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Trouble had a way of sneaking up on me when I was looking the other way. Della Castro was like that too. She laid claim on me in kindergarten, and before I could say boo about it, she and I were like peanut butter and jelly. Pretending to be sisters came naturally with our dark hair and brown eyes.


But by the time we hit middle school, those resemblances faded. I grew a whopping seven inches over Della’s “cute” five foot three. So long, peanut butter and jelly. We’d become Jack and the Beanstalk.


Our height differences had no effect on our friendship. I adored her, and when the chips were down, Della would’ve barrel-rolled over broken glass to be at my side.


During my junior year of high school, my guidance counselor urged me to consider my future and my purpose in life. I found neither in the college brochures he pushed my way.


I had hoped to find my answer when Della invited me to come along for an unofficial campus visit at Texas State. My parents weren’t hip to the idea, but I talked it up as an educational opportunity. Dad was a hard sell, so I implored Mom to advocate for me.


She came through like a champ. “Thomas, they’re just normal girls, exploring a college town,” she told him. “Della’s cousin will show them around the campus, maybe even take them to that cute bookstore. Don’t be so overprotective. Worst that could happen? Sissie returns home with a sunburn from riding in Della’s convertible.”


You could’ve knocked me over with a feather when my dad agreed with his bland, “Hmph, I suppose.”


Looking back, they were setting me free to make lasting memories with my best friend.


Memories were made that weekend, that much is true. I didn’t visit that bookstore or come home with a sunburn, though. And what did happen triggered an unravelling of an otherwise normal life—a cautionary tale mothers would use to scare their daughters straight for years to come.





Part One






One
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March 2003


Can’t say which pulled me out of sleep—the knocking or the yelling outside. Memories of the previous night were clattering around in my head like broken china. I managed to peel my eyes open long enough to take in the source that had numbed my right leg—a naked, lifeless body.


Okay, Sissie, pull it together. I attempted to center myself. The room was sticky with humidity. A hit of Drakkar cologne sent a bilious pulse down my throat. My stomach roiled. I feared the movement required to vomit might tear me in two. I tried to relax and reconcile what I had done. Caleb was cute enough to date, but—


Don’t think about it, Sissie. You’re just a normal girl, hooking up with a cute guy. College girls hook up all the time.


Except. I’m not a college girl.


Della had begged me to leave the bar with her. Weird, since she was the one who’d bought our fake IDs. Who’d wanted to pretend we went to Texas State. Who’d wanted to go clubbing and meet college guys. All fine—until she’d decided our fun was over. And when Della made a decision, there was no looking back.


Not this time, baby. With rum and Cokes bolstering my courage, I held my ground. “Leave if you’re tired,” I’d told her.


Her face turned to stone, like I’d betrayed her. She jerked her purse over her shoulder and jutted out her chin, but I wasn’t going anywhere. Finally, she let out a giant sigh and shoved her cell phone in my face. “Take it,” she’d said, acting like she was my mother.


I had no purse. Where was I supposed put a brick-size phone? “No, thanks.”


Realizing that might have been a mistake as my gaze made the slow, blurry climb along the wall to the water-stained ceiling as I reordered my memories—head-banger music in Caleb’s car, plans to meet his friends—friends who didn’t show—kissing on the stained brown couch, an Austin Powers movie, and the beers that dragged me to Blackout City.


“I know you’re in there!” a man shouted and pounded the door, rattling the foil-covered window over the couch.


I tried to move, but needle-like shocks pricked my right hand, which was stuck beneath Caleb’s body.


“Caleb.” My whisper wasn’t compelling enough wake him, so I tapped his shoulder with my left hand. “Someone’s here.”


“Mmm.” Caleb moaned and shifted slightly.


I lifted my head, and a fresh rush of sweat crawled over my skin. The sight of his bare butt confirmed what was pressed against my leg. A chilly shiver juddered my backbone, shaking me to wriggle free.


The room was musty like my grandmother’s basement. I rolled to the floor, and my knees landed on crunchy shag carpet. A dizzying swirl of confusion and raw ache held me in place, as a fresh riot of knocking began at the door.


Where are my clothes? My hands flew to cover my body while I scanned the room.


“Wake up,” I demanded, kicking at Caleb’s arm.


“Huh?” he mumbled in a raspy voice. “Oh. Hey-y-y.” A smile crossed his heavy-eyed—and, suddenly, annoying—face.


Not so cute anymore.


“Somebody’s here.” I retrieved my jeans, puddled on the floor.


“Caleb, I’m taking my key back!” the man barked from the porch. “I’m hung over, I’m tired, and I need to get ready for work.” More pounding.


“Caleb,” I pleaded in a whisper. “I need to go home.”


Home—didn’t sound quite right. Anywhere but here?


He blinked a few times, and his heavy-lidded gaze trailed my body.


“Stop staring at me like that. Get dressed. Someone’s outside.” I bent to claim my bra and gestured at the door.


Wearing nothing but freckles and a smile, he groaned to standing, stretching his arms like a starfish. “Chill, will ya?” He pushed his strawberry-blond bangs off his forehead and squinted at me like he’d just discovered I was in the room. “You’re hot.”


A stale beer burp rose in my throat, and I covered my mouth.


His lack of clothing didn’t stop him from moving toward the door.


“Wait. Not until I find my shirt.”


“Don’t stress. He’s seen naked chicks before.”


Ugh. How many girls has he brought here?


“I need to call Della. Where’s your phone?”


“Hell if I know,” he mumbled, still walking toward the door.


The door squeaked open as I slid into the kitchen to pull on my jeans in privacy—and then had to button my mouth at the sight of soggy food on dishes in the sink. Disgusting.


An almond Trimline phone hung on the wall. I lifted the handset. Dead. What did I expect? From the living room, there was a back-and-forth between Caleb and whoever had come in.


I fastened my bra as swiftly as I could manage. My eyes landed on an empty Jagermeister bottle sitting beside a flip phone. Hallelujah. I peeled it open and raised the antenna. One bar of battery power. That’ll work.


Della answered immediately. “Where are you?”


“With Caleb. Can you come get me?”


“Yeah, but give me a sec. I wasn’t up yet.”


“Please, hurry,” I whispered.


She exhaled loudly. “Fine. Where are you?”


“With Caleb.”


“Duh. I got that much. What’s Mr. Wonderful’s address?”


“Hang on.” With an arm covering my chest, I peered into the living room.


“Hey.” A Black guy in sweatpants and a Houston Rockets T-shirt nodded from the couch, his elbows resting on his knees. Beside him, Caleb, now wearing jeans, leaned back with his eyes closed.


“What’s your address?” I asked.


Caleb roused. “This is Sissie.”


“The address?” I repeated, but Caleb didn’t answer.


The guy slapped Caleb’s arm and turned to me. “It’s 149-B Mosely.”


“149-B Mosely,” I repeated into the phone. “Outside of San Marcos.”


“Not San Marcos. Martinsville,” he corrected, running a hand over his flat fade.


“Martinsville,” I repeated.


“Where?” Della asked.


It was no use asking Caleb, so I turned to his friend. “Can you give directions?”


“Here.” He held out his hand, took the phone, and introduced himself to Della as Jamal. While I searched for the rest of my belongings, he instructed Della when to get on the highway and where to turn left.


“Alright,” he said to me and held the phone out. “Here.”


“Thanks.” I took it from him.


“Welcome.” His warm brown eyes said he understood my uneasiness.


“Who was that?” Della asked.


“Tell you when you get here.” I tried to keep my voice level.


“What’s going on?” she pressed.


“Nothing.” I spoke through my teeth. “Just get here.” I slapped the phone closed and dropped it on the coffee table.


“You alright?” Jamal tipped his head and met my eyes.


I forced my lips into a smile and continued looking for my clothes. Recognizing my heels below Caleb’s legs, I coughed to draw his attention, but he didn’t seem to notice. “My shoes are under your legs.”


He slid to one side, allowing me to snatch up the shoes while I skimmed the perimeter of the sofa for my shirt.


“Whatcha looking for?” Jamal asked, rising from the couch.


“My shirt,” I mumbled.


“I’ll help,” Jamal said. When we both had no luck, Jamal smacked Caleb’s leg. “Where is it?”


Caleb pushed a hand behind his back and retracted a ball of navy and white fabric that no longer resembled my shirt.


“Not cool.” Jamal grabbed it, shook it out, and handed it to me, shooting a judgmental side-eye at Caleb.


I dropped the ridiculous shoes on the floor. Who did I think I was last night? Jessica Simpson? I’d go home barefoot before putting those things back on. I pulled the wrinkled shirt over my shoulders and attempted to fasten a button. Where are all the buttons? I got my answer when a memory of our clumsy make-out scene surfaced.


Recognition dawned, and irritation contorted Jamal’s face.


I returned a weary smile, and moved toward the front door. Clutching my shirt together with one hand and opening the door with the other, I muttered, “Bye.”


“Take care,” Jamal said.


“Adios,” Caleb said. Before the door slapped shut, I heard him say, “Pretty sweet, huh?”


The other side of the door was no less comforting. With wobbly knees, I passed Caleb’s Grand Prix and a yellow two-door import with a name I couldn’t pronounce. I moved to the curb, covered in shame and a torn shirt.


I wasn’t a prude, but I wasn’t a slut, either. I’d done it with my steady boyfriend last year before he left for college, but we’d waited until we’d gone out for a whole year. It had been different—so different from this.


I hung in the balance like a spider dangling from the thinnest thread until Della’s white Mustang convertible turned onto the street.


“So, what’s the deal?” She pulled to the curb, her hair in a swirling mess and still wearing her standby pajamas—a tie-dyed Fredericksburg High T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts.


I fell into the passenger seat and closed my eyes. “I feel like crap.”


“Must’ve been some night,” Della said while making a U-turn, leaving Caleb in the dust.


May I never see him again.


She pushed in a cassette tape. One of our choir songs blasted through the speakers. “Sing with me.”


I sank deeper into myself.


“Come on. You like this one.”


“Seriously, I’m not in the mood.”


Della lowered the volume. “Don’t be mad at me. I was worried about you. For all I knew, you could’ve been raped—or worse.”


Choking up, I covered my face with my hands. “I’m sorry.” Understatement of the year.


“Wish you would’ve left with me. It was weird, leaving you there with a stranger.”


“He’s from Fredericksburg.”


“I know. I heard him.” Her voice was heavy with sarcasm.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Bragging about his football days? I was, like, ‘Dude, you’re out of college, get a life already.’” She laughed, but I didn’t respond.


A minute later, she pulled into a McDonald’s parking lot, switched off the car, and twisted in her seat to face me. “C’mon. You drank too much and hooked up with some dude you met in a bar. You’ll live to tell the tale.”


“Thanks for being so supportive.” I rolled my eyes as a whiff of McDonald’s French Fry grease hit my nose.


“Hey, whatever you did with Mr. Peaked In High School can’t be that bad.”


“Don’t tell anybody.”


“Who would I tell?”


“I don’t know. Can we just agree last night never happened?”


“What, exactly, ‘never happened’?” Della asked.


I glared at her.


“Fine. I promise. But a walk of shame isn’t the end of the world.” She bent her head and our eyes met. “Right?”


“Right.” Saying it meant nothing. I felt dirty and wrong in a hundred ways.


“What happened to your shirt?” she asked.


“I don’t know.”


“What do you know?”


I crossed my arms. Take a hint. I don’t want to talk about it.


“Sissie.” Della’s jaw tightened and one brow quirked. “Was he rough with you?”


“I’m fine.”


She huffed and squeezed her eyes tight on me. “Why don’t I believe you? Did he push himself—”


“It wasn’t like that.” My answer flew from my mouth. A few seconds passed, and I sat a little straighter. “I got drunk. We made out. End of story.”


“That shirt tells a different story.” She paused. “We could go to the hospital. We’re in a whole other town, your parents’ll never know.”


“I’m fine,” I ground out, wiping smudged liner from my eyes in the visor mirror. I slapped it shut and leaned back. “Please, just get me out of here and forget it ever happened.”





Two
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Junior prom, term papers, and summer plans distracted us from discussing our time in San Marcos. In a few short weeks, Della and I would fall into our summer routine, sneaking in afternoons floating down the river beneath towering live oaks and cottonwoods along our little slice of heaven in the Texas Hill Country.


Della worked at her parent’s realty office every summer, and I locked in a job this year, too, teaching tennis lessons to bored kids at the country club three mornings a week. Not exactly riveting, but it satisfied my parents’ wishes for me to earn my own money.


The week before finals, Della and I caught the same spring cold. Della bounced back quickly, but it did a number on me. Breathing was torture. My head pounded and I couldn’t keep food down. Our family doctor put me in the hospital for dehydration. They slid me into a CAT scan machine and must’ve stuck me a dozen times.


A day of IV fluids brought me back to life, but the hospital drove my parents a little crazy. The nurse said they’d discharge me after the doctor made rounds. Until then, my dad paced my room like a Great Dane in a kennel.


Don’t judge me, but I’d always seen my parents as dogs. Dad was a Dane, with his deep voice, imposing height, and haunting eyes. Flitting around him was a well-groomed Bichon Frise known as “Mom.”


My brother, Brent, had won the genetic lottery and absorbed their good looks, smarts, and charisma—like a stately Weimaraner with gray eyes that drilled clean through you. When my turn came, Mother Nature overcorrected for her generosity and produced a mutt. Woof!


If Dr. Marlowe didn’t arrive soon, someone was going to get bit.
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HOURS LATER, I WAS SITTING crisscross applesauce, staring a hole through my English notebook when Dr. Marlowe finally moseyed into my room.


“Thomas,” he said, meeting my dad’s gaze. “I’ve got some news.” A darkness had taken over his usually cheerful face.


I thought I was better. Oh, God. It’s serious. Am I dying?


Dad raised one of his caterpillar eyebrows. Neither man looked at me.


Mom shined her trademark welcome-to-my-cocktail-party grin at the doctor before directing her optimistic spotlight on me. “I’m sure everything is normal.”


My eyes returned to my trusted doctor. His had been a familiar face throughout my life. Whether I saw him for immunizations or spells of tonsillitis, he maintained a jovial tone and a smile. Today, his kind eyes looked older and his gray hair more disheveled than I remembered.


He confused me with his “we need to talk” tone and deflated expression. He inched to the edge of my bed and ran a nervous hand over the back of his neck. His eyes flitted around the room before meeting mine. “Sissie, you’re pregnant.”


The words echoed off the hard tile floor.


Give me a disease. Cancer—a curable kind. Anything but this.


His mouth made a flat line. “You understand?”


My eyes fell to a blue line I’d drawn down the middle of the page of my spiral, where I had noted differences between F. Scott Fitzgerald’s East Egg and West Egg. In that moment, I willed that line to crack open and tug me out of that sterile hospital room.


My father quietly excused himself, not even looking at me. When the door swept closed behind him, everything went fuzzy.


While my mother quizzed Dr. Marlowe about the reliability of the blood tests, convinced there was no way her daughter was . . . “with child,” I thought of Della. A part of me didn’t want to tell her. Another part wanted to run to her, hoping she’d know what to do.


Suddenly, my stomach flip-flopped and the nausea returned. Sayonara to the broth and crackers I’d eaten earlier.


A nurse helped clean me up and escorted us to Dad’s Suburban—picking up, no doubt, on Mom’s shock and Dad’s anger. She patted my arm as I slid into the backseat and tossed me a reassuring wink as she closed the door.


Tension filled every square inch of our car. I waited for it to full-on smother me dead. My father cleared his throat, his call for us to “listen up.”


“I’m talking to the both of you. You hear me?” he asked.


Mom responded with a faint nod.


“This is not to leave our family.” He aimed an alarming glare at her. “Not to share with your bridge ladies, at the club, or with the neighbors. Hear me?”


“Yes, sir,” Mom answered, childlike.


He turned to me. “Same for you. Not Della, not even your brother. We’ll decide how we’ll handle this situation.”


You mean my situation?


“Priscilla?” He only used my real name when he was mad.


“Yes, sir,” I managed.


He was done talking, leaving me to sit with my shame.
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AT HOME, MOM FLITTED IN and out of my bedroom like the doctor had diagnosed me with the kissing disease, not pregnancy. She delivered trays of food I didn’t eat and juices that turned warm on my nightstand without a mention of the obvious.


Dad’s mandate put a steep wall around me, and I was as alone as I’d ever been. I played the part of a normal sixteen-year-old girl preparing for final exams as well as I could, but no matter how long I stared at my notes, I couldn’t force the material to sprout in my one-track mind. I’m pregnant.


At times, I caught my hand settling on my belly, palpating and prodding for proof of life. A bizarre warmth filled my chest as I sensed the tiny being taking root in my body, and I harnessed a thread of comfort knowing I wasn’t completely alone.
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SUNDAY EVENING, DAD MARCHED INTO my bedroom. I looked up from my trig problems. He might as well have been carrying his briefcase for all the courtroom swagger radiating from him.


“Thomas?” Mom called, chasing behind him. “She’s resting—”


He raised a hand to pause her, and she froze in the doorway.


I wasn’t resting, and I wasn’t studying. Those trig problems could’ve been drawn in Sanskrit, and I would have understood them the same.


“Sissie?” his voice lacked the harshness I had expected.


“Your dad’s talking to you,” my mother said.


I’m pregnant, not deaf.


He took a seat on my bed and crossed his right foot over his left knee.


“Hey,” was the most I could say.


He tipped his head to the side. For a beat, a thread of sympathy shone on his face. “How’d we get here, young lady?”


“I’m sorry.”


“‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t make sense of these circumstances. How’d we get here?”


Anxiety roped around my insides. I feared it might squash the life from my tiny being.


“Well?” he asked.


“San Marcos,” I mumbled.


Disappointment settled on his face. “When you were with Della.” It wasn’t a question. He twisted to wag a finger at Mom. “I told you that Della was low-class. Should’ve pushed her into another friend group. Maybe she’d be . . . I don’t know . . . dating a nice young man instead of . . .”


The reality of my situation seemed to be hanging in his throat.


“This happens to normal girls all the time, and they figure it out.” Mom said in a tone that grated on my nerves. “Let’s put on our thinking caps and decide—”


“You two are done making decisions,” Dad snapped. “I’ll tell you how we’ll handle this.”


I crossed my arms, bracing for turbulence.


“Kathleen, we’ll take her to one of those clinics to take care of it.”


“I’ll call—”


“You’ll call no one,” he barked. “I’ll find a place. One in San Antonio or Austin, where no one will know us.”


“Brent’s in Austin,” Mom reminded him.


“God damn it. I know where my son lives. Austin’s a big city, and I doubt Brent’s been in the market for an abortion.”


Of course my perfect brother wouldn’t screw up his personal life or his career as an architect. He was the golden child, and I, especially in light of recent events, was the pariah.


As far as Dad was concerned, the poor choices I’d made negated my eligibility to participate in this conversation, even if my body was at the heart of the discussion. His unilateral decision scored my soul and inflated my resentment.


“Mom and I will let you know what we’ll do next.” Dad crossed his arms and didn’t even look at me when he spoke. “Until then, keep it to yourself and study for those tests.”


Love you, too, Dad.
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ON MONDAY, MOM DROPPED ME off at school in time for my oddly scheduled final exam block. Before I climbed out of her car, she touched my sleeve. “Honey, just go about your business like normal.”


Normal. Check. Like it’s that easy.


“Dad and I will take care of everything.” She leaned over the console and pulled me into her arms.


“Hey.” Della appeared outside the car. Her frown questioned why I hadn’t driven myself.


Mom smiled at her through the window. “Lunch this afternoon?” She asked, offering to repeat our end-of-the-school year tradition.


“Sure,” Della said.


“Is that alright?” I muttered to Mom. “With Dad?”


“Of course.” Mom painted on a bright smile. “Della, can you drive her home?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Della answered as I exited the car. She asked me, “Why’s your mom driving you?”


“Guess she’s worried about me. No biggie.”
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THAT AFTERNOON, DELLA DROVE US to my house, where Mom had set two TV trays in the den so we could watch Days of Our Lives. At some point, when Della stepped out of the room, Mom cleared her throat dramatically and tapped her lips—a reminder of my dad’s mandate.


In our post-lunch sluggishness, Della and I lounged on the leather sofas, perking up when Mom popped into the den. “Will you ladies be alright if I take off for a few hours?”


“Don’t worry about us,” Della said, dismissing my mother without a second thought.


The garage door hummed to a close and Della shifted to my couch. “You and your mom are acting super weird. Spill it.”


“Nothing.” I fixed my gaze on the TV.


“My mom’s been working her rosary beads to a pulp. Why didn’t you call when you got out of the hospital?”


“I’m fine.”


“Not gonna lie. You hurt my feelings. I went up there, and they said you went home. I left like five messages with your parents. Didn’t they tell you?”


“I was tired. That’s all.”


“Bull.” She stared through me, attempting to decode my secret. I had to look away.


When I glanced at her face again, it looked more pissed off than curious. How can I lie to her? A wave of emotions shook me till I could no longer control my expression or the tears cascading over my cheeks.


“Oh, shit.” She looked me up and down. “You’re so skinny. Is it HIV?”


“Nothing like that.” I hesitated. “I’m . . .” My God, this is too real. “I’m pregnant.”


“You’re screwing with me.”


“San Marcos.” That was all I had to say and proof enough I wasn’t screwing with her.


Her olive skin went white. Then, something came over her—something inexplicably maternal and kind, something I was in desperate need of—and she wrapped me in her arms. “We’ll figure it out. Don’t worry.” She patted my back.


“Dad’s making me get an abortion.”


She pulled away from me and squared her hands on my shoulders. With a serious face, she said, “Sissie, you can’t. You just can’t. Besides the fact that it’s murder, there are couples all over who can’t have kids who would give your baby a happy life.”


“I don’t know if I can go through with it.”


“With what?”


“Either one.” My hand snapped to my belly. “Maybe I should keep it and raise it myself?”


Della smiled. “I could help, like a supportive auntie?”


“What about school?” I asked.


“I told you—we’ll figure it out.”


Who was I kidding? There was no way Mom and Dad would let me keep this baby. But Della’s idea might be one way I could make something good come out of this mess.





Three
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“Della, I don’t know anything about adoption.” The words clunked out of my mouth as I unpacked my feelings about incubating another human and then (this was the part I feared most) ejecting it from my body.


“Are you kidding?” Della’s face lit up. “Catholics have adoption covered. One of my mom’s friends at church works with an agency in San Antonio. They connect pregnant girls with people who want kids all the time.” Della’s expression said she was ready to run with the idea. Once she took off, there was no reining her in.


“I don’t know about having it grow up around here, so close to me.”


“I’ll bet they give you a choice where the baby goes.” She made it sound simple, like ordering a pizza. “I’ll get her number.”


“Wait.” I clutched her arm. “My parents can’t know. They can’t even know I told you. Dad won’t even let us tell my brother.”


“He doesn’t need to know. Relax.” She bit her lip. “Sissie, did you tell the guy?”


“Why would I tell him? I hope I never see him again.”


“Don’t you remember that 20/20 we saw? About that baby who was ripped out of his home because the biological dad, who didn’t know he got the chick pregnant, came forward? It made my heart hurt when they took the little boy out of his adopted mom’s arms. You’ve got to tell him.”


“What if he wants it?” I reconsidered my question. There’s no way Caleb could take care of a goldfish, much less a human.


“You just have to tell him and get him to say he doesn’t care what you do with it.” She paused. “In case he comes back later and says he didn’t know, I’ll be your witness. Let’s call him.”


“I don’t even have his number.”


“You called me from his phone.”


“Like two months ago.”


“I saved it, in case I got lost picking you up.” She removed that giant phone of hers from her backpack and began punching its keypad.


“Wait,” I said, but she put her hand up, shushing me, and pressed the phone to her ear.


“Hi. Caleb?” She lobbed a big-eyed look at me. “Can you hold on?”


My stomach dropped to the floor when she shoved her phone at me. I stared like the phone was radioactive and heard him ask, “You still there?”


I dragged it to my ear. “Hello?”


“Who’s this?” he asked.


“Sissie Klein? It’s been awhile, but we hung out in San Marcos. In March?” Please remember me.


“Hold up. I remember you. Yeah. Pretty Sissie.”


How many Sissies does he know? “Could we get together?” My heart pounded loudly while I waited for his response.


“What’d you have in mind?” he asked.


“Um. Are you coming to Fredericksburg anytime soon?”


“I’m here, hanging out at my parents’ house.”


Covering the phone’s mouthpiece, I whispered, “He’s in town.”


“Tell him to come over.”


“Now?”


“Get it over with,” she whispered.


“What if my mom comes back?”


“You know how your mom shops. She’s always gone longer than she says. We’ll get him out of here by the time she shows up,” she said with certainty.


Right after I tell him I’m pregnant, he’ll run for the hills.


I moved my hand from the mouthpiece. “Can you swing by my house?”


“I need to shower up first, but yeah. Give me a half hour.”


Picturing a perfect storm of his arrival coinciding with my mother’s, I gave him the address and ended the call.


“He’s coming.” I bobbed my head, reassuring myself I could go through with it.


“Just tell him, and when he comes to, tell him you don’t want anything from him and you’re giving the kid to a good home. Once he agrees, you’re golden.”


I wanted to trust her, but it all sounded too simple. “He’ll be shocked. Maybe mad, even.”


“Why? You were tipsy. If he knew how to use a condom, you wouldn’t be here.”


“They’re not foolproof.”


She rolled her eyes and reminded me what to say to him when he arrived, but I was too nervous to make sense of her words—and she had so many words.
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WHEN THE DOORBELL RANG, MY heart did a twist and my mouth went dry.


“I’ll go,” Della said, crossing herself like she did when she walked into mass on Sundays. “Get yourself together.”


No “getting myself together” can prepare me to tell a guy I’ve only met once that he’s the father of my baby. Our baby. I lingered in the hallway, hoping he’d just turn around and walk out that door. Instead, he asked about me, and he sounded genuinely interested in seeing me—not like the jerk I remembered the morning I left his place.


“Sis?” Della called, and I poked my head into our formal living room. She waved for me to join them.


Caleb panned the room and bounced on his toes. His hair was lighter than I remembered. He wore jeans, and his linty black Polo shirt looked like he’d washed it with a load of fluffy white towels.


“Hi.” I gave a slight wave.


“Hey.” He raised his hands in a surprised gesture and leaned toward me for a hug. “You’re looking hot,” he said as I pulled away.


Looks can be deceiving. I tried to smile but a whiff of his cologne revived my nausea and I had to close my mouth.


The three of us stood there, the room shaking in the silence.


Finally, Della pulled at my arm. “Go on. Tell him.”


“Tell me what?” he asked, turning to me with a stupid grin on his face.


You won’t be smiling for long, buddy.


“Why don’t we all sit down?” Della said.


Caleb hesitated.


“As in, sit down,” Della said, firmly this time. “This is important.”


“Hope it’s good,” he said, falling into my dad’s favorite wing chair.


“Oh, it’s . . . something.” Della’s forehead pitched up, and I frowned at her. “So, anyway . . . Sissie, what were you gonna say?” Della tilted her head toward Caleb.


Caleb shook his keychain and tapped a foot against the edge of the coffee table.


“Well . . .” I shifted my gaze to Della.


She pumped her head demandingly and mouthed, “Just say it.”


“Caleb . . . after that night, I got real sick. Sick enough to go to the hospital.” My heart thudded and I wasn’t sure I could force the words out.


“Oh, man. That sucks.”


“And while I was there, I found out . . . I’m pregnant.” I dropped my chin, keeping my eyes on him.


“Whatever.” He pushed his hair back and laughed.


This is SO not funny. Please don’t make me say it again.


“Hey, sorry you got sick, but that’s not a good joke to throw at a guy.”


“She’s not kidding,” Della snapped.


After a long stare down with Della, his face fell. “Are you serious? Like serious, serious?”


“Dead serious,” Della said.


“Holy shit,” he mumbled and flipped his gaze on me. “You sure?”


“They did a blood test, so it’s legit. But I don’t expect you to do anything,” I said.


“She’s giving it up for adoption,” Della announced, a bit too confidently.


“Ah, that’s cool.” His voice conveyed relief, but his cheeks stayed flushed. “Are you sure?” Suddenly, he looked as sick as I felt.


“Yes,” Della answered for me. “You don’t want a kid, do you?”


“Shit, no.” His eyes went wide.


“Sorry,” I said, automatically, and Della’s face contorted with displeasure.


“Why are you sorry?” Della asked. “He participated in the deed.”


“I just mean, sorry to have to tell you. Pretty shocking, huh?” I waited for him to answer.


“He’s fine,” Della quipped.


“Whoa. Let’s just back up,” Caleb said. “You sure it’s mine?”


I hadn’t expected this. Anger bubbled up in my chest and I licked my lips. “The doctor said I’m between eight and nine weeks along. That’s when I was in San Marcos, and there . . . hasn’t been . . . anybody . . . else.” Tears sprouted between each word.


“Alright. Calm down. So what’d your parents say?” He glanced around the house.


“My dad wants me to get an”—I was barely audible now—“abortion.”


“Well, if you wanna go that way, I’ll go in half,” he said. “Heard it’s not bad. Doctor takes care of it and zing-zang-zoom, done.”


Guess I know his choice.


Della stood and looked at him like she might treat him to an enthusiastic throat punch. “You talk like it’s a quick trip to the ATM, not killing a baby,” she snapped.


He turned to me, his voice breaking, “Do you actually want it?”


“It is a baby, not a part on your car.” Della’s anger seemed to overflow then, and she released a villainous laugh. Her voice dropped a few octaves. “Gee, Caleb, the little lady you knocked up’s gonna set you back a couple Benjamins.”


“You’re a bitch,” he snarled. “You don’t even know me. Screw you. This is between me and Sissie.” He stepped toward me. “So, you’re set on giving it up?”


“I guess.” I hunched my shoulders. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”


“No offense, Sissie—you’re pretty as hell, but I’d make a terrible dad, and you don’t want a kid jacking up your life.”


A security chime indicated someone had entered the house, and I let out a groan.


“Uh-oh,” Della murmured, her eyes flashing to me.


“Sissie, whose car’s blocking my side of the driveway?” Dad hollered, his footsteps clambering toward us.


“Hi, Mr. Klein,” Della called toward the hall between the living room and the kitchen.


Caleb frowned a question to me, and I whispered, “My dad.”


“Shit.” Caleb stirred in the chair.


“He’s gotta hear it sometime,” Della said.


“Hear what?” Dad’s brows rose at Caleb’s presence in the room.


“This is Caleb.” Della pointed. “The father.”





Four
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Caleb’s introduction left a crater in the middle of our living room that would be seen for decades.


At first, Dad pumped his head up and down while he digested the information. In those tense seconds, my heart nearly beat out of my chest.


Finally, he cleared his throat and waved a finger at Caleb. “The father? This guy?”


“He sure is,” Della said. She crossed her arms and jutted out her chin at Caleb, stepping beside Dad like she might claim a reward.


But Dad didn’t seem to notice. His glare fell on me like a white hot spotlight.


“Priscilla,” Dad said in a low voice, rattling me to my core.


“I’m sorry,” I muttered and dropped to one of the two stiff cream sofas framing the room.


Dad’s head twisted to Caleb, who was slouching in his chair.


Slouching like that’s gonna make Dad want to kill you even more, I telegraphed silently. If you don’t want to die today, stand up. Show him some respect.


But Caleb wouldn’t look my way. He just sat there, running a hand over his stupid face.


“On your feet, son.” Dad said.


Here comes the boom.


“Step to it, I haven’t got all day,” Dad ordered.


Caleb rose, breathing like the motion had knocked the wind from his lungs, eyes fixed on the ground.


“That floor isn’t talking to you,” Dad growled. “Eyes up here.”


Caleb pushed his hair back again and lifted his gaze to my dad who was at least a head taller.


Dad’s eyes narrowed slowly. “I know you. What’s your name?”


“C-C-Caleb. Caleb Dietrich.”


Dad cleared his throat, mustering up a mess of something in his chest. His mouth bent to one side, and he released a derisive sigh. “Pike Dietrich’s boy?”


“You know my dad?” Caleb’s expression relaxed somewhat.


“Know of him,” Dad said.


Crap! I didn’t just mess around with the wrong guy but the wrong family, too?


“How old’re you, son?” Dad’s chest rose while he waited for Caleb to choke out a response.


“Tw . . . twenty . . . th . . . three.”


“Know how old she is?” Dad held his fisted hands at his sides. He didn’t wait for a response. “Sixteen. My daughter is sixteen is sixteen.”


Caleb tucked his head like a puppy fresh off a spanking.


“What do you have to say for yourself, son?”


“She was at a bar, so I—” Caleb said.


Shut up, Caleb. Will you just freaking shut up?


“You in college?” Dad asked.


“Graduated in December.”


“Hmm.” Dad turned his back on him, reloading for the next attack.


“You knew how old we were.” Della had to get a piece of the action. “You told us how you went to the same high school. Remember? When you were bragging about your football days? I think it was right after you bought her a drink.” Eyeing Dad eagerly, she added, “He was probably getting her drunk so he could—”


“Della,” Dad barked. “I’ve got this.” He pinched the top of his nose and addressed Caleb again. “Know what they call a twenty-three-year-old man fooling around with a sixteen-year-old girl?”


“Not good,” Caleb said.


“Not good.” Dad grunted. “The law calls him a rapist.”


“Sir?” Caleb asked. “She was into me.”


“Doesn’t matter what she was into. My pregnant daughter’s a victim of statutory rape.”


Caleb’s face broke out in a sweat. “I didn’t mean to—”


“Didn’t mean to,” Dad grumbled. “How long has this”—he pointed to Caleb, then me, then back at Caleb—“gone on?”


“Um, we just, um, got together the one time.”


Ugh. He makes it sound so trashy.


Dad’s shock of silence made space for the tick-tick-tick of our grandfather clock. For a moment, I fell into its hypnotic escape. Any hope of a peaceful conclusion vanished, however, when Dad pushed one of his wingtips forward in an intimidation-packed step. “Not too bright, are you?”


Caleb flushed. “I thought—”


“You thought, alright,” Dad’s voice rose abruptly, then fell to a mutter. “Certainly, not with your noggin.” He shook his head. “Priscilla, of all the boys you could’ve gotten mixed up with.”


Caleb’s head popped up whack-a-mole style, “Who’s Priscilla?”


In slow motion, Della pointed to me.


“Sissie is Priscilla.” Dad explained. “Didn’t bother to get her full name before you . . . Jesus Christ.”


“Thought your name was Sissie.” Caleb looked to me, but I didn’t answer. He turned back to Dad. “Sorry.”


Dad’s eyes narrowed. “You’re sorry?” Fury dripped from his face.


Caleb’s gaze bounced around the room, searching for clues. “I know—”


“You know what? You know you shouldn’t have helped yourself to my daughter?” A drop of spit flew from Dad’s mouth.


“I, uh . . .” Caleb stuttered.


“Not making a lick of sense, son. You don’t know up from down, do you?”


“Guess not, sir.”


“Willing to bet that’s the first truth you’ve spoken all day.”


“Sorry, man,” Caleb said.


“Sorry ain’t raising my grandchild.”


His grandchild?


“It’s okay. She’s giving it away.” Caleb tossed a glance my way. “Right?” At Dad’s groan, he added, “Er, or she’ll get rid of it?” He pointed to me. “Sissie, tell him what you want.”


“You think I’m gonna let this decision fall on a sixteen-year-old girl?”


“Yes, sir.”


“What?”


“No? I mean, no, sir.”


“Man of many words, are you?”


Caleb stared at his sneakers like he’d just noticed they were tied to the wrong feet.


Dad twisted around. We locked eyes, and he jerked his head at Della. “Sissie?”


The message in my name was clear; I gave him a tiny nod, pressing my feet to the floor, then grabbed Della. “Come on.” I pulled her arm. Her feet moved toward the hall, but her attention remained fastened on the scene behind us. “Probably better if you went home.” I pushed her over to the front door. “Come on.”


At the door, Della stood firm. She wasn’t going anywhere. I needed to give her something to do.


“Hey,” I said, “while they talk, can you go home and call that lady from your church? Find out how it works?”


“Sure.” Energy returned to her face. “Call me the second he leaves.” She touched my belly. “Take care of that little peanut.”


“Little peanut” created an identity to the being growing inside me. My hand grazed my waist, and a pleasant flash of warmth filled my body.


“I’m afraid to leave you.” Her face rumpled and her dark eyes pleaded to stay.


“I’ll be fine. I promise.”


Once Della was safely out the door, I slipped into the living room and took a seat on the sofa.


Dad flicked his eyes toward me, and his expression eased. “Doing okay?”


I nodded and pushed my hair off my shoulders, appreciating how Della’s departure had quelled some of the agitation she injected into the air.


Caleb leaned forward and offered a smile.


“Sissie, give us a minute,” Dad said.


I frowned at him, but he ignored me.


“Caleb, follow me.” Dad stomped to his office and Caleb followed, feet dragging. The door clicked shut—and dread flattened me.


My life’s purpose was what? To send a guy to jail? How long before my parents send me away to preserve their reputations?


The storm of emotions grew too strong, so I retreated to my bed. I curled up beneath my comforter, praying for sleep, praying all that I’d witnessed had been a nightmare. Sleep didn’t come, and after some time, Dad’s office door clicked open from the hall.


Time to learn my fate—or Caleb’s? I ventured down the hall and peered into the living room.


“You alright?” Dad asked, his face brighter and gentler than it had been earlier.


Caleb stood nearby, less fidgety than before, and I caught a look pass between them as if they were soldiers fighting for the same army.


“Your face is green.” Dad nudged me toward the sofa.


I threw a hand over my face as Dad left the room.


Caleb walked over. “Can I do anything?”


I kept my mouth shut and shook my head.


He twisted his hands and looked down at me. Then he pointed to the space beside me. “Can I?”


At my nod, he joined me with unfamiliar gentility, watching me like a pot that might boil over. “I gotta apologize about being a jerk when you left that morning. Shit, Sissie . . . do I call you Sissie or Priscilla?”


I mouthed, “Sissie.”


“Cool. I like that better. Anyway, I gotta say I’m sorry for screwing up everything.”


“It’s okay.” Was it though, really?


Dad reappeared with a sleeve of saltines. He passed it to Caleb, and again I sensed a sort of softening between them. Caleb pulled the plastic seam of the saltine pack apart, clumsily dropping crumbs on the sofa.


I took a cracker from his hand and held it on my tongue. I was surprised by how the saltiness offset the acid. How did Dad know?


“Hellooo,” my mother announced her arrival from the other side of the house, accompanied by a commotion of plastic shopping bags. “Do we have company?”


The cracker lodged in my throat. I coughed it loose as my Dad left the room.


Ladies and gentlemen, prepare for round two.


“Did the doctors tell you anything else? Besides . . .” Caleb glanced at my belly.


“Not really. I’m worried he . . . or she . . . might have problems. Before I found out, I took a bunch of medicine.” Guilt brought a crescendo of tears to my eyes. “What if I, like, ruined—?”


“You couldn’t have known.” His hand moved to my face and a shaky finger wiped tears from my cheek. “Don’t cry. We’ll figure it out.”


“How?” I asked.


“I don’t know exactly, but don’t worry.” He patted my shoulder like we were down in the last quarter of a football game. He leaned back, his eyes drifting upward. “Guess I’d better start looking for a job around here.”


I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or to himself. “Caleb, aren’t you moving to Austin?”


“Still don’t have a job there.” He huffed. “Doesn’t matter. Can’t leave you to do this alone.”


“If Dad has his way, it’ll be over soon.”


“Ah, he’s not gonna make you do that. He scared the hell out of me at first, but once we talked, he’s not so bad. He wants us to talk about taking care of it—the baby—together.”


Sweat raced down my back. “Earlier, you said you wouldn’t be a good dad.”


“I was talking out of my ass—you’d just told me, and I was hoping you’d tell me to screw off.” He touched my hand. “Listen, your family’s not like mine. My dad’s cool, but he’s not home a lot, and . . . my mom’s got problems. I’m an idiot about babies. Don’t know anything about them, but I’ll do my best.”


“I’m still in high school—”


“Yeah, that sucks but what if the big guy’s sending a message?” He gestured overhead. “Like this kid’s here for a reason? What if our kid’s like, our destiny?”


My immediate destiny was supposed to be teaching tennis to whiny kids, not incubating one. “What, exactly, did my dad say to you?”


“Um, he’s worried about you . . . finishing school and all that . . .”


Mom sashayed into the room, missile-locked on Caleb. “Hello. I’m Sissie’s mother. Call me ‘Kathleen.’”


I was so grateful when Caleb stood and held out a hand. “Nice to meet you.”


“Nice to meet you, too,” she said.


Dad frowned at her. “Well, ‘nice’ isn’t why we’re here. Let’s have a seat.”


And . . . he’s back.


Mom propped herself on the arm of the sofa beside me and stroked the back of my hair.


“Mr. Klein, um . . .” Caleb pushed back his hair and gestured to me. “I told her I’d help take care of her . . . the baby, too.”


Anyone care to ask my opinion?


“How would that look?” Dad asked.


“Um, like you and I were talking . . . back there?” he pointed down the hall.


“What?” I asked, but it was like no one heard me.


“Having kids isn’t an amusement park ride, son. They cry and get sick. They need things. Things require money. As I recall, you don’t have a job.”


“No, but I’ll—”


Dad waved a hand at him. “Kids need a house. They need stability.”


“Well, you and her mom’ll be here, and—”


“Her mother and I weren’t in the market to raise a teenager and a grandchild at the same time.”


“You wouldn’t. I’d raise it with her,” Caleb said, glancing at me with confidence.


His dedication was a gift I wasn’t sure I wanted. My stomach churned, and I covered my mouth with the same hand marked by Caleb’s touch and his cologne. The scent increased my urge to purge.


“Big talk.” Dad scrubbed his chin. “Wasn’t but a little while ago you were squirming. Now, you’re ready to raise a child with this girl you hardly know?”


“I am.” He gave a hard nod. “Sir, I’m responsible. I can be. I will be. I will take care of her and our baby.”





Five
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I didn’t stick around to hear Caleb’s defense. In fact, I barely reached my bathroom’s white tile before those saltines came back for an encore.


“Oh, dear.” Mom appeared behind me and patted my sweaty face with a damp cloth.


“Thanks, Mom,” I said with a moan. She stood over me. Something was different about her. “Did you cut your hair?”


“Three weeks ago,” she said.


I hadn’t noticed, but I hadn’t noticed many things while I was sicker than a dog. The Jennifer Aniston hairdo framed her face nicely and made her eyes look bigger. But that wasn’t all. She seemed thinner than usual and fragile, like a bird with a fractured wing. Did I do this to her?


“Make room.” She dropped to the floor beside me. “Tell me what happened.”


I closed my eyes, aligning the clunky pieces of my short history with Caleb. No matter how I turned them, they wouldn’t form a satisfying memory—none I could bear to tell her.


Anything she’d learn would only magnify her disappointment. Mom always wanted me to attend her alma mater and get into her sorority. If my disinterest in her high-society standards hadn’t killed my chances already, the baby growing inside me would certainly do the trick.


“What’s he like?” She ran a rosy painted fingernail along my right arm.


I paused, considering what to share. One thing for sure, I’d spare her the grisly details of sneaking into a club, getting drunk, and waking up at that duplex the following morning.


“Kind of a goofball, and—”


She must’ve read my expression because she changed the subject. “This baby might have the luck of the Irish.” At my lost expression, she added, “Red hair is lucky.”


Some luck.


“Maybe we should give it away? Della knows a lady who does adoptions, giving babies to people who can’t have kids,” I said.


“Is that what you want?” she asked.


“I don’t know. I don’t want to . . . get rid of it. But having a baby come out of my body seems freakish. Even if I could go through with it, I’m not sure I could give it to a stranger.”


“Babies are work.” Her face split into a peaceful smile. “But they’re pretty wonderful.”


“Were you scared when you had Brent and me?”


“Definitely.”


“Having a kid moving around in you—like an alien.” I grimaced. “Don’t even want to think about how they get it out.”


“Well,” she breathed out a long breath. “Much the same way it got there.”


That’s what I’m afraid of.


“But once they’re here, you forget that part. You’re overtaken by love for their tiny hands, their wiggly feet, and . . . oh, the smell.” Mom sighed. “Like nothing you’ve ever sniffed before. They’re so clean and sweet. Ahh. Babies smell like heaven.”


I shrugged, not seeing anything heavenly about my situation. “I’m so confused.”


“Girls like you—young women, I mean—find themselves in situations like this all the time. Pregnancy is completely normal. It’s how humans continue to exist.”


“No offense, Mom, but nothing about this is normal.”


She placed a hand over mine. “I’ll tell you a little secret, but you have to keep it between us. Promise?”


“Yeah, sure. Promise.”


“When I married your dad, I was in the same shape.” She knocked her chin upward. “I was eighteen.”


“But Brent’s—”


“Not Brent.” She winced and her eyes fell to her hands. “A girl, Audrey. She came almost three months early. So tiny.” Mom held her hands together like she was imagining holding my sister.


“Does Brent know?”


She shrugged. “You dad might have told him. I’m not sure.”


“Huh.” I nodded, picturing that conversation. “Is she why you got married?”


Her mouth twisted to the side. “Maybe.”


“But you were, like, twenty-five when you had Brent?”


“We were in love. We waited until after law school to have you and Brent.”


“What did Grandma say when you told her . . . about the first one?”


“She threw a hissy fit. Then, after a while, she said, ‘What are we gonna do about it?’ She started planning a wedding before your father bought me a ring.”


“Can’t imagine getting married . . . at my age.”


“Have you and Caleb talked about it?”


“I barely got the chance to tell him when Dad walked in and pulled him into the study. Caleb came out saying he wants us to raise the baby together.” An image of us passing a baby back and forth made my stomach churn. “Surely, he’s not talking about getting married?”


“Well . . . ” She paused. “Let’s put you in your baby’s place. Would you want to grow up with parents who didn’t live together?”


I didn’t answer.


“I’ve always felt sorry for those kids—never really feeling grounded?” She met my gaze. “What about later? When you and Caleb get married to other people? Your baby will have to contend with stepparents and stepsiblings?”


“Man, I wish I could just go back and not do it.”


“You’re learning that grown-up choices can lead to grown-up problems.”


Her soft-spoken admonition compounded my shame. I leaned into her lap.


“Oh, little lady,” she repeated, rubbing my back in circles like she had when I was little.


As we sat on that cold tile, my mother’s admission made me question every detail of my life. I’d always worried I’d disappoint her. She was a social butterfly. I was an introvert. She was crafty and fiercely competitive on the tennis court. I was neither.


The woman I’d seen in our family albums looked like she’d been born with loads of confidence. I wanted to return to those photos. Beneath Mom’s tacky perm and clumpy mascara, would I pick up on her secret?


I didn’t ask how it happened. I mean, I knew how it happened, obviously—but I didn’t ask for details surrounding the incident. Did she laugh too loudly at Dad’s jokes, trying too hard to be cool? Did she drink too much? Did they love each other before it happened? Or, had they decided to fall in love when they learned they had a child on the way? My assumptions about my straight-and-narrow parents began to sway and bend. Who were these people who raised me?
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, I LINGERED in my bed, slightly less nauseated even if the worry was just as strong. My flannel pajamas warmed me as my mother blasted the air conditioning unnecessarily. What’s her sudden fascination with turning the house into a meat locker?


With a knock on the door, Mom’s face peeked into my room. “Okay to come in?”


The door opened wider. Della’s smiling face appeared, delivering a flicker of palpable relief.


“I’ll leave y’all to catch up.” Mom tossed me a wink.


Della promptly stomped on that flicker as soon as she closed the door behind her. She pulled on a serious face. “What the heck, Sissie? You said you’d call.”


“Sorry. I got sick and went to bed.”


“What’d your parents say about the baby?”


“We’re talking about it, still. I’m not going to have a . . . you know.”


“Thank God,” Della said, waving her hands over her head. “They okay with adoption?”


“Not exactly.” I paused, wanting to be careful with my words. “I’m probably going to keep my baby.” Saying it made it terrifyingly real.
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