tales, Kennedy hadn’t thought twice about going to such extreme lengths to save somebody. After all, her own parents sheltered North Korean refugees right under the nose of the Chinese government. But this was different. This was the United States, the alleged home of the free.

“Is there somewhere we could meet?” Kennedy asked. “I have some friends, the ones who run the pregnancy center. I know they’d find a way to help you.”

Something beeped in Kennedy’s ear. She looked at the phone. You’ve got to be kidding. The battery light was blinking. Carl hadn’t even given her a charger. Then she noticed the number actually showed up this time on the screen. She could call Rose back. They might be able to locate her.

It was all Kennedy could do to keep her voice down as she rummaged through her book bag for her personal cell. “Listen, this phone is about to die. But I want to keep on talking to you.” Where was it? Had she left it in her dorm room? She hurried out of the closet. There had to be a landline phone somewhere. “If we get disconnected, I want you to just wait. Wait there by the phone, and I’ll call you right back. Ok?”

“You can’t do that.” It was probably the most forceful thing Rose had said, but even so her voice never grew above a hush.

“It’s all right.” Relief warmed Kennedy’s face when she saw an open office door, and she hurried in. “I’m here to help you, remember. So if we get connected, I’m going to ...”

“Don’t,” the girl whispered, and then the line went dead.

Not yet. Kennedy wanted to throw the phone against the wall. Why couldn’t the batteries have lasted a few more seconds? Now she wouldn’t be able to bring the number up ...

Wait a minute. The battery light blinked faintly. There was still a little bit of power left. Rose must have hung up. But why? It didn’t matter. Kennedy wasn’t going to miss this opportunity. She checked the caller ID, settled down in the office chair, and punched the number into the desk phone with a resolute hand.

Busy.

She hung up and redialed.

Still busy.

Had Rose taken the phone off the hook, then? Was she scared of Kennedy calling?

“Can I help you?”

Kennedy jumped at the sound, and her faced reddened. It was the man with dreadlocks. He was wearing khaki shorts and a T-shirt with a picture of Jesus surfing in bare feet without any board. Kennedy guessed he had found himself on the wrong coast. New Englanders didn’t dress that way. Especially not for church.

“Is everything all right?” Two stray dreads swung in his face when he cocked his head to the side.

“I’m sorry,” Kennedy stammered. “Is this ... I needed to make an emergency phone call, and the door was open, so I ... Is this your desk?” She looked down and saw a picture of Mr. Dreads with his arm around a bronze, blond-haired Barbie girl. Even though her two-piece swimsuit only showed an inch or so of her belly, Kennedy immediately noted the hint of her six-pack. “I’m sorry,” Kennedy repeated.

The man held up his hand. “It’s no problem.” He glanced at the phone. “Did you get hold of whoever you were looking for?”

“No. I ... I actually really need to talk to Carl. But I guess he’s busy right now, isn’t he?”

He laughed. “Well, the good news is it’s a football Sunday. Which means he won’t preach a minute past twelve twenty-five.”

Kennedy couldn’t immediately grasp how that could be considered good news. “Do you mind if I try your phone just one more time?”

He shrugged. “Have at it.”

Busy again.

“Dang it.”

She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. She glanced at the clock. Thirty minutes until the sermon ended. She imagined Rose’s uncle dragging her to his car and forcing her into an abortion clinic before Carl made it to his closing prayer.

“Is it something I can help with? I’m Nick, by the way. I’m the youth and children’s pastor here.” He gave a little wave but didn’t offer his hand. “I actually just came down the hall because I left my Bible, but hey, if you’re in trouble or something ...”

“I really need to talk to Carl.”

Nick glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, and Kennedy wondered if he was trying to gauge her sanity.

“I’m one of the volunteers at the new pregnancy center,” she decided to explain. “I’ve been getting these calls on the hotline phone ...”

A moment later, Nick was perched up on the corner of his desk, nodding empathetically. Kennedy was too emotionally drained to relive each individual detail, but she spewed out the basic premise of her two calls from Rose.

“So I tried to call her back,” she concluded, “but I kept getting a busy signal.”

“Well, at least you have a number now, right? I mean, now you can find out where she’s calling from, get the police involved if you’re really concerned.”

Kennedy wasn’t sure the police would be any more willing to help this time than they had been the other evening, but it was a step in the right direction. At least now, she could keep trying to re-establish communication. And if she needed to, she could probably use the phone number to get a last name or a location or something.

“Here.” Nick leaned down and swiveled the screen of his computer around. He reached over for the keyboard and placed it on his lap.

“Are you sure I’m not taking up all your time? I mean, you’re probably really busy on Sundays.”

“Nah.” Nick waved his hand in the air. “Don’t tell anyone, but Pastor Carl’s sermons usually put me to sleep.”

Kennedy wasn’t sure she believed him, but she didn’t argue. She was grateful to find someone who was taking the hotline call seriously.

“Here we go.” Nick had typed in a web address for a reverse phone number site. “Tell me the number, and we’ll see what we get.”

She read him the digits. He stopped typing halfway through.

“Read that again.” His eyes narrowed, and he gave Kennedy a suspicious sideways look.

She repeated it.

He reached out his hand. “Let me see that.”

She handed him the phone and watched his tanned face pale a little. Foreboding sank down in her stomach like a rock and settled there. “What’s wrong?”

Nick didn’t take his eyes off the cell. “This is the number for St. Margaret’s. Whoever she is, she was calling from inside the church.”
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CHAPTER 6
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“THIS BETTER NOT BE one of your silly tricks to keep me away from my football game.”

Kennedy heard Carl’s good-natured voice reverberate through the halls a few seconds before he entered Nick’s office.

“Kennedy! So you did come!” He spread his arms out for a hug and then stopped. “Something happened.” He looked to Nick. “Is this the big problem that couldn’t wait?” He frowned even though his voice hadn’t lost its kindly tone.

Nick nodded. “She says that ...”

“The girl call back again?” Carl interrupted.

Once they found a way to help Rose, Kennedy figured she could go a whole year without talking about the past few days and that still wouldn’t be long enough. “She said her uncle found out, listened in to our last call or something. Said he’s already scheduled her an abortion.” She handed Carl the phone, half hoping to hear Brahms’ Lullaby, half hoping to never see it again.

Wrinkles materialized on Carl’s face the same way splotches popped up on Kennedy’s skin when she got nervous.

“Wait until you hear the weirdest part,” Nick said.

Kennedy took a deep breath. “She didn’t call from a blocked number this time. We checked the ID. She was calling from here.”

A heavy silence billowed up like a cloud of gas over a lab beaker. Carl heaved a massive sigh. “How long ago was that call?”

“About half an hour.” Kennedy had been staring at the clock, counting down the seconds since Rose hung up.

“Think she’s still here?”

Nick shrugged. “She could be anywhere.”

“There’s nobody named Rose in youth group, is there?” Carl asked.

Nick shook his head.

“But she might have made up a name,” Carl mused. He made Kennedy describe both phone calls in as much detail as she could muster up. Maybe Nick could recognize Rose. After a sophisticated version of the guessing game, minus the good humor and laughter, they still hadn’t made any progress.

“Did you find out anything else about her family?” Carl asked. “Something that might make them stick out from anyone else in the church?”

“She mentioned her uncle, and she mentioned her dad. That’s all.” Kennedy’s stomach was churning.

“No brothers or sisters?” Nick prompted.

Kennedy’s contacts were scratching at her eyes again. “I told you everything she told me,” she huffed.

Carl stood up. “Well, you’ve certainly gone above and beyond the call of duty.” He placed a strong hand on her shoulder. The gesture reminded her of her father, and she wished she could shut her eyes and click her heels together and end up back in Yanji. She could postpone college for a year, or maybe take classes online.

“Well, how about I’ll drop you back off at school. Nick and I will keep thinking. We’ll find a way to check who was in the junior high Sunday school today, things like that.”

“It’ll be a lot easier finding her now that we know what church she goes to,” Nick added.

“But I do want to be discreet about it all,” Carl muttered to Nick, “what with the timing and everything.”

“Of course.”

Carl gave Kennedy’s shoulder an encouraging squeeze. “Cheer up. Let me drive you back to campus.”

They slipped out of the office. “I got my car parked around the corner.” Carl beeped the button on his automatic keys.

“What about Sandy?” Kennedy asked. “I didn’t see her all morning.”

“She left right after the service ended. Went to drop off a few things at the center, do a little planning for the dinner.”

Kennedy slipped into the passenger seat of Carl’s maroon Honda. He groaned as he plopped down next to her. “I’m getting too old for this,” he mumbled. “Now where are those keys? I just had them.”

She smiled to herself while she watched him turn his pockets inside out one by one, but all she really wanted to do was get back to her dorm and grab some lunch. She had to meet Reuben in an hour to finish going over their lab report. If they started right away, she might finish in time to get a decent chunk of her Russian lit reading done before crashing for the night. In addition to her calculus test, she had papers due in both her literature classes next week. When Carl’s air conditioning blew in her face, she blinked her eyes and made a mental note to call her dad tonight about those contacts.

Carl finally found his keys under his leg as a phone beeped. Kennedy automatically opened her backpack before she remembered her cell wasn’t there. “That’s not me,” she told Carl. “Did someone just text you?”

He fumbled for another minute before pulling out his thick cell phone. He squinted over his glasses. “Uh-oh.” He was already dialing before Kennedy could ask what was wrong.

“Hi, babe. Are you ok?” He swung the car backwards out into a wide arch as he pulled out of his parking spot. Kennedy looked back over her shoulder to make sure they weren’t about to ram into anything. Her shoulder slammed the passenger door when he straightened out and pumped the gas. “Sorry,” he whispered to her.

Kennedy checked to make sure her seat belt was tight.

“No, no, no. I’m coming over right now.” Carl was almost yelling. “Well if it’s too dangerous for me, then I’m not about to just leave you there ... You’re sure you’re not hurt? ... Ok, we’re already on our way ... Yeah, I’ve got Kennedy here with me. Stay put. And stay away from the windows, all right? Go in the back office and lock the door until I get there ... Fine, stay until the police get there then ... Be safe, baby. I love you.”

His complexion had paled several degrees by the time he hung up. “Sandy’s run into some problems at the pregnancy center. We need to stop and make sure everything’s all right.”

Kennedy saw the way the vein in his neck twitched and didn’t ask for any more information. His knuckles were almost white against the steering wheel. She sensed it wasn’t the appropriate time to joke about him missing his afternoon football game.

Carl sped the entire time and broke several other traffic laws as he weaved his way through the lazy weekend traffic. When he finally turned onto Elm Street, the whole sidewalk was littered with people. Some waved picket signs. Others shouted. Kennedy couldn’t distinguish the words but felt the vibrations of their angry yells like a low, violent rumble. Down the road a ways were two parked police cars, their red and blue siren lights spinning in the midday sun.

Carl snaked his way into a parallel parking spot next to some yellow police tape. “Stay here.” He slammed the door shut behind him and jostled his way down the sidewalk with fists clenched. Kennedy jumped out and followed him.

“What’s going on?” he demanded as a policewoman walked up.

“Sir, this is a zoned area. Please stay behind the tape.”

“My wife is in that building.” Carl had to yell to be heard. Kennedy didn’t notice until then the broken glass glistening on the pavement. Two other police officers were holding back crowds while picketers waved around signs with sayings like, Keep Your Regulations Off My Uterus, and Pro-Choice or No Choice. Kennedy stayed close by Carl’s shoulder.

“Your wife’s in there, you say?” the police officer repeated.

“She just called me a few minutes ago.”

A young man hollered, “Hey, aren’t you the pastor at that mega-church?”

Carl glared but said nothing.

The guy waved his hand in the air and pointed. “This is the pastor. The one who opened up the clinic.”

A few people started shouting, and even though nobody made their way closer to the yellow tape, the policewoman grabbed Carl by the elbow. “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”

Kennedy stepped as gingerly as she could around the broken glass while trying to keep up with them. “Sandy!” Carl shouted as soon as they got into the center, but all Kennedy noticed were the walls splashed with crass pictures, angry slogans, and an obscene statement or two. It felt as if someone hit her in the gut and then left his fist there to fester.

“Sandy!” Carl repeated.

“I’ll be back to ask you some questions later.” Kennedy doubted Carl heard the police officer before she went out the front door.

“Oh, thank God they let you through!” At the sound of Sandy’s voice, Kennedy pried her eyes away from the grotesque graffiti. Sandy rushed to Carl, the extra fabric of her floral dress fluttering around her ankles, and they embraced. Kennedy thought she saw Carl’s broad shoulders tremble, but when they pulled apart, his voice was clear and resolute.

“Baby, tell me exactly what happened.”

“I came straight from church. The protestors were already here, at least some of them. At first, I didn’t even notice the broken windows. I thought they were just doing their picketing thing. You know, they’ve got as much a right to these sidewalks as the rest of us. I was going to walk my way in here and not let them bother me. Well, by the time I was out of the car, that’s when I saw the glass. And some guy starts following me real close, asking me what I’m doing around the center, making rude comments. Then another woman, one of the protestors, started shouting at him, telling him he shouldn’t intimidate me no matter who I am. Then she asks me what I’m doing here, and I tell her my husband and I opened this clinic, and she apologizes for the broken glass. Says it was like that when she got here, and if she had seen who did it she would have reported it to the police. Then she asks if I want to go in, and she just marches up with me, and tells me that we’re women and we have to ...” Sandy’s voice caught, and Kennedy stared at her shoes while Sandy continued. “Says we have to stick together, no matter if we have our political differences. And once she sees me safe in here, she tells me again she’s sorry for the mess. And then she takes her Hands Off My Uterus sign and goes back out with the rest of them.”

Carl and Kennedy were both quiet. Carl was running his hand through his wife’s light brown hair, but Kennedy couldn’t take her eyes off the walls.

“I just can’t believe how insensitive people can be.” Sandy shook her head. “They’ve got their right to picket. They’ve got their right to be heard. But they don’t care about our rights, and now look at this mess.”

Kennedy had been trying to figure out a particular image spray-painted on the wall. “What’s up with the hanger? What does that have to do with ...” It felt like someone grabbed the inside of her stomach and twisted a full three-hundred-sixty degrees. “Oh.”

“There’s more.” Sandy glanced over at her husband. “You want to see the worst now or later?”

“May as well get it over with.” Carl followed Sandy to the back office. She was a tall woman but looked half a foot shorter by the time they arrived there.

Kennedy’s nervous chuckle sounded out of place as it echoed against the walls. “What’s so intimidating about a cookie?”

“I’m sorry, babe,” Sandy whispered.

Kennedy glanced at Carl.

“Oreo,” he explained in a lifeless monotone. “Black on the outside. White on the inside.”

Sandy shut the door and pointed at the wall. “If it makes you feel any better, I got my own message, too.” The room suddenly felt twice as small. Sandy had moved the wall calendar to cover some of the letters, but Kennedy could still see the huge red N and the bottom half of the word lover underneath.

Carl and Sandy held each other for several minutes in silence. Kennedy didn’t know where to look or what to say. Indignation welled up in her chest like pressure building up in a sealed flask. These were her friends. From her earliest memories, the Lindgrens had been helping people, loving people, taking people into their homes. They didn’t deserve any of this. She wondered what her dad would say. Would he have the words to make sense of this type of hatred and emotional violence? Kennedy wrapped her arms around herself again, but that did nothing to stop her trembling.

“Father God ...” Carl’s words were loud and sounded completely out of place in the face of such darkness and shame. “I thank you for protecting my Sandy when she was here alone. And I thank you for the kind lady who helped her reach the center safely. And even though it tears me up inside God, I thank you for the jerk who insulted my wife on the sidewalk. I thank you for the stupid, blind, ignoramuses who desecrated our new center. Because somehow, I know you have a plan for them. And somehow, I know you love them. And if I have to be totally honest with you, Father, I have to admit that I would be just as lost and just as angry and just as hateful if you hadn’t poured out your grace on me. So forgive me, Lord. Forgive me for the anger I feel. Forgive me for hating them for hurting my wife, making her feel unsafe.”

Carl’s voice caught, and Kennedy glanced up to see the tears splashing down his cheeks onto his wife’s arms as they leaned their foreheads against each other.

“Forgive me, Lord, because I can’t love these idiots like you do.” Carl was crying softly now. Kennedy bit her lip, but that did nothing to contain her emotion.

“Lord, you’re the King. You reign bigger than all this. You reign bigger than this center. You reign bigger than politics. You reign bigger than abortion or racism or intolerance or injustice. You reign bigger than the ignorance that has kept this country in darkness for so long. And now we’re asking you to come into our little, humble, violated center today and show yourself bigger. Bigger than fear. Bigger than revenge. Bigger than any of their slurs or any of their hate speech or any of their rage. And be bigger than us, too. Bigger than our unforgiveness. Bigger than our hurt. Because, Father, you know we’re hurting something awful right now.”

There was no amen. Only a small, almost indistinguishable rushing in Kennedy’s spirit. She opened her eyes. Carl and Sandy had already pulled apart and were laughing quietly at each other’s tear-stained faces. Kennedy wasn’t exactly sure what had just happened, but she recalled how insecure she had felt at St. Margaret’s earlier. She thought about how small she had felt living with Secret Seminary students who risked North Korean death camps for the sake of the gospel. She thought about how envious she had felt when everyone around her was getting touched by God and she was left sitting in the bleachers to watch.

So maybe she hadn’t lifted her hands in complete and utter abandon. Maybe she hadn’t sung out her heart in ecstasy or faced a North Korean prison cell for her bold faith. But she had witnessed something more real than anything she had experienced since she returned to the States. She couldn’t put a name to it and probably never could, but Kennedy knew she was somehow better for it, and she knew it was something she would carry in a sacred part of her heart for the rest of her life.
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SANDY MADE A LIST OF paints for Carl to pick up from the store. Kennedy found a broom to sweep up the glass, but Carl didn’t want her by the broken windows. “If you want to help, we still need to get these postcards ready to mail out. They’re the invitations for the dinner on Thursday.” He showed her how the post office needed them grouped by zip code, and Kennedy set to work, grateful for something constructive to put her hands to. She would be late meeting Reuben at the library, but she wasn’t about to leave Carl and Sandy right now.

“Is everyone all right back here?” The voice was too good-humored, and Kennedy looked up to see the politician who had prayed at the service that morning.

“Wayne!” Sandy rushed to him with a hug. Carl stretched out his hand.

“I came as soon as I heard the report on the Christian radio.” Wayne shook his head. “It’s just horrible what they’ve done.”

“Nothing a little paint and some new glass won’t fix.” Carl’s voice was still tight.

“How in the world did you get through the picket lines?” Sandy asked.

“Well, I think I made a record. I was only asked for three autographs.” Wayne flashed another dizzying grin.

“Autographs?” Carl asked. He leaned out of the office and let out a low whistle. “Well, what do you make of that? You had it easy, brother. Those weren’t the picketers we had to walk through. It was all pro-choicers when we came.”

“They’re on the other side of the sidewalk now,” Wayne told them. He locked eyes with Sandy. “You really should go take a look.”

Kennedy followed Carl and Sandy into the waiting room. The police tape was gone. Half a dozen police lined either side of the road. All the protestors from earlier were on the opposite sidewalk, but those closest to the broken window had pickets with statistics about fetal development, Bible verses about God knitting children together in the womb, and slogans about protecting babies.

“That’s quite a different view than when we arrived earlier,” Carl admitted.

“I’ll say.” Wayne flashed a grin.

“You and your campaign didn’t have anything to do with this new turn of events, did they?” Sandy asked with a smile in her voice.

Wayne flashed his white-toothed grin. “I don’t speak for my managers. All I know is these picketers were here when I pulled up.”

“Uh-huh.” Sandy’s voice was playful, and she smiled for the first time that afternoon.

Wayne smoothed out his hair and straightened his necktie. “Anyway, we’re making a statement from here for the press in about half an hour.”

“From here?” Sandy repeated. “They can’t bring the cameras into this mess.” Her eyes fluttered nervously to the walls.

Wayne frowned at the graffiti. “I guess we can do it up front by the window. I told my manager we should work in a little announcement about the fundraising dinner Thursday. Couldn’t hurt to get you guys some more publicity.”

“Unless the picketers scare off all the donors,” Sandy mumbled under her breath, but Kennedy doubted the others heard.

“Well, then.” Wayne clasped his hands together. “That’s settled. What do we do while we wait for the cameramen?”

Carl caught Kennedy’s eye and gave her a wink. “How would the soon-to-be governor of Massachusetts feel about stamping postcards?”

The mood in the center lifted minute by minute as they set to work. Once Kennedy finished the pile she was sorting, she figured it was time to head back to campus. If she got lucky and caught the T as it was pulling up, she might find Reuben still in the library. Before she could slip out, Wayne’s phone rang.

He slipped his hand smoothly into his pocket. “I bet that’s about the statement.” The conversation was short. “They’re ready for me out front.” Wayne was beaming, and Kennedy wondered if Carl and Sandy noticed how fake he looked. Maybe it was a politician thing. Or maybe all the support and publicity he brought to their center helped them overlook his apparent insincerity. Whatever it was, Kennedy was glad for an excuse to leave before she had to watch him preen in front of a dozen cameras.

“I need to go, too.” she announced. Sandy cast a worried glance to her husband.

“Maybe you better wait,” Carl said. “After Wayne’s speech, I’ll drive you back myself. Your father would kill me if I let you walk out of here with hundreds of angry protestors looking on.”

“I’m sure it will be fine,” Kennedy insisted, but she looked at the Lindgrens’ expressions and didn’t want to burden them further. “I’m supposed to meet my friend,” she explained, “but I guess a few more minutes won’t kill anyone.”

“Do you want to use the phone to let her know you’re late?” Sandy asked.

“I don’t have his number with me. It’s in my phone, and that’s somewhere in my dorm room.”

“His?” Carl asked but stopped smirking when his wife nudged him in the ribs.

“Carl will drive you back as soon as Wayne’s done posing for the cameras.” Sandy gave Kennedy a gentle back rub. “And don’t worry — he won’t take more than a few minutes I’m sure. The last thing he wants to do is bore his audience.”

Carl chuckled under his breath. Sandy was right. The speech was over in less than five minutes. Kennedy had expected the Lindgrens to both stop their work to listen, but they seemed content to keep on sorting postcards side by side.

“Did you wow them?” Sandy asked when Wayne pranced back into the center to a loud roar of both applause and angry shouts. He looked even taller than he had before he left.

“All I have to say is I hope something I said got through to the fools who vandalized your center.” He shook his head, replacing his smile for an instant pout that became him just as well.

Sandy patted his shoulder. “Well, you keep focused on winning your election and don’t worry about us. We’ve seen worse, you know.”

Kennedy wasn’t sure if she had seen worse or not and was sad to think that Carl and Sandy had.

“You heading out now?” Carl asked when Wayne started to button up his coat.

“Sure am. I wish I could stay to help more, but ...” He stumbled over his words for the first time, but neither of the Lindgrens seemed to notice.

Sandy put down her pile of invites and gave him a hug. “It’s always good to see you. Thanks for taking time out of your campaign to check on us commoners.” Everyone chuckled, and Kennedy was left guessing if Sandy meant to be sarcastic or not.

“Well, if you’re heading out ...” Carl inserted, and Kennedy wished she could stop him with telepathy. “Would you mind taking Kennedy here back to her dorm at Harvard?”
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