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CHAPTER I – JUST ANOTHER DAY IN CHURCH 
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“OH, NOT AGAIN,” EMILY Logan muttered to herself, and irritated, brushed a strand of blond hair off her face. 

She glanced at the minister. He was droning on and on about one sin or another. Ashamed, Emily admitted that she had lost track of the service. 

Emily pushed hard on the armrests of her chair. She stood up and staggered for a moment, which made her wince. 

Emily had to go to the restroom, again, and fast. Well, as fast as she could. These days, it felt like the baby danced on her bladder with a vengeance. 

Emily turned to move up the aisle and met Lorna Carter’s scornful eyes. Lorna smirked and then turned to the woman next to her, whispering and shaking her head. 

Emily knew the rumors Lorna had spread about her for over half a year now, but she didn’t have the strength to deal with that right then. 

Eight months ago, someone attacked Emily on her way back home. She was struck from behind and lost consciousness. When she came to, she found that the man had dragged her into an alley behind a closed shop. Her dress was in rags, and a huge man loomed over her. She struggled, but he struck her savagely until she lost consciousness again. 

The man raped Emily that night. She had just turned sixteen. 

A police car found her only in the wee hours of the morning, and they drove Emily to the catholic hospital of the county. There, the doctor took a rape kit, but the police lost it soon afterward, so they couldn’t make an arrest. 

Fearing the consequences of the rape, Emily's mother had asked the doctor to give the emergency contraception pill to her daughter, but he refused her. He told her that they might find a hospital or a clinic willing to do that in one of the surrounding counties. 

Her mother took Emily there when the doctor discharged her from the hospital, but it was already too late. A month later, they found out that the girl was pregnant with her rapist’s child.

The news overwhelmed the young woman, and for over two months, her mother watched her steadily, afraid that Emily would harm herself. After those two months, Emily returned to something close to normal. 

When she finally stepped out of the house and went back to school, she heard the horrible rumors lurking around. People were saying that she only got what she had asked. 

Emily had been afraid that people would look at her and see a victim. Now, she knew better. They looked at her and saw a whore. 

Soon enough, she found out who was behind the ugly rumors: the churchgoing Lorna Carter. She belittled everyone and bullied at least three parts of the town. If Lorna decreed that people shouldn’t talk to someone, most of the town people listened to her because they were afraid of her. 

Emily learned to deal with that, too. Anyway, some people still visited her and tried to support her. 

Emily passed by Lorna’s pew and ignored her. That made Lorna’s blood boil. She considered that no one should trifle with her, so she had to teach that little scamp a lesson. 

Lorna followed Emily’s trip to the door with narrowed eyes. Then she turned to her old friend, Annaliese, to plot Emily’s total social demise. She still had a few cards left up to her sleeve, and she couldn’t wait for the day when she would crush that white trash under her heel. 

Emily still had some way to go to the door.  Lorna’s eyes bored holes in her back. 

The young woman passed by John Rand, and he smiled at her. Then the man gazed at Lorna Carter beyond Emily. The hatred in his hard black eyes startled Lorna for a second, but then, an ugly smile flourished on her thin lips. 

John Rand had worked in the bakery on Main Street until Lorna bullied Jeremiah, the owner, and he had fired Rand, with no reference. Rand couldn’t find another job in that town or the next one, and he also had an old mother to support. Lorna didn’t care. The man reaped what he sowed. 

With indifference, Lorna’s eyes moved back to Emily, whose gait reminded her of a duck. Lorna’s ugly grin widened. 

Emily still had about twelve feet to the door. She stumbled, and Aileen Edwards grasped her arm and helped her recover her balance. 

Aileen shook her head with sadness over the seventeen-year-old girl’s state. Then, her blue eyes threw darts toward Lorna Carter. Lorna scowled back.

Aileen had also gotten what she merited. She had dared to contradict Lorna before the church committee. Lorna couldn’t forget or forgive, so she had taken care of Aileen’s marriage. 

Lorna’s eyes shone with disdain and then moved back to Emily. Eight more feet to the door. Lorna wouldn’t have been sorry to see the teenager stumble again. 

Emily passed by a family of five, and the children smiled at her. Lorna’s eyes narrowed to slits. The mother immediately called the children to order. 

On the other side of the aisle, Matthew Jackson witnessed the look exchange and molted rage shone in his black eyes. He fixated on Lorna, but she merely smirked at him and shrugged. He was unimportant, only a bug, so Lorna didn't worry about him. Her eyes went back to Emily. Now, she passed by Lorna’s son, Edward. With a sad smile, Edward tried to assist Emily, but she rejected him. Lorna’s face contorted into a mask of fury. That stupid pup! He still sighed after that girl.

Dan Hanson opened the door for Emily and whispered something in her ear. She shook her head but softened the rejection by stroking the older man’s arm. Hanson smiled at her lowered head and closed the door behind her. 

Then, he turned back to face the altar. His eyes intersected Lorna’s. He growled. If eyes could kill, Lorna would have been murdered where she stood.
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CHAPTER 2 – LIFE AND DEATH ON SUNDAY EVENING
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WHEN THE PIERCING PAIN came, Emily dropped the basket with the tomatoes she had just gathered and groaned. The stabbing pain in her back intensified and brought tears in her eyes. The young girl doubled over. 

She had been having pains now and then since noon. Emily had thought that the weight of the baby caused the sharp pains in her lower back, so she tried not to pay attention to them.

Her eyes widened in alarm when water pooled at her feet suddenly. She was in labor, and that scared her. Emily was alone at home. Her mother worked the afternoon shift at the factory in the next town, and Emily knew she wouldn’t come back home before ten. 

Emily knew that she couldn’t call the hospital, and that panicked her more. They had had the phone disconnected two days ago, and they hadn’t had the money to pay the bill yet. Her mother’s paycheck was due only in three days.

Anyway, it didn’t matter because she couldn’t have called an ambulance. Her medical insurance barely covered the birth, and that only if there weren’t any complications. 

Emily looked in the distance, but there wasn’t anyone in sight. They lived beyond the edge of town, and their closest neighbor was a mile and a half down the road. She didn’t even know if the neighbors would be willing to help. They had avoided her lately, but Emily couldn’t condemn them. They needed to take care of themselves and couldn’t cross Lorna Carter. 

On the other hand, if I crossed the field behind the house, I’d reach the road to the hospital, she thought. There were only about three and a half miles to walk, and maybe, a car would pass by and give her a lift.

Once she made her decision, Emily went inside the house and forgot about the tomatoes spread in the grass. 

The clock chimed. It was only nine o’clock. 

Emily would have liked to shower and change before going to the hospital, but she could barely stand. So, she picked up her bag with documents and left. Emily was ashamed to get to the hospital like that. However, if she had tried to shower, she might not have been able to leave at all, and she was far too scared to remain in the house. 

She wobbled out of the house and down the stairs at the back of the house. Her back ached, but she started to cross the field with determination. It stretched far under her frightened eyes. 

What if I don’t make it? Emily wondered, but then she shook her head. I have to do it. 

She hung the strap of the handbag on one shoulder. Her right hand clutched on her lower back, Emily started her trip to the hospital, and then she trudged ahead.

Pains came and went, taking her breath away, and Emily would bend over whenever her abdomen contracted. Every pain left her breathless for a minute or so and made her walk with more difficulty. 

Twenty minutes later, a powerful pain gripped her, and Emily cried out. With the pain, the urge to push came, as well. Emily fell on the ground with a terrified shout. She tried to stop pushing but to no avail. 

With shaking hands, she took off her underwear. The contractions were close now. They melted into a big one, and Emily couldn’t catch her breath anymore. She began panting, and tears trailed down her cheeks. Her body took over, and she felt the baby coming. Emily clenched her fists hard, and her knuckles turned white. 

Then, the aching wave stopped for a few seconds. Emily tried to breathe normally, but a new contraction seized her, and with an inhuman cry, she pushed again and felt the baby sliding out on the ground. 

It was 9:25 on November 6th, 2016, Sunday evening. 

***

[image: image]


THE CARTERS’ HOUSE was on the other end of the town, in a square that included only five streets. That was the fashionable part, inhabited by rich people, who thought that they were the pillars of the community. They looked down their nose to the mere mortals, who lived beyond the border of that square. 

The commercial street separated the square from the unfashionable part of town. Here, in that square, the houses were old but kept with care. Lawns were perfectly manicured, and drives sported the latest model in cars. Flowers bordered the front walls, and flimsy curtains adorned the windows.

The Carters’ house was a two-story, red brick, erected on the corner of Orchids Street. Three tall oaks shadowed the windows on one side of the lawn. On the other, a statue of Madonna overlooked a small garden.

At 9:20, on November 6, 2016, the house was almost dark. Only the kitchen window glimmered in the light of the ceiling lamp. 

Silence surrounded the area. At 9:25, a brief cry erupted from the back of the Carters’ house. The sound of the war movie on TV from their neighbors’ living room swallowed it. 

In her once immaculate kitchen, Lorna Carter lay on the floor, stabbed five times in her chest, and once in her abdomen in rapid succession. Her blood spilled on the well-scrubbed floor. 

She had cried out when her gaze fell on the knife pushed down to her chest, but after the first blow in her chest, Lorna couldn’t do anything but gurgle. The knife penetrated her chest the third time. Her life left the body, and her eyes became glassy.

***
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AT A QUARTER TO TEN, Dan Hanson knocked on the Logans’ door. He knew that Margaret Logan was supposed to come from work at around that time. 

He had come to bring some apples and pears from his garden to Margaret and Emily. Dan Hanson nurtured several fruit-trees and was very generous with the fruit he gathered. The man thought mostly of Emily. The girl reminded him of his daughter, and he couldn’t look upon her without tenderness. 

Dan knocked on the door again, but no one answered. He called out, “Emily, Margaret? Are you there, in the back? It’s me, Dan.” 

No answer came, so he went around the house to the garden. Dan was sure that he would find Emily there. The garden had become her oasis of peace for the last few months. 

Dan reached the garden and suddenly stopped. His eyes fell on the tomatoes scattered on the ground, and the pool of water Emily had left behind. Dan needed a moment, but he understood what had happened soon enough. Yet, he still called once more, “Emily? Are you all right, girl?” 

His question met with silence. The man went to the back door, which was open, and peered inside. He noticed Emily’s handbag wasn’t where she used to leave it. He must have seen that bag on that corner table a hundred times.

Dan scratched his head, trying to bring light over the situation. He knew that Margaret couldn’t have come in time to drive Emily to the hospital, and Emily didn’t have a car. The Logans didn’t afford too many luxuries, and a second car was a luxury. He also knew that their phone wasn’t working. He had tried to call before coming to visit, but the robot informed him about the suspension of the service.

He didn’t think that Emily had gone to any of their neighbors. They hadn’t been in close relations with them lately, and most of them, if not all, were afraid of that woman, Carter. They wouldn’t have helped Emily. 

Dan looked out of the back door suddenly. There was only one possibility left. Emily had decided to go to the hospital on foot. His best guess was that she had probably thought of crossing the field to reach the road. 

He didn’t waste time but broke into a run. Despite his age, Dan was still agile and in good physical shape. He still farmed by himself, and farming was back-breaking work. 

Dan ran down the stairs and then across the field. He didn’t stop until he had heard the whimpering of a child. 

Somewhat less worried, Dan started looking for Emily. He found her lying on the ground, drenched in sweat, her eyes closed, and strain lines in the corner of her mouth and eyes. His heart ached for her. He had seen his wife giving birth, and that event had marked him for a long time. 

Dan looked over Emily attentively and noticed that she had wiped the child with her underwear and taken the baby in her arms. Of course, the baby still had the umbilical cord attached, and Dan didn’t know if that was good or bad. 

The man hunched near Emily. He stroked her face with his roughened hand.  “Emily... Emily, wake up,” Dan insisted when it became clear that she wasn’t aware of his presence. 

Emily’s lashes fluttered, and her tired eyes laid on him. 

“Mr. Hanson,” Emily murmured when she recognized the blurry figure. 

“Yes, muffin. It’s me,” Dan said. He smiled at her and brushed her drenched blond hair off her face. Then he explained to her, “I will take you up in my arms, Emily, and carry you to my car. We have to go to the hospital, all right? Can you hold onto the baby?” Dan asked Emily and then stroked the side of her face encouragingly. 

She tried to answer but couldn’t. Her mouth and throat were parched. Her lips felt dry, and she had the skin in the corner of her mouth cracked. Emily realized that she couldn’t utter a sound, so she only nodded. 

Dan panted a little and staggered under her weight, but he managed to rise with her in his arms. Then, he started back to the car he had left in the Logans’ drive. His stride was long, even though labored. He needed to take the two to the hospital and with maximum haste.

***
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GUS CARTER CAME BACK home at 9:45. He got off his car with some difficulty and puffed like a whale. He didn’t move with the same agility he used to have a few decades ago. His protruding belly hampered him most of the time, but Gus had learned to live with it. 

Gus wouldn’t have liked to give up his beer and steaks, and unfortunately, the doctor had prescribed precisely that. That, and some exercising. As if he started exercising so late in life when he hadn’t done it in his youth! Huh!

Gus fumed and craved for an argument. Lorna had told Gus that his friend, the mayor, had called and asked that Gus would come to his home at once. Gus went there, but the housekeeper had told him that his friend had taken his family to have dinner in town. Gus had cursed all the way home.

The mayor, Stewart Black, lived in a ranch outside the town line, and the drive to his house had taken almost half an hour. The days when Gus drove fast for the sake of driving were long gone. Then, he could have made that trip in half the time. Now, he never crossed over 30-40 miles an hour, so he drove half an hour one way and another back. 

That was how Gus had lost an hour on a Sunday evening. He could have watched the film on TV or, better yet, a football match if that witch had allowed it. 

Gus had wondered, and more than once, who wore the trousers in the house. He had never liked the answer.
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