







They seemed to be riding forever.

Anna felt them make many turns and she heard the heavy traffic. Then, after a wide turn, she hardly heard any other cars. Their bizarre singing had also stopped, and the strange couple barely spoke to each other. The car bounced on what was clearly an old road, maybe even a dirt road.

The driver turned on the radio and dialed in a news station. They heard the bulletin about the abortion clinic and the death of Doctor Carla Williams.

“Looks like we have something else to celebrate, don’t we, Mommy?”

“Yes, we do, Daddy,” the driver replied.

Despite Anna’s feeling that it couldn’t be any worse, the terror had just been turned up another notch. Her heart was beating so hard, she thought it would simply burst, and she had more trouble catching her breath. Every once in a while, she felt her face drain of blood. She told herself she had to battle to stay conscious. She was afraid of what they might do to her if she passed out.











This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

An Original Publication of POCKET BOOKS

 


	[image: logo]
	POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020



Copyright © 2002 by Andrew Neiderman

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

ISBN 13: 978-0-7434-1802-7
ISBN 10: 0-7434-1802-6

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonSays.com





For the faculty of Fallsburg High,


alongside whom I spent some of


the best years of my life





Prologue

Anna Gold stared at the telephone on her light maple wood secretary desk in the den as she slipped her left arm into her navy blue wool coat. She thought she could will the phone to ring, will her lover to follow through and, as he had promised, make her the most important person in his life. He should have called this morning to confirm their plans, all that they would do to make a future together, now that he knew she was pregnant with his child.

She had waited until after lunch to go for groceries because she didn’t want to miss him, but here it was nearly one and he still hadn’t called. In fact, no one had called this morning, and the silence of her solitude hung in the air of her apartment with a heaviness that resembled the aftermath of a funeral.

The lines were dead now between her and the people she loved and the people who should love her. She had acquaintances, superficial friendships with girlfriends who were citizens of the same country of loneliness, young women about her age who were searching for some meaningful relationship too. Her work as a paralegal at the public defender’s office had brought her into contact with many different kinds of people, but she had yet to find the close friend with whom she was comfortable enough to share intimacies—intimacies that, up until now, she had shared only with her sister. She had told no one except her lover and her sister that she was nearly two months pregnant. She had confirmed it herself with one of those home-test kits.

Almost immediately in a panic, she had made inquiries about having an abortion and had even gone so far as to have an appointment with Dr. Carla Williams at the Mountain Clinic. But then she had calmed down and thought, If he loves me as much as he says he does and is ready to make this change in his life, why have an abortion? She never even told him she had gone to find out about it. As far as he knew, that wasn’t a choice, not with her religious background. And she was encouraged by the fact that he had never even suggested it.

Instead he had sat there with that same sweet smile on his face, his hazel eyes brightening when she had told him, and he had nodded and said, “Well, I guess this means we’ll just have to move things along a little faster than I had anticipated. Nothing to worry about. I’ll be here for you; I’ll always be here for you.”

He brought her to tears when he added, “You’ve given me a new lease on life, just when I thought I had made tragic mistakes and buried myself in misery. Thank you, Anna. Thank you for being here,” he told her, and they kissed.

But that had been days ago, and he hadn’t called her this morning as he had promised.

She began to button her coat, her fingers trembling with the disappointment that filled her with an emptiness, a hollowness in her chest. The third button from the top on her coat dangled ominously on loose threads. Anna was not the homemaker her mother had been and her sister was; she couldn’t mend clothing and she was, at best, a mediocre cook. Her mind had always been on what she considered more lofty endeavors. She wasn’t going to be frustrated in her pursuit of a career and a more cosmopolitan life, no matter what her family’s traditions were.

She would have been a full attorney by now if her father hadn’t discouraged her and pulled back on the little support he had given her soon after her mother’s death. The estrangement that followed was destined. She believed it was built into her genes: She had inherited her father’s strong determination, and that, perhaps, was why they had been combatants for so long—they were too alike. Of course, her father would never admit to such a thing. She was merely rebellious, foolish, ungrateful. She couldn’t have a sensible discussion with such a man.

Yet, his face haunted her at times like these. The vision of him furiously standing before her remained vivid. There were those big, dark eyes of his, tragic eyes that saw the world through shattered glasses. His shoulders, powerful though they were because of the work he did with stone, still always seemed sloped with the burden that followed two thousand years of persecution.

“You are like their Christ,” she once accused, which brightened his face with the blood beneath his skin as she had never seen it brighten before. “You take all the misery onto yourself. You crucify yourself. Instead of nails in your hands, you pierce your soul with the pictures of the Holocaust or daily examples of anti-Semitism. You want me to march through endless cemeteries with you.”

After the initial shock of her words, her father swelled, his shoulders moving up and back as if they were being pumped full of air, and he glared at her with that face of the prophets he often assumed and said, “You can run; you can hide. You can put a cross around your neck if you like, but you can never deny who you are and what you are.”

Was he right? One of the things she had done when she first moved in here was put a mezuzah on the doorjamb. She couldn’t help it. It just seemed natural and she wasn’t ready to spit in the face of her faith. She simply wanted breathing room to become her own person. Was that such a terrible thing?

At the door of her apartment, she paused and glanced at the phone on the side table in the living room. That one didn’t ring either. Of course, there was the answering machine, but her lover rarely left a message on it, and she knew that even if he did, she wouldn’t be able to get back to him.

She hated herself for making herself so dependent on someone else’s schedule, responsibilities, and whims. How had she grown after escaping the confinement in her father’s house? Where was this precious freedom she had dreamt she would have?

“I’m still no better than a puppet, and this time I have no one to blame but myself,” she muttered, and opened the door.

Her apartment was in one of the new complexes built outside of Monticello, New York, the biggest village in Sullivan County and the center of county government. These were advertised and sold as garden apartments, each with its own small balcony looking over the pool and landscaped commons. But being in upstate New York, the pool was utilized only between eight to ten weeks, if they were lucky, and during the long winter months, the flower beds were dead or brown, the bushes were thin, the walkways were usually streaked with mud, ice, or snow. Now the pool was an empty shell gathering debris.

Except for attending Yeshiva University in New York and spending a year at the Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law, she had spent all of her twenty-six years in this area, the Catskill Mountains, once known as the Borscht Belt. But she was comfortable here and she could be on her own here; she still felt protected by familiarity. Setting out to start a new life in a completely new vicinity after cutting herself off from her father was too terrifying. Despite her need to be cosmopolitan, she was handicapped by her need for stability. It was part of the contradiction, the confusion of identity, that kept her searching for answers.

Did she, as she naggingly feared, grab too quickly on to someone else’s affection?

She had fallen in love, depended on someone’s promises, surrendered to passion and now—now she was in trouble because the clock was ticking. The magic of life, the making of a baby, had started. It wasn’t something planned, but the impulsiveness with which she and her lover had begun their relationship permeated everything they did. Everything they did was on the spur of the moment, which made it even more exciting. She was tired of being the well-organized, sensible young woman.

One minute she was planning to make a cup of tea, read a book, and go to sleep, and the next moment she was rushing off to meet him at a motel or out-of-the-way bar and then a motel. It was wonderful to be taken by surprise, to defy what was sensible, to be carefree and throw caution overboard with the frenzy of one desperately trying to stay afloat.

Sometimes they would be riding along talking, and suddenly he would stop, pull into a side road, and they would be at each other. She had never known such passion. She had had crushes on boys, but never developed a real relationship with anyone, even at the university. Maybe she was inexperienced and naive, more like an adolescent when it came to matters of the heart, but she truly believed her lover was just as taken with her as she was with him. In fact, he appeared to love her more for her simplicity and innocence. How many times had he told her she made him feel like a young man again, falling in love for the first time himself?

If all that is so true, Anna, why the delay? Let’s get this life started, she thought. But now, with his hesitation, his hemming and hawing, his long list of excuses, she had grave doubts gnawing at her insides.

And so, to abort or not to abort, that was the question—the question of the age, it seemed; only now it was dreadfully a personal question. She had been impressed with Dr. Carla Williams. The head of the clinic had taken great pains not to influence her one way or the other.

“This has to be your sole decision, Anna,” she had told her. “I just give you the facts. I’m not anyone’s priest, minister, or rabbi. I have enough trouble looking after my own soul.” Anna liked her. If she was going to have it done, Carla Williams was the sort of doctor she’d want doing it, she thought.

Anna knew what her sister, Miriam, had thought about it, but this wasn’t happening to Miriam; it was happening to her. Miriam couldn’t begin to understand, even though Miriam was older. Miriam was even more cloistered and inexperienced at matters of the heart than she was. Miriam could only gasp or exclaim or cry.

Well, she wasn’t Miriam. She was her own person and she would make up her own mind. She vowed she would do whatever she had to do and be persuaded by nothing except her own feelings.

“Don’t quote scripture at me, Miriam,” she told her. “This is the real world I’m in.”

But her bravado weakened when she gazed at the mezuzah in the doorway. Despite her protest, moral law weighed heavy on her conscience. Independence and finding her identity was one thing; defiance was another. She closed her eyes, kissed the tips of her fingers, and then opened her eyes and touched the mezuzah before walking out and closing the door behind her.

Anna moved quickly down the walkway toward the covered parking spaces. Each tenant had two, but she needed only one for her late-model Honda, which she had leased. Everything in her life was leased right now, including the furniture and the kitchen ware in the apartment. She had even rented her television set on a rent option to buy deal. At least she owned her clothes, some not-very-valuable jewelry, and the towels and linens.

When she had left home, she had little more than a thousand dollars, but she had the job and the promise of some sort of future doing work she felt gave her life more meaning. It was enough to give her the courage to be on her own, and so she had been for nearly a year, but now she was also in trouble.

Or was she? Perhaps he would fulfill his promises. Perhaps he was as deeply in love with her as she thought, hoped. If only he had called this morning, if only she had some concrete reason to be optimistic, if only…

She started the engine and drove the mile and a half to the supermarket. Saturday was supermarket day for her now, but it wasn’t always. In fact, she never rode in a car on Saturdays, much less go shopping. As she drove through the quiet streets she envisioned her father’s face again, his grimace, the dark way his eyes turned down because of the shameful burden she had become.

Even now, even after all this time and all she had done and said, she couldn’t keep out the tiny pinpricks of guilt that stabbed her heart. It was as if God were looking down on this stupid supermarket parking lot and making notes in his divine notebook.

Anna Gold shopped and rode in her car on the Sabbath, and after I had strictly told them all: Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. This is keeping it holy? Comparing prices, clipping coupons, squeezing fruit?

Anna laughed at her own imaginative deific dialogue. She didn’t intend to be irreverent or blasphemous, but as she had told Miriam, she simply wasn’t going to live in the Middle Ages, or even before the Middle Ages, which was how she characterized her father’s faith. Her sister stood in the hallway of their house with her mouth agape as Anna vehemently espoused her beliefs the day she left.

“Religion has nothing in common with reality. One church still prohibits the use of condoms, even though a storm of dire disease, AIDS, rains down on humanity, while another prohibits sick children from getting the medicine they need or the blood transfusion they need. And we’re no better with our archaic kosher laws and our fanatical adherence to the Sabbath. The world still turns on Saturday, Miriam!”

“Anna,” she gasped, “God is listening.”

“If He’s listening,” she said, “He must be hysterical with laughter watching these holy men twist and turn what He created into their own creations.”

Her sister’s face whitened. She looked to the living room where their father sat, fuming.

Poor Miriam, Anna thought; she hated leaving her behind, but maybe that was where her sister would rather be, maybe that was where she belonged. They were sisters, but they really were two different people. Miriam wouldn’t be caught dead pushing a cart down a supermarket aisle on Saturday. She would be afraid her hands would burn.

Anna smiled and shook her head at the thought as she moved along, pulling boxes rapidly from the shelves, pushing the cart down the aisle, nearly knocking over an elderly lady who was comparing prices. It wasn’t that crowded, however, so she was able to get to a checkout counter sooner than she thought. She wanted to get home just in case he called. This was the weekend he was supposedly telling his wife. This was the weekend it would really begin for them. On Monday she would be able to walk with her head high and stop feeling like a sneak.

As she pushed her cart through the entrance of the supermarket and toward her car, she caught sight of a late-model Ford sedan parked to her left in a no-parking zone. The two people who sat up front, a young man and a young woman, were staring at her. The woman was at the wheel. Anna thought nothing of it until she paused at her car, opened her trunk, and turned to see the sedan come up the lot toward her. She put her pocketbook in the trunk and loaded in the first bag. But then she paused again when the Ford came to a stop right behind her.

The man stepped out quickly, a Model 10 Smith & Wesson .38 pistol clutched in his right hand. To Anna it looked like a cannon. She gasped at the sight of the gun: Her experience with weapons was practically nonexistent; in fact, she could count on her one hand how many times she had actually seen a gun in real life. She even hated seeing violence on television or in the movies and usually had her head down during those scenes. Some soldier in Israel she would make.

Anna held her breath, her right palm over her heart. A holdup in broad daylight? These things happened only to other people and rarely in this semirural, laid-back world miles and miles from urban centers. At least, that was what she had believed up to this moment.

Without saying anything, the man with the gun opened the side door of the car.

“Get in,” he ordered. “Quickly.”

Anna didn’t move. It was enough of a shock to think she was being robbed, but what he demanded now turned her heart to stone and made her tremble so, she thought her teeth would soon begin to chatter. She shook her head. It was all she was capable of doing. If she tried to run, she was sure to stumble.

“Get in or I’ll kill you right here,” he said firmly. He had blue eyes that turned into glass. He looked younger than he apparently was; he had a baby face, soft cheeks, and thick red lips, but he looked hypnotized, crazed, far from an innocent, harmless child.

“Who are you? What is this?” she asked, and at the same time gazed around for someone to help her.

There was no one nearby. It was fall in the Catskills. Whatever tourists and summer visitors there had been were long gone, and the area had been returned to its small population of year-round residents. In some nearby hamlets a good twenty minutes could pass before a car would roll down Main Street.

There was a woman two rows down in the parking lot just getting out of a car with her little girl—hardly anyone to come to the rescue, Anna thought—and the people in front of the supermarket were too far away and too distracted to be of any assistance either.

“Last chance,” the baby-faced man said, and pushed the barrel of the pistol into her stomach. His lips writhed and his eyes were full of purpose. There was no bluff to call here. “Get in,” he ordered and pulled the front of her coat. The loose button popped off.

Terrified, Anna obeyed and got into the car. He slammed the door closed and got into the front. The female driver accelerated and they pulled out of the parking lot quickly, shooting up the street toward the main highway, New York Route 17.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“Put your hands up here,” he ordered in response. He indicated the back of the seat. “Do it!” he shouted.

She did so and he quickly wrapped fishing line around her wrists to bind her. It was so tight that if she moved one hand an eighth of an inch, the fishing line cut into her skin. She grimaced and complained.

“It hurts!”

“Just for a little while,” he said, smiling.

Who were these people? What did they want with her?

She gazed back at the fast-fading sight of the parking lot. The trunk of her leased automobile was still open, and most of her groceries were still in the cart.

A chill of terror tightened around her waist. It resembled the labor pains she anticipated would come. Her throat tightened, and tears came to her eyes.

The man turned around.

“Thank you for being cooperative, Anna,” he said.

“Yes, thank you,” the female driver parroted.

As they drove on, Anna was unable to see that they were looking forward with the same ecstatic smile on their faces, each reflecting the other’s overwhelming sense of happiness.
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The abortion clinic was under siege, surrounded. It looked like a scene from a B cowboy-and-Indian movie because it had been constructed about three miles out of the village and back a good five hundred yards from the highway. It resembled a wagon train, isolated, vulnerable, under attack.

There was a nicely maintained lawn in front of it, a small parking lot behind the wood building, and behind that was a field and woods. The building itself looked nothing like a medical structure. It seemed more like someone’s home, a two-story Colonial revival with a simple entry porch, the whole building in a soft, Wedgwood blue, the windows with curtains and flower boxes. There were two wide redwood chairs and a small redwood settee on the front lawn.

It was at least a half mile to the next structure in any direction. The clinic had been deliberately placed where there would be a sense of privacy. The patients who came didn’t feel under surveillance. Not until today, that is. Today the clinic was under attack.

Upwards of fifty members of the militant Shepherds of God surrounded the building and moved in a circle. They wore no special uniforms. Most of them looked like ordinary people, housewives, gentlemen. A few of the men even wore shirts and ties. Some of them waved welded iron crosses, a number of them ominously sharpened at all ends. About a dozen beat on tin drums. Most of the women carried dolls streaked with blood. All chanted, “Murder, murder, murder.”

Dr. Carla Williams stood inside the front entrance, facing the closed front doors like the palace guard, her arms folded over her bosom. Her two patients, both women in their early twenties, hovered behind her in the lobby. Millie Whittaker, the fifty-two-year-old receptionist, was on the telephone, screaming hysterically at the state police dispatcher. Two nurses lingered in the examination-room doorway. All eyes were on Dr. Williams.

One of those porcelain dolls streaked with blood came through the front window and shattered on the tile floor, the shards of glass falling in and around it. Everyone except Dr. Williams screamed.

“Bastards,” she muttered. She was thirty-eight, divorced, the mother of two girls, one ten, the other twelve. Despite her five feet six inches of height and 128 pounds, she presented a formidable appearance: determined, unmoved, resourcefully independent. She had become one of the area’s most well known advocates of women’s rights, appearing at many panel discussions and debates, and often as the guest speaker at dinners. She took on all opponents without discrimination: priests, rabbis, archconservatives, wishy-washy politicians.

Without warning the fanatical right-to-lifers had descended on her clinic. Usually a demonstration like this came only after bitter charges made in the media, well publicized so they would get more media coverage and attract an audience of sympathizers.

This morning, however, their cars just suddenly lined the highway and it appeared that more were coming. Carla saw them as moralistic locusts, religious demagogues who would have their way or else.

Suddenly a storm of rocks penetrated every window in the clinic.

“Back away!” Carla shouted.

Her two patients rushed out of the lobby and into the corridor, screaming. The nurses guided them to safer quarters.

“Where are the police?” Carla shouted.

“On their way,” Millie cried. She lowered herself as a rock bounced off the counter.

“Murder, murder, murder…”

The circle was tightening. Their chanting grew louder. More rocks were thrown. It had the effect of an earthquake shaking the very foundations of the building.

“They can’t do this to me,” Carla muttered. “This is America.”

She had defeated a womanizing, degenerate of a husband in court despite his high-priced legal representation; she had built a lucrative practice, and she was successfully raising two children while maintaining an active medical career. A bunch of religious fanatics would not make her back away another inch. She had faced down these people many times before; she would do it again.

With a surge of courage, she seized the doorknob.

“Doctor Williams!” one of the nurses called.

“Stay back,” she said. Carla stepped out on the small porch and the maddening circle slowed its tightening and shrinking. Rocks pelted the sides of the building and some kicked out the jagged pieces of glass that lingered in window frames, but even that came to an end in the face of this unexpected appearance.

“How dare you do this?” Carla screamed at the distorted faces of rage that faced her. They all looked like they wore the same mask. “There are people in here with families, just like the rest of you, and you are terrifying them and harming them. Where’s your Christianity? You are violating laws, destroying property.”

Some of the crowd wilted, but others simply stared. Carla walked down the steps and paused on the sidewalk to glare back at the protesters.

“I want you all off my property this moment, do you hear? Get off!”

She waved her fist at them.

“Move away!”

No one moved. Then the chanting started again, low at first, but building and building in volume and intensity: “Murder, murder, murder…”

Another rock was thrown and then another pounded the side of the building. One hit the porch floor.

Deep down in her gut, Carla felt a surge of fear that she hadn’t felt since she was a little girl who had found herself alone on a dark night. All that was primeval in her being, her instinctive alarms, rang. Her organs cringed, her heart contracted, and her blood pounded and rushed from her head.

She was going to turn, back up, wait for the police, but without warning, seeming coming from the ground itself, one of those sharpened crosses flew into her chest, cracking the bone like brittle candy and slicing her heart in two. The last thing she heard was the distant, far-too-late sound of sirens before crumpling to the walkway, lowering the flag of life on her thirty-eight years, her medical education, her love for her children, her promising future.

Someone shouted, “Death to Satan!” and the crowd cheered.

Undaunted, they stood their ground and continued to chant, “Murder, murder, murder…” as the police began to arrive and rush from their vehicles: a cavalry that had come far too late to save this wagon train.
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On the muted television screen, the Giants’ offensive line took their positions on the five-yard line. It was third and goal. McShane leaned forward in his desk chair, hovering like some prehistoric man over the campfire. His shoulders were tense, firm, the lines in his face as etched and still as lines cut in granite. Although there was no sound on his nine-inch set because the sheriff didn’t like it, McShane could hear the roar of the crowd in his memory, the excited voices of the commentators, and the recitation of the quarterback before the snap.

Just as the ball was flicked into the quarterback’s hands, the phone rang. It pierced the moment and the quarterback was sacked.

McShane groaned. He believed in luck, and especially in the whimsy of chance. If that phone hadn’t started ringing, the quarterback would have gotten off a goal-scoring pass. No question. Now they would probably go for the field goal.

He seized the telephone receiver, squeezing the neck of it as if he could choke the voice out of the earpiece.

“McShane,” he growled. Why wasn’t the rest of the world watching the ball game? Why weren’t criminals on a break?

“This is Harvey Nelson, manager of Van’s Supermarket on Cranshaw.”

“What can I do for you?” McShane asked, his eyes still glued to the silent set.

“We got a situation here. Someone left her Honda in the lot with the trunk open and the groceries still in the cart, exposed. One of my clerks found it when he helped someone else with her groceries. I went out there and we found the woman’s pocketbook in the open trunk.”

“Yeah?” McShane was only half-listening.

“We searched the pocketbook and found her wallet with her license. I’ve made announcements in the store and no one has responded.”

“What’s the name on the license?”

“Anna Gold. From her picture on the license, the clerk recalls her leaving. He didn’t see her reenter the store and no one’s seen her outside. Doesn’t it look like something happened to her?” the manager whined when McShane didn’t react to the news as dramatically as the manager had anticipated. “Why would she leave her car trunk wide open, her pocketbook visible, and groceries still in the cart like that, especially the refrigerated and frozen-food items?”

“Maybe there was an emergency and someone came to get her and she went home with them,” he guessed. “Or she fainted and someone took her to the hospital.”

Anything but a reason for him to have to leave, he pleaded with the gods.

“I didn’t think about the hospital, but I’ve already called her home. We found her checkbook and her telephone number was on the check. All we got is an answering machine.”

McShane groaned.

“What’s the address on the license?”

“It’s different from the address on her checkbook.”

“You’ve really been looking into that pocketbook,” McShane quipped.

“Well, it’s…it’s strange, just leaving all your things like that.”

“All right. Give me the telephone number that’s on the checks.”

“I said I’ve already tried calling her home.”

“Just give me the number anyway,” McShane said. “Maybe she wasn’t home yet. Maybe someone else is there by now.”

There were at least a dozen maybe s that would keep him in his seat in front of the television set. This was an important game and he had put money on the outcome.

“555-2121.”

“Okay. I’ll check it out and get back to you,” he said, and cradled the phone just as the kicked ball sailed through the goalposts. They were still behind by four points. “I would have gone for it,” he mumbled. “Everyone plays it safe.”

For a moment he forgot what he was going to do. Then he dialed the number the supermarket manager had given him.

An answering machine picked up on the third ring and a sweet little voice asked him to leave name, time of the call, and number. He left nothing and instead pressed the button on his phone for the dispatcher.

“Mark, get me the Community General Hospital emergency room,” he demanded.

There was a commercial break as the teams set up for the new kickoff. He drummed his fingers on his knee, impatient. The phone rang.

“Go ahead,” Mark said.

“This is Detective McShane with the sheriff’s office. Did you have a recent admittance by the name of Anna Gold by any chance?”

“No,” the nurse replied. “We’re actually having a quiet day, which everyone around here thinks is ominous.”

“Right. Okay, thanks,” he said, then replaced the phone and reluctantly got up and turned off the television set.

“Shit,” he complained to no one in particular, and started out of the sheriff’s station. With the cutbacks in personnel and everyone else out in the field on one assignment or the other, he was the only one available to answer the call. The sheriff was at some meeting at the county office building. He was really the only one manning the fort.

As he passed Mark Ganner, the dispatcher, McShane lifted his hands in surrender.

“What’s up, Jimmy?”

“I’m going over to Van’s Supermarket to check out a deserted bag of groceries.”

“Sounds like a convenient excuse to run away from an embarrassing loss on the football field,” Mark quipped. “Didn’t you have the Giants and six today?”

“Don’t remind me,” McShane said, and walked into the dreary overcast early afternoon.

Despite the gray skies, he slapped on his Ray-Bans before he crunched his six-foot-four-inch, 240-pound body behind the wheel. His sunglasses were tinted and made the dull world around him brighter. Before he put the transmission into drive, he fiddled with the radio dial. Unfortunately, the game was only on an AM station, so the commentator’s remarks were surrounded with static and, at times, were buried in a gruesome interfering hum.

Just like his whole life, he thought, and accelerated through Main Street toward the shopping market just outside the village.

Just ahead of him, an ambulance burst out of the building near the firehouse and turned up the street, its siren blaring.

“I wonder if that has anything to do with this,” McShane mumbled and went faster, but the ambulance turned up the highway toward Port Jervis.

He shrugged, turned up the game, and continued toward the supermarket, thinking that emergency-room nurse would probably soon be sorry she had opened her mouth.
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When they reached the Quickway entrance, they pulled to the side of the road and came to a stop.

Anna cringed in anticipation. What now? Other vehicles passed them, the drivers barely glancing their way. Suddenly a state police car rushed by, another right behind it. She thought about screaming but doubted they would hear, and besides, this man might just shoot her. He looked ready to do so back at the supermarket.

The young man stepped out after the second state police vehicle whipped past. He opened the rear door to slide in beside her. Then he plucked a black bandanna from his jacket pocket and dangled it in front of her.

“Sorry, but I have to put this on you now, Anna,” he said, and wrapped the blindfold around her eyes, tying it snugly behind her head. She cringed and whimpered and then she sensed him leaning closer and closer until his lips were nearly caressing her earlobe. His hot breath was on her cheek.

“Nothing to worry about,” he whispered. “God’s in His heaven and all’s well with the world.”

His lips clicked against her cheek. It felt like he had snapped a rubber band. She pulled away with a gasp and he laughed.

“Ready?” the woman driver asked.

“Yes. We’re all set here, aren’t we, Anna?”

“Please,” she said.

“It’s all right. Try to relax.”

His calm tone was more unnerving.

“I know,” he followed. “We’ll sing to pass the time.”

“Good idea,” the driver said.

“Ninety-nine baby bottles of milk on the wall, ninety-nine baby bottles of milk. If one of the bottles should happen to fall, ninety-eight baby bottles of milk on the wall.”

The woman laughed.

“Come on, Anna,” he urged. “Sing with us. It will pass the time. We have a little distance to go.”

“Where are you taking me?”

“We’re taking you to where you will be safe, and where the baby will be safe and be born,” he replied.

How did they know she was pregnant? Her mind reeled. There must be a spy or some sort of informer at the clinic. Anna’s sense of betrayal was superseded only by her sense of dread as the strange couple continued their singing.

“Ninety-eight baby bottles of milk on the wall, ninety-eight baby bottles of milk. If one of the bottles should happen to fall…”

He poked her in the ribs and she jumped.

“How many are left, Anna? How many bottles?” He poked her again. It hurt. She started to cry. “Anna?”

“Ninety-eight,” she said quickly. Anything to get him away from her.

“No, Anna. Two have fallen. We started with ninety-nine. That leaves ninety-seven,” he said. “If you sing along with us, you’ll get it right the next time.”

“That’s right,” the driver said.

“Come on, Anna, sing,” he urged. He put his hand on her knee and squeezed. She tried to move away, but his grip was tight.

“You’re hurting me,” she complained.

“Don’t hurt her,” the driver ordered. “If you can help it,” she added. “You know the condition she’s in.”

“I know.”

He released Anna’s knee.

“Sing along, Anna,” he said.

Anna whimpered.

What’s happening to me? Who are these people? Did anyone see them take me? she wondered.

His hand was on her shoulder now. It moved slowly, in tiny increments, under her coat, down her chest, and over her breast. He cupped it and moved his hand up and down as if to weigh it. She tried to slide away, but she was already near the end of the seat. His other hand cupped her other breast and he did the same thing. She tried to push him away.

“Stop, Anna,” he ordered, and brought his face close to hers again, “or I’ll put my tongue in your ear.”

She tried to swallow. It was getting harder and harder to breathe.

“I know,” he suddenly said, pulling his lips away but keeping his hand on her breast. “I have a new song to sing.”

“What new song?” the driver asked.

He sang.

“Oh, you gotta make milk, gallons and gallons of milk. When the chips are saying you’ll never feed, you’ve got to make milk.” He paused. “How’s that?”

The driver laughed.

“I like it. You know, breast-fed babies are the healthiest babies.”

“It’s natural; it’s what should be,” he said. “Don’t you agree with us, Anna?”

She was hyperventilating now. The sweat had broken out on her brow and her mouth was so dry, she could barely swallow, and only with great effort.

Suddenly he wiped her forehead with a handkerchief.

“Take it easy, Anna,” he said softly. “We want you to relax and we prefer not giving you any medications until it’s absolutely necessary, okay?”

“I don’t have any money,” she said, her voice cracking as her throat tightened.

“Did you hear that?”

“Yes,” the driver said. She shook her head.

“It’s all right, Anna. We aren’t looking for any money. What we do is all for free,” he added.

The driver laughed again.

“We’re a nonprofit organization,” she said.

“Supported by contributions,” he followed. She laughed again.

“What is it you want? Please, tell me,” Anna pleaded. The blindfold absorbed her tears.

“We want you to give birth to a happy, healthy baby,” he said. And then he added, “Our baby. He or she is our baby because you don’t want him or her, Anna. We can’t let you get rid of our baby, now, can we?”

“I’m not getting rid of my baby,” she said.

“Right. And the pope’s not Polish.”

“Watch your tongue,” the driver snapped.

“Sorry.”

“Where are you taking me? Please,” Anna begged.

“We’re taking you to the maternity wing,” he replied. “All you have to do is give birth to a healthy baby, Anna. That’s all we ask.”

“But I’m barely two months pregnant,” she said.

“Then we’ll be getting to know each other really well, won’t we, Anna? And you’ll see how nice we can be.”

“We can be nice,” the driver interjected, “or…”

“Or not,” he said. “Right, Mommy?”

“Right, Daddy,” the driver replied.

Mommy? Daddy? Anna cringed.

His hand was on her shoulder again.
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