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Chapter 1



Erie, Pennsylvania, 1993


I was in bed, but it wasn’t my bed. I struggled to surface from the depths of my drunken haze. I was freezing. My eyes cracked open and focused on an air conditioning unit whirring in the window. This wasn’t my room. I was curled into a tight fetal position with my goose-pimpled arms clamped to my chest, and—oh my God, was I naked? I ran a hand over my stomach and down to my hips. Nothing.


The air blasting from the AC smelled of mildew, and the pillow under my head held the taint of cigarettes. I pushed myself up onto my elbows and felt a soreness between my legs. I inched my hand downward, and my fingertips touched a damp spot on the rumpled sheet beneath me. Holy crap. Beside me, my Early American Literature professor stirred and coughed, then rolled away from me, dead asleep.


I remembered going to Dr. Asner’s office the afternoon before, prepared to beg him for an extension on my final paper. I’d been sick with mono for weeks, and I was behind in all my classes. Graduation was only a month away.


“I’m sorry you’ve been ill, Jeanie,” he’d said. He had that upscale-outdoorsy sort of look in his ragg wool sweater, pressed jeans, and spotless L.L.Bean boots. “I wish you would have come to me sooner. I was going to recommend you for a scholarship to the graduate program, but now that you’re in danger of failing, I’m not sure I can help you.”


I tried not to cry. My financial aid had run out, my part-time job with Dining Services wouldn’t cover the cost of an additional semester, and my parents couldn’t afford it. Asner scooched his chair closer to mine and put a comforting hand on my knee. “We can talk it over,” he said. “Someplace more comfortable.” I can’t believe I fell for such an obvious line.


We walked across the quad together, the spring air heavy with the fishy stink of hawthorns in full bloom. It was late Friday afternoon and the campus was deserted. I had to hustle to keep up with Asner’s athletic pace; I was still weak from the lingering effects of the mono, and I fatigued easily. “How about a drink?” he said, and of course I agreed. I wasn’t about to say no to the newly installed chair of the English Department.


We headed toward State Street, and for a delighted minute, I thought he was going to take me to the froufrou wine bar where the faculty liked to hang out, but then he turned left onto Fairview Avenue and pointed out his big brick house on the next corner. I glanced at his left hand, saw the gold wedding band. So, I’d get to meet his wife. She was probably in the kitchen fixing his supper right now, expecting him back from his office hours at any minute.


But no one was home except a sleek wisp of a cat that leaped from the windowsill and scraped itself against my legs. I preferred dogs to cats and nudged it away with my toe. Dr. Asner went over to a tall wooden wine rack in a corner of the living room. “Red or white?”


“Red,” I said, thinking it the more cultured choice. I wasn’t really a drinker and always stuck to the three-for-$5 Rolling Rock specials whenever I went out to the college bars with my roommate, Carla. I perched myself on the edge of the couch as he poured two glasses and handed one to me. The only kind of red wine I knew was the awful cheap stuff that came in a jug, so I was surprised by how good it tasted.


Asner dropped into the leather armchair across from me and propped his ankle on his knee. He was handsomer than I’d ever noticed before, and younger too. I wondered where his wife was. I fiddled with my backpack at my feet. “Um, Dr. Asner? About my final paper?”


“Don’t worry about the paper, Jeanie. You can have till the end of exam week to turn it in.”


“Thank you.” I gulped my wine in relief and glanced through the archway toward the dark kitchen. “I suppose your wife will be getting home soon? I don’t want to take up your time.”


“No worries,” he said. “She’s away at a conference. Poetry Society of America.”


I remembered now; his wife taught freshman English. She went by her maiden name, so I hadn’t connected the two of them right off. Asner reached for my glass, refilled it, and passed it back to me. I’d eaten nothing but a granola bar all day, and I was already catching a buzz. I felt funny being alone with him now, knowing his wife wasn’t around. I thought I should probably leave pretty soon, but I was afraid of seeming rude if I skipped out too quickly. I’d at least finish my wine.


Asner got up and put on the new Sting CD that I totally loved but couldn’t spare the $16.98 for. The edges of the room started to grow hazy. The skinny cat jumped into my lap, and I laughed and stroked its narrow back. Asner was on the couch with me now, pouring us more wine, and Sting was singing about his barley and his fields of gold.


I’m not exactly sure how the kissing started, but I know I didn’t resist it at first. I was flattered and amazed that such an accomplished older man could possibly be attracted to me. I didn’t have much of a love life—boys seemed to overlook me for some reason. They always went for Carla, who was much prettier and far more outgoing than I. She was the one who sometimes hooked up at last call, while I trudged back to our dorm room, alone.


So, when Asner took me by the hands, tugged me up from the couch, and headed for the stairs, I was thrilled to follow right behind him, caught up in a strong current of wonder and desire. But when he steered me into his bedroom and pushed me backward onto his bed, it was as if I woke up all of a sudden and realized what I was doing. “No,” I said, pulling away from him. “No. You’re married.”


“Never mind my wife. She’s my problem, not yours.” He’d kissed me again, hard. I had tried to push him off me, but he wouldn’t let go of my arms. I remembered kicking and thrashing, my long hair tangled in my face, my head jammed into the pillows. I hadn’t had the strength to fight. I’d felt the weight of his body on top of mine, pinning me down. After that, it was all a blank.


I slid out of the bed, groped for my clothes, and found my jeans and sweatshirt bunched on the floor. I yanked them on, staggered into the hall and down the stairs. I had to get out of there, fast. My sneakers were by the front door; I jammed my feet into them and ran outside. The sky was starting to lighten, but the streetlights were still on, and the grass was glistening from a recent rain shower. I paused, swaying, on the creaky front porch. I was still drunk. A jolt of nausea rose from my stomach, and I slumped over the wooden railing and vomited into the bushes. When I caught my breath, I realized I’d left my backpack in the house. I crept back inside and felt around in the dark entryway, then remembered I’d left it by the couch.


Footsteps sounded above. I whipped around, and there was Asner’s dark outline hovering at the top of the stairs. “Jeanie,” he called down to me. “What are you doing?”


My foot bumped the backpack. I grabbed it, slung it over my shoulder, and made for the door, but I stopped short on the threshold. I should say something. Confront him. Tell him he was a jerk and he could go to hell, like Carla would have. I gripped the backpack strap with both hands and turned around to face him. Asner cinched the belt of his bathrobe and started down the stairs. “Wait a minute,” he said, holding his hand out to me. “Don’t go yet.” I bolted for the door.


I scanned the sidewalk for early dog walkers and took off running up the street toward campus and the senior dorms. After three blocks I had to slow to a shaky walk. The wind kicked up, scattering flower petals across the pavement like blots of snow. Did we really, actually have sex? I couldn’t remember, couldn’t say for sure. The physical signs said yes, but my mind wouldn’t let me go there. No way. I didn’t do stuff like this. One-night stands weren’t my thing, and I never got so drunk that I lost control of myself or couldn’t remember what I’d done. I’d never even thought about sleeping with a professor. It was sleazy and stupid, so stupid! And it was all my fault for going to his house with him when his wife wasn’t home. My fault for staying when I should have left, for drinking too much, for letting him get me into bed. I was a good girl, a nice girl. How could I have let this happen?


The wind gusted through the trees, and raindrops splashed my face. What if I wound up being pregnant? The thought was too much for me to process. I started to run again.





Chapter 2



The classroom windows were open wide, but no breeze came to cool the room. I hunched over my desk and filled in the last few bubbles on my Scantron answer sheet at random. I rubbed my sweaty palms on my jean shorts, unstuck my thighs from the chair, and wondered for the millionth time if I could detect the twinge of impending menstrual cramps in the recesses of my pelvis.


How late was I now? I couldn’t remember the date of my last period. I’d never been very good about keeping track of that kind of thing, and my cycles had been irregular for months anyway, from being sick for so long. The days had slipped by, uncounted, while I burrowed my head in the sand of denial. I flipped my exam booklet over and ticked out a row of hash marks on the back cover. The thing with Asner had happened in April, and it was now the first week of May. My heart lurched. Nearly a month had passed.


I turned my answer sheet facedown and tried to focus on the essay questions: Discuss the diplomatic goals of Richard Nixon’s 1972 trip to China. Explain the political implications of the Iran-Contra scandal. Modern American History was by far my least favorite class, but I needed the elective to graduate. I dug my fingertips into my forehead and started to write.


After a few minutes of incoherent scribbling, I let my pen fall to the desk. It was no use—all I could think about was the frightening likelihood that I was pregnant. I’d already blown my Literary Theory final the day before, and my paper for Asner’s class was only a quarter of the way done and due in his mailbox by five o’clock today; there was no way I could finish it in time and not a snowball’s chance that I’d dare go anywhere near him to ask for another extension.


I might as well give up. This semester was a bust. My entire college career was a bust. Four long years of intensive reading and writing for my English lit major had come down to this pathetic failure, all because of my stupidity and bad judgment. I got up from my desk, handed my exam materials in to the proctor, and walked out.


I found Carla in our dorm room trying to cram her comforter into a black plastic garbage bag. “Hey,” she said when I walked in. “I didn’t think you’d be back for a while yet.” She saw my face and let the comforter droop to the floor. “What’s wrong?”


I had shaken Carla awake on that awful morning a month ago and blurted out what Dr. Asner had done to me the night before. She was incensed. Dr. Asshole, she called him. Conniving scumbag prick. We needed to call Campus Safety right away, she said. We had to report him for what he’d done.


I refused. He hadn’t jumped me in a dark alley or held a switchblade to my neck. He hadn’t forced me to go home with him or dragged me by the hair up to his bedroom. It wasn’t truly a rape, not like the ones you read about in the newspaper. I was the one at fault anyway, for being there with him in the first place.


Carla argued with me, but nothing she said was going to change my mind. Think about how furious he’d be if I exposed him, I argued back. The questions and the humiliation I’d have to face. No one would believe my story over his anyway—he was too important of a figure within the college community. I’d be better off keeping the incident to myself for the few weeks that were left until graduation, then I could go home and forget about it.


I dropped onto Carla’s bare mattress, covered my face with my hands, and burst into tears. “I’m pregnant, Carla, I just know it.” My voice rose to a wail. “What am I going to do?”


She kicked the trash bag aside. “Hold on, just cool it a minute. We don’t know that for sure yet.”


I shook my head. “I’m screwed.”


She squatted in front of me and crossed her arms over my knees. “There’s still a chance you’re not, Jeanie.”


“No, there isn’t. It’s been too long.”


“Then you’ve got to go buy a home pregnancy test and find out for sure. You can’t keep putting it off.”


“I can’t. Not around here. Someone will see me.” I hung my head and sobbed. “I just want to go home.”


She watched me cry for a second, then got up and hugged me. “All right, we’ll go home. I’ll help you carry your stuff out to my car.”


We stopped at a Rite Aid in the middle of nowhere, and we both went inside to buy the e.p.t. kit. I could feel the teenaged cashier’s eyes on me as she rang it up. I wrapped the flimsy drug store bag around the box and stuffed it into the zippered pocket of my purse, and we continued the drive back to our hometown.


Adams Mills was a faded community of farmers, metal fabricators, and Wal-Mart shoppers in the northwestern corner of Pennsylvania. Parents raised their children with traditional family values in that part of the state, and many of the smaller townships still adhered to Prohibition-era laws that banned the sale of alcohol.


My parents lived on a quiet street of aging Victorians and enormous maple trees; Carla’s house, where she lived with her widowed mother, was a block down from ours. We turned into my driveway, and I saw my mother’s Chrysler in its usual spot beside our detached garage. My father’s Ford F-150 wasn’t there, which I’d expected, since he supervised the four-to-midnight shift at the Alcoa plant.


Carla turned the engine off and pulled the keys from the ignition. “At least there’s no sign of your sisters.”


“Yeah, that’s a relief.” I had three older sisters—Eileen, Marian, and Debra. They were all married, and they had large families that tended to turn up at the house around dinnertime. I didn’t think I could withstand their sisterly scrutiny today, particularly since Debra, the one I was closest to in age, was eight months pregnant. Her bulging belly was the last thing I needed to see right about now.


“You probably shouldn’t come in,” I said to Carla. “It’ll only get Mom started, trying to feed you and all.” Carla was five feet ten and naturally slender; she never had to worry about her weight, unlike us short, sturdy Flanagan girls.


She wrinkled her nose at me. “You don’t really want to do that pregnancy test alone, do you?”


I puffed my cheeks out in a sigh. “I’ve got to deal with this myself, Carla, however it turns out. I’ll wait and do it later tonight, when my mother’s watching TV. I’ll call you right after.”


Diagnosis: Murder came on at nine. When Mom was settled in the family room with her cup of tea and her crochet bag, I slipped upstairs and locked myself into the bathroom. My hands shook as I opened the kit and carefully read the instructions. I peed, closed my eyes and counted to sixty, opened them, and stared in disbelief as a pink lined formed on the plastic stick in my hand.


The Out of Office reply to my e-mail informed me that Professor Steven Asner, PhD, was away on sabbatical until further notice. All inquiries should be directed to the secretary of the English Department.


Carla snorted when I told her. “No surprise there. His wife probably dumped him for cheating on her. I’ll bet he seduced tons of girls at school and disappeared as soon as the semester ended, to avoid the consequences.”


I climbed onto her double bed and sat with my back against the wall. Her mother had gone to the movies with her book club friends, so we could talk without the worry of being overheard. “I’m glad he’s gone,” I said. “It would be a huge mess if I had to tell him I’m pregnant. He’d demand a paternity test, and then I’d be tied to him forever. I don’t think I could bear it.”


Carla jumped off the bed and paced the room. “Let’s go over your options.” She hooked a forefinger. “You can keep the baby and raise it yourself. You could put ‘father unknown’ on the birth certificate, so Asner would never know.”


“Yeah, right. I’d be labeled a tramp for the rest of my life in this town. I’d be a pariah.”


Carla ignored me and hooked another finger. “You can have the baby and give it up for adoption. You could live that down, I think. People would forget about it after a while. Or you could move away. Get a job someplace where no one knows you, and start over like it never happened. I’d even go with you. I’d be glad to get out of Adams Mills.”


“No. If I have it, I keep it.” My sisters had already produced eleven children between them, like good Irish Catholic girls were supposed to, and Debra’s baby would make it an even dozen. I couldn’t imagine any of my nieces or nephews being given away to a stranger.


Carla stopped pacing and looked me in the eye. “You know what I’m gonna say next. You don’t have to have it.”


I punched my fist into her pillow. “Really, Carla? You think I would have an abortion? There’s no way I would do that. You know my family and how old-school my parents are. It’s been pounded into our heads since grammar school that abortion’s a mortal sin. No. Not happening.”


She made a grumbling sound in her throat. “All right, never mind.”


Carla got it. The two of us had gone to Blessed Sacrament School together from first grade through eighth. We’d endured the sour-faced, yardstick-pounding nuns as we memorized the Ten Commandments and the Corporal and Spiritual Works of Mercy. We had faced the terrors of the confessional booth together and supported each other as we gave up eating candy and watching Magnum, P.I. for Lent. Growing up Catholic was a hard habit to shake.


I stayed at Carla’s house until midnight that night, then walked home. Mom was reading a Maeve Binchy paperback by the light of her ruffled bedside lamp, waiting up as she always did for Dad to get home from his shift. She’d been a devoted housewife for forty-three years now and had never worked outside the home, except for a short stint filling in as parish secretary when Dad was laid off during the recession in ’82.


“Hello, dear,” she said when I paused in her doorway. “Come in and sit with me.” She laid the book on top of the coverlet and folded her gnarled hands over it. She’s getting old, I thought. More like a grandma than a mom anymore.


“Did you girls go anywhere tonight?” she asked.


“No. We just stayed in and talked.”


She studied my face. “Anything the matter?”


“No, I’m just tired.”


She patted my wrist. “Your father and I are so excited about your graduation coming up. First in the family! Have you heard back from any of those companies you said you were going to apply to?”


I couldn’t look at her. I hadn’t applied anywhere. My parents still didn’t know I wasn’t going to graduate. “Not yet,” I said. “I’m planning to this week.”


The back door slammed—Dad was home. I heard the familiar sound of his work boots clunking to the floor in the mud room, then the lamp in the front hallway clicked off, and he came creaking up the stairs in his socks. He grinned when he saw me. “Here’s my best girl! How are ya, honey?” He pulled me to his broad chest, and his flannel shirt was soft and smelled of motor oil. I hugged him tight. He asked how my final exams had gone, and I tried to deflect the conversation away from me and onto the safer ground of my sisters and their doings. My spirits sank deeper and deeper into a purgatory of guilt. “I’d better get to bed,” I said finally, and wished them both a good night.


In the bathroom, I let the water run as I scrubbed my face. I needed to do something about my dilemma before I broke my parents’ hearts and ruined my life. Maybe the best thing really was to take the easy way out and get rid of it. It, like there wasn’t a life growing inside me, cells dividing and differentiating each day. The beginnings of a human being. I turned the faucet off and stared into the streaky mirror. Could I do it? And live with myself afterward?


I searched the yellow pages, found a women’s health clinic in a sketchy part of Erie, and drove up there with Carla two days later. Because I wasn’t certain of the date of my last period, the doctor performed an ultrasound to make sure he was on the right side of the law, and because it was Pennsylvania, there was a mandatory twenty-four-hour waiting period before he could do the procedure. My appointment was set for one o’clock the next day.


Carla and I got back in her car and drove south toward Adams Mills. About ten miles outside of town, she jerked the car off the road, jounced across a potholed parking lot, and pulled up in front of a peeling concrete building with Budweiser and Yuengling signs blinking in the windows. “What’s up?” I said. “Why’d you stop?”


She pushed her door open. “We’re not going home and spending the next twenty-four hours sitting around in a dry town.”


“Are you crazy? I’m not going into this place. Look at all those motorcycles.”


“Don’t worry about it. My cousin Marge’s softball team comes here after all their games, and she says it’s an okay place. Come on, we both need a drink.”


We stumbled into Carla’s house around two in the morning, completely wasted. God only knows how we made it back to town without getting pulled over and arrested or wrecking the car in a ditch. Her mother’s bedroom was downstairs in the back of the house, and she was half-deaf besides, so we managed to get ourselves up the stairs without waking her. I was glad I’d had the presence of mind to call home while I was still fairly sober and tell my mother I was sleeping over. “You girls have a good time,” she’d said. “Give Carla my love.”


I woke the next day with the nagging feeling that I’d forgotten something. I grabbed the alarm clock from the nightstand and held it up to my face. Twelve forty-five. I came wide awake with a jolt. My appointment. I calculated in my head: we could get dressed fast and be on the road in maybe ten or fifteen minutes, but we’d still be over an hour late getting to Erie. My stomach started to heave. I kicked the blankets off, ran down the hall to the bathroom, and threw up in the toilet.


Carla was sitting up in bed when I came back in. Her blond hair was a mess, and her eyelids were rimmed with smeared mascara. “Frick, Jeanie. We way overslept.”


“Yeah.” I stood there in the clothes I’d had on since yesterday. My throat hurt from screaming the lyrics to every Def Leppard song we could find on that skeevy bar’s jukebox. “I guess I’d better go call and see if they can reschedule me.”


The clinic set me up for the following day, same time. Carla and I went down to the kitchen to find some breakfast. There was a quart of milk and a greasy stick of margarine in the fridge, half a loaf of whole wheat in the breadbox. “Don’t you guys eat?” I said.


“No.” Carla was searching through the corner cabinet. “There’s no Advil, no Tylenol, no nothing here. My head’s killing me and I’m dying of thirst. Let’s walk over to the Shurfine.”


At the grocery store, we shuffled through the linoleumed aisles and filled a shopping basket with Cokes, frozen burritos, and a bottle of generic aspirin. I carried our things to the checkout and unloaded them onto the balding conveyor belt while Carla ran back to the Health and Beauty section for shampoo.


Someone got in line behind me. I turned around, expecting it to be Carla, but there was a baby staring at me. A tiny sweet girl in a soft yellow onesie, peeping at me from the crook of her mother’s arm. Her feathery hair was light brown, just like mine, and her eyes were big and round and curious. We gazed at each other until the cashier interrupted us: “Paper or plastic?”


As Carla and I were leaving the store, my sister Debra and her big pregnant stomach came bustling through the automatic door. She had eighteen-month-old Travis strapped into the grocery cart, but Kyle, her three-year-old, was a free man. He hurled himself at my knees, almost knocking me into the seasonal charcoal briquette display. He showed me his sticky Airheads bar and matching blue tongue. Travis squealed and squawked at us, displaying a new tooth. Deb gave me a hug and kiss and tugged at the front of her maternity smock that used to be Marian’s. Her hair was pulled into a cockeyed ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing any makeup. “Gotta grab a few things before Kyle’s swimming lesson,” she said. “Stop by the house later so we can catch up. Trisha started gymnastics last week. She’s got some new moves she wants to show you.”


“Okay,” I answered automatically. “Sure.”


Back at the house, we microwaved the burritos into a pasty mess and watched Pretty Woman on VHS. “What a ridiculous story,” Carla said when the movie ended. “As if a hooker would ever be able to fit into the world of a major businessman like that. It’s lipstick on a pig.”


“It’s ‘a modern-day Cinderella story,’” I said, quoting from the back of the tape box. “It’s supposed to be a fantasy.”


Carla stretched and yawned. “I feel like death warmed over. I think I’ll go up and take a nap. You can hang out here as long as you want to though. Dances with Wolves is on HBO this month.” She wrapped a ratty afghan around herself and slouched out.


I stayed there on the couch with the television turned off so I could have some quiet to think. The image of that little brown-haired baby was stuck in my head. I thought about my sisters’ kids and how much I had always looked forward to seeing them on my school breaks. I was the fun aunt. I played Barbies with my nieces and Transformers with my nephews; we built blanket forts together in their bedrooms and raced around their backyards in rowdy games of Red Light, Green Light and Capture the Flag. I cheered for them at their T-ball and soccer games, and went to their school plays and music recitals whenever I could. They belonged to my sisters, but in a way, they belonged to me too. And so did this child I was carrying.


It was late in the day when I went upstairs and woke Carla. The sun had disappeared behind an overcast sky and the light in her bedroom was fading. “What?” she said sleepily. “What is it?”


I knelt beside the bed. “I can’t go back there tomorrow. I can’t go through with it.”


“You can’t?”


“I’ve made up my mind. I’m not going to do it.”


She sat up, drawing her afghan with her. “You’re not going to do it? You’re sure?”


“Yes.” We stared at each other in the dusky light.


“Can I stay here again tonight?” I asked. “I’ll go home first thing in the morning and tell my parents everything. I just need a good night’s sleep first.”


“Absolutely.” She moved over to make room for me in the bed, and I got underneath the covers. She dozed off right away, but I stayed awake for quite a while longer. A feeling of calm had come over me. I was going to face this, and my best friend would be right here to help me. My parents would help me too, once they got over the shock, and so would my sisters, I was sure of it. I closed my eyes and fell into a peaceful sleep.


Later that night, the bleeding started.


“You’ve got to put this behind you, Jeanie,” Carla said as we pulled the blood-stained sheets from her bed the next morning. “You’re lucky it ended this way. A miscarriage is better than an abortion.”


I turned on her. “Lucky? You think I’m lucky? I probably brought it on by drinking all night in that crappy bar and breathing all that secondhand smoke.”


“You did not. You know that couldn’t have caused it.”


I stuffed the bundle of sheets into her laundry hamper, to wash after her mother left for work. “I didn’t eat a thing all day either. I feel like I poisoned the baby with alcohol.”


“Are you kidding me, Jeanie? You did nothing of the sort. You’re misplacing your guilt.” Carla was a psychology major; she loved applying theory to me.


“Of course I feel guilty!” I snapped back at her. “I let my professor take advantage of me, I wasted my parents’ money by failing out of school, and I had every intention of having an abortion when I knew it was wrong. I can hardly believe I was actually going to do it.”


Carla was waving her hands frantically at me. “Be quiet! My mother’ll hear us.”


I pounded my thigh with my fist. “And on top of it all, I’ve been keeping every bit of this a secret from my family, when they all think I’m this sweet, innocent girl.” A big lump lodged itself in my throat. “I don’t know how I can face my mom and dad after this.”


“I understand how you must be feeling, but you’ve got to get a grip.”


“How? I can’t let anyone find out about this, Carla. Not ever. I was kidding myself.” My parents might have gotten past the scandal in time, but they’d never have gotten over the hurt I would have inflicted on them. I thought of my mother’s lifetime of selfless homemaking and quiet faith, and my father driving off to work day after day in his rust-mangled pickup. They’d made a lot of sacrifices so I could go to college. They believed in me. They believed in my goodness.


“It’s bad enough that I’m going to have to lie to them about failing out of school,” I said. “But being pregnant? I can’t ever tell them about that.” I sat down on the hamper. “I’ve never felt so ashamed of myself in my life. I feel like absolute shit.”


Several seconds passed, and then Carla spoke. “Let’s go, then.”


“Go where?” I said without looking up.


“Let’s ditch this town. There’s nothing here for us. We could go south, where the economy’s better. We could go to Atlanta.”


I lifted my head. “Atlanta?” I liked the sound of it—crisp and clean.


“Yeah, I read this article. There’re tons of jobs down there, and the cost of living is pretty reasonable. And the winters are way warmer than here.”


I rolled the idea around in my head. Move to Atlanta. I could find a job in a bookstore or something and save up money to finish my degree. I’d find a college that would accept my transfer credits, and I’d go part-time until I was done. The possibility of starting over again, someplace where nobody knew me or expected anything of me, was a spark of light in my miserable darkness.


Carla was hopping up and down in front of me. “We can go to the library as soon as it opens and start looking at the classifieds on the World Wide Web.”


I jumped up and hopped with her. “We’ll become city girls!”


“We’ll get our own apartment and learn how to use public transportation!” Carla quit hopping and looked intently at me. “Do you mean it, Jeanie? Do you really want to do it?”


I was suddenly desperate to be rid of the anxiety and guilt that I’d been dragging around with me for weeks. I’d be running away from my family and my mistakes, but so what? Leaving Adams Mills just might be the best thing for me.


I clasped Carla’s hands. “Yes,” I said. “Let’s do it.” We grinned crazily at each other and danced around the bedroom. “Atlanta, Atlanta,” we sang. “We’re outta here, we’re moving south!”


I was relieved and rejuvenated, and ready for an adventure. I had no idea I was setting myself up for the biggest mistake of my life.





Chapter 3



We ditched the fields and forests of rural PA for the sunny urban sprawl of Atlanta. We found a cheap one-bedroom apartment in Little Five Points, a dingy neighborhood filled with vintage clothing shops, ethnic eateries, and black-clad teenagers whose earlobes bristled with safety pins. Carla registered with a temp agency and got a data entry job at a downtown insurance company, and I was hired as a sales associate at a Barnes & Noble in a ritzy Buckhead shopping center called The Peach.


Once we’d settled into our apartment and gotten over our fear of the MARTA trains, Carla signed us up to volunteer at the Peachtree Road Race, a big 10K run that the Atlanta Journal-Constitution sponsored every Fourth of July. “It’ll be a good way for us to meet people,” she said. “Maybe some hot single guys. You can’t stay inside reading books every weekend, Jeanie. You’ve got to get yourself back out there.”


On race day, we reported to our volunteer station in the big white tent at the finish line. We were handing out water and the browned halves of bananas when I noticed a guy standing a few feet away from us. He had his hands braced on his knees, and his brow was dripping sweat onto the trampled grass. He rubbed his arm across his face, straightened up, and reached for one of the Dixie cups I’d been setting out in neat rows on our table. Carla sidled over to me, alert as a cat. “Him,” she whispered, pointing with her chin. “Go for it.”


I dug a Gatorade out of the cooler we’d brought with us, walked over and offered him the icy bottle. He accepted it with a polite southern “Thank you, ma’am.” The red fraternity letters on his shirt would normally have put me off, but he seemed friendly and he had a quick smile. Carla jabbed her elbow into my side, urging me forward. We both watched as he took a drink, and a lock of damp hair fell over his brow. He wiped his mouth, keeping his eyes on me. “Why are you volunteering instead of running?”


I tried to think of a quick fib. “I’m going to run next year,” I said. “I’ll be in better shape by then.”


He grinned. “You’re not from around here, are you?”


“No,” I said. “We moved down from Pennsylvania about a month ago.”


“Pennsylvania, that’s cool,” he said, as if I’d named an exciting foreign country. “So, where do you like to run?”


Uh oh. I looked around me at the crowds spilling out of the tent and into Piedmont Park. I knew it was a big place with a lake and picnic shelters and all kinds of playing fields and jogging paths. “Here, mostly,” I said.


“There’re lots of good trails along the Chattahoochee River. Have you ever run there?”


I shook my head. I hadn’t even known there was a river in Atlanta.


“I could take you running sometime if you’d like. Show you around.” His eyes were a warm brown, and he was tall and broad shouldered. I wasn’t the least bit athletic, but if this cute guy wanted to run with me, I’d darn well run. Carla pressed her warm bare arm against mine and returned to her place behind the table.


I swallowed my shyness, abandoned my volunteer post, and walked across the park with him, away from the noise of the post-race party. He told me his name was Greg Mercer, and he was enrolled in the Executive MBA program at Emory University. He found us a grassy spot to sit beneath the boughs of a big oak tree, and we shared a paper plate of bagels and fruit. He was from Augusta, Georgia, and he had one older brother who was married. He loved to play golf, and his family belonged to a country club—details that, to be perfectly honest with you here, weren’t exactly plusses in my book—but he was also a fan of Garth Brooks and Travis Tritt, just like me and pretty much everybody else back in Adams Mills, so that kind of evened things out. And he was so well-mannered, so smart and handsome! I couldn’t believe my good luck.


The following weekend, he took me to the river. The Hooch, he called it. As we jogged along the wooded trails, I told him I’d majored in English in college but hadn’t finished my degree because I’d run out of money—which technically was God’s honest truth. He didn’t make a single crack about me being a book nerd like most people did. He thought it was interesting. He was a numbers guy himself, he said. I impressed him by naming every classic novel I could think of that had been made into a movie and didn’t say another word about college.


We climbed a rocky stretch of trail and paused to rest in a shady grove of mountain laurel. Greg placed his hands on my waist, turned me toward him, and kissed me softly. He hesitated a moment, then kissed me again. I got the tingles in my arms and legs, and my head went dizzy. I was in heaven.


Saturdays became a regular thing for us—morning runs along the river, lazy afternoons wading in the stony shallows and eating picnic lunches on the riverbank. We talked and laughed and fell in love. On Sunday evenings I returned to Carla and our tiny apartment, gushing the praises of my awesome new boyfriend. “Go easy, Jeanie,” she said one night as she heated up a package of buy-one-get-one-free ramen noodles from Kroger. “You haven’t been going out with him that long.”


I told her to stop worrying about it. Greg was kind and considerate, he treated me like a lady, and he seemed to think that I was pretty awesome too. I didn’t tell her I was already picturing us getting married and having lots of babies. I had a plan: I would devote myself to marriage and motherhood, just as my own mother had, and that would somehow absolve me from my sins. The pregnancy, the near abortion, the miscarriage—all would be swept away and forgiven.


Greg proposed to me six weeks later. I said yes.


“You’re crazy!” Carla shrieked when I came home and announced that I was engaged. “You hardly know him, Jeanie. How long has it been, a few weeks, maybe?”


I thought it was unseemly for a person with a bachelor’s in psychology to call her best friend crazy. And I’d been dating Greg for exactly seven and a half weeks now, which was nearly two whole months. I huffed into the bedroom and shut the door in Carla’s face, which was kind of pointless since it was her bedroom too. She came in a while later, after I’d undressed and gotten into bed, and clicked the overhead light on. “Come on, Jeanie,” she said. “We’ve got to talk about this. I’m not saying you shouldn’t marry Greg. It’s just that it’s happening so fast.”


I wasn’t going to debate it with her. Carla had always been sure of herself—she was the one with the self-confidence, the high grades, the good looks. Despite our similar upbringings, she didn’t subscribe to the culture of Catholic guilt the way I did, possibly because her father had died when she was fifteen, and her mother had been too worn out with grief to enforce the old rules for long. There were times when I envied Carla’s freedom.


I could sense her hovering over my bed, so I stayed facing the wall with my eyes shut. “Leave me alone.”


“I just want to know one thing. Have you told him what happened with Professor Asner and how you got pregnant?”


I flipped over in my bed. “No, I haven’t. And I don’t plan to.”


“Jeanie. You should tell him.”


“Why? Why would I do that?”


“I don’t think you should keep something like that a secret from the person you’re going to marry. He should know what you’ve been through.”


“He doesn’t need to know. Now would you please leave me alone? You’re not going to talk me out of this.”


Holy matrimony would be my refuge. I intended to be the perfect wife to Greg, faultless and faithful. I would bear him many children and purge myself of the guilt that still gnawed at me for the one I’d lost. What had happened to me back in Pennsylvania would forever remain a secret.


“This is your chance to make friends with Mom,” Greg said in the car on the way to the engagement dinner that his family had arranged for us. He looked great in his pressed khakis and short-sleeved polo, a touch of gel smoothing his unruly hair. He gave my knee a squeeze. “It’s not that she doesn’t like you. She just doesn’t know you very well yet.”


My nerves hummed as we turned into the parking lot of a trendy restaurant in Midtown. Up till now, my interactions with Greg’s parents had been few—Florence and Howard Mercer were very busy people. His father was an executive at a company that sold specialty medical equipment, and he was frequently out of town at sales meetings; his mother was a high-end real estate broker, and she chaired a fundraising committee for the Augusta Junior League in her spare time.
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