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Chapter One
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A tiny black river spiraled down a cracked porcelain sink into a rusty drain. Steam wafted from the hot running water and clouded the tiny, dirty bathroom like a sauna. A slender, shaking hand wiped the fog from the mirror and Grace McKinney stared into her reflection. Blank blue eyes rimmed red stared back at her, observing her chapped lips and limp black hair that clung around her fragile-looking neck. It was the image she'd seen every day for the last nineteen years, but there were times when she felt as though she was staring at a stranger. 

Times like now.

Most of her heavy makeup streaked down the drain, and her sunken eyes and pale face looked like that of a child staring back at her...begging to be saved before it was too late.

As Grace turned off the faucet, she already knew they were far past the point of no return. 

Her stomach threatened to rebel and force all the alcohol and pills she'd ingested back out of her system like the toxic sludge that it was. She slid down on the floor by the toilet and shivered violently as she waited for the painful dry heaves that never seemed to quit, even when the contents of her stomach had emptied and there was nothing left but burning bile. 

She cradled the commode and tried her level best not to sob because it would only make things worse. 

She knew that because she'd been here many times before.

Yet somehow she always found her way back.

She clapped her hands over her ears to keep out the reprimanding voices she alone could hear.  They had been recorded over a short lifetime, but so frequently and consistently Grace feared she'd never be drunk enough, or high enough, or strung out enough, to be saved from their rancor.   

What seemed like an eternity later she finally was able to pull her trembling body from the floor, flush the full commode and stumble toward the shower. She ran the water as hot as she could stand it, hoping as she stepped into the dingy small shower stall that it would scald away her transgressions.

She scrubbed herself raw with a tiny, thread bare rag and some smelly motel soap. She already knew it didn't matter how much she tried, she could better peel a couple of layers off of her skin before she could erase the memory of his touch.  

But it had been a necessary evil.

She placed a hand on the shower stall to brace herself as her stomach lurched again. She needed another drink, but she couldn't risk it now. She had to clean up and get the hell out of this place and go back home.

Another necessary evil. 

She turned off the water, stepped out of the shower stall and reached for a towel. She wrapped it easily around her tiny body, and she had to wonder momentary when was the last time she ate. It felt like weeks. 

There were things her body needed more than food now... and she hoped they'd kill her sooner rather than later.

On shaking feet she padded out of the bathroom and across the tacky blue shag carpet of the Vista Grande Motor Lodge. The vista of which it boasted consisted of a highway, a strip joint and an adults only mega-store. The motel wasn't exactly five-star, but it convenient and it was cheap. Plus there was never a shortage of men around to foot the bill for a quick high in return for an even quicker lay. 

She glanced at the naked male form sprawled stomach down across the bed. The hair on his back stood out against his pasty skin, and the excess skin around his middle betrayed a heavy drinking habit.   

What had been his name? Did it even matter?

A half empty bottle of whiskey sat on the table next to the bed, along with a collection of pills. She couldn't even remember what she had taken, it was all a fuzzy blur to her now. It wasn't as if she'd really remember, anyway. The truth was she was fairly indiscriminate about the pills she was prone to shovel down her throat. As long as someone offered she'd take any and all of it, no doubt ill-gotten gains from her lecherous benefactors. The only pill her latest contributor had needed was a little blue one. This led to three long hours of her gritting her teeth through his clumsy hands grabbing at her young flesh, his frenzied stroking, and the way his tongue would flop around in her mouth like a dead fish. 

It was her price to pay to escape the voices and the memories that haunted her. She wanted to be numb, and this was the only way she knew how to do it.

She learned the value of her greatest commodity years ago. Self-loathing gave her nothing to lose so that men like this nameless, random guy were easy to manipulate. They all wanted the sweet young thing who looked like a child but acted like a whore. She batted her eyelashes, and brushed up against them so they could feel she wore no bra. Then she would flash that smile that let them know she was old enough to play the game but young enough not to give a damn. They were putty in her hand. Especially the older guys like this one, whose porn habit no doubt primed him for someone like her. That bushy mustache...that graying hair, the receding hairline. He was just like all the others. 

Old enough to be her father.  

And she hated him for it. 

For a moment - just for a moment - she wondered what it would be like to take that whiskey bottle and smash his head in. Would she get sick satisfaction hearing his skull crack under the weight of the glass? As she watched it splinter into his brain would she catch that last look of surprise in his eyes when he realized there was a price that he needed to pay for preying on a girl half his age?

She jumped when he snorted in his sleep and turned over to face the wall away from her. 

She sighed. She could be an addict. She could be a whore. But she didn't think she could kill. Thus far that had been the one commandment she'd been able to keep.

So, she swept all the pills into her hand and shoved them back into the bag he'd produced for her at the adult bookstore. 

She'd earned them. They were hers.

She glanced down at the wedding ring on his finger and wondered briefly if his wife had any idea what kind of dirtbag her husband really was. 

Men, Grace thought to herself.

They were all alike.

She grabbed his pants and within minutes had his wallet. Almost a hundred bucks, she thought as she thumbed through the bills. 

She'd earned that too.

She slipped back into her tank top and wriggled back into the miniskirt, then grabbed her shoes and the bottle of whiskey and headed for the door.

The night air hit her like a slap in the face. It was unseasonably cold for the waning days of summer.

How she longed for spring and its promise of renewal. Grace was tired of the same old thing.

She headed for her old car, slid in and cranked on the heater. It took a minute to get warm, and as the loud motor rattled and complained she saw the nameless man bolt from the motel room and run toward her, screaming profanities at her while trying to pull up his pants over his still erect member.

Good luck explaining that to your wife, Grace thought with a more genuine smile. She gunned the engine and skidded out of the parking lot.

The highway was empty as she approached Jonston, Texas, the small swath of conservative ideals that posed as her hometown. Along the way there were billboards that advertised everything from sports to porn to letters from God - a potpourri of contradictions that seemed to weave together and make sense in the small-town Southern mentality. Here in good ol' Jonston, one could be pro-life and pro-gun and see no moral ambiguity between the two.

Was it any real surprise she could use her body for currency on a Saturday night, only to warm a pew in a church the following Sunday? 

Apparently only to the people of Jonston, most of whom held dirty little secrets of their own. Such hypocrites. She had to wonder, again, why she even bothered going back to that stinking hell hole town. She could just hustle her next john and get away from this godforsaken place once and for all.

Yet she could not. She was tied there. No matter where she ran, her demons would ultimately find her. He would ultimately find her. 

She started to itch for that bottle of whiskey that rode shotgun but fought the temptation with great effort. She'd be home soon, and that's when she'd need it most. She settled instead for a cigarette she lit with trembling fingers.

Her foot pressed down on the accelerator as she sped well past the speed limit. By the time the lights of Jonston – such as they were – came into view, her panic level had peaked. 

Of course, that's when she saw him standing in the middle of the road. A young man of about seventeen, with wavy brown hair and blank brown eyes. He pointed at her, and she could see his blue lips form her name. 

With a startled cry she slammed on the brakes with both bare feet and her car skidded sideways over to the shoulder of the road. 

She tried to catch her breath as she scoured the road for any evidence of that familiar face that had haunted her dreams for the past five years. Her eyes darted both ways down each stretch of the empty highway. The darkness closed in around her and she grew more panicked from the claustrophobic sensation of being in a bubble only the light could reach. She could hear her heart pound against her chest as she waited for the ghostly apparition to appear at her window.

But he wasn't outside her car.

He was sitting right next to her in the passenger seat, chugging her whiskey. 

She let out a scream and tried to fumble for the door handle. Instead, her incessant tremors and trembling hands just couldn't make it work. She expected to feel his cold, dead fingers bite into her flesh before he devoured her from the outside in.

But just like that – just like always – he was gone.

As quickly as he'd come, he'd disappear. Just to remind her that he hadn't forgotten, and neither could she forget. 

They were bound together and there were no pills she could take, or buzzes she could chase, or places she could run, that could save her.

It was just slow suicide that would somehow reunite them, no doubt in hell where she likely belonged.

The sooner the better, she thought again as she grabbed the bottle of whiskey and downed it in one gulp. She tossed it out of the window on the road, in the direction of her nightmare, and slowly guided the car back on the road. 
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Chapter Two
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A tiny lamp illuminated a dark and warmly paneled study where bookshelves stacked from floor to ceiling of an entire wall behind an ornate desk. A laptop sat on the desk, opened to a word processing program.

On the screen the title “The Wages of Sin: Adultery” was typed in deep, bold font. Strong masculine fingers decisively tapped across the keys to fill in paragraph after paragraph on the matter. Next to the laptop sat a worn, leather-bound Bible, The King James version, of course. The typing fingers would stop momentarily every now and then to sift through the age-old book with laser precision to find one of a dozen highlighted passages, which would then be transcribed word for word into the laptop computer.

The keystrokes grew more powerful and determined as Pastor Ezekiel McKinney's righteous indignation vexed. It was the anger of Jesus, he reasoned as he felt his carnal nature win the battle over the mercy and forgiveness of the Lord he served. The devil would only win as long as good people looked away from sin rather than confront it dead on.

And Zeke was unafraid to confront anything.

At 6'3 and a good two hundred pounds of muscle, Zeke had taken his “Bulldozer” football attitude right from the gridiron to the pulpit, hardly missing a beat. His loud, booming voice would dance off of the walls of Calvary Saints Church and scare the devil and all his cohorts – even the human kind – right out of the shadows.

It was his job, his calling, and he took it seriously. 

Fingers flew across the keys with more fury as he paced out the Sunday sermon in his head. The words were but one of many tools in his belt. His mood and his actions were equally deliberate. He knew just when to raise his voice, just when to lower it. He knew when to pound on the altar and when even to shed a tear.

After being a minister for twenty-three years it was an art he had mastered.... even if the human part had taken a bit longer than that.

There was a reason he was so driven to uncover the sins of others. It gave him reprieve from studying his own. But as he stared at the fire and brimstone that smoked from his computer screen, he couldn't help but wonder exactly who needed to hear it.

Was it the wayward sinners of Jonston? Or was it his own fallible and damnable human heart?

He turned from the screen and rubbed his eyes with weary hands. Almost without thinking he pulled open his desk and he reached for a photograph. It was one that he had hidden far under all his paperwork – where no one would ever see. That little girl had paid the price for his sin, he thought. Innocence shattered by self-serving lust. And he couldn't blame anyone else. Not even the devil himself.

There was a knock at the door that caused Zeke to jump, and he quickly secured the photo back in its hiding place. 

A stern, thin woman with tersely pursed thin lips and dark hair pulled tight into a bun opened the door. “Ezekiel,” she said, using the given name he never heard anymore now that his sainted mother had gone home to be with the Lord. “The McCaffeys are here.”

He gave her a nod, but his smile was not for his wife of over twenty years – it was for relief that she could not see him stare longingly into the image of a female he'd long promised her he'd forget. “Thank you, Olivia. I will be right out.”

She nodded and departed without a word. 

Like any great actor before a command performance, he composed himself as straightened his shirt and slicked back his hair, then went out to greet his guests.

Linus and Doris McCaffey were good church people. They had been members at Calvary Saints since he took over as pastor there, and they never missed a Sunday... or a Sunday tithe. As a Deacon, Linus served quietly and with much devotion. A nervous man who had a tendency to tear any piece of paper that ever reached his hands to shreds out of anxious habit, he lived to serve his church and his squat but stern wife Dolores with all the love they had no children with which to share.

That and his gentle, patient and soft-spoken way with the kids was why he had been the one who had served the children's church for almost all of the twenty years that Zeke had been a minister there. Meanwhile Dolores busied herself with the choir, and together they had become Zeke's right hand. Their weekly Saturday dinners had been a habit as long as he could remember, and it was a good time to bounce his sermon ideas off of two of the most important people in his congregation. 

Zeke greeted them both with a warm word and strong handshake. Just as with this family, Zeke withheld any real emotion or affection that might make anyone forget even momentarily the position of power he had been called to serve. But that didn't stop the McCaffeys from feeling special – as they were the only people in the congregation that were welcome to socialize with the Pastor and his family and had for a good fifteen years. 

They had proved their righteousness with their strict minister, and his approval of them, and in fact favor of them, underscored that on a weekly basis.

They were more than just church members. They were practically family.

For the past five years that had included mostly just Olivia and Zeke. Though no one had ever said it, both the McCaffeys understood that Olivia and Zeke's only daughter had become somewhat a persona non grata in their weekly fellowship. After many chilly dismissive silences once the question, “Where is Grace?” was broached, both Doris and Linus let the subject drop.

They seemed to understand their tenuous station as the Pastor's favorites depended on it. 

That, and their complete compliance with his direction of the church, whether or not they agreed.

That was the commanding star power of Zeke McKinney, who had aged into his mid-forties with God's graciousness. He had nary a gray hair on his head or a wrinkle on his strong features; and he knew it was because of his devout commitment to do the Lord's Work that had made him so blessed. If he stumbled, then he'd come back harder and stronger than before. 

It had clearly won him the Lord's favor in a way that was evident to the entire world.

Neither Linus, nor Dolores, nor even Olivia could say the same. They all looked about ten years older than they actually were, and happiness was a bird that rarely lit on any of their shoulders.

Which is why they would look to him to lead them. He was not a good-looking man for vanity's sake; he was a bright light and a beacon unto the world.

Therefore, he had no qualms about taking up the issue he planned to address in the next sermon. Nervous Linus grew even more agitated when he heard the news. Zeke half expected him to tear into his cuffs when he ran out of napkin that Olivia had graciously provided along with their cake and coffee.

“But Pastor,” Linus began in his typical low voice. “Think of her children.”

“It is children I'm thinking of,” Zeke told him with a direct stare that made the older man shrink a bit. “Behavior such as this cannot be tolerated. Think of the example it would set for the rest of the congregation. Everyone knows of her indiscretions... why not bring it out in the open and deal with it?”

Linus just clicked his tongue in a repeated “tsk” and shook his head. “It wasn't that long ago she was just a child in my Sunday school. So sad the path that she has chosen.”

“It was her choice,” Zeke said without an ounce of sympathy as he tossed back another cup of coffee. “We all have to answer for our choices.”

Even as he said it, it felt hollow in his mouth. But he had long since perfected the art of deflection, so he was quickly able to get over it and return to his study once the McCaffeys left for home. 

He worked late into the night, and just as he put his finishing touches on his sermon, he saw white lights splash across the window blinds. He reached over and killed the lamp on his desk and made his way through the darkened room to the window.

He pulled open one of the blinds and peered out into the darkness. He saw the old clunker slow to a stop and his scantily clad daughter emerged barefoot. She stumbled up the stairs that led to the garage apartment she had now occupied for about a year. His jaw clenched as she pushed open the door and fell through, and Zeke snapped the blind shut in disgust. 

It wasn't enough to kill herself. She was determined to take him down with her when she went. And there wasn't a damn thing he could do about it.

He thought about the girl in the photo buried deep in his desk. He wondered how she would have turned out if he hadn't betrayed her in the worst way possible. 

But he couldn't think about that now.

He went to the computer, saved his document and shut it on the dynamic sermon he was still rehearsing in his head as he left the study and headed for bed. 
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Chapter Three


[image: ]




The Sunday sun washed across the bright face of an old white church that had been erected when Jonston was little more than a pioneer town. The simple one-room building had changed and grown over the years, though the chapel itself remained much as it had when it had been built in 1843. It stood tall for generations of devout Baptists who would sit within its walls practically from birth to death. There was even a small cemetery in the back, hallowed ground for all the members who had come before.

Each pew was made from dark mahogany, with a space for ancient hymnbooks created right in the back. On one side of the church just above the organ boasted the attendance of the previous Sunday on a wooden placard. Likewise, over the piano on the other side was a similar placard on how much in tithes those in attendance had been obedient enough to give. 

Woe be anyone if those numbers did not properly align with the membership roster.

Sunday schools and the children's church and nurseries were all added later, but the sanctuary itself burst at the seams with long pews stacked thirty deep on either side. Center stage was the pulpit, an elevated platform from which the truth of the gospel would come. Beyond that simple wooden altar sat space for the choir, and behind that was a huge wooden cross just above the baptismal tank, where each soul in the church was expected to be reborn just like their Savior.

The sign out in front boasted this singular mission: “Bringing Hope to Jonston, Texas; one salvation at a time.”

Like many Baptist churches, salvation was the feather in their cap. Each benediction was their finest hour, when the lowly sinners truly could see the error of their ways. They would clearly see the only thing between them and an eternity of hell was that long walk down the polished hard wood aisle toward that pulpit – where Zeke McKinney waited with a benevolent smile.

He had reached them. He had called them. 

And they came. 

Sunday after Sunday they came. And they would keep coming back every Sunday after that, in need of his direction and his leadership. 

He said what he had to say, did what he had to do, to get into even the hardest, most unrepentant heart and move them into the aisle. He would yell if he had to, he would cry if he had to.

And this particular Sunday, he would call someone out if he had to.

It was tough love, sometimes much more tough than love, and Zeke tried to silence the devil on his shoulder that whispered it wasn't only seeing them saved that motivated him. It was seeing them break as well. 

No one ever questioned him. No one ever dared.

As he looked out over the congregation that stood on its feet as it sang an old-fashioned hymn, his eyes fell on a very sedate and much more modestly dressed Grace, who moved her lips to the song they sang but could muster no voice to actually put forth.

Dressed in her Sunday best, she looked like the model preacher's kid. No makeup of any kind, a nice, conservative dress that hid any ounce of flesh that might inspire lust, white tights that hid her legs under her long skirt and made her look about twelve years old. 

No heels, no expensive accessories, just a contrite expression that led the charge for the rest of the church to be humbled by the holy sanctity of the church.

This was a far cry from the girl who had stumbled up the stairs to her garage apartment, an apartment she had fought literally like hell to get in order to establish some autonomy from her rigid parents. At first Zeke had resisted the idea, but as evidence mounted that she was headed down the devil's path, it was easy to explain why he could control the church, but he couldn't control his own daughter.

She was on her own now, in a manner of speaking, and she could make her own choices. Even though in her church garb she looked like a child, and, he thought sourly, acted likewise. 

But, as part of her bargain for her freedom, she was there in that church every Sunday without fail. She obediently followed her mother's lead to keep up appearances of an upright, Christian family.

She'd lip sync the songs she had known from birth. She'd stand and sit, kneel and pray almost on autopilot, like a perfectly groomed show poodle. She'd look at her preacher, in this case her father, and even though she watched every word fall from his lips he knew she never actually listened to a word he said.

Well, he thought to himself, she would listen today. 

The congregation finished the hymn and dutifully sat while the choir filled out from the platform and into the pews beside their families where they awaited Zeke to deliver The Word. He stayed seated for a moment, and watched them as they put away their hymnals, adjusted their Bibles, cleared their throats. The ceiling fans, the only real modern convenience in the old sanctuary, swept around in hypnotic circles, lulling his audience into a very pronounced silence. Even the turn of a page or an intermittent cough seemed to echo through the building as they waited on Zeke to begin.

He watched as some even shifted in their seats, the oppressive silence beginning to rattle even the most devout. There was something about his demeanor that let them know this sermon was not going to be like any other. And somehow, inexplicably, they all began to worry what that meant for them as he seemed to sweep his powerful gaze over each and every face in the congregation. 

He finally stood and walked over to the pulpit. Still wringing as much power as he could from the silence, he flipped through his Bible and let them squirm a few more minutes before he even glanced up again. 

“Thank you, Doris,” he said as he glanced over at the choir mistress, who sat at the piano located on the far side of the altar. He could almost feel the relief rustle through the pews that he had finally begun his sermon. “'Are you washed in the blood of the lamb',” he repeated the lyric of the song they had just finished. “That is the question here this morning, brothers and sisters. Which ones of us are washed in the blood. Cleansed. Sanctified.” His eyes fell upon his daughter's uplifted face. She was looking right at him, but somehow he sensed she could see right through him to the wall behind.

“Some of us are. This is evidenced by our actions. We follow the word of God, lead a righteous life, do what we are told. We bear good fruit. We live the life that God has called upon us to live, that of a good and faithful servant.” 

He left that sit for a moment before he swooped in for the kill. “But unfortunately, some of us do not follow the Word. Though we act the part of a Christian, we shun a righteous life and defiantly rebel against what we are told.” Slowly, Zeke came around the pulpit and began to pace across the stage. “We fool no one, you see, and especially not God. No matter how much we try to sweep our insolence under the rug, what's done in darkness will always be brought out into the light.”

He moved down the three steps that brought him right in front of the congregation. “Despite what we think we've gotten away with, we must all realize that our day of reckoning will come. Our actions will be judged.” 

Zeke took his time walking across the floor, meeting each parishioner in the eye. “If we live our lives buried in sin, the judgment will be death. We know this because the Bible is very clear on this. There is no middle road with God. This leaves us two very distinct choices. You either choose to obey his law, follow his commandments and submit yourself wholly to his will, or you choose the world and all its fake promises of happiness and fulfillment for some hope of fleeting joy.”

He waited a dramatic and effective beat before he went on. “You have to ask yourself... which choice are you going to make today?” He paused right in front of Olivia and Grace, and did not move away until Grace had dropped her head to stare at the floor. 

Zeke almost smiled at the gesture of submission on the part of his daughter, but he knew he had to keep his composure. He had bigger fish to fry on this particular Sunday. His laser focus homed in on Amanda Burton, a young pregnant woman who sat alone in one of the back pews. She openly fidgeted as their gaze locked for a long, agonizing moment. “Like you, Amanda,” he finally said, and a gasp lifted from the crowd as they turned to look at the object of his scorn.

Amanda turned beet red and looked as though she wanted to sink to the floor. 

He moved down the aisle toward her. Some of the congregation, including Linus McCaffey, turned away – unable to watch her squirm like an ant under a magnifying glass. But others, like Olivia watched on in pious glee, glad to see the obvious sinner answer for her transgressions... and maybe, even perhaps a little relieved that it wasn't their sins that were being targeted. 

“What choice are you going to make today? For your marriage? For your children? Including that bastard child of your married lover?”

Tears hovered in Amanda's eyes as he put his hands on the pew in front of her and leaned in. “Are you going to deny it? Do you deny the baby in your womb is the product of an adulterous affair?  Remember. You're in the house of the Lord.”

Her eyes fell to the floor. Gently she cradled the huge stomach in front of her, as if to protect the child from Zeke's ugly accusations. Finally, she looked up at him. Defiantly. And unashamed. “I do not deny it.”

Even more gasps and twittering lifted into the air around them. “Then you have some choices to make,” Zeke said. “You can choose to ask for forgiveness, or you can choose to live a life of sin that this church cannot tolerate. What choice are you going to make today, Amanda?”

Amanda looked around at the different people in the church, some who stared at her, and some, like Linus, could not look her direction at all. Her gaze even swept over Grace, who sat in the front row still staring at the floor like a good, dutiful – but bitterly unhappy – daughter. Amanda's eyes met Zeke's as she stood. “I choose love.”

She gathered her things, including her own well-worn Bible, and headed out of the pew and toward the door. “You've chosen lust!” Zeke bellowed after her. 

Amanda did not turn around until she reached the door. “You may not think I know the difference, but I do. I do,” she repeated with a slight quiver to her voice, but her head held high. “And my children – all of my children – will too, no thanks to you. And for that Reverend, I think you need to ask for forgiveness.”

With that she departed from the church forever with the slam of the door. 
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Chapter Four
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Delicate china set upon an ornate antique table, where a feast for three sat mostly uneaten on two of the three plates. Olivia, who felt gluttony was a sin of the highest order, would push her food around the plate, contented only that she had prepared the meal for her family in one more long-suffering duty as wife and mother. 

Grace normally gritted her teeth through the obligatory traditional family meal after church services, but this time he had gone too far. In his zeal to be right, he had taken the reputation and the feelings of someone who had come to him for direction and trounced upon them for no other reason than it gave him perverse pleasure to do so.

Everyone else could believe her father was saintly and reverent, but Grace knew the bitter truth having been raised under his roof. He was a cold man who lorded over all out of his own sense of superior self-righteousness, not some sort of selfless calling.

He got a lot out of being the preacher man. And today was no different.

She glared at him as he devoured his meal with glee, tearing through tender roast beef with the very teeth he had sharpened on Amanda in the church.

Finally, Grace pushed her plate away, unable to put one bite down her constricted throat for fear it would never be able to settle in her upset stomach. For a moment – just a moment – she wondered how well it would go over if she barfed all over her mother's spotless lace tablecloth and her prized English china. 
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