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Author’s Dedication:


For Grandma (and all the other scouts I’ve known):

You may be gone, but your lessons are not forgotten.
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Chapter 1
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She woke to the sharp kick to her midsection and instinctively curled into a protective ball. That’s when she realized this kick came from inside her belly. What was going on?

She pried open her eyelids for a bleary survey of the room before making a visual confirmation of the mound of her stomach. She was pregnant, somehow, and searched her mind for clues to solve this unexpected mystery.

Blank.

How was it she could be self-aware and know the pregnancy was outside the norm, and not know the father, where she was, her own name? Her breath shortened, her gasps coming fast enough her field of vision started shrinking. She clapped her hands over her nose and mouth to avoid incipient hypoxia—and startled herself into a deeper gasp of air with that knowledge.

Another deep breath.

She levered herself into a seated position, noting in passing that the bed was comfortable, but positioned in the midst of bland decor that wouldn’t be out of place in a hotel. As much as she was able, she leaned forward to attempt the head-between-the-knees solution to hyperventilating, and wondered again at the bits of instinctive knowledge that were filtering through the blank slate of her mind.

A few more deep breaths and she began to feel she could steady herself into standing, the better to investigate the drawers and doors she could see from the vantage point of the bed. The dresser had three wide drawers, filled with clothes that looked like they might fit her. Picking out a shirt and shaking it out, she noted the darts for an expanded bust and belly, but had to shake her head at the wild, flowery pattern of the fabric. She hoped she hadn’t been the garish kind of personality to match that. Nor the fake kind of person to equal the slick, synthetic fibers listed on the label.

Standing brought the full weight of her stomach’s occupant to bear on her bladder and she turned around to see whether one of the doors would open to a bathroom. She found a closet stocked with functional outerwear and more bright colors, the door into a long hallway, and finally, a bathroom. She noted used product bottles on both the counter and in the tub before she hastily pulled down her pants and crouched over the toilet.

All these clues pointed to either a long-term hotel stay—or something more institutional... Maybe she was crazy and this was how she was being treated?

She felt logical. She didn’t think she had any delusions. She had undertaken a rational inventory. So what had happened to her memory?

Her face could be a clue; she stared into the mirror after she flushed the toilet. Her skin was clear and fair. Her brown hair was cut short, in a stylish pixie. Her eyes were not bloodshot, although the brown irises meant she was of a common genetic phenotype. The bridge of her nose looked lumpy enough to point to a broken past. She opened her mouth wide; did she have any distinctive dental features that might help recover her identity?

How did she even know people could check dental records to confirm an individual’s existence? Her brain felt like Swiss cheese. It was time to do a more exhaustive inventory of what was in her room to see whether there were any clues to who she might be.

An hour later, she had neat piles of maternity shirts, pants, sweaters, jackets, and underwear on one side of the bed. The other side held a few romance novels, with heroines looking almost as busty as she was, stacked next to a small selection of children’s books.

She was as much of a mystery to herself as she’d ever been. Who was this woman who seemed to have Ann Klein-style taste in clothing, insipid reading material, and no other indication of identity?

She revisited the products from the bathroom counter. Clinique. Apparently she was one of those high-maintenance women who had to go out perfectly made up and styled? And who thought these fabrics were comfortable? She felt starched and pressed and girdled into conformity.

It didn’t feel right. So was her missing memory part of a radical personality change? Or was someone trying to make her obey their ideal?
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