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  PROLOGUE

  2016

  Kate huddled shivering on the bare steel bunk, a cold, hard slab without a mattress or blanket. A metal toilet and sink sat in one corner, both gleaming like sterilized operating-room equipment in the glare of bright fluorescent lights set in a high ceiling that was also steel. In the center of the floor was a grated drain; somehow, that drain was the most ominous thing about the place. It could have only one purpose she could think of: the easy disposal of blood and other bodily fluids.

  Speaking of which, her bladder felt like it was about to burst. But without a shred of privacy to mask her from the unseen eyes she felt sure were watching her every move, Kate couldn’t bring herself to use the toilet. It wasn’t a question of modesty. No, it felt like an act of surrender, as if she would be acquiescing in her own debasement, cooperating with whoever had broken into the compound and kidnapped her and brought her here . . . wherever “here” was. A cold metal room smaller than her bathroom at home. A cell.

  She’d been awakened from a sound sleep to find a flashlight shining into her eyes, blinding her. When she’d opened her mouth to scream, a gag had been thrust roughly in. Then she’d been hooded and trussed up, all with a practiced, impersonal efficiency that, even in the midst of her terror, amazed her. These people, whoever they were, knew what they were doing. Not a word was spoken. She’d felt a sharp prick in her arm and realized she’d been injected with something.

  Where were her bodyguards, Wilson and Trey? The former Navy SEALS were pushovers for nobody. But her attackers had gotten past them somehow, as well as the other guards patrolling the seaside resort. And they’d gotten past the top-of-the-line AEGIS security system, the same high-tech security system Papa Jim used in his prisons and immigrant detention facilities, which, he’d told her, more to boast than reassure, was as close to military grade as a civilian could get . . . and maybe (he’d added with a sly wink) just a tad bit closer.

  God, what about Ethan?

  Had they kidnapped him too? Please let him be okay! she prayed. Please . . .

  As the injection took hold and she lost consciousness, Kate had felt herself lifted, and the sensation was like floating in a dream, as if she were drifting upward, lighter than air, right up through the ceiling.
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  When she opened her eyes again, it had been to find herself here, alone in this cold, antiseptic, metal box of a cell. She was no longer wearing her pajamas but instead an orange jumpsuit and hospital-style slippers, also orange, as if she were a captured terrorist facing interrogation. Underneath she was wearing a bra and panties . . . which wouldn’t have been so strange except for the fact that she hadn’t worn a bra to bed. She didn’t feel bruised or violated in any way beyond the gross violation of just being here, but even so, the realization that she’d been stripped and then dressed in prisoner’s garb while she lay unconscious and helpless, utterly exposed, made her sick to her stomach.

  There were no windows to the cell, not even a door that she could see. For all she knew, she was buried deep underground. Nor did she have any idea how long she’d been here. Hours, surely. Perhaps days. She’d never been so frightened in her life. Yet the fear was distant somehow, muffled, and Kate guessed that whatever she’d been injected with had yet to fully wear off. Or maybe she’d been given something else to keep her calm. Sedated. Numb.

  She was almost grateful for it. She wasn’t chained or tied up or anything; she could climb off the bunk if she wanted to and pace the dimensions of her cell. But she couldn’t summon the will. Besides, the idea was repugnant, as if they’d already reduced her to nothing more than an animal in a cage.

  “Who are you?” she called in a voice that came out sounding more like a plea than a demand. “What do you want?”

  No answer.

  The only sounds were her own breathing, a faint, continuous buzz from the overhead lights, and a whisper of air from a vent located high on one wall. In that hush, more profound than any silence, the beating of her heart was like thunder in her ears.

  Ethan had warned her more than once that she was in danger. Tried to send her away. Just last week he’d brought it up again. But as always, she’d refused. “I’m not going anywhere,” she told him firmly. “Not after all we’ve been through. Besides, I have faith in you, and faith moves mountains, right?”

  “But does it stop bullets? Does it stop bombs?”

  She hadn’t had an answer for that.

  “I don’t want you to get hurt,” he pressed on, looking down at her with concern. How handsome he was, this tall, strong son of hers, this miracle who had given her life meaning when she had all but given up on life. “Things are getting crazy now. Take Trey and Wilson and make the old man fly you somewhere for a week or so. Think of it as a vacation.”

  “What, just when things are getting interesting?” she joked weakly. “No way, José.”

  His smile was tinged with sadness, and his eyes seemed to hold a knowledge far beyond his twenty years as he opened his arms and gathered her into a warm hug. “I’m sorry,” he said.

  “For what?”

  She felt him shrug. “I don’t know. Everything you’ve been through. I know it hasn’t been easy.”

  “I don’t have any regrets,” she said. She drew away, holding him at arm’s length and staring into his eyes, rich brown flecked with gold. “How could I? I’m so proud of you, Ethan.”

  “I hope you always will be.”

  Not by any means for the first time, and she knew not for the last, either, Kate felt afraid. Afraid of what others might do to her son.

  Afraid of what he might do.

  Now, shivering on the steel bunk, she wondered if he was all right. The thought that he might be dead didn’t occur to her. She had no doubt whatsoever that she would have known immediately if he were. His absence from the world would have been apparent to her senses; even in the depths of whatever drugged sleep they’d imposed upon her, she would have known. The very molecules of her body would have cried out in anguish and loss. No, her son was alive, of that she was sure.

  But only that.

  Had he been kidnapped too? Was he nearby, lying on an identical bunk, in an identical cell, wondering about her? Was he afraid? Hurt? Or had he escaped as only he could do? Maybe she had been the solitary victim, the sole target. Ethan had many enemies . . . and even those who thought of themselves as friends could be dangerous. They would not hesitate to use her to attack or manipulate him. This, she realized, was what Ethan had been afraid of. Why he’d wanted her to go away. Had insisted and insisted, until finally she’d agreed.

  And yet, if she’d known what was going to happen, had somehow caught a glimpse of her future, seen herself in this ridiculous orange jumpsuit, in this stark icebox of a room, waiting apprehensively for her mysterious captors to show themselves and begin whatever process of torture or interrogation they had in mind, it wouldn’t have changed anything. She still wouldn’t have been able to refuse him.

  Finally, despite her determination, Kate realized that her trip to the toilet could be postponed no longer. She swung her legs over the side of the bunk and placed her feet cautiously on the metal floor, half expecting that she would receive an electric shock for her trouble. But the only thing that transmitted itself from the floor through the thin paper soles of her slippers was an intense cold that made her toes curl and her jaw clench. God, what she wouldn’t give for a thick sweater and a pair of woolen socks!

  Not until reaching the toilet did she consider the logistical difficulties presented by the orange jumpsuit. A zipper ran from the neckline to the waist; there was no choice but to unzip it and let the whole garment fall to her ankles, leaving her in bra and panties. The plain white panties were her own; the bra, absurdly, was as orange as the jumpsuit. A wave of embarrassment and anger swept through her at this forced exposure, which could have no other purpose than humiliation, and she felt her face burning as she quickly peeled the panties down to her knees and sat on the bowl.

  A sharp gasp escaped her, almost a cry, and she nearly jumped back to her feet.

  It was like sitting on a block of ice.

  Kate fought back tears as she peed, her stream ringing tinnily against the insides of the bowl. Her body trembled with fear and rage. She felt so damn helpless. But she wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of seeing her cry. They had seen too much already. She imagined them watching now, laughing at her discomfort, her fear, making jokes about her body, the body of a forty-something-year-old woman who had borne a child, never met a piece of chocolate she didn’t like, and hadn’t exactly been a regular visitor to the gym.

  Only when she was finished did she notice that there was no toilet paper. The pettiness of it seemed so childish, so unnecessary. After all that had happened, did they really think she cared? Toilet paper wasn’t exactly at the top of her list right now. Standing, Kate jerked up her panties and the jumpsuit as the toilet automatically flushed behind her. The nearby sink had no faucet; when she approached, water began to flow from the tap. It was like dipping her hands in snowmelt. The temperature in the cell seemed to drop ten degrees. She dried her hands on the sides of her jumpsuit and returned to the bunk.

  The lights went on buzzing.

  The air went on hissing.

  The temperature continued to drop, as if the drain in the center of the floor was drawing all the heat out of the cell, sucking it up like a black hole.

  Whatever had been holding her fear at a manageable distance, drugs or shock, was disappearing along with it. Kate hugged herself tight but couldn’t stop trembling. She could feel her bones vibrating, hear the chattering of her teeth.

  Don’t panic, she admonished herself. If they wanted you dead, they could have killed you already.

  No, her kidnappers wanted her alive. She tried again to think of who they could be, what they wanted from her. But the range of possibilities was too wide. Anyway, did it really matter whether she’d been taken by Muslim terrorists or the homegrown variety, agents of a foreign government, religious fanatics, criminals intent on a ransom? The important thing to remember was that Ethan would find her. He would save her. Even now, he must be searching for her.

  Unless, of course, he was a prisoner himself . . .

  But if that were so, then, in some way beyond her understanding, it was by his own choice, for there was no cell in the world that could hold her son against his will.

  Have faith, she told herself. He’ll come for you.

  In any case, Papa Jim was certainly looking for her with all the considerable resources, civilian and military, at his disposal. They’d had their differences over the years, and lately more than ever, but as she knew all too well, if there was one thing Jim Osbourne cared about in this world— besides power, that is—it was family. Despite everything, Kate knew her grandfather wouldn’t rest until she was safe. Her kidnappers, whoever they were, had thrown down a gauntlet by snatching her right out from under the cybernetic nose of his precious AEGIS system. That was an insult he couldn’t ignore, a challenge to his reputation and authority, his very manhood. Her kidnappers were good, obviously professionals, but they would be no match for Papa Jim. She almost felt sorry for them.

  Almost.

  So much for turning the other cheek, she thought. But she couldn’t help wanting them to suffer for what they’d done to her. For what they were going to do . . .

  No, don’t think about that!

  The waiting was torture, as it was no doubt intended to be. There was nothing she could do but pray.

  And remember . . .


  CHAPTER 1

  1995

  “Isn’t he good?” Kate whispered to Brady.

  “If you like that kind of thing,” her boyfriend answered with a superior tone.

  They were on the sidewalk outside the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City on an unseasonably warm Saturday afternoon in November, watching a street artist sketching caricatures of passersby. The man was fast and funny, both with his pen and his banter, and Kate had just about decided to get one done of her and Brady, a souvenir of their trip. They were flying back to Charleston tomorrow with the rest of the youth group from St. John the Baptist, and so far she’d bought presents for her father and mother and Papa Jim, but nothing for herself. She’d thought she would ask the man to draw the two of them as Rhett Butler and Scarlett O’Hara, but Brady’s dismissive response doused her enthusiasm like a bucket of cold water. “Why do you have to be so negative?”

  “I’m not,” he said.

  She rolled her eyes. “See? There you go again.”

  This drew an appreciative chuckle from the artist, a black kid in a red beret who looked scarcely older than she was. He glanced up from his pad, where he was rapidly sketching a fidgety little girl in pigtails seated opposite him, giving her the look of Bo Peep from Toy Story, and shot her a wink.

  Brady scowled and drew her aside. “I thought we were here to see art.”

  Kate shook him off. “What is your problem, Brady? You’ve been snipping at me all day!”

  He gave a sullen shrug. “I’m not the one with the problem.”

  Kate sighed. “This is about last night, isn’t it?”

  Last night, back at the hotel after seeing Cats, she and her roommate, Luanne, had been chatting and watching TV in their room when Brady had knocked at their door. Kate had been surprised to see him, to put it mildly—Sister Mary Gabriel and Sister Sarah, the chaperones for the trip, had made it crystal clear what would happen to anyone caught out of his or her room without permission—but Luanne had invited him right in. Luckily, they hadn’t changed into their pajamas yet.

  “Brady,” said Kate, sitting up in bed. “What are you doing here?”

  “I got kicked out,” he explained sheepishly. “Mike and Laura are up there.”

  Mike was his roommate; Laura was Mike’s girlfriend.

  “Oh my God,” said Luanne. She was sixteen, a year younger than Kate, a tall, lanky girl with braces and long, straight blond hair.

  “Well, you can’t stay here,” said Kate.

  “What am I supposed to do?” Brady asked plaintively. “Mike said it’ll just be for like an hour, and then I can go back.”

  “Oh my God,” Luanne repeated, her eyes wide. “Are they, you know, doing it?”

  “Luanne!” said Kate.

  “Well, are they?”

  Brady’s face turned bright pink. “I don’t know, but Mike has alcohol up there.”

  “Oh my God!”

  “Would you stop saying that?” said Kate, annoyed.

  “Sorry.” Luanne returned to her bed and flopped down.

  “Whatcha watching?” Brady asked.

  “Seinfeld.”

  “Oh, I love that show!” He sat down gingerly on the edge of Kate’s mattress.

  As Seinfeld gave way to Cheers, Brady slid incrementally up the bed, until, by the time the closing credits rolled up, he was reclining alongside her, one arm around her shoulders.

  Soft snores came from the other bed.

  During a commercial, he leaned over and kissed her.

  Kate kissed him back; she enjoyed kissing Brady, though that was as far as she was prepared to go, as he well knew. All the members of the youth group had pledged to stay pure until marriage, and Kate took her vow seriously, even if Laura did not. As a little girl, she’d gone through a phase where she’d been what her mother had called “nun mad,” absolutely convinced that she would become a nun when she grew up; that dream had faded with other childish dreams, but her faith was still strong, and she knew that God would always be at the center of her life in one way or another.

  The kiss grew more passionate, making her heart flutter. If a simple kiss could feel this good, she wondered, what must full intimacy be like? She was curious, of course, but in no rush to find out. Then she felt Brady’s hand begin to slide beneath her blouse. She gripped his wrist firmly and pushed the offending hand away. “No,” she whispered, afraid of waking Luanne.

  “Come on, Kate,” Brady whispered back. “Let me touch you . . .”

  “No,” she repeated.

  “It’s not breaking the pledge,” he said. “You’ll still be pure.”

  “I said no.”

  He leaned back against the headboard and crossed his arms over his chest. “We’ve been going out since September,” he said, a petulant tone creeping into his voice. “That’s three whole months. And all we’ve ever done is kiss! I swear, I feel like I’m back in junior high or something!”

  “Kissing is all I’m comfortable with right now,” she said, feeling her face flush red with embarrassment and anger. “I’ve told you that.” She glanced at Luanne, who was still snoring on obliviously, thank God. “I can’t believe you’re doing this!”

  “You don’t know what it’s like for guys, Kate. It’s different for us.”

  “Try a cold shower,” she advised him. “I hear that works wonders.”

  “Aw, Kate! Don’t be like that.” He leaned toward her again. “I didn’t mean—”

  “It’s late, Brady. You’d better get back to your room.”

  For a second it looked like he might argue, but then he pressed his lips together, biting off whatever words he was about to say. Even so, she could hear the anger in his voice as he pushed himself off the bed and made for the door. “Fine. See you at breakfast tomorrow.”

  She almost called him back, not wanting to end what had been such a wonderful day on a harsh note, but in the end she let him go, afraid that one of the Sisters might come by to check on them. That would be a disaster. She’d had a hard enough time convincing her parents to let her come on this trip as it was. By comparison to her mom and dad, to say nothing of Papa Jim, the nuns were downright permissive. If she were caught with a boy in her room, and her folks heard about it, she’d be grounded.

  For life.

  Now, outside the museum, Brady was pouting again, his blue eyes full of hurt and resentment, like a spoiled little boy who hadn’t gotten his way. Kate sighed. “Look, Brady. Can’t we just pretend nothing happened last night?”

  “Nothing did happen.”

  “You make it sound like I’m the one who should apologize.”

  He shrugged.

  “I don’t know what’s gotten into you,” she said. “But I had to jump through a lot of hoops to come on this trip. I want to enjoy myself. If you can’t be pleasant, I’d just as soon be by myself.”

  “Right,” he said. “Like I’m going to go off and leave you alone in the middle of New York City. Sister Sarah would skin me alive. And your grandfather would put me in one of his prisons! I’m supposed to—” He broke off abruptly, flushing bright red.

  Kate felt her own blood rising. “Supposed to what?”

  “Nothing.”

  “Brady Perkins Maxwell, you tell me the truth right now,” she insisted, hands on her hips. “If you don’t, I’ll never speak to you again.”

  He ran a hand through his short blond hair. “Okay, so your grandfather asked me to keep an eye on you. What’s wrong with that?”

  “Nothing’s wrong . . . if that’s all he did. But I know my grandfather. Are you sure he didn’t do more than ask?”

  “What do you mean?”

  “Oh my God,” she said. “He paid you, didn’t he? My grandfather paid my boyfriend to spy on me!”

  “Not spy,” he corrected quickly. “ To watch out for you, protect you.”

  “How much?”

  “Is it really important?”

  “How much, Brady?”

  “Um . . . a hundred dollars. I was going to use it to buy you something really nice,” he added.

  “You can keep it,” she said and suddenly, to her surprise and mortification, burst into tears.

  Brady gazed at her like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car.

  “If you take one step after me, so help me, I’ll scream,” she warned him, having finally managed to extricate some Kleenex from her purse. Then she pushed past him.

  He didn’t follow as she ran up the front steps of the museum, ignoring the looks of curiosity and concern directed toward her by passersby. At the top, having wrestled her tears under control, she stopped, turned, and looked back to see if Brady was following her. But her boyfriend—ex-boyfriend, she mentally corrected—was gone.

  Relieved, Kate took another moment to compose herself, standing to one side of the entrance as people streamed in and out of the museum. She was furious at her grandfather . . . but, unfortunately, not really all that surprised. Papa Jim was incredibly overprotective and didn’t have the most highly developed sense of boundaries: a bad combination. She sometimes wondered if he thought of her as a person at all, or only as a possession, albeit a valuable one. As for Brady . . . she didn’t want to think about him at all right now, or else she’d start crying again. She felt like a jerk for caring, for hurting, when it was so clear now that he just wasn’t worth it. But that didn’t make the pain go away.

  “Are you okay?”

  Startled, she glanced up to see a young black man in a red beret—the sidewalk artist she and Brady had been watching earlier. He was no more than five four, which made him an inch shorter than she was, and he didn’t look much older, perhaps eighteen or nineteen. He wore a black jacket over a T-shirt so white it looked newly bleached, and black jeans. “Excuse me?”

  “I’m sorry,” he said, grinning. “It’s just . . . well, I saw you crying. You looked like you might be in some kind of trouble.”

  “I’m fine,” she said rather frostily, clutching her purse to her side.

  “Don’t be frightened,” he said.

  “I’m not,” she said, though in fact she was. Yet it was hard to say why. She was in a public place, surrounded by people, and the man talking to her hadn’t said or done anything remotely threatening. Nor was she picking up a flirtatious vibe. Just the same, something about him, or the situation, was off. She felt a tingling along her nerves, and goose bumps popped up along her arms. She hugged herself as if at a sudden chill in the air. “Look, I’m meeting some people,” she began.

  “South Carolina,” he said.

  “I beg your pardon?”

  “Your accent. You’re from South Carolina, aren’t you? Me too.”

  She regarded him with suspicion. “You don’t sound like it.”

  He grinned again and dropped into a familiar drawl, exaggerated for comic effect. “Honey, my people been down around Marion going on two hundred years now.”

  She couldn’t help laughing. “I’m from Charleston.”

  “Beautiful city,” he said and extended his hand. “Name’s Gabriel.”

  She took his hand and shook, feeling that strange tingling sensation again, almost like a low-level electric shock. But the fear was gone. “I’m Kate.”

  He nodded as though perfectly aware of that already. “God is with you, Kate.”

  “Um, yeah . . .” Uh-oh. So that’s what she’d been picking up on. The guy was some kind of street preacher, trolling for fresh converts. She so did not need this right now.

  “I’m not trying to convert you or anything,” he said as though reading her mind. “I know you’re a good Catholic.”

  Okay, now the fear was back. How could he know that?

  “You’re blessed, Kate. God’s grace is upon you.”

  “Uh, thanks, but I really better get going . . .” She began to move off, but he stepped in front of her, blocking the way.

  “This is for you.” He held out a sheet of paper that had been folded in half.

  “What?”

  “It’s a sketch. Go on, take it.”

  Eager to get away, and not wanting to do anything that might rile him up, Kate took the paper and tucked it into her purse. “Thanks. Now, I really do have to go.”

  “Of course.” He stepped politely aside.

  With a nervous smile, Kate hurried past, into the haven of the museum. She half expected him to follow, but he didn’t; when she turned, she saw him heading back down the steps . . . or, rather, his red beret. It bobbed like a darting bird, a cardinal, before vanishing into the afternoon crowd.

  What a day this is turning out to be, she thought. First Brady, then Gabriel. What next? But strangely, she felt better now than she had before. The odd encounter had lifted her spirits. It struck her as a quintessentially quirky New York experience. Smiling, she imagined herself relating it to Luanne later. She could practically see the girl’s wide eyes, hear her breathy “Oh my God!”

  For the next two hours, Kate lost herself amid the treasures of the museum. A sense of peace settled over her as she drifted from gallery to gallery, making her way up to the second floor and the European Paintings gallery. There she lingered longest. She loved the centuries-old paintings best of all, especially those from the Renaissance: the bright, vibrant colors, the heavy shadows, the keen and vivid representations of scenes from the Old and New Testaments. Despite their great age, the canvases seemed fresh to her, invested with a spiritual life missing from much of the more modern artwork on display. Full of angelic visitations, acts of sacrifice and devotion, the paintings seemed to glow with a soulful inner light.

  She basked in that glow, deeply moved by the expressions on the faces of those depicted there, men and women who appeared so ordinary and yet had been touched by the divine. Mary most of all. To know God directly, how could there be a greater joy? She saw it on the rapt faces, in the eyes turned Heavenward with longing. In the tender looks that passed between Madonna and child in the many paintings of that subject. Yet she saw fear too, and suffering, and sadness that tugged at her own heart. Sometimes the eyes were directed outward, beyond the plane of the painting, to the viewer, to her, and in those gazes she thought she discerned a secret knowledge that was perhaps as much a torment as a blessing to those who possessed it.

  A verse from Luke rose up in her memory: “For unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required . . .” She’d always taken that to mean that rich people, like her own family, had special obligations and responsibilities to give generously of their wealth, but now, suddenly, she realized that those who had been touched by God were the richest of all, and that it was they who would be required to give the most, even their very lives, just as Jesus had given His life . . .

  The touch of God must be a hard thing for a human being to bear, she thought and shuddered slightly, as she might have shuddered at a scene in a movie, full of sympathy yet glad, too, that she was only a witness and not a participant in the events depicted onscreen.

  By then it was getting late. Kate left the museum and hailed a cab to take her back to the hotel, where she hurriedly showered and changed. Then she and Luanne, who’d been napping when she came in, went downstairs, where the group was gathering under the stern and watchful eyes of Sister Sarah and Sister Mary Gabriel. Kate avoided Brady, who seemed content to be avoided.

  Dinner that evening was at Sam’s, an Italian restaurant in the theater district. Afterward, they saw the revival of Hello Dolly, with Carol Channing, at the Lunt-Fontanne Theatre. The next morning, there was an early Mass at St. Patrick’s Cathedral, followed by a brief audience with Cardinal O’Connor that had been specially arranged by Papa Jim.

  Then it was home to Charleston, where she slid smoothly back into the normal round of school and church, family and friends. Brady tried to make up with her at first, but it was too late for apologies or amends. It didn’t help that he was wearing a new pair of Air Jordans, either. It took a couple of weeks, but finally he seemed to get the message.

  That was more than she could say for Papa Jim. When she confronted him about what he’d done, her grandfather took the cigar out of his mouth, leaned his shiny bald head back, and roared with laughter. “A hundred? Is that what that boy told you? Heck, I paid him twice that!”

  “Papa Jim!”

  “Go on now, baby girl. Papa Jim’s got work to do.”

  Two months later, in early January, following a routine physical exam, Kate’s doctor informed her that she was pregnant.


  CHAPTER 2

  1996

  “I’m what?” She stared at Dr. Rickert in shock.

  “You’re pregnant, Kate,” he repeated quite seriously from the other side of the desk.

  Dr. Rickert had been her doctor ever since she was a girl. He was a stocky man of forty-five or so with thick, curly black hair, a finely trimmed mustache, and small hands that were so white and well-manicured that they always kind of creeped her out, as if they belonged to a mannequin rather than a man. Not once in all the years she’d been coming to see him had he given her any reason to suspect that, in addition to being a physician, he was also a comedian. But that was the only explanation for what he was telling her now.

  Either that, or he was completely out of his mind.

  “I—I don’t understand,” she stammered. “Are you joking?”

  He frowned. “I don’t find teenage pregnancy a joking matter, do you?”

  Kate crossed her legs nervously. She felt herself blushing, as if she really were pregnant. But of course that was impossible. She’d never been with a man. Never done more than kiss. She’d kept her vow of purity. With a trembling voice, she said as much to Dr. Rickert.

  He sighed as though he’d heard it all before. “The tests don’t lie,” he said. “I’m afraid there’s no doubt of it, Kate. No doubt at all. You are pregnant. About seven weeks along, I’d say.”

  “No.” She shook her head. Panic was welling up in her chest, and she felt a rush of tears to her eyes. “There’s been some mistake. You have to run the tests again, Dr. Rickert.”

  “I’ve run them twice already. There’s no mistake.” He pushed a box of Kleenex toward her across the desk with those snow-white hands of his. “Go on, take one. Have a good cry if you need to. And then we’ll talk about what comes next.”

  She ignored the tissues. She had nothing to cry about. She’d done nothing wrong. Wasn’t pregnant. She clasped her arms across her chest, willing herself to be calm and rational. “Next?”

  “I have to inform your parents, of course. Then you’ll want to discuss your options.”

  “Options?” She was repeating his words like a robot, scarcely aware of what she was saying. How could this be happening to her? Had the world gone crazy? She’d been feeling oddly for a month or so. Not sick, exactly. Just . . . strange. Off her game. Her period was late. And then she’d started putting on weight, suffering inexplicable bouts of nausea . . . Admittedly, now that she thought about it, it did sound a lot like the symptoms of pregnancy, except for the fact that she couldn’t possibly be pregnant. She’d expected Dr. Rickert to tell her that she had some kind of low-grade infection, even been a little worried that it was going to turn out to be something more serious. But this? Pregnant? No. That was beyond serious. It was absurd, surreal, like a story by that writer Kafka they’d studied in English class at school.

  Dr. Rickert sighed again and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “The mind is great at denial, Kate. But the body—it’s not so good.”

  “I’m not in denial,” she said. “I’m telling the truth! Don’t you think I’d know if I’d . . .” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. “Don’t you think I’d know?”

  “In a matter of weeks,” Dr. Rickert continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “your condition will be obvious to anyone who looks at you. I’m afraid ‘I never had sex’ is just not going to cut it, Kate.”

  “But it’s the truth,” she insisted, getting angry now.

  He raised an eyebrow. “Then, if you’ll excuse me for saying so, perhaps it’s a priest you need, not a doctor.”

  So he was a comedian after all, she thought. A bad one.

  “Your mother brought you in today, didn’t she? Is she waiting outside? I think we’d better ask her to come in.”

  “Go ahead,” Kate said sullenly.

  Dr. Rickert reached for the phone, then paused. “I’m not the enemy, Kate. I’m your doctor. And, I hope, a friend. I want to help you through this.”

  Kate shrugged. Refused to meet his gaze. “Whatever.”

  A moment later, Kate’s mother, Gloria Skylar, walked into the office. At thirty-five, Gloria—Glory, as everyone called her—was a strikingly beautiful woman who looked more like Kate’s older sister than her mom. Her long, lustrous blond hair, exquisitely styled at Stella Nova, fell in shimmering waves to the shoulders of her light blue cashmere sweater from Berlin’s. Her skin was a smooth, even tan, as though she’d just returned from a week in Cancun (actually, she was a regular at the Ultratan salon on East Bay), and she carried a Fendi handbag that was only slightly darker. She wore a tiny gold crucifix around her neck and a pair of angel-skin coral pendant earrings.

  Dr. Rickert got to his feet as she entered the office, absently smoothing back his hair and smiling as if the reason he’d called her in had escaped his mind for the moment. Observing this reaction, Kate could only shake her head: Glory had that kind of effect on men.

  “Is she going to be all right, Doctor?” Glory asked anxiously. “Is my baby going to be all right?” A notorious hypochondriac, Kate’s mother was always quick to expect the worst when it came to the maladies of others.

  Dr. Rickert’s smile faltered. He cleared his throat. “You’d better have a seat, Glory,” he said, indicating the empty chair next to Kate’s.

  “Oh God, I knew it.” She sat down, casting a worried look in Kate’s direction as she crossed her legs in their white cotton twills.

  The absurdity of the whole situation struck Kate afresh at that look, which seemed somehow comical in its very seriousness, and she had to fight to keep from giggling. Dimly, at the back of her mind, she realized that she was in a kind of shock.

  Dr. Rickert settled back into his chair. “I think Kate should be the one to tell you.” He steepled his fingers in front of his nose and gazed at her expectantly, like a teacher calling upon a student to account for missing homework.

  “What is it, honey?” Glory asked, her voice trembling as she turned in the chair to face her daughter. Her hands were clasping her bag so tightly that the knuckles were white with tension.

  The wave of hilarity that had nearly swept Kate away seconds ago had receded, and in its wake she felt as if all her defenses had been stripped from her, leaving her totally exposed, totally helpless, at the mercy of these adults who, she knew, would never believe her, no matter what she told them. Suddenly she was crying, arms flung about her mother’s neck, hugging her tightly. “It’s not true,” she sobbed. “It’s not!”

  This outburst, unfortunately, served only to heighten Glory’s dire expectations. “Oh God,” she cried, returning her daughter’s embrace. “Oh my poor baby!”

  “He said . . .”

  “What, darling? What?”

  “He said . . .” Kate gulped, sniffled, but couldn’t go on.

  Finally, Dr. Rickert cleared his throat again. “I’m afraid Kate is pregnant, Glory.”

  “She’s what?” Glory drew back sharply from her daughter.

  Kate shook her head, tears streaming down her face. “I’m not, Mom! I swear!”

  “There’s no mistake,” said Dr. Rickert.

  “No!” wailed Kate, his words setting her off again. “Why won’t you listen to me?” she cried, nearly hysterical now. “I’m telling the truth!”

  Glory’s tanned face had turned a ghastly shade of pale. “Hush now, honey,” she said to her daughter, her voice all business now. “We’ll figure this out, I promise.” Then she turned back to Dr. Rickert. “Could you leave us alone for a moment, Doctor? Just us girls?”

  He was already getting to his feet, obviously relieved to go, even for just a little while. “Of course. I’ll be outside if you need me.”

  Glory stood as well. She laid a hand on Kate’s shoulder. “Honey, I’m going to have a quick word with Dr. Rickert. I’ll be right back, and then we’ll talk.”

  Kate didn’t answer or respond in any way. She sat curled up on the chair. The storm of tears had passed as suddenly as it had come on, and now she felt empty, drained. She was aware of the gentle weight of her mother’s hand on her shoulder, the sound of her voice, of receding footsteps, and then the low murmur of voices just outside the door. But none of it really impinged on her; it might have been a million miles away. Dr. Rickert’s office—his solid mahogany desk with its framed photographs of his wife and two sons, the diplomas so proudly displayed on the wall behind the desk, the bookshelves filled with thick reference volumes, the tastefully framed posters from the Gibbes Museum of Art—all of it seemed flat and sterile, like a stage set. The world outside the window was no improvement. Kate could see Charleston Harbor, the water like lead in the gray light of the overcast January day. It had been drizzling on and off all morning; now the clouds were thickening ominously, announcing a storm. Yet she felt cut off from it by more than just the window. It was as if there was a pane of glass inside her, separating her from her own emotions. She could look through it, see them quite clearly—the fear, the confusion, the anger—but she couldn’t touch them, couldn’t feel them.

  She looked up at the sound of a closing door to see her mother walking back to the chair. Glory didn’t say a word as she sat down, just looked at Kate as though seeing right to the core of her.

  Kate squirmed inside and smiled nervously. “I guess we won’t be having lunch at Anson, huh?”

  The attempted joke fell flat. Glory frowned and said, “Is there anything you want to tell me, Kate?”

  “I’m not pregnant, Mom. You’ve got to believe me.”

  “Dr. Rickert assures me there’s no mistake.”

  “He’s wrong. I swear, Mom. I haven’t been with any boy, ever!”

  “Maybe something happened that you’re afraid to tell me about. Maybe some boy wouldn’t take no for an answer. Is that what happened, Kate?”

  “No.”

  “Then what?”

  She was near tears again. But she drew a deep breath and forced herself to speak calmly. “I don’t know. I think we should go to another doctor.”

  Her mother appeared to consider this.

  “Mom, I took a vow,” she said softly, holding Glory’s gaze. “I promised God I would stay pure. I haven’t broken it. I haven’t.”

  That seemed to decide her. “All right, honey,” Glory said with a nod. “We’ll get another opinion.”

  Relief rushed through her, and she was crying again before she knew it.

  “Shhh.” Her mother hugged her, stroking her hair. “Hush now.”

  After a moment, Kate pulled away. She smiled crookedly as she dabbed at her eyes with fresh Kleenex. “You believe me, don’t you, Mom?”

  “Of course I do,” said Glory. But she had already gotten to her feet and turned away, so Kate couldn’t see her expression as she said it.

  [image: Image]

  A quick phone call from Glory secured them a walk-in appointment with Dr. Jane Sibley, Glory’s gynecologist. Sometimes Kate was embarrassed by her family’s high standing in Charleston society, thanks to Papa Jim’s wealth and connections, but this was not one of those times. She was eager to put this nightmare behind her once and for all.

  Dr. Sibley, a plump woman with short brown hair who appeared to be in her midfifties, listened intently as Glory explained the situation. Her blue eyes were magnified behind thick lenses, giving her the look of a matronly owl. “Dr. Rickert faxed over his results,” she told them. “Urine tests are highly accurate, but there are occasional false positives.”

  “What could cause that, Jane?” asked Glory.

  “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Dr. Sibley advised. “First, we’ll do a blood test and pelvic exam. That should settle the question.”

  “But what if it still shows I’m pregnant?” Kate asked, unable to keep a tremor from her voice.

  “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

  Dr. Sibley led them to an examination room, where, behind a screen, Kate exchanged her clothes for a loose green hospital gown. Then, emerging, she lay on the examination table and placed her feet into the stirrups. Glory, who stood beside her at the head of the table, flashed a supportive smile.

  Dr. Sibley bent to her work. It didn’t take long. After no more than five minutes, she straightened up.

  “Well?” asked Glory.

  Blinking owlishly, Dr. Sibley peeled off her gloves and tossed them into the disposal bin. “You can get dressed, Kate. Then I’ll talk to you both in my office.”

  Kate nodded mutely.

  “But is she pregnant?” Glory demanded. “Or is it . . .”

  “In my office,” Dr. Sibley repeated firmly and left the room.

  “She would have said something, right?” asked Kate as she dressed behind the screen. She was so nervous, she could barely get her legs into her jeans.

  “Just hurry up,” said Glory.

  “Mom, I’m scared,” Kate said when she came around the screen. “Before we go in there, can I say a prayer?”

  Glory gave her a tight smile. “Of course, honey. I think I’ll say one too.”

  Kate bowed her head. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say. But then the familiar words of the Lord’s Prayer rose unbidden to her mind, and she recited them under her breath. Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven. . . . As she prayed, she felt a sense of warmth kindle in her. Centered in her belly at first, it radiated throughout her body until she felt as if she were glowing. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. . . . Somehow, she wasn’t so afraid anymore. A deep sense that everything was going to be all right had settled over her. A conviction. She felt comforted, reassured, as she had never before felt in the course of reciting this or any other prayer. For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory. For ever and ever. Amen.

  When she looked up, her mother was waiting by the door, staring at her with a strangely tender expression. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

  Glory shook her head, wiped at her eyes. “Nothing. It’s just . . . you looked so beautiful as you were praying. So pure. Like an angel.”

  “We better go,” Kate said.

  Dr. Sibley was waiting in her office, seated behind her desk. She motioned for Kate and Glory to sit on the sofa. Kate scrutinized the doctor’s face, hoping for some clue as to what she was about to say, but there was nothing. Dr. Sibley must be a mean poker player, she decided as she sat down. Glory settled beside her. Kate took her mother’s hand. The feeling of serenity that had settled over her as she prayed was beginning to fray. Outside the office window, rain was pelting down.

  “I’ll come straight to the point,” said Dr. Sibley. “Dr. Rickert was right. You’re pregnant, Kate.”

  Kate gasped. It was as if she’d been punched in the stomach. She couldn’t breathe.

  She felt Glory stiffen beside her and pull her hand free.

  “You’re about seven weeks along, I’d say,” Dr. Sibley continued.

  “What about the blood test?” Glory asked.

  Dr. Sibley shrugged. “I should have the results back in a couple of hours. But they won’t change anything, Glory.”

  “But it’s not possible,” Kate said weakly.

  “Oh, it’s possible,” said Dr. Sibley with a grim smile. “It’s more than possible.”

  “No, it’s not. I’ve never had sex.”

  “You can get pregnant without intercourse,” Dr. Sibley said. “If you bring any ejaculate or pre-ejaculate into contact with the vulva, there’s always a chance of fertilization if the circumstances are right. What are they teaching you kids these days?”

  “You don’t understand,” said Kate, more insistently now. “I’ve never done anything like that! I’ve never done anything but kiss! You can’t get pregnant from kissing, can you?”

  “Of course not!” her mother snapped. “Don’t be ridiculous!”

  “But—”

  Glory cut her off. “I’ve had enough of this nonsense.” She surged to her feet, glaring down at her daughter. “I trusted you, Kate. I had my doubts, but I believed you. And this is the thanks I get. Not another word,” she added, raising a forestalling hand before Kate could speak again. “The only thing I want to hear from you now is the name of the boy who did this.”

  “I already told you,” cried Kate. “Nobody did anything!”

  Dr. Sibley broke in, her voice firm and authoritative. “This isn’t the time for recriminations or accusations, Glory. Your daughter is only seventeen, for God’s sake! You should know better than anyone how she feels.” At this, Glory subsided, sinking back onto the sofa like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

  Dr. Sibley turned to Kate. “I’m sorry, Kate, but I have to ask: Were you raped? Abused?”

  “No, nothing like that!” Kate protested shrilly.

  “It’s that boyfriend of hers, Brady Maxwell,” Glory said.

  “He’s not my boyfriend,” Kate said. “Not since . . .” She trailed off, realizing that she’d said too much.

  “Not since New York?” Glory’s eyes flashed in sudden surmise. “That’s when it happened, isn’t it? I knew I shouldn’t have let you go on that trip! Did he get you drunk? Drug you?”

  “It wasn’t Brady! It wasn’t anybody!”

  “It had to be somebody,” Glory insisted. “Why are you protecting him?”

  Dr. Sibley broke in again. “Calm down, both of you. It doesn’t do any good to fight. You have decisions to make. Hard decisions that will impact the rest of your lives in one way or another. You need to come together as a family.”

  At this, Kate sagged. “Oh my God. Daddy’s going to freak out. And Papa Jim!” The reality of it all was sinking in. “They won’t believe me either. Nobody’s going to believe me . . .” She’d never felt so alone. So abandoned.

  “It’s not uncommon for young girls in this situation to have some trouble at first accepting their condition,” Dr. Sibley told her. “But believe me, Kate, it’s not the end of the world, even if it seems that way now. You have choices.”

  “You mean abortion?” asked Glory. “You know we’re good Catholics, Jane. We’re not going to compound one sin with a worse one.”

  “I wasn’t suggesting anything specifically. But I do recommend family counseling. I can give you the names of some good therapists. Or perhaps you’d rather talk to your priest. And I can refer you to an excellent obstetrician.”

  “I want to go home now,” Kate said. “Please, Mom. I just want to go home.”

  They’d left quickly after that, with Glory promising to call Dr. Sibley the next day. The ride home was torturous. The storm that had been brooding over the city had broken, and now traffic across the Pearman Bridge was moving at a crawl through heavy rain lashed by strong winds. Glory sat tight-lipped behind the wheel of the BMW, seemingly fixated on the frantic back and forth of the windshield wipers. Beside her, Kate was facing out the passenger-side window. Neither of them had spoken since they’d left Dr. Sibley’s office, and not a word was exchanged until the car pulled into the driveway of their house in the Old Village section of Mount Pleasant. The two-story Charleston Single–style home, built in 1893, had been a wedding present from Papa Jim.

  “What are you going to tell Daddy?” asked Kate.

  “I don’t know,” Glory said.

  “Mom, I’m not lying, I swear.”

  “I don’t want to hear any more from you right now, Kate.”

  “Fine,” she said, pushing open the door and jumping out into the rain before the BMW had rolled to a stop.

  “Kate!” Glory shouted.

  But she didn’t answer, just hit the ground running and kept on running into the house and up the stairs to her bedroom on the second floor. There she slammed the door behind her, threw herself down onto her bed, clutched the nearest stuffed animal—a pink unicorn—to her chest and burst into tears.

  After a moment, Kate heard her mother enter the house and move around noisily downstairs, but luckily she didn’t come upstairs, for which Kate said a silent prayer of thanks. She was also thankful that her father, Bill Skylar, was on a business trip to Nevada for Papa Jim and wouldn’t be home for another two days.

  That pretty much exhausted the things she had to be thankful about.

  How could she be pregnant if she’d never done more than kiss a boy? Despite what Dr. Sibley had said, Kate knew that she had never been in a situation remotely likely to result in a pregnancy. It was flat-out impossible. The doctors and their tests were wrong. They had to be.

  But what if they weren’t?

  What if, by some miracle, she really was pregnant? What then?

  By some miracle . . .

  A shiver ran through her body.

  Despite her denials, she knew that something had happened to her. Something had changed. Deep down inside, she knew she was pregnant. She’d always known, from the minute Dr. Rickert had told her. She just hadn’t wanted to accept it. Hadn’t wanted to follow the terrible logic of it to its inevitable, impossible, insane conclusion.

  Dr. Sibley had said that she was about seven weeks along, which meant, as Glory had so quickly recognized, that whatever had caused the pregnancy had happened in New York. Still clutching tightly to the stuffed unicorn, Kate turned over in bed, lying face up, staring at the ceiling, where, years ago, her dad had pasted a fantastic night sky of glow-in-the-dark stars, with familiar constellations like Orion, the Big Dipper, and Leo the Lion alongside other constellations that they had made up themselves, laughing over such outlandish creations as Puff the Magic Dragon, the Old Shoe, and Papa Jim’s Cigar. She wondered if she would ever laugh with her father again.

  She remembered how, in New York, she’d been struck by the Renaissance-era paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the apostles, saints, and martyrs, and how, regarding their faces, etched with profound joy and suffering, she’d understood in a way she never had before that the touch of God would be a hard thing to bear.

  How hard, she hadn’t dreamed.

  Until now.

  But did that mean she was like the Virgin Mary, carrying the child of God Almighty? It seemed not only foolish but blasphemous to even entertain the thought. It was crazy.

  And yet she couldn’t dismiss it.

  She remembered the sidewalk artist–cum–street preacher, Gabriel— Gabriel, like the angel!—and how he’d said to her, “You’re blessed. God’s grace is upon you.” He’d said that to her and then thrust a drawing into her hands . . .

  Kate leaped up from the bed. The drawing! She’d forgotten all about it until now.

  Grabbing her purse, she rooted around in its clutter for a moment before losing patience and dumping the contents out on her bedspread. There it was, at the very bottom of the purse.

  She picked up the stained and ragged piece of folded-up notebook paper and unfolded it with trembling hands.

  It was a pencil sketch of a mother and infant child, done in the style of the paintings from the museum.

  The face was unmistakably hers.

  And written below it, the words “Full of Grace.”

  Kate dropped the paper. She couldn’t stop shaking.

  She got off the bed and sank to her knees at the side of the bed, clutching her hands before her.

  Please, God, she thought, or rather prayed with every fiber of her being, her soul vibrating like the strings of a plucked harp, I’m afraid of this. I’m not brave or strong or even very good. If it’s your will that I be pregnant, so be it. But please, if it’s not too late, don’t ask me to do this. Find someone else. It’s too much to ask of me. I can’t do it. I can’t!

  The sudden knocking at her door nearly sent her jumping out of her skin.

  “Kate?” came her mother’s voice. “Are you awake?”

  She stood up hurriedly and sat on the bed, moving a pillow to cover the drawing and the other items tumbled from her purse. She’d been so intent on her prayer that she hadn’t heard her mother mounting the stairs. “Go away,” she said, though she knew that wasn’t going to happen.

  Sure enough, Glory pushed the door open and peeked in. “We have to talk,” she said.

  Kate nodded mutely, knowing the truth of it. But what she would say to her mother now, how she could possibly make her understand, was utterly beyond her.

  Glory stepped into the room and shut the door softly behind her. Then she came to the bed and sat down beside Kate. She looked as though she’d aged ten years in the last few hours. “Honey, I know you don’t think I understand what you’re going through, but the truth is, I do. Better than you can imagine.” She was looking at her hands, which were clenched tightly in her lap. “You see, I was only seventeen myself when I got pregnant with you.”

  “But you always told me you were eighteen . . .”

  Glory raised her eyes to meet Kate’s gaze and gave her a weary smile. “No, I was still in high school. Your father was in college, away in Columbia on a football scholarship. I was afraid I was going to lose him. So I didn’t take all the precautions I should have taken, and, well, I got pregnant.”

  Kate listened to this confession wide-eyed.

  “As soon as Papa Jim found out, he went out there and gave your father a good talking-to. I got a marriage proposal the next day.”

  “Papa Jim forced Daddy to ask you to marry him?”

  “Let’s just say that your grandfather can be very persuasive. But I don’t regret anything—not the marriage, and certainly not you, honey. Your father and I love each other, and we love you. I wouldn’t change anything. But it’s killing me to see you go down that same path.” Glory sighed then continued, “I’m not going to ask you again who the father is. Not now. But please tell me one thing. Do you love Brady? Because as soon as Papa Jim learns that you’re pregnant, he’s going to pay that boy a visit. And you’ll be receiving a proposal of your own in short order.”

  Kate felt a growing sense of horror. She hadn’t considered any of this. But her mother was right. Papa Jim would take matters into his own hands. She knew from personal experience how persuasive he could be. Brady would propose. And Papa Jim would see to it that she accepted the proposal. “I don’t want to marry Brady,” she said. “I don’t want to marry anyone!”

  Glory nodded as if she’d expected no other reply. “Your father is away, and Papa Jim is busy with that new prison down in Florida. There’s another week before you have to go back to school. Nobody will think it’s strange if the two of us take a little shopping trip up to New York City. We’ll take care of this problem there, and no one will ever need to know.”

  Kate looked at her mother as if she were a stranger. “You mean get an abortion?”

  Glory nodded again.

  “But you told Dr. Sibley it was a sin.”

  “I know, honey,” said Glory. “But I asked God to put the sin on me, not you.”

  “I’m pretty sure it doesn’t work that way, Mom,” she said.

  “This is for the best, Kate, you’ll see,” Glory went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “I prayed hard about this, as hard as I’ve ever prayed in my life, and this was the answer that came to me. I think it’s what God wants.”

  At this, Kate gave a start. She had been praying too. And she’d asked God to find someone else. Is this the answer to my prayer? she wondered. God, are you telling me that you’ve granted what I asked? Chosen someone else to bear your child, someone better? Please, I don’t know what to do . . . I need some kind of sign . . .

  “We leave tomorrow,” Glory said. “I’ve already made the reservations.”

  Kate nodded mutely. This was the sign. It had to be.

  God had made His decision.

  He had rejected her. Found someone else for this task.

  She was free. The burden was lifted.

  Why, then, did she feel like weeping?


  CHAPTER 3

  New York City in January was very different from the city as she’d last seen it. Then it had been November, with a late surge of Indian summer making it feel like fall was weeks away. Now, with an icy wind whipping along streets lined with piles of snow so filthy they resembled ash heaps, the city seemed ugly, bleak, and inhospitable despite the festive Christmas decorations still hanging over Fifth Avenue. Or perhaps it was all in her mind, in her reasons for being here.

  Kate shivered in a blast of frigid wind that seemed to have blown down the avenue all the way from Canada without stopping. She pulled her cashmere scarf more closely about her neck and hurried toward St. Patrick’s Cathedral three blocks ahead, weaving her way through the tourists and shoppers who, ignoring the wind, had paused in front of the shop windows. Once Kate would have joined them; admiring the extravagant window displays along Fifth Avenue was one of her favorite New York pastimes. But not now. Not today.

  They’d arrived in New York just after noon and checked into the Plaza, where Glory always stayed when she visited the city, which she liked to do at least four times a year, once in each season, so that she could stock up on the latest fashions. The clinic appointment wasn’t until tomorrow. Glory had wanted to give them an afternoon of shopping, since that was, after all, the ostensible purpose of their trip, and it didn’t seem too likely that Kate would be interested in, much less capable of, shopping after the procedure.

  That was what Glory called it. The procedure. As if it were something simple and mechanical, something that didn’t involve the invasion of her daughter’s body and the termination of a human life. But Kate didn’t really blame her mother for resorting to a euphemism. She couldn’t say the word out loud herself. Could barely even think it silently in the privacy of her own mind.

  Abortion.

  All her life she’d believed it was wrong, a terrible sin. Her parents had taught her as much, and so had her religion, her faith.

  Now, though, it was her mother who had suggested the procedure, and she had agreed to it without hesitation, believing that it was what God wanted her to do. Kate hadn’t said anything to Glory about that, of course. Hadn’t mentioned that she was convinced she was carrying God’s child. She knew that any such statement would earn her a trip to a very different sort of doctor than the one she was scheduled to visit tomorrow. No, she couldn’t confide in Glory. Couldn’t confide in anyone, except God.

  Kate thought that she had probably said more prayers in the last two days than she had in her whole previous life put together. But despite all those prayers, she didn’t feel that she’d made a connection. Hello, this is God. I’m not here right now, but if you leave your message at the tone . . . That’s what it felt like. He was listening, but not answering. And why should He? He’d granted her prayer already, hadn’t He? Lifted the burden from her shoulders, provided the means by which she could refuse what He had offered, the chance to be the mother to His child.

  She couldn’t imagine why she had been singled out in the first place. She was just an ordinary girl, and the thought of what had been asked of her was overwhelming. It wasn’t just the shock of discovering that she was pregnant without having ever done more than kiss a boy, although that was pretty frightening. And the way that everyone, even Glory, assumed she was lying to protect Brady or some other boy didn’t help matters very much either. But what really made her want to curl up into a shivering ball was the idea of what would come after. Not just the way people would judge her for being a single mother at seventeen. The frankly curious or nasty or pitying looks, all equally unwelcome, and the gossip that would go on behind her back. The righteous comments that would be made to her face. All of that would be bad enough. But there would be still worse to come.

  Kate didn’t think she could bear to see a child of hers suffer as Jesus had suffered. She didn’t understand how Mary had been able to go on after all that had happened to her son. How she had been able to watch as he was tortured and put to death. How strong her faith must have been! But Kate didn’t have that kind of faith.

  She knew her Bible. She knew what tended to happen to those who were touched by God. She didn’t want that for her child. Or for herself. Maybe it was selfish, but she couldn’t help it. She was afraid. There was too much evil in the world. So she had prayed for God to choose another vessel. Told Him that she was too weak. Unworthy. And lo and behold, her mother had come to her bedroom with the plan that had brought them to New York, a little miracle in itself, really, because Glory had always been unwavering in her opposition to abortion; for her to suggest it now was proof to Kate of God’s invisible hand at work. That was when she had understood that He had granted her prayer and was offering her a way out.

  But despite all that, since arriving in the city, Kate had been wracked by doubts. Was she really doing the right thing? Was this what God wanted . . . the termination of a human—or more than human—life? Or was she just fooling herself, trying to ease her conscience?

  Over lunch at Lespinasse, Kate had picked at her food as Glory, sensing her mood, made heroic conversational efforts to drag her out of her funk. But Kate had responded in monosyllables, if at all. Not even the experience of trying on outrageously expensive clothes and shoes in stylish Fifth Avenue boutiques had succeeded in cheering her up. Instead, as the afternoon dragged on, Kate had felt more and more anxious and brittle, her inner doubts mushrooming until they threatened to reach panic proportions. Finally, in the middle of Saks, she’d had enough. She had to get out or go crazy. Pleading exhaustion and a headache, she told Glory that she was going back to the hotel to take a nap. Glory, who was something of a binge shopper, kissed her distractedly on the cheek and sent her on her way with a chirpy “Feel better!” before making a beeline to the perfume counter.

  But once outside, Kate had turned north rather than south toward the Plaza. She had lied to her mother; sleep was the furthest thing from her mind. Instead, she walked up the block, then turned east and continued to Madison Avenue, where she caught an uptown bus to 83rd Street. From there she hurried west again, making for the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

  This time, she hadn’t come to see the paintings. She was looking for Gabriel.

  When she tried to remember what the sidewalk artist looked like, all she could recall clearly was that he was a young black man who had been wearing a bright red beret. Nonetheless, she felt sure that she would recognize him immediately. There was a connection between them. He was sent to her on that day in November to prepare her for what was to come, though she hadn’t realized it at the time. No, then she had simply dismissed him as a harmless crank, a street preacher who baited his hook with skillful sketches and caricatures of passersby. And not until just days ago, when she’d learned that she was pregnant and understood for the first time the gravity of what was happening to her, had Kate remembered the sketch he had given her and that she had thrust, unlooked at, into her purse. A sketch of herself and her baby.

  Madonna and child.

  Gabriel had known. Had tried to tell her. But she’d been frightened, annoyed. She’d pushed him away. If only she had listened! He could have told her so much. But maybe it wasn’t too late. She would find him, talk to him. Make him tell her what he knew. Really, though, she understood subconsciously that what she was looking for from him wasn’t illumination but absolution. The assurance that God would forgive her for what she was about to do.

  When she reached the museum, the sidewalks were empty of artists. There were only pedestrians walking quickly to minimize their exposure to the cold. A lone vendor was selling hot dogs, his cart wreathed in steam. Kate stood across Fifth Avenue, gaping in shock. A group of Japanese tourists hurried past her, rushing to beat the traffic light, laughing excitedly among themselves. Somewhere a car alarm started whooping. She felt like an idiot. Of course there would be no sidewalk sketch artists plying their trades in the middle of winter!

  When there was a gap in traffic, Kate crossed the street. She was in a kind of daze, moving as if in a dream. Although logically it should have been neither surprising nor disappointing not to find Gabriel here, someone she had met only once, months ago, a needle in the haystack of New York’s teeming millions, Kate nevertheless felt both those emotions now. In fact, quite unexpectedly she found herself on the verge of tears. All of a sudden it seemed to her that Gabriel’s absence was purposeful, an indication that God had rejected her. Abandoned her. But hadn’t she abandoned Him first? She had refused His gift. His child.

  Yet, if He didn’t want her to have the abortion, why had He sent Glory to her that night? Why had He put the idea of coming to New York into her mother’s mind?

  There were no answers, only the bite of the wind.

  More out of desperation than hope, Kate climbed the stairs to the museum and went inside. Methodically, she searched the crowded galleries, studying the faces of young black males so intently that she received her share of curious, annoyed, or flirtatious looks in return. But none of them were Gabriel. More than once, a flash of red glimpsed out of the corner of her eye made her think that she had spotted his beret, but on second look the color always resolved into something else: a scarf, a handbag, a baseball cap.

  Gradually, she accepted the reality that she wasn’t going to find him.

  There was nothing for her here. Even the paintings and statues that she normally found so comforting withheld that comfort now.

  That was when she thought of St. Patrick’s Cathedral.

  The holy church, with its encompassing, murmurous spaces, its smells of burning candles and old wood, had always been a kind of refuge for her on her visits to the city, a place for unhurried reflection and quiet solitude where she could regain her equilibrium when the sights, sounds, and frenetic pace of Manhattan grew overwhelming. She almost ached physically for the solace it had offered her in the past. Surely it wouldn’t reject her. There, in that oasis of calm spirituality in the middle of the clamorous city, she felt that her prayers would be heard and answered. God would speak to her and assure her that she was doing the right thing.

  She’d left the museum and climbed on a downtown bus, but its progress was excruciatingly slow, as it stopped at what seemed like every block to let dozens of people off and on. Finally, too impatient to wait any longer, she got off and made her way on foot, still keeping her eyes peeled for any sight of Gabriel.

  It was almost five thirty; the setting sun was out of sight behind the skyscrapers of the west side, and the city was sunk in evening shadows fast deepening into twilight. The streetlamps were on, as were the headlights of cars and buses. The air seemed to grow colder by the block. Soon a light snow began to fall, crystals glinting like shards of fallen star stuff. It was beautiful, like some fairy-tale snow-globe vision of Manhattan, but Kate barely noticed. As more and more people left work, the Fifth Ave nue sidewalk down which she was hurrying came to resemble a human obstacle course, and she focused her attention on navigating it as quickly as possible.

  At last she reached the cathedral, all lit up like a fortress of white marble.

  As soon as she entered, a soothing balm settled over her soul. Warmth bloomed in her bones as the sounds of the street faded. The fragrance of burning incense and wax candles filled her nostrils, and her ears echoed with the soft susurrations of whispered prayers rising up to the cavernous vault of the ceiling like smoke. She took off her hat, unwound her scarf, letting it hang freely over her shoulders, and opened her heavy coat.

  She hesitated, then dipped a finger into the font of holy water and, with a trembling hand, made the sign of the cross. What had she expected? That her skin would burn at the water’s touch like the flesh of a vampire? The water was cool, no more.

  Dipping her knee as she passed before the altar, Kate went around to the left side aisle and walked about halfway down before easing into an empty pew. She sat, relieved to finally be off her feet. Then she folded down the kneeler attached to the bottom of the pew in front of her and slid onto her knees, bowed her head, and prayed silently, fiercely, asking for guidance, a sign to let her know that she was doing the right thing. Or even the wrong thing. Just some indication that she wasn’t all alone in the world.

  When she looked up, she noticed that a row of three confessionals was in operation. A red light shone above each one to indicate that it was occupied by a penitent; as Kate watched, a door opened in one of the confessionals and an elderly man emerged, leaning heavily on a cane. The door shut behind him, and a moment later the red light was replaced by a green one, signaling that the priest was ready to hear another confession. A plump, middle-aged Asian woman in business attire rose quickly from a nearby pew and bustled over, disappearing inside. Click, and the light was red again. Kate’s heart quickened. She felt sure this was the sign she had prayed for.

  Kate got to her feet and went over to that area of the cathedral. There were a few others ahead of her, so she took a seat and waited her turn. She didn’t know what she was going to say to the priest, but that didn’t matter; as soon as she’d seen the confessionals, she’d known that her steps had been guided here. Soon all her doubts would be answered.

  She twisted the ends of her scarf in her fingers as the minutes dragged by. Each of the people before her seemed to be taking forever. What could they possibly be talking about? Whatever it was, she felt quite certain that the problems of these men and women paled to insignificance before her own, and even though she knew it wasn’t very Christian of her, she couldn’t help resenting them a little for making her wait so long.

  At last it was her turn. She hurried into the confessional and knelt before the grill that separated her from the priest, making the sign of the cross for a second time. The small space was dimly lit and seemed to carry in its close and complex atmosphere a trace of every person who had ever knelt there, a mix of perfumes, human sweat, cigarette smoke, damp wool, and other things she could smell but couldn’t put a name to. It occurred to her that she was smelling what was left over after a sin had been confessed and absolution bestowed upon the sinner by the priest, a stale effluvium made up of the aftermath of countless tawdry transgressions. She wondered what traces her confession would leave behind.

  From the other side of the grill, there was a sharp click as the priest flicked the switch to turn on the red light. After a few seconds of silence, he cleared his throat somewhat impatiently.

  “B—bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” Kate said in a shaky voice. “It’s been three weeks since my last confession.” She wasn’t sure what to say after that, so she didn’t say anything. She thought back to her last confession, at St. John the Baptist, and how she’d recited her usual litany of boring sins: pride, envy, sloth; how she’d snapped at Glory, argued with her father about homework, and taken the name of the Lord in vain on two occasions. It seemed so trivial now.

  “Go on, my child,” came the voice. It was a gentle voice, kind yet firm.

  Kate wondered how old he was, what he looked like. What must it be like to sit behind the screen, listening to people’s confessions hour after hour? Most of it was probably as dull as dishwater. Did he bring a book to pass the time? A walkman?

  “Do you have something to confess?” coaxed the priest.

  “I . . .” This was proving more difficult than she had imagined. There was no way she could tell him everything; he would think she was crazy or lying, just like Glory and the doctors had. “Father, what if God wanted a person to do something. Something very hard and dangerous. And that person was afraid. Too afraid to do what God wanted.”

  “Do you mean dangerous physically or dangerous spiritually?”

  “Both, I guess.”

  “God doesn’t ask the easy things of us,” came the response. “But he doesn’t ask what is beyond our ability to give, either.”

  “But what if a person prayed to God not to have to do . . . what was asked? And the prayer was answered. So the person didn’t have to do it anymore.”

  A pause. “I suppose I might reflect on why God should have asked it of me in the first place.”

  “But to pray that way. To go against God’s wishes. Isn’t that a sin?”

  “God is compassionate, my child. He understands and forgives human weakness. Why, even our Lord had moments of doubt. In the garden of Gethsemane, He prayed that the cup might pass from Him. How, then, if the Son of God should make such a prayer, can it be a sin for a human being?”

  “But He did what God wanted. In the end.”

  “Yes. Why was that, do you think?”

  “I don’t know. He had to, didn’t He?”

  “No, He did not. Jesus had free will, just as we do. He could have refused. Gone off somewhere and lived a quiet life.”

  “Then I guess it was because He knew how things were going to turn out. He knew He would rise from the dead and everything.”

  “But so will we all, my child. Every Catholic knows that. It’s what we believe. The pillar of our faith.”

  “Then I guess I must not have very much faith,” she said miserably.

  “What does that word mean to you?” asked the priest. “What is faith?”

  “I don’t know,” she said. “I mean, when I think of someone like Mary . . . you know, she was just a girl when she became the mother of God. No older than me, maybe. Imagine how frightened she must have been! But she did it anyway. That’s faith.”

  “Yes, she was a brave young woman. All the same, I’m sure she had moments of doubt as well. Moments when her faith, as strong as it was, wavered.”

  “Do you really think so?”

  “She wouldn’t have been human otherwise. All of us are weak sometimes. That’s when we need to remember that God loves us and wants to help us.”

  “I’m not like Mary,” she said in a voice so soft that she thought at first he hadn’t heard her, so much time passed before he replied.

  “In what ways are you not like her?”

  Kate’s heart leapt into her throat. Somehow, without realizing it, she had been led to broach the very subject that she had intended to avoid. She had been foolish to think that she could fence with a priest; this was what they did. They were experts at drawing people out, getting them to confess the sins they were too ashamed or afraid to speak aloud. And now she had said too much.

  “My child?” the priest prompted.

  “I . . . I’m sorry, Father, but I can’t tell you.”

  “My child, I’m not here as a man, but as the representative of Christ. You must unburden yourself to me as you would if it were Jesus Himself behind this screen. No matter what you’ve done, how bad you think it may be, I assure you that forgiveness is available to you. But I can’t absolve you of your sins if you won’t speak frankly about them. Please, there’s no reason to be fearful. Everything you say is under the seal of the confessional and cannot be revealed to anyone under any circumstances.”

  “I know,” she said. “It’s just . . .”

  “Go on.”

  Yet despite the priest’s assurances, Kate couldn’t go on. She wanted to unburden herself, wanted it so badly that she could feel it, but something was holding her back. Shame? Fear? Perhaps, but it was more than that, an instinctual whispering deep in her soul, a small, true voice, bright as a glimmering star in the darkness, telling her that this was between her and God, and she had no business sharing it with anyone else, not even a priest. Was it for this realization, she wondered now, that she’d been guided here?

  “Father, God wouldn’t ever ask a person to commit a sin, would He?”

  “Of course not, my child. God wants to lead us away from sin. What is it that you think God has asked of you?” He sounded worried now.

  “I have to go,” Kate said. Suddenly the close confines of the confessional seemed to squeeze in even more tightly, until she felt as if she were suffocating. She hurriedly made the sign of the cross then lurched to her feet and out the door. Behind her, the priest said something that she couldn’t make out. She hurried up the aisle, glancing back once to see if he was following, but of course he wasn’t. The anonymity of the confessional had to be preserved at all costs. The green light above the booth was glowing; another penitent was already entering, taking her place.

  Kate wrapped her scarf around her neck, buttoned up her coat, and walked out into the night. Snow was falling more heavily now, big flakes like the feathers of an angel’s wing. She could do this, she told herself, thinking of the procedure scheduled for tomorrow morning. God had offered her this chance, and because it had come from Him, it couldn’t be a sin, even if it would be under normal circumstances. The priest had confirmed it: God wouldn’t tell her to commit a sin. It was as if she’d been given a Get Out of Jail Free card.

  But that didn’t mean she felt good about it. On the contrary, despite a sense of relief, Kate felt shame at what she still perceived as her own weakness, and sadness at the thought of what would happen to the life she was carrying inside her. Perhaps her unborn child was dead already, or soulless, its divine spark removed somehow, reabsorbed into the blessed Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, or sent on to its new destination, into the womb of whatever woman God had chosen to replace her as the mother of His child. If, indeed, He had chosen anyone at all. Perhaps her refusal had been a refusal for all humanity, and now God would withhold His gift. But no, that couldn’t be. God was not petty or cruel. And she was just one small person, an ordinary girl who only wanted to live an ordinary life, grow up, fall in love, get married, and have children that would have no divine mission to perform, no sacrifice to enact, just the ordinary joys and sorrows that all human flesh was heir to. That wasn’t too much to ask, was it? How could it be?

  With these thoughts and others whirling in her mind as the snow whirled down around her, Kate hailed a cab back to the Plaza, where Glory was waiting, angry and nearly frantic with worry. “Your father called and wanted to talk with you. I had to tell him you’d gone to a movie.”

  “I was at St. Patrick’s. You know, praying.”

  At that, Glory’s whole demeanor shifted. “Oh, honey, I should have thought of that! I should have gone with you!”

  “It’s okay, Mom. I kind of needed to be alone.”

  Kate felt too drained emotionally and physically to go out to dinner, so they ordered room service and watched movies on cable until it was time for bed. Glory tried a couple of times to sound her daughter out about what she was feeling, as if to make up for taking her shopping instead of to church, but Kate fended her off.

  “Mom, I just want to get through this, okay? We can talk later. But I think I kind of need to go on automatic pilot for a while, you know?”

  “Of course, dear. But I’m here if you need to talk.”

  “Thanks, Mom.” Kate gave her a hug and a kiss, then turned in for the night.

  To her surprise, she slept like a log.

  The next morning, she didn’t feel like eating and only sipped at a cup of room-service coffee. She showered and dressed, putting a change of underwear and sanitary napkins in her purse, per the clinic’s instructions. Then she and Glory took a cab to the Upper East Side clinic where Glory had made an appointment. There was no trace of last night’s snowfall; or, if there was, it was already indistinguishable from the frozen, dirty gray mounds left over from previous snowfalls.

  With each block they progressed through the slow-moving, noisy Manhattan traffic, Kate felt herself sink deeper into what she had described the night before as “automatic pilot.” I’m a robot, she told herself. A machine, not a person. It became her mantra, and she repeated it to herself as they drove, while Glory, sitting beside her in the backseat of the cab, assayed a variety of lame jokes and observations that Kate didn’t respond to. Soon a tense silence descended that lasted until they reached the clinic.

  Kate hadn’t known what to expect. A crowd of protestors, perhaps, angry men and women waving placards and shouting imprecations at anyone approaching the door. But there was no crowd, no protestors. The clinic was located in a high rise, with a security guard at the entrance to the building, but there was no other sign of anything out of the ordinary . . . even the security guard was a far from uncommon sight in New York office and apartment buildings.

  Only the door to the clinic itself gave some hint of the controversial activity that took place within. The door carried only a number, nothing else. There was an intercom box beside the door, with a security camera mounted above it. Glory hit the buzzer, identified herself, and stood with Kate where the camera could transmit their images. There was a pause, and then a buzzer sounded, unlocking the door. As Glory and Kate entered, a young couple, a man and a woman, glanced up at them with nervous smiles from the comfortable waiting area, where there were cushioned chairs and a table strewn with magazines. Glory nodded, but Kate looked away, feeling her face turn red with embarrassment.

  There were reproductions of paintings from the Met and the Guggenheim on the walls, along with posters about HIV, STDs, and birth control, and a floral display at the reception desk, as well as a bowl of what Kate thought at first were candies but were actually condoms in brightly colored wrappers. Lite jazz was playing softly on a radio. The receptionist, a pretty, young black woman with platinum blond hair cut so short it might almost have been a silver skullcap, was seated behind a thick barrier of some transparent material that Kate could only assume was bulletproof.

  Kate stood mute as a statue, silently repeating her mantra, as Glory spoke to the woman. There were forms to sign, which Kate did without reading them, and then Glory opened her purse and drew out an envelope with two hundred-dollar bills tucked inside.

  They sat and waited. Glory picked up an issue of Cosmopolitan and began to leaf through it, but Kate just sat there. I’m a robot, she thought. A machine. Out of the corner of her eye, she observed the young couple, wondering what their story was, whether they were man and wife or boyfriend and girlfriend. Despite her mantra, she felt as if her intestines were tied up in knots that were being slowly twisted together.

  After a while, a nurse came to fetch her. Glory asked to come too, and the nurse agreed that it would be okay. The nurse led them to an examination room, where she gave Kate a cup to pee in and directed her to a bathroom in the hall. When she came back from the bathroom, the nurse took her temperature, blood pressure, and a blood sample. Not once was the reason for her appointment mentioned.

  Then she was sent back to the waiting area. Moments later, the same nurse called a name; the young woman waiting with the man gave a little start and turned pale. She took her companion’s hand and squeezed it, gave him the saddest smile that Kate had ever seen, then got up and followed the nurse out of the waiting room without a backward glance. Once she had gone, the man glanced at his watch, crossed his arms over his chest, put his head back, and closed his eyes.

  I’m a robot. A machine, not a person . . .

  The door buzzed, and two slim, tan, dark-haired women entered, both seemingly in their twenties, obviously sisters, each wearing a golden crucifix around her neck. Kate was wearing a similar necklace, which she’d forgotten about completely until now; somehow, it seemed almost sacrilegious to be wearing such a thing in this place. Yet the two women didn’t seem at all disturbed; their expressions were solemn, yes, but there was no shame in the looks they cast toward Kate and Glory. One of them even gave Kate an encouraging smile. But Kate didn’t smile back. How could she? She was a robot. A machine.

  Machines don’t smile.

  Then her name was called again, and another woman, who identified herself as a counselor, took Kate and Glory into a windowless room whose only furnishings were plastic chairs and a big wooden desk on which sat a strange-looking sculpture that Kate suddenly realized, with a sense of mounting unreality, was a life-sized model of a uterus and vagina. The counselor used the model to demonstrate what she, too, called “the procedure.” Actually, Kate thought it was more like “the Procedure”: she could hear the capital P. In a calm and authoritative voice, the counselor assured them that the Procedure was statistically safer than giving birth. Then, as if to undercut her own argument, she spoke about the risks: incomplete evacuation, infection, perforation of the uterus, hemorrhage, words that flowed right through Kate, though Glory, beside her, seemed to clench her body tighter and tighter at the list of possible complications, until she was hunched over in her chair like a woman crippled by osteoporosis. Finally, the counselor asked to speak to Kate privately, and when Glory had left the room, she questioned her closely about whether or not this was something she wanted for herself, whether her mother or any other adult had pressured her into making the decision. Kate said that she understood what she was doing and that nobody had pressured her. The counselor nodded, satisfied, and gave her two Advil in a paper cup. “You’ll want these later,” the woman said. “For the cramping.”

  Then it was back to the waiting room.

  The next time her name was called, Glory was not allowed to accompany her.

  I’m a robot, she thought as she stood up. Glory was plainly fighting back tears, and this nearly got Kate started as well. But she looked away, forcing her eyes to remain dry.

  Machines don’t cry . . .

  The nurse led her back to the bathroom, where she directed her to empty her bladder and to place the sanitary napkin she’d brought into her underwear. When she emerged from the bathroom, a second nurse was waiting, a gray-haired woman with a kind, weathered face who appeared to be in her fifties or early sixties.

  “I’m Nurse Rhodes,” she said. “You can call me Jackie if you like. I’ll take good care of you, dear, don’t worry.”

  Kate nodded.

  Jackie took her to the room where the Procedure would take place and asked her to undress from the waist down.

  “No, leave your socks on,” she said when Kate made to peel them off. Then she helped Kate onto the examining table, draping a clean white sheet across her bare lap and legs. “The doctor will be here shortly,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

  With that, she left the room.

  Alone, Kate began to shiver although the room was actually quite warm. She observed a sink, a cart of various implements, probes and the like, but she didn’t look too closely. She heard a low drone of conversation from outside the door, Jackie’s voice and the voice of the counselor, but she couldn’t make out any words, though she strained to do so, certain that the two women were discussing her. Then, suddenly, she heard what sounded like a big vacuum cleaner being switched on, a howling, whining roar, as if the cleaning crew were at work in the room next door. But of course, it wasn’t a vacuum cleaner.

  It was the machine that would quite literally suck the life out of her.

  The noise went on and on. Then, as suddenly as it had started, it stopped.

  Then started up again.

  I’m a robot. A machine . . .

  The door opened, and Jackie came in, wheeling the vacuum machine. She was followed by a pudgy, balding, fortyish-looking man who introduced himself as Dr. Lambert. He smiled at her reassuringly, but she was too far into her robotic state to respond.

  Jackie had her recline on the table, with her bottom as close to the edge as possible. “No, closer—until it feels like you’re going to fall off. That’s right, good girl.”

  “Let’s have a look, shall we?” Dr. Lambert pulled up a low stool and took a seat between her spread legs.
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