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Chapter 1


The revelation struck Molly Boudreau without warning, like a giant crashing wave of frigid water. The fierce power of it sucked the breath from her lungs and the determination from her heart. It was as if she’d stood deaf while the thunderous surge behind her had gathered power, numb while the ground had trembled in warning beneath her feet.


Deaf and numb and utterly unsuspecting.


Her entire life had been centered upon becoming a doctor. Perhaps she’d emerged from the womb possessing a single-minded determination. It hadn’t been a distant wishing as most childhood fantasies, but a ruby red laser beam, so focused and intense in its being that nothing distracted her from it. Not slumber parties, or big games, or boyfriends. Not financial obstacles—of which there were many for a poor girl from a small midwestern town. She hadn’t wavered once in her resolve, not from grade school through the endless fatigue-strained hours of residency.


But suddenly she realized her focus had been the journey, the fight, with little concentration on what was to come after. She felt as if she’d been engaged in a frenzied uphill battle, wresting free of enemies that struggled against her, finding herself at the summit, breathless and bewildered by the lack of opposition.


A sense of disconnection settled heavily in the center of her chest as she stood in her beloved free clinic—which was in its unfortunate last days because of a lack of funding. This was her most recent, and most disappointing battle. And, as hard as it was to admit, this was the first time she’d met an obstacle she’d been unable to overcome. The clinic had been the sole reason she’d put up with the infuriating internal politics of her paying job at Boston General’s emergency room.


For a long moment, she remained still, waiting for the unsettling feeling to pass. She shoved her hands into her lab coat pockets, staring beyond the clinic’s crowded waiting area, out the large storefront window. Wind-whipped sleet was icing over everything with dangerous swiftness. The unseasonably early arrival of this winter-like storm just compounded her sense of floundering.


Seeking that inner spark that had always propelled her forward, she closed her eyes. She felt the swirl of motion around her, as if the rest of the world kicked into fast forward while she remained stuck in pause. She heard the crying babies, the quiet comforting murmurs of mothers, the motor noises made by a little boy near the front window pushing his matchbox car on the scarred, dark pine table.


“Dr. Boudreau!” A shout yanked her away from her battle with self-doubt.


Carmen, the girl working the sign-in desk, had jumped from her chair to support Sarah Morgan, one of the few patients Molly saw here on a regular basis. Sarah had come to the clinic over six months ago for prenatal care. Molly had seen right away that she was different from the free clinic’s usual maternity cases. For one thing, she wasn’t a teen mother, or on her fifth pregnancy before her thirtieth birthday. She was expecting her first child and was just about Molly’s age. She appeared well educated and was well dressed, yet utterly guarded about the details of her life—Molly had quickly deduced a woman in hiding.


Sarah had seemed as isolated and lonely as Molly. Molly’s isolation was a by-product of her impossible schedule; she quickly learned that Sarah’s was strictly self-imposed. Still, Molly saw a kindred spirit in Sarah’s determination and independence.


Upon Sarah’s invitation after her second visit to the clinic, they had forged a fragile friendship over coffee and conversation after clinic hours. Molly liked Sarah’s quick wit and indomitable spirit. They had grown as close as two women could in their unusual situation. Sarah had been completely secretive about her past, the baby’s father, or anything else that might have given Molly a clue to the reason she was living as she was. Even so, Molly felt they were friends; she might not know about the woman’s past, but she knew what kind of person Sarah was inside.


Now, as Sarah’s step faltered through the clinic door, she was clearly in labor.


Wrapping her arm around Sarah’s back, Molly helped move her as quickly as possible toward the examination rooms. “I thought I told you to go straight to the hospital!”


Sarah’s knees wobbled and she groaned with a contraction.


“Has your water broken?” Molly asked.


Sarah nodded once, her pale blond hair falling over her face. Then in a breathy whisper she said, “About two o’clock this morning.”


“Jesus.” It was nearly noon. Molly knew that Sarah had a serious aversion to hospitals, but she had no idea it was so severe it would eclipse her common sense. “You should have called 911—how in the hell did you get here?”


“Taxi.” Perspiration beaded on Sarah’s brow as they settled her onto an examination table.


Molly turned to Carmen and said quietly, “Get an EMS unit here now!”


Carmen hustled from the room.


“All right now, Sarah, let’s take a look and see where we are.” Molly quickly swept her dark hair up into a pony tail to keep it out of the way. When she examined Sarah, she was stunned to see the baby was crowning. Even if the EMS was in the bay and ready to respond, it was doubtful that they could transport Sarah to the hospital before delivery.


Sarah started to push.


“Don’t push yet. Take deep breaths.” Molly took a couple herself to calm her voice before she spoke again. “Looks like we’re going to have this baby right here.”


Through pinched lips, Sarah said, “Good.”


Molly’s mouth went dry. Sarah didn’t understand the risks. Molly had specialized in pediatrics. Under normal circumstances, with the proper medicine and equipment available she would feel confident in treating the baby once delivered. In this financially strapped clinic she had neither. Plus she’d never done a delivery alone, only assisted a couple of times during her rotation in OB/GYN. What if there were complications? At least with the head visible, the baby wasn’t breech. Should she do an episiotomy? Was it too late for that?


She wanted to chastise Sarah for not going to the hospital where emergency equipment and obstetric specialists were plentiful. She wanted someone to stand over her shoulder and tell her she was doing everything right. But deep down, she couldn’t deny the little rush that was building. This baby was coming—and Sarah depended upon Molly to keep both her and her child safe. It was all in Molly’s well-trained, if ill-equipped, hands.


Inclining the head of the table and placing a couple of pillows under Sarah’s shoulders, Molly pulled on gloves and said, “All right, next contraction, push.”


She positioned herself to deliver the baby, listening for the scream of an approaching siren.


Sarah bore down with the next contraction. The baby’s head pushed forward, then retreated slightly when the contraction was over.


Without a fetal monitor, Molly couldn’t begin to tell if this baby was in distress. What if Sarah bled out? A thousand possible complications raced through her mind.


Come on, she thought, babies were born for thousands of years without modern medicine.


And lots of them died.


Molly shook off the thought. She coached Sarah through three more contractions.


Where was that damn EMS?


“Carmen!”


The girl came rushing back in with the cordless phone still in her hand. She looked as panicked as Molly felt. “They’ve got one unit in a ditch. And all others are dispatched—the storm. . . .”


“Try Mass General.”


“I already have. They said they’re having to prioritize. They’re working a bus accident on I-93 right now.”


Molly gave her a quick nod. “Keep after them.” Then to Sarah, “You’re doing great. We should have this little one here very shortly.” Sarah had already told Molly that she had no family and the father didn’t know of the baby’s existence. Perhaps she’d reconsider telling him. “Isn’t there someone we can call for you?”


Sarah was between contractions. Her voice quivered as she said, “No one. Promise me—” Her voice strangled to a groan as she bore down with a contraction.


The baby’s head slid into Molly’s hands; she rotated it slightly to the side, allowing the fluid to run from its mouth. Immediately she saw there was trouble.


“I need you to stop pushing. Breathe through the next contraction.”


“What’s wrong?” Panic gave Sarah’s voice new strength. “What’s wrong with my baby?”


Molly didn’t answer, she had to concentrate on what she was doing. The cord was wrapped around the baby’s neck. Everything was so slippery, the baby’s neck so short, she couldn’t get her finger under the cord.


Sarah started to groan.


“Don’t push, Sarah. Breathe!” If the baby moved farther down the birth canal, the cord was going to cut off oxygen. Statistics of previously normal babies handicapped because of oxygen deprivation at birth whirled in Molly’s head. Seconds mattered.


Sarah huffed exaggerated breaths, fighting the urge to push.


The contraction lessened.


Sarah blew out a long shuddering breath.


“Good girl!” Molly made another try at getting her finger between the baby’s neck and the cord. This time she was successful, but her grip was tenuous. With the slightest movement, she could lose it.


She was ready to try and slide the cord over the baby’s head when Sarah had another contraction.


“Breathe! Don’t push.” She didn’t think Sarah was pushing, but the cord tightened around her finger anyway. “Carmen!”


The girl ran into the room.


In a calm voice Molly said, “Be ready to hand me that bulb syringe.”


Carmen quickly pulled on gloves and picked up the syringe. Molly hoped Sarah didn’t see the wild-eyed fear in the girl’s face.


The contraction relaxed. Molly’s brow beaded with perspiration and she held her breath as she attempted to slide the cord over the baby’s head. If the cord slipped from her grasp, she’d have to wait through another contraction. More risk.


Quickly, Molly moved the cord over the baby’s head. In a rush of relief, she finally took a breath.


Carmen put the bulb syringe into Molly’s outstretched hand. She suctioned the mouth and nose. “Okay, push with the next one. We’re ready for the shoulders.” To Carmen she said, “Get several towels ready.”


In three minutes, the baby was delivered.


“A boy!” Carmen shouted excitedly. “A baby boy!”


Silence followed.


Molly laid the baby face down across her forearm and slapped the bottom of his feet.


Nothing.


She again suctioned the blue-tinged mouth, then rubbed his back vigorously with a towel.


Carmen stood watching with huge eyes and open mouth.


Sarah started to cry, a pitiful, helpless thin whine of fear.


“Come on. Breathe,” Molly whispered as she slapped his feet again. The baby sucked in its first breath and began to cry like a hungry kitten.


“That’s it!” Molly wrapped him in a towel and laid him, squalling, on Sarah’s chest.


Sarah repeated over and over, as if to reassure herself, “He’s okay. He’s okay.”


“He’s better than okay. He’s great,” Molly said, cutting the cord and watching the baby’s color improve by the second. She looked to Carmen. “Get back on the phone. We need the neonatal unit to check him out and give him his walking papers. And Sarah needs a once over by an OB/GYN.”


“How much do you think he weighs?” Sarah asked.


“I’d guess at least seven and a half pounds—a good, healthy size.” She massaged Sarah’s abdomen to deliver the placenta. The danger to the baby was past, but until she was certain there wasn’t going to be any immediate bleeding problem, Molly kept her attention close on the mother.


“Look at all that black hair,” Sarah said with wonder in her voice. “I expected him to be bald as a billiard ball. I didn’t have enough hair to hold a barrette until I was three.”


Molly, preoccupied with her work, responded absently, “Must take after his father.” It wasn’t until she realized Sarah hadn’t responded that she grasped what she’d said. “Sorry.”


“His father was a redhead.”


Surprised, Molly looked at Sarah’s face. This was the very first thing she’d ever said about the father. Sarah had acted as if there was no father. “Oh.”


“You think I’m terrible. But his father is . . . dangerous . . . evil. I can’t ever, ever let him near Nicholas. I won’t put him on the birth certificate. I don’t want there to be any link to that man.” There was a certain panicked vehemence in Sarah’s voice that Molly thought bordered on hysteria.


For a moment, Molly held her words. Circumstances had led her to believe that Sarah had been a victim of domestic violence, hiding away from an abusive husband or lover. Sarah herself had been as secretive as a mummy, not divulging the slightest detail of her past. But she had that haunted look about her, a humming tension, a jittery fear that never quite left her eyes. Molly had seen it dozens of times. But she had never heard even the most battered of women refer to her child’s father as “evil.” Surely Sarah’s emotions were talking, the primal combination of protective new motherhood and raging hormones.


“You’ve named him Nicholas, then?”


“Yes. Nicholas James.”


“After anyone in particular?” Molly fished.


Sarah shook her head, but kept her gaze on her baby’s face. “He’s a person unto himself, a new start. He won’t take after anyone.”


There was a certain stony conviction in her words that made Molly reconsider. Maybe the father was truly bad.


The siren she’d been straining to hear finally pulled up outside.


“Sounds like your chariot has arrived.”


“I don’t really have to go to the hospital, do I? I’m fine. Nicholas is fine.”


“I think you’re both fine. But it’s always a good idea to have a newborn under close observation for the first few hours. Besides, unless you have someone who can stay with you, I don’t want you to go home yet. But if there’s someone I can call. . . .”


Something shifted behind Sarah’s innocent blue eyes. Suddenly she looked much younger than twenty-nine. “No. I’m alone.” Then she smiled warmly and cuddled the baby closer. “Or at least I was until now.”


Molly looked on, wondering what that connection must be like, having a human being completely created within your own body. And now that human being was a life force of its own, yet relying on you for every need. The awesome responsibility. The love.


Eighteen months ago, she’d had surgery to remove a tumor from her cervix. It had been more extensive than the surgical team had anticipated. The prognosis for Molly’s carrying a child to term wasn’t good.


As she gave Sarah’s hand one last squeeze before the paramedics rolled her out of the clinic, she wondered if this would be as close as she’d ever get to the birth experience.


Molly finished out her day with a satisfied buzz in her veins. Holding new life in her hands had helped eclipse the bleakness that had threatened to swamp her earlier—had pushed the dissatisfaction back behind the black curtain.


Finally, the last patient was out the door and she was free to go to the hospital and see Sarah and the baby. She was as excited as she’d been when she’d gone to see her nephew, Riley, for the first time. Having coaxed Sarah’s baby’s first breath, it was hard not to think of Nicholas as family.


The weather hadn’t improved over the past hours. The instant Molly stepped out the door, sleet pelted her like tiny needles, stinging her cheeks and bare hands. She had to squint into the wind to protect her eyes. Despite Carmen’s frequent applications of ice-melt on the walk outside the clinic, Molly didn’t dare lift her feet off the slick concrete; she did a shuffle-skate toward the parking lot at the side of the building. The sleet made a silvery halo around the streetlight that sat at the edge of the lot.


The lock was iced over on her car door. She gave it a couple of thumps with her fist to break the icy film so she could insert the key. Luckily all of the freezing had been on the outside of the lock and it opened fine. The cold interior creaked and crackled as she settled in the driver’s seat.


“Why didn’t I go to med school in California or Arizona?” she asked, her breath forming a cloud in front of her face. She could easily have relocated after graduation, but she’d stayed here in Boston, where she felt like she’d laid the groundwork for her career. What a misconception that had turned out to be.


Once the defroster had cleared the windshield enough to see, she pulled out of the nearly deserted parking lot. The tires spun before they finally gripped the road; she inched along, testing her brakes every so often to see how slippery the pavement was. Even though it was only seven o’clock, she found herself virtually alone on the streets. She should just drive home, forget the stop at the hospital. Even as she thought it, she turned right at the stoplight, toward the hospital, instead of making the left that would take her home. She came up behind a salt truck and poked along behind him, hoping for a marginally safer road.


It took her twice as long to reach the hospital parking garage as normal. She was glad to drive inside the structure and onto the first dry pavement she’d seen all day.


She stopped in the gift shop and bought flowers; every new mother should have flowers. The thought of Sarah alone with her baby, not having anyone to share this moment, broke Molly’s heart.


Stopping at the nurses’ station in maternity, she asked for Sarah’s room number. The duty nurse looked up from the medication cart, then shook her head as she double checked her roster. “No Sarah Morgan registered.”


“Maybe they haven’t moved her up here yet.” Even as Molly said it a chill crept over her heart. “She delivered at my clinic today. EMS brought her here.”


“You want me to call down and check?”


“No, thanks.” The nurse was clearly in the middle of getting meds ready to dispense. If Sarah was downstairs, she’d have to go down there to see her anyway.


Worry kept Molly’s stomach in her throat as the elevator slowly descended to the first floor. She followed the familiar corridor to the ER. Walking past the registration desk, Gladys Kopenski called, “Dr. Boudreau! You’re on duty tonight?” She looked quickly at her schedule. Gladys had manned this desk for more years than Molly had been alive. The woman ran a tight ship. It really threw her to have an unexpected face show up. Molly smiled. “No. Looking for a patient. What on earth are you doing here at this hour?”


Gladys’s lips pursed and she shifted in her chair. “That Cindi didn’t show up again. I’m pulling a double.”


Molly nodded in sympathy. Gladys had advised—to put it in mild, professional terms—against hiring Cindi Forbes in the first place. Hadn’t called her anything but “that Cindi” since the first day. Gladys took a no-nonsense approach to her job, and Cindi’s most remarkable credentials were an impressive set of hooters—which, ironically, was the name of the location of her last job. Dr. Michaels, director of emergency medicine, who was smack-dab in the middle of a midlife crisis, complete with red Porsche and new gym membership, felt Cindi had been the “most qualified candidate.” But Cindi had missed at least half of her work days since she’d been hired three weeks ago.


Molly said, “I’m looking for a patient brought in by the EMS around one-thirty this afternoon. Sarah Morgan, she’d just delivered a baby.”


Gladys frowned. “I remember when she came in. She should be up in maternity by now.”


“She’s not.”


Gladys started shuffling paperwork. “Things did get pretty crazy this afternoon. I hope they didn’t leave that poor woman parked in a cubicle all this time.” She got up and headed through the double doors, looking like she was going to extract a pound of flesh from whoever had thrown a wrench into her well-oiled machine.


Molly followed, flowers clutched in her hand. Occasionally, she’d been the recipient of Gladys’s ire; it was much more entertaining when the woman had another target.


Molly’s amusement quickly disappeared. Sarah wasn’t in the ER. Apparently, she’d disappeared at some point in the afternoon when the victims of the bus accident, the overflow from Mass General, had flooded this facility. No one had seen her leave.


Had Sarah simply gotten up and carried her child out into this storm?


Molly picked up the chart from the foot of the gurney. The clipboard was empty. Apparently, Sarah had had the presence of mind to take the paperwork with her. The woman really didn’t trust to leave a trace of herself, even a confidential hospital record.


“Do you have an address in the computer for her?” Molly asked Gladys. She could go back to the clinic and look it up herself. But that would take another thirty minutes.


“Yes. But that’s about all.”


They returned to Gladys’s desk. Molly laid down the flowers to make a quick notation of the address. Then she snatched them back up in a tight fist and headed to the garage. About halfway there, she realized she was swinging the bouquet at her side as she steamrolled her way toward her car, knocking the heads of the flowers against her coat, leaving a shower of petals in her wake. She felt just like Gladys had looked just minutes ago—ready to rip someone’s head off. Why in the hell would Sarah put herself and her baby at risk like this?


It took Molly forty minutes on the slick streets to get to the address on Sarah’s chart. When she pulled up and stopped, she slammed her fist against the steering wheel. This was no residence. It was just one of those mailbox places. She sat there for a few minutes, listening to the sleet clatter against the car and the windshield wipers thump back and forth. Had Sarah made it safely to wherever she was going? A shiver coursed down Molly’s body. Somewhere in this big city, a new mother huddled with her child against loneliness and the storm. Molly prayed to God they were all right. It was the only thing she could do.


That sense of sad isolation, of cold detachment, once again covered her like an unhealthy skin. Finally, she turned around and headed home, to her own fight against loneliness.


The next day the sun shone brightly, glinting off the icy tree branches like diamonds. The cheerfulness of it didn’t begin to penetrate Molly’s mood. Worry had kept her awake most of the night. This morning’s roads had been reduced to nasty, yet relatively safe, slush. She concentrated on its gray ugliness instead of the fairyland created by the sparkling ice coating everything else as she drove to work at the ER.


Throughout the day she hoped against hope that Sarah and Nicholas would appear. Three different times she called the clinic to see if they’d shown up there—or at least called to tell Molly they were all right. Carmen assured her that she’d call the instant she heard anything.


She never called.


By the end of her shift, it was beginning to sink in that Molly might never see either one of them again. She left work with a growing sense of loss. By the time she was warming up a can of soup for her solitary dinner, she’d managed to fall into a perfectly disgusting quagmire of self-pity.


It wasn’t that she didn’t love medicine. She did. But living like this wasn’t enough anymore. The past day’s events had shone a bright light on the fact that her personal life consisted of no more than a visit home at Christmas and a single, watered-down friendship with a woman she barely knew. She really needed to rethink her life, reassess what she really wanted.


As she was going to bed, she decided tomorrow she would decide. She would have the whole day to herself. She’d take stock, then take hold of her life and set it on a course that would deliver the fulfillment she was currently lacking. Her decision delivered a measure of calm. She went to sleep certain that when she awoke her future would begin to take shape.


Just as Molly was stepping out of her morning shower, frantic knocking sounded at her apartment door. She grabbed her robe and tied it around her as she hurried to answer it, wondering if the building was on fire. Instead of a fireman with an ax waiting for her when she opened the door, she was stunned to see a nervous-looking Sarah holding Nicholas.


Sarah didn’t hesitate, but stepped right in. “Close the door.”


Molly did. “What’s wrong? I’ve been so worried about you two.” She looked at Sarah. Even with cheeks reddened by the chill air, the girl looked like the walking dead, exhausted beyond normal new-mother exhaustion. “Sit down.” Molly pointed to the only piece of furniture in her living room, a futon.


Sarah sat and laid the baby next to her on the futon. She unwrapped him from thick blankets. Molly looked closely at the child to assess his health. His appearance was the opposite of Sarah’s: good color and alert, bright eyes.


Sarah didn’t look at Molly as she said, “I need your help.” She raised her blue eyes then, and the deep purple smudges beneath them were even more evident. “I need you to keep Nicholas for a day or so.”


Molly drew a deep breath, then sat down on the floor next to Sarah’s feet and said, “Tell me what’s happening.”


“I just have to take care of a few things—and I can’t have the baby with me.” Again, Sarah’s gaze skittered away from Molly’s probing expression.


“This has to do with Nicholas’s father?”


Sarah nodded and ran a pale finger along the baby’s cheek. Then she looked Molly in the eye. “He can’t know about Nicholas. That’s the only way I can protect him.”


“Sarah, don’t you have someone—”


Jumping to her feet, Sarah threw her arms in the air. “Don’t you think if I did . . .” She stopped herself and took a breath. “I understand how much I’m asking. I don’t have much time—and I don’t have anywhere else to turn. Once I get this taken care of, Nicholas and I can start over . . . safe.”


“My God, what kind of man is this?”


“Dangerous.”


The way she said it made Molly’s blood run cold. She decided if she was going to do this, she deserved more of an answer. “How could you have gotten involved with—”


“He’s not what he appears. He’s very convincing in his lies. The ugly truth is buried so deep . . . When I found out, it was too late. All I could do was run to protect the baby. But I can’t run anymore.” There was a chilling finality in her last statement.


Molly had the odd feeling she was caught up in a weeknight television drama. “Why not? If you’ve stayed away from him this long, why can’t you just leave it this way?”


“Because I’m a liability. He can’t afford liabilities. It’s just a matter of time.”


“You make it sound like he’ll kill you.”


“He will.” Her voice was flat, as if fear had ground away all emotion until there was nothing left.


“If he’s dangerous, you should go to the police.” Molly grasped Sarah’s hand; her flesh was as cold as a corpse.


Sarah looked down at her and ignored the statement. There were tears in her eyes. “Will you take him? I don’t have a lot of time.”


“What if I can’t?”


Sarah’s eyes closed briefly and she drew a breath. “Then I’ll have to leave him somewhere else.”


“With someone else?” Even as Molly said it, she knew that wasn’t what Sarah meant.


“No. Abandon him somewhere where they’ll take care of him—like the hospital . . . or a church.”


Molly shot to her feet. “You’ve got to be kidding! You’ll never get him back.”


Sarah blinked and a tear rolled down her cheek. “But he’ll be safe.”


Somehow Molly kept herself from saying, Don’t bet on it. She had seen plenty of kids from foster care end up in the ER. It had happened again just this week. “I’ve got two days off. Can you be back here before my shift on Friday at three?”


Sarah grabbed her into a quick, fierce hug. “Thank you.” Then she stepped an arm’s length away. “Promise me you’ll protect him . . . no matter what. Keep him from his father.”


Molly looked at her sternly. “If I knew who his father was, that’d be a whole lot easier to do.”


Sarah stared hard into Molly’s eyes. “No. Just the opposite.”


Molly tore her uneasy gaze from Sarah to look at the baby, who’d fallen asleep on the futon. She could not let this child get swallowed up in the system.


“You’re sure the father doesn’t know?” Molly asked.


“Absolutely.”


“I still think you should go to the police.”


Sarah gave Molly a quick hug. “Everything he needs is in the case. I’ll be back before your shift on Friday.”


“I’m worried about you,” Molly said gravely.


“Don’t worry about me. Nicholas is the one who matters.”


Putting her hand on the doorknob, Sarah paused and looked back at the baby one last time. Molly couldn’t help but think she looked like a sad fairy princess; fair and beautiful, yet caught in a nightmarish tragedy.


Sarah said, “Thank you,” once again, and slipped out the door.


Molly stood for a long moment, just staring at the closed door, an impotent fear filling her throat.


As Molly gave Nicholas his 5 A.M. bottle the next morning, she turned on the television news and discovered that Sarah was dead.




Chapter 2


Dean Coletta drew himself up to his knees on the floor of his room in the Al Bahara Hotel. This was the third night in a row that he’d been rocked out of bed by one form of explosion or another. It seemed journalists had become the newest preferred target in this war-torn Middle Eastern city. His magazine had ordered him to evacuate the country last week, an order he’d been compelled to ignore. The locals had no choice but to stay and suffer the swings in political control, the ravages of conflict, and if all of the journalists left, who would tell the world what was going on here? Unlike so many others working here, he had no wife and children back in the States depending upon him. His only family consisted of a sister he saw on holidays. He’d hardly be missed.


He ran his hands over his face, then checked his fingers for blood. It was a drill he was becoming accustomed to. The room’s large window had been shattered two nights ago; at least the danger of flying glass had been reduced.


Plaster dust, shaken loose from the building by the explosion, clung to his sweaty skin. He rubbed his hair roughly to get the debris out. He saw, but could not hear, the sprinkling shower as dirt rained down and hit the floor; his hearing was too dulled by the blast for such a gentle noise. From experience he knew it would be at least an hour before he had a full range of hearing again. He shook his head, then coughed and snorted to clear his nose.


“You all right in there, chap?” Nigel Clifford, from the BBC, yelled through Dean’s open doorway. The latch had long since broken on the door. In a city where grenades and bullets were frequent, hotel robbery was the least of anyone’s concerns. An emergency light in the hallway backlit Clifford and a cloud of gray dust.


“Still in one piece.” Dean got to his feet. At that same moment, he saw the tiny red dot of a laser sight track across the far wall of his room. “Down!” He threw himself on the bed as shots whistled through the air and pinged against the building. A searing heat cut across his neck.


He heard Clifford grunt and lifted his gaze just in time to see the man’s silhouette crumple in the hall.


A rapid succession of automatic rifle fire erupted again. Shouts rose in the street. Dean rolled off the bed and belly-crawled over to Clifford. The man was facedown.


Remaining out of rifle range on his stomach, Dean struggled to roll him over. “Cliff! You okay?”


Clifford didn’t answer. It was easy to see why: there was a neat round bullet hole in his forehead.


Damn. Why hadn’t the man left last week? Dean knew he had twin five-year-old sons and another child on the way. Telling the story was important, he thoroughly believed that, but not at the expense of leaving your own children fatherless.


As he closed his friend’s eyes, he noticed his own hands were covered with blood. The hot poker remained in his neck. A quick glance at the floor confirmed the blood was indeed his own; a puddle had begun to form beneath his chin. It was a big puddle. Rapid blood loss.


Shit.


There was no one else in the hall, no one else left living on this floor. It could take at least an hour for a floor-by-floor search to reach him. His blood was coming fast. He’d have to get to the lobby if he was going to find help in time. He put pressure on the wound in his neck, but had no idea if he was doing any good. There was already so much blood; there was no way to gauge if he’d staunched the flow.


His head spun as he struggled to his feet. The walls appeared to undulate before him. The floor felt as if it tilted with the shift in his weight. He stumbled down the hallway, supporting himself against the wall. The warm trickle of blood slid down his chest.


Grayness forced its way into his vision. He had to keep moving.


Where were the stairs? He should have reached the stairs by now. Looking around, he couldn’t focus his eyes, couldn’t get his bearings.


I’m fucked.


It was his last thought before his knees buckled and he fell facedown on the floor.



Molly listened as the newscaster explained that Sarah had been murdered in an execution-style killing. Her body had been found on the banks of the Fort Point Channel under the Summer Street Bridge. No robbery. No sexual assault. No witnesses. No suspects. She’d been identified by her Massachusetts driver’s license—which the police reported to have been forged. They asked for anyone who could verify this person’s identification to please contact the police.


Sarah’s ID photo filled the screen. She wasn’t smiling; she looked small and delicate—and afraid.


A strangled sob escaped Molly’s throat. She would have cried out, but she couldn’t draw a breath. With a heart that continued to accelerate, she stared blankly at the television. Then she began to tremble.


The baby started to cry, almost as if he’d heard and understood the news.


In an effort to calm Nicholas, Molly got up and paced the room, heart pounding, tears streaming, hugging him tightly to her chest.


“Oh, my God. Oh, my God,” she muttered.


You make it sound like he’ll kill you.


He will. Sarah’s chilling words echoed in Molly’s brain.


The Summer Street Bridge was in the vicinity of both the Amtrak and the Greyhound terminals. Had Sarah been trying to get out of town?


Molly had to go to the police.


She had her clothes on, the baby wrapped up, and her keys in her hand before she realized the full impact of what she was about to do. She stopped cold halfway out the door.


What could she tell them that would help? With the forged license, Sarah Morgan most likely wasn’t even her real name. Her suspicion that Nicholas’s father had killed Sarah would be worthless; she had absolutely no idea who the man was. The only thing she could tell them was that she thought he had red hair.


The only certainty in that course of action was that Nicholas would be endangered. She couldn’t go to the police and hide the fact that he was Sarah’s baby. Nicholas would instantly become a ward of the state. Once his existence became public knowledge, the father would know. If he came forward, there would be no keeping the child from him.


Sarah’s only concern had been for her child’s safety. No matter whoever had actually put the bullet in Sarah’s brain, Molly had no doubt the father had been behind it. The man was every bit the monster that Sarah had said he was.


Molly had made a promise.


For the briefest moment, she wished she had not; that she could grieve for Sarah as a friend and not have to assume the awesome responsibility of protecting this child.


But as she felt the baby’s gentle breath on her neck, she realized, promise or not, she could not let this innocent child suffer more than the loss of its mother. She could not turn him over to a state agency—or worse, to the cold-blooded killer who had fathered him.


How would she protect him? Her mind began to frantically search for the answer. Panic started to take hold, creating a helter-skelter of thoughts. She stopped in mid-motion, closed her eyes and ordered herself to think. She was a smart and resourceful person, she told herself. Slow down and think.


No one knew she had Nicholas.


Sooner or later there would be an autopsy that would show Sarah had recently given birth. But there was no birth record—Molly, as physician attending the birth, had yet to fill one out. There was no way to trace where the baby was, or even if he was alive. Perhaps the police would assume whoever killed Sarah had taken the baby. With no grieving family to pressure them, this case would quickly slide down the priority ladder. Chances were there would be little effort made to locate the child.


A plan began to form. It seemed ridiculously simple—but, she thought, that could be the key to its success. The simpler she kept it, the less likely it was that she’d draw unwanted attention.


First she called Boston General and asked for an extended leave—a family emergency, starting immediately. She was certain her voice sounded upset enough to be convincing. Besides, several people knew her father had had episodes of heart trouble. No one would question her. Quitting her job outright would rouse suspicion; plus she wasn’t certain where her life was going to go from here. For now she was living minute to minute. Best to keep all of her bridges intact.


As the free clinic was closing permanently on Saturday at five P.M., she had already worked her last shift there.


She attended to all of the things a person normally does when leaving town, careful to make her departure appear logical. She had the mail held, stopped her newspaper, turned down the thermostat. She packed a suitcase and shut off the water. An hour and a half later, she was ready to go.


She had her suitcase in hand, ready to leave, when she took one last glance around her apartment. There wasn’t much she was leaving behind. She’d never accumulated much beyond medical books; they were her most valuable possessions. As she took a cursory glance over them, realizing she’d have to leave them behind or spend half the day loading her car, a flash of turquoise caught her eye. Sitting on top of a stack of books on the shelf was the only thing she’d carried with her from childhood; a small, glass-domed clock with Tinkerbell in flight on its pendulum.


It had been a gift from her father—who really wasn’t very good at picking out gifts, but this one had thrilled Molly the moment she’d opened it. She’d been five the Christmas he’d given it to her. He’d been nearly as excited to give it as she’d been when she opened it. Inexpensive, probably from the dime store on the square, but it held a place in her heart that couldn’t have been equaled if it had been a Fabergé egg.


Pausing for only the briefest moment, she threw down her suitcase and opened it back up. Carefully, she wrapped the clock in a sweater, then closed the case again.


After she shuttled her suitcases to the car, she brought Nicholas, snuggled in a blanket inside an open cardboard box lined with towels. She put him on the floor of the back seat of her Volkswagen Jetta, wedging the box securely between the front and back seats. She drove to the closest discount store and paid cash for a car seat.


By the time she had it installed in the car, it was time to feed Nicholas again. She did it right there in the parking lot, constantly anticipating trouble, continually scanning for approaching danger. She assured herself it was ridiculous. They looked like any mother and baby on a morning shopping errand. No one knew she had Sarah’s child. The clinic was the only real link between her and Sarah, and no one could have made that discovery yet. Still, the fear built with each second she remained stationary. Over and over in her mind, a redheaded giant crept up beside the car, tore open the door and yanked Nicholas from her arms.


My God, what am I doing?


Even as she asked herself this question, a fierce protectiveness welled in her soul. She’d coaxed this child’s first breath. She’d been given a mother’s trust. How could she do any less than keep him safe?


It seemed to take forever for Nicholas to take the three ounces of formula. Once he was burped and changed, she strapped him in the new car seat, then drove through a McDonald’s for a Coke. There was no way she could eat anything; her stomach felt like it was in a paint shaker.


Merging onto the interstate, she looked at the clock: ten o’clock. It normally took fifteen hours to drive to Glens Crossing. With the baby, she’d be lucky to make it in twenty. Going home made the most sense, she reassured herself. Where else could she go with a newborn baby and limited resources? As it was, if anyone from the hospital tried to contact her, that’s where she’d said she would be. Simplicity was the key.


She headed southwest, looking frequently in the rearview mirror, alert for anyone who could possibly be following. Just to ensure no one was, she pulled off at each rest stop, mindful of those cars that followed her in. She was all the way to the Pennsylvania state line before she’d convinced herself she hadn’t been tailed out of Boston.


Fortunately, Molly was accustomed to functioning with little sleep. The drive was broken up frequently enough with feedings and diaper changes to maintain her alertness. The final miles were on a two-lane highway that had enough curves and hills to keep anyone on their toes, exhausted or not. She pulled into Glens Crossing just as the eastern sky was showing signs of dawn.


Slowing as she drove into downtown, she realized that this was the first time since she’d started med school that she’d come to town and the square wasn’t decorated for Christmas. Over the past few years, there hadn’t been a lot of money, or time, for trips back home. Somehow it looked unnaturally bare without the colored lights, giant red bows, and evergreen roping.


The sun edged over the horizon, igniting the brilliant fall colors of the maples on the courthouse lawn. For a moment she sat at the stoplight, ignoring the fact that it had turned green, reacquainting herself with the once familiar downtown.


Duckwall’s Hardware looked just like it had when she was in grade school, including the rip in the screen door. Molly always thought the ripped screen was poor advertising for the store, especially since it offered screen and glass pane replacement as one of its services. Hayman’s Drug had a new dark red awning. Its windows were painted with spirit slogans in royal blue and gold for the high school’s homecoming. The courthouse itself and the square upon which it sat never changed. The ancient cannons, monuments to wars past, sat sentinel. The hands on the clock in the tower were frozen at eleven-fifteen, just as they’d been for the past three years. Dad had said the county couldn’t find funds in the budget for something as unnecessary as a clock. But Molly thought it was sad. Throughout her childhood, she’d heard that clock strike every hour. To this day, a chiming clock always made her think of home. Now the kids were growing up without it—one less link to anchor them to this place.


Her gaze moved to the Dew Drop Inn, the little café on the square. It was much too early to knock on her father’s door, as he normally worked into the morning hours at his bar. Today was Friday; he would be working very late tonight, so she didn’t want to interrupt his sleep. She considered heading straight to her sister’s, but wasn’t up to explaining the past four days to Lily on an empty stomach. She’d spent the past twenty hours in a panic. She needed a bit to gather herself. So she pulled into a parking place in front of the Dew Drop.


This was where she’d shared her last late-Sunday breakfast with her dad before she’d left for college. Dad had been his usual good-humored self that morning. Yet Molly had seen the sadness and longing in the depths of his dark eyes. She was his baby. And since Lily had married and moved to Chicago when Molly was in eighth grade, it had been just her and her dad.


Her mother had been gone so long, Molly only remembered what she looked like from pictures. The last lingering hope that she would return had finally disappeared on high school graduation day. Until then, Molly had held the secret dream that she’d look out from under her mortarboard to see her mother’s proud face among the crowd in Glens Crossing High’s gymnasium. Of course, her mother wasn’t there, just as she hadn’t been for any other important occasion in Molly’s life. By the time she was packed and ready to leave for Boston, she’d vanquished all fanciful ideas concerning her mother.


Benny Boudreau had raised all three of his children to be independent and self-reliant—and yet that last morning, Molly had seen a part of him reach out and try to clasp her close to his heart, keep her here, keep her safe.


She had ignored it then, fearing that if she acknowledged it, she’d be too afraid to leave.


She remembered the look in his eyes as she’d driven away from the Crossing House, where they lived in a small apartment over the bar. Her car had been packed to the gills with clothes, bedding, and the new mini-fridge he’d bought for her dorm room. It was that image of him she held close when she was homesick—knowing he would be there, in that same place, whenever she returned.


Now, unlikely as it had seemed only weeks ago, she was returning. And she hoped that loving look would still be in her dad’s eyes after he heard what she’d done.


Behind her in the back seat, the baby made a soft sound in his sleep. She was beginning to develop an understanding of that protectiveness she’d always seen in her dad—that need to do what was right, what was best for his children.


She got out and put a quarter in the parking meter. After she unfastened the pumpkin seat from the car seat base, she carried it and the diaper bag with her.


It was a chilly morning; the windows and glass door of the Dew Drop were steamed over on the inside, reducing what she could see beyond the glass to a warm, yellow glow. Inviting.


She was struggling to open the door while managing the car seat when a hand shot from behind her and grabbed the door, opening it for her.


She smiled and said “Thanks,” to a lanky middle-aged man who looked familiar, yet his name eluded her.


“Hey, aren’t you Benny’s little girl?” He smiled, crinkling the corners of his eyes. “I used to fix that old Ford of yours.”


His identity clicked into place. Hank Brown, owner of the garage on Maple. “Brownie! Hello.” She shifted the unfamiliar weight of baby carrier to her other hand.


“Still driving the old Purple Dragon?” he asked with a wink.


She’d nearly forgotten the nickname she’d given that beastly car—which was mostly purple like a grape Popsicle, except for the passenger door and half of the rear quarter panel, which made a distinctive style statement in gray primer. How on earth had he remembered? “No,” she smiled. “It was slain by a white knight in Boston during my junior year in college.” The days when she’d had the time and energy to do whimsical things like name cars seemed long, long ago.


He looked pointedly at the baby carrier. “So, who’s this?”


Molly’s mouth went dry. How little could she get away with telling? “This is Nicholas.”


“Can I have a peek?” Brownie’s kind eyes twinkled and he leaned down.


Molly wanted to refuse. How irrational would that appear? Babies drew attention. She could hardly walk around town and act like she didn’t have Nicholas with her. She removed the blanket that she’d put over the top of the seat to ward off the damp morning air.


“Why, he’s a dandy. Got your dark hair, I see.” He tilted his head to the side, considering for a moment. “I think he looks a little like Benny! The chin.”


Like Dad! Really? Molly made a noncommittal noise in her throat and moved toward a booth that had just opened up. “It was good to see you again.”


She hung her coat on the tall chrome hook mounted between the booths, then slid in next to the baby. She was just unbundling him when the waitress arrived. Looking up, she saw it was Mildred, who didn’t look a day older than she had when Molly was five: same gray hair, same shade of red lipstick, same oversized glasses.


“Why, Molly Boudreau!” She leaned a little closer and cocked her head. “Or should I call you Doctor Boudreau?” She chuckled warmly.


“Don’t be silly, I’ll always be Molly around here. How are you, Mildred?”


She waved her pencil in the air. “Oh, couldn’t be better.” She looked at Nicholas. “And you’ve got a baby!” Her smile broadened. “What a little heartbreaker. I didn’t even know you’d gotten married.”


Molly reminded herself: simplicity. The fewer lies, the less likely to be tripped up by them. She maintained a bland expression and said, “I didn’t.”


“Oh.” Mildred’s smile slipped slightly. She quickly recovered. “I guess it doesn’t matter these days. Don’t know why I assumed. . . .” Her gaze drifted away as her voice trailed off.


Molly changed the subject. “I’ll have two eggs, over easy, and wheat toast, please.”


Mildred seemed glad to be freed of the uncomfortable turn in their meeting. “Coffee?”


“Please. Cream.” She turned back to adjust the baby in his seat and heard Mildred’s rubber-soled shoes squeak slightly as she turned and walked away. No matter how much time she had spent thinking about what she’d do once she got here during the drive, she now recognized she was ill-prepared to deal with even the simplest of situations. She should not have come to a public place first. She should have gone to talk to her dad and devised a clearheaded plan before exposing herself to others.


God, she realized belatedly, her thinking had been fuzzy over the past hours. Fatigue. Fear. Uncertainty. She had to get herself together. Everyone assumed Nicholas was her child—and she wasn’t sure what she should do about it.


Molly kept her head down as she quickly ate her breakfast. She didn’t need any more conversations with people she hadn’t seen in nine years. Not yet.


Dean drifted in darkness, his body weightless. He tried to fight his way to the surface of consciousness, but it was like quicksand: the more he struggled, the farther he was sucked into the black void. After a moment he no longer cared if he reached the surface again. He let himself go; gave himself over to the strange and obscure warmth of the dark.


The next moment, he was twelve again and on the Wild Mouse. It was his favorite ride at Thunder Hill, the small amusement park he went to as a child. His mom and dad took him and his sister, Julie, there once every summer.


Dean never thought of the Wild Mouse without thinking of Julie.


Suddenly the ride jerked and bucked and dropped without warning, slamming his shoulders first against one side of the tiny car, then the other. But this time it was different. The movement shot pain through him. Each time the mouse made a hard turn, Dean’s neck felt like it was breaking. With each jolt, his shoulders felt as if ice picks jabbed to the bone.


It wasn’t right. The pain. No Julie screaming behind him. He struggled to make sense.


That’s right. Thunder Hill had been closed for years, the Wild Mouse’s cars removed and the tracks disassembled. A Wal-Mart now stood where the park had been. He’d bought an artificial flower arrangement to place on his parents’ grave at that Wal-Mart the last time he’d been home.


The irregular jolting movement and the sharp pain persisted.


Where was he, if not on the ride?


Then he remembered. Clifford. Clifford was dead. I’m hurt.


He tried to open his eyes. He couldn’t, yet he came to himself enough to realize he was being carried over someone’s shoulder, someone who was hurrying along double-time. That made sense of the jerking motion—it wasn’t the Wild Mouse after all.


The rocking movement stopped. There was an explosion of pain. A truck engine ground to a start. Then, unconsciousness engulfed him again and the pain miraculously ebbed away.


He drifted in darkness for a bit. Then he found himself standing next to his parents’ grave, looking at the gray granite tombstone. The bright red silk arrangement he’d left so long ago had faded to pale pink, its fabric petals frayed by years of wind.


When he looked more closely at the engraving, it wasn’t his parents. It was him: James Dean Coletta.


He heard a footfall behind him and he turned. His mother stood there, the bright sun behind her. She smiled and reached out to him. She was strong and healthy, like she had been when she taught at the university; not the gaunt woman whose body had been consumed by cancer.


Warmth washed over him as he raised his hand to take hers.


For the past hour, Molly had driven the road around Forrester Lake—the old road, the curvy one with deep potholes and no shoulder. She stopped briefly at the spillway, got Nicholas out of his car seat and walked along the edge of the lake. Being late in the season yet before the heavy fall rains, the lake’s level was below the dam, the spillway bone dry. It was there, looking out over the greenish water, smelling the hint of a wood fire in the air, holding a child that depended solely upon her, that she made her decision. She’d embarked on a path to protect this child and there could be no half measures.


As she’d done with everything in her life, once the decision was made, Molly didn’t look back, didn’t torment herself with what-ifs. She had thought this through, carefully, logically. She drove straight from there to her father. He still lived in the apartment over his tavern where she’d spent most of her childhood.


The crunch of the car tires sounded unnaturally loud in the empty crushed-stone parking lot of the Crossing House. Loud . . . and guilty. Just like it had when Molly had been out after her curfew in high school. The times had been few, that was probably why the sound had stuck so in her mind. If she’d been like her brother Luke, sneaking out all of the time, she was certain the guilt would have worn right off that sound.


She put the car in park. It was time to get the worst over with.


Drawing her shoulders square, she reminded herself that she was a grown woman. She’d been living on her own for years. She was a doctor, for God’s sake. There was no need to be as nervous as an errant teen. But the fact was, she was going to lie to her father—which was probably a much larger cause of her sound-associated guilt than ancient teenage secrets.


She decided to carry Nicholas in her arms, not in the baby seat. The outside stairs to the apartment seemed much longer than they had the last time she’d climbed them. Once she reached the top, she could hear a television on inside. She rapped on the door without hesitation. After all, she had decided.


When her dad opened the door, he stood quietly for a moment, giving her the same expectant look he’d give a stranger. Then his black brows shot up and his eyes widened.


“Dad.” Molly’s heart seemed to be inching up her throat.


He flung the door open wider. “Molly! What’s wrong?” His gaze then shifted to the bundle in her arms and he frowned.


“I’m coming home,” was all she could say.


He took a step out onto the landing and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, drawing her inside with him. “Leaving Boston? What’s going on? Why didn’t you let me know you were coming?”


She stood just inside the door, amazed as she always was upon arriving, that the apartment was so much smaller than in her childhood memories. The cramped living room was completely filled by a single recliner, a TV, and sofa. The kitchen had an efficiency-size stove, a refrigerator shorter than Molly, and a round table crowded into the corner. She and Lily had shared a bedroom, her dad had a tiny bedroom toward the front, not much bigger than a walk-in closet, and Luke had slept on the same foldout sofa that still sat in the living room.


For a single second, she had to blink away tears. “I didn’t know myself until today.”


Tension lined his face. “Whose baby?” he asked.


Simplicity. She drew a breath. “Mine.”




Chapter 3


Benny felt as if a trap door had fallen away beneath his feet. Heat shot throughout his body.


“What do you mean, yours? You adopted him? How could you do something like that and not tell me? How do you expect to raise a child without a father? What about your career? Did you even think this through?” Benny couldn’t stop the rush of questions. And as long as he kept asking, he didn’t have to listen to his daughter’s answers. After all of her struggles to become a doctor, establish herself at the hospital in Boston . . . how could she do something so irresponsible?


He stared hard at her, his jaw tense.


“I mean he’s mine. My son.” She swallowed hard, but lifted her chin in determined defiance, just as she’d done as a child when told something she wanted was impossible.


Well, hadn’t he been the one to teach her that nothing was impossible if you wanted it enough? But this. This was different.


“And the father? I don’t suppose you got married and didn’t tell me, too?” he said harshly.


“No. I’m not married.” She paused, but didn’t look away. “His father isn’t involved.”


Benny sputtered and shot to his feet. He rounded on his youngest child, more angry than he could ever remember being. “Not involved? Just how does that work? You slept with a man who has no more responsibility than that?”


“Dad—”


“You’re not a teenager, for God’s sake. You’re a grown woman. You’re a doctor! How in the hell did you end up pregnant?” His ears felt as if they were on fire.


“The same way anyone else ends up pregnant.” She held his gaze, but he could see the tears shining in her eyes, the only hint that she was less than solid in her confidence.


“Who’s the father? Is he another doctor? Married?” The idea that Molly had allowed herself to be used by a married man was almost too awful to consider. “You can’t just let him shirk his responsibility. If you don’t want to marry him, at least make him financially responsible for this child! What kind of man doesn’t take care of his own child? This boy will need things—and you’ll have to be home with him, not at some hospital working all hours. . . .” Benny knew he was yelling. He never yelled. He’d never had to. His children usually understood reason.


“Plenty of single mothers work and take care of a baby.” The challenge was stronger in her posture now, her back straighter, her chin higher.


“Is that what you want for your son—a home that’s not a home, a mother who’s never there?”


“My mother was never here—and I turned out fine!”


“Yes. Just look at you.” He turned his back on her and scrubbed his hands over his face. That was the crux of the matter, really . . . Molly’s mother. She’d humiliated his children by leaving them as if they were unwanted kittens. They’d had to grow up in this town with that shame hanging over their heads. And ever since that day, Benny had modeled his life, guarded his words, insisted that his children always stand on high moral ground, in an effort to reestablish respect for this family.


He heard Molly take a deep breath behind him. His heart was breaking. He’d wanted so much for his bright and talented daughter. A career. A loving husband. A good home. A happy family. Security. Now, there was nothing easy about the road ahead of her.


“Listen.” He heard her get up from the couch. “Dad, all of this argument is too late. I have him. Nothing’s going to change that.”


Turning to face her, he found himself unsettled that she was so close. He drew a ragged breath himself. He adopted her rigid stance. “Why didn’t you tell me before now? All of these months . . . all of those phone conversations . . . and you never once hinted at this!”


She bit her lower lip for a minute. After glancing at the floor, she said, “Because I wasn’t going to keep him. I was going to give him up for adoption. I didn’t want to upset you. I didn’t decide until the last minute. . . .”


Benny felt as if a hot poker seared his heart. “You were going to give away your own child!” He closed his eyes and shook his head. Was she like her mother, then? Had he been blinded to her deeper moral flaws by her brilliant mind and dedication to her goals? It killed him to think so.


When he opened his eyes, he said, “I don’t know what makes me more disappointed in you—that you got yourself into this situation in the first place, or that you were going to hand your baby off to strangers . . . so it would be more convenient for you.”


At that, he moved himself a little farther away, giving her only his brooding silence. It was all he had left. He could see the pain in his daughter’s eyes. Yes, the words he’d just said were cruel. But they demanded to be said.


After a moment in which she looked like she might shatter if touched, she turned around and picked the baby up off the couch. As she walked to the door, she said, “Right now, I’m pretty disappointed in you, too, Dad.”


He watched her walk out the door, knowing he should stop her. They shouldn’t leave things like this. But shock and anger kept his feet from moving.


Molly held herself together until she got Nicholas in his car seat and herself behind the wheel. Then the shaking started. It began in her knees and quickly radiated to encompass her entire body. Within seconds she heard her own teeth chattering. In all of her harried thinking and planning, she’d never once imagined this—that her father would react so coldly, so furiously. Throughout her entire life, he’d always been logical, pragmatic. When she was faced with a difficult situation, she could always count on her dad to take the cool approach and talk her through.


She remained in the parking lot of the Crossing House, trying to calm herself enough to drive. It wasn’t until she caught herself looking up at the apartment door for the third time that she realized she was waiting—waiting for him to come after her.


He didn’t.


She had intended to stay with her dad for at least a few days, until she had a solid plan for her future. So much for that. Starting the car, she took one last lingering look. Then she put the car in drive and pulled out of the lot.


Well, she thought, I have to alight somewhere. Glens Crossing didn’t have a motel. And she still put stock in this being the best place for her and the baby to be—even without her father’s support.


Nicholas started making the soft little noises that preceded a newborn cry. She only had enough formula to get her through this afternoon, which meant she also had to do some shopping.


“Shhhhh,” she said softly. “Just hang on a few more minutes, little guy.”


There was only one other place she could go: Lily’s. She wondered if she’d get the same unexpected reaction from her big sister as she had from her dad.


I’d better not. I might have been young when Riley was born, but I knew how to count. 


Lily and Peter’s son, Riley, had been born six and a half months after they eloped. Molly didn’t remember her dad blowing a gasket then. However, Lily had married Peter. Molly wondered if she’d shown up with a diamond on her finger and a prospective husband in tow if Dad would have reacted differently.


Well, she thought, Lily and Peter had ended up divorced. Was it any less emotionally disturbing for a child to have to go through his parents splitting up than being raised by a single parent in a stable environment?


This whole disappointment thing stung more than she cared to admit. If he knew the real story. . . . Molly quickly dashed that thought. There was a risk involved that she hadn’t previously considered. Taking a baby that wasn’t hers, even for its own protection, could have serious legal ramifications. Anyone she told could be held in some way accountable. Thank God she’d kept the truth to herself.


Even so, the child in her felt betrayed by her father’s reaction. If he couldn’t support her in her adult decisions, then maybe their relationship had been no more substantial than toilet paper out in a spring storm, losing all of its integrity as soon as the rain began to fall.


She took the road toward the lake. Lily and her new husband, Clay, lived in an old farmhouse not far from the marina where Clay worked. That relationship was something of a puzzlement to Molly. While growing up, Lily and their brother, Luke, used to pal around with Lily’s first husband Peter and his buddy Clay. Molly, of course, had been excluded from the circle of friends because of her age. The guys were all about the same age; Lily had barely been old enough to fit in. Even though they had all been friends, it had seemed to Molly that Lily and Clay were closest. That’s why Lily’s elopement with Peter had come as such a surprise to her.


Molly remembered the way Lily would dodge her probing questions on the telephone. When fourteen-year-old Molly had said she had always thought Lily had been in love with Clay, Lily had laughed. But to Molly it had sounded wrong, like the laugh had been forced and laced with more nervousness than humor. As things had turned out in the long run, maybe Molly hadn’t been so far off the mark. But Lily had never wanted to discuss her love life with Molly—come to think of it, Lily never shared any of her inner secrets or problems.


By the time Molly pulled her Jetta into Lily’s long driveway, Nicholas was crying.


“All right, sweetie. Just a few more minutes.”


After one fortifying breath, she got out, then lifted the baby and the diaper bag out of the car. As she had at her dad’s, Molly carried Nicholas in her arms, not the baby seat—a show of solidarity, commitment, of unity between spirits.


He quieted with the closeness and Molly felt the magic she’d always assumed came with motherhood—like breast milk and recognizing your own baby’s cry—the power to calm. That feeling spread over her, erasing her doubts, soothing her fears, allowing her to set one foot in front of the other toward an unknown destiny.


She held him tighter for a moment, her own heartbeat echoing throughout her body, offering up a prayer that she was doing the right thing for this child.


Glancing at the barn, she wondered if Lily would be out there in her pottery workshop or in the house.


Molly decided to try the house first. She climbed the wide steps to the wraparound front porch. A swing and four rocking chairs sat intermingled with Lily’s huge pottery containers filled with flowers—mums and pansies for the late season. For a brief moment, a pang of regret struck Molly’s heart. She’d never really thought she wanted the weight of a home and a family, preferring to concentrate fully on her work. But suddenly there was something infinitely appealing about this rural setting, this warm and welcoming home. She realized Lily had created just the kind of home she and Lily had always dreamed of when they were kids living without a mother over their dad’s bar.


Molly just hoped the welcoming atmosphere continued after Lily had heard her story.


She raised her hand to knock at the same moment the door swung open. Lily stood there in denim coveralls smeared with red-brown clay, her hair up in a pony tail. She looked ridiculously young for the mother of a sixteen-year-old; suddenly Molly felt like the aging older sister.


“Molly! What are you doing here?” Her shocked expression said she expected something terrible. “What’s happened?” The color was rapidly draining from her face.


“Nothing—everything.” When Lily remained motionless, Molly asked, “Can we come in?”


At the word “we,” Lily’s worried gaze flicked from Molly’s face to the bundle in her arms. Her alarm didn’t appear to ease, but she did open the screen and stepped back to let Molly in. “Are you all right?”


“Yes,” Molly said as she stepped inside. But her answer was masked by Nicholas’s full-fledged howl. It was such a distinctive newborn cry that Lily’s eyes widened further.


Then her eyes narrowed as she honed in on Molly. “Why aren’t you in Boston?”


“I’m coming home.” Molly jiggled the baby, trying to quiet him. “I’ll explain everything, but first this guy needs to be fed.”


“Just who is ‘this guy’?”


Nicholas squalled, his face a rumpled beet red.


“I don’t want to yell over him. Let me feed him and I’ll explain.”


Lily took the diaper bag and helped Molly out of her jacket. “In here?” she asked, motioning to the living room.


“I have to warm his bottle.” Molly headed toward the kitchen, patting Nicholas’s bottom—not that he noticed the comfort. His little body was rigid with fury. He’d lapsed into the breath-holding stage of his crying, which was broken occasionally by a healthy wail until the bottle was warmed and the nipple plugged into his mouth.


Molly sat in a kitchen chair. The quiet that descended on the room was only interrupted by the little hiccupping breaths the baby took as he calmed. The silence wrapped around Molly and all of her intentions, making her pause with second thoughts.


It seemed wrong to foster a lie, but if she was going to succeed in keeping Nicholas safe, there didn’t seem any way around it. If she told her sister the truth, she’d have to tell her dad; it just wasn’t in her to force Lily into lying to their father, too.


If her family knew the truth, chances were it would inadvertently slip at some point. This was a small town—everybody would soon know. And just maybe the slip wouldn’t be completely inadvertent. Her dad had always taken a great deal of public pride in her; exposure of the truth could quickly change Molly the Fallen Woman, who filled him with disappointment, to Molly the Self-sacrificing Saint.


No. Until she had her plan completely figured out, she was going to stick to the story that Nicholas was hers—which, in a way he was. His mother had entrusted him to her, and now his mother was dead. He had no one else. Ridiculous justifications for her actions, but her immediate choices were extremely limited. Sarah’s death had thoroughly and shockingly proved the truth of her accusation that the baby’s father was viciously dangerous.


Lily allowed Molly to process her thoughts, waiting on the other side of the table with her hands in her lap, letting the silence spin. The worried look remained on her face; Molly knew without seeing that her sister’s fingers fidgeted under the table top.


Finally Lily said, “That baby can’t be over a week old.”


Molly stopped herself from blurting out that he’d been born four days ago—what new mother would drive cross-country alone four days after giving birth? “He’s two-and-a-half weeks.”


Lily tilted her head, wordlessly inviting Molly to elaborate.


Molly drew a deep breath and began. “This is Nicholas . . . my son.”


For the longest moment, Lily looked as if she’d been slapped; stunned into immobility. Then she regained herself and nearly shouted, “Are you kidding? Why didn’t you tell us you were considering this?”


“I didn’t tell anyone.” The lie was falling easier from her lips each time. “I had planned on giving him up for adoption—”


“What!” Lily jumped to her feet. “You had him; he’s not adopted? You were pregnant for nine months and didn’t tell us!”


Molly nodded, finding it easier than speaking the lie.


Lily’s hand went to her forehead. “Jesus, Molly!” She walked in a tight little circle. “Who’s the father?”


“No one you’ll ever meet.” Please God, let this part remain true.


“Oh, Molly.” The words were no more than a sympathetic breathy sigh. Finally, after standing there looking down at Molly with nearly the same disappointment that Molly had seen on her father’s face earlier, Lily finally sat down. “What about your career?”


“I’m moving it to Glens Crossing. I’m not as stupid as you think; I know I can’t raise this child completely without support. I need my family—I need you.”


A light dawned in Lily’s eyes, as if a thought just popped into her mind. “Dad?” she breathed. “Oh God, what will Dad say?”


Molly forced herself to look into her sister’s eyes. “He’s already said it.” The tears that had threatened earlier now broke free. She spoke around the lump in her throat, tucking her chin in order to get the words out. “He’s ‘disappointed.’”
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