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ONE
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“You won’t tell my dad, will you?” she asked.

Natalie Coombs thought the girl across the desk looked eighteen or nineteen. She had a world-weary look in her eyes Natalie had seen before—deep pools of despair that reminded Natalie of someone else.

“No, everything is confidential.” She extended her hand across the desk. “Most of my clients call me Miss C.”

“I’m Linn.” She shook Natalie’s hand. Her dark hair hung down on both sides of her face like a curtain. “Can I take a test here?”

“Sure, you’ll just need to fill out a form, then answer some questions first, all right?”

Linn nodded, and Natalie handed her a clipboard with the in-take form. “You can have a seat over there.”

Linn settled into the farthest corner chair, and Natalie returned to the desk. Linn looked familiar, but then all the locals in Jackson Hole had seen each other at some point. Natalie was glad she’d sent this morning’s volunteer, Amanda, upstairs to sort through the batch of baby clothing they’d just received. She had a feeling God had called her to help this girl. Her resemblance to Dana was uncanny, and Natalie prayed things would turn out differently for Linn than they had for her first client. Even though a year had passed, Dana’s face still burned like a brand on Natalie’s heart.

Natalie sneaked a glimpse at Linn. As the girl read the form, she toyed with the collar of her shirt. It looked as if she’d snagged it from the bottom of the pile in a cold dryer. At least she looked older than a lot of girls who walked through the doors. Old enough to get pregnant, young enough to be scared. And she was scared. Natalie could see it in her eyes. Lord, help me to show her Your love.

The phone rang, and Natalie reached for it. “Jackson Hole Hope Center.”

“Hi, it’s me.”

His voice was a punch in the gut. He still took her breath away, just in a different way. She walked into the storage room and shut the door behind her. “I’ve asked you not to call me here.”

“I can’t help it. My plans have changed.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Picking up the boys, going camping. I can’t do it this weekend.”

She closed her eyes. She could feel her shoulder and neck muscles drawing tight. “Don’t do this to them again. You know they—”

“I can’t help it, all right? I have to work. Half my crew deserted me today.”

Well, you’re an expert at desertion, aren’t you? Natalie rubbed her temple. In her mind, she could see Taylor and Alex scrounging in their closet for their sleeping bags the night before. She could see them packing their clothes and filling baggies with Cheese Nips and pretzel sticks to take along.

“Will you quit it with the silent treatment? Tell them I’m sorry, all right? I’ll take them next—”

“No way. You call them and tell them. I’m not doing it this time.”

“Would you stop making it sound like I do this every week? I told you I’ve gotta work. Will you cut me some slack here?”

“Call them, Keith. I’ve got to go.” She disconnected before he could argue. She could hear her pulse in her head, and her scalp felt two sizes too small. Maybe she could take the boys camping herself. She thought there was a tent in the basement somewhere.

But it wasn’t the camping they’d so looked forward to; it was their dad’s company. Besides, she wouldn’t know a stake from a pole.

She stretched her neck, tilting her head to the side, feeling the pull of tightened muscles. She couldn’t think about Keith right now. There was a girl in the lobby who needed her. She drew a breath and blew it out slowly, letting her facial muscles relax, then opened the door.

Linn was still in the corner chair. The clipboard rested on her lap, and she stared out the picture window where the words “Jackson Hole Hope Center” played in reverse. In the distance, Wyoming’s Tetons rose majestically through the summer haze.

“All finished?” Natalie asked.

Linn nodded, then stood and walked toward her. The rubber sole of her shoe was loose at the toe and flipped with each step. Linn handed her the clipboard.

“Great. If you’ll just step into that room there, I’ll be right with you.”

Normally, the volunteer would help the client, but Amanda lacked the experience to counsel with Linn. Anyway, Natalie felt drawn to help the girl.

Natalie called up the stairs. “Amanda . . . can you come watch the desk again?”

Moments later the volunteer bounded down the creaking steps. “Sure.”

Natalie glanced at her watch. Shoot. “Could you do me a favor and call Paula?”

“No problem,” Amanda said.

Natalie jotted down her sister’s cell phone number. “Tell her something came up, and I have to cancel our lunch plans.”

Amanda began punching the numbers.

“Thanks a bunch.” Natalie grabbed a questionnaire clipboard from her desk and entered the counseling room.

“Now, then.” She took a seat on the chair across from the girl. “I’ll need to ask you some questions, and then I’ll get you the pregnancy test. As I said before, all the information you give me is completely confidential, OK?”

“The test is free, right?” Linn blinked, and a stray hair caught in her lashes, bobbing down and back up.

“That’s right. There’s no charge.” And that’s why most of the girls came here. Most couldn’t even afford a fifteen-dollar test from the drugstore.

Linn’s gaze darted around the room from chart to chart, as if she were afraid the walls were going to collapse.

“I know you’re anxious right now, but we’re here to help, Linn, all right?”

She nodded, and Natalie perused her in-take form. “I know you’ve come because you think you’re pregnant. Can you tell me why?”

She shrugged. “I’m late.”

“When was your last period?”

“Seven, eight weeks ago, I think.”

“Are you using any kind of birth control?”

She crossed her arms, cupping her elbows with her hands, the nails short and ragged. “Yes—well, usually.”

“How long have you known the baby’s father?”

She looked away. “Almost two years.”

Natalie wrote it down. “Are you still seeing him?”

Linn’s lashes fluttered down, and she shook her head.

“Have you ever been pregnant before?”

Her brows drew together. “No.”

“I’m not making any assumptions about you, all right? I have to ask everyone these questions.” When Linn nodded, Natalie continued. “What do you plan to do if you’re pregnant?”

Her gaze fluttered to the floor. “I’ll have to get rid of it. Have to . . . my dad would go postal if he found out.”

Natalie carefully kept her expression bland, though her stomach clenched at the words. She zipped through countless other questions, from substance use to family relationships to dreams and goals. That’s when Linn finally opened up.

“I’m going to college in the fall. I got a full scholarship to Loyola University in Chicago, and I mean room and board and everything.” Her chin came up a bit.

“That’s great, Linn. Congratulations. What will you be studying?”

“Psychology.” She smiled for the first time and wiggled her brows up and down. “I want to see what makes people tick.”

“Well, when you find out, let me know, OK?”

Natalie tried to draw her out for a few more minutes, tried to put her at ease. When Linn’s shoulders curled forward and her hands lay loosely on her lap, Natalie asked the last questions, the most important ones.

“Can you tell me what your religious background is like? Do you belong to a church or synagogue?”

She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. My grandma was Catholic . . . ,” she offered feebly.

Natalie jotted it down. “How is your relationship with God?”

Linn’s leg stopped bouncing. “Oh. It’s fine, good.” She nodded her head vigorously.

Linn gave vague answers to the last questions concerning religion, and Natalie knew the girl needed Christ. Use me, Lord.

“Well, you’ll be happy to know we’re finished playing Twenty Questions.” She pulled a release form from the desk and handed it to Linn. “I’ll need your signature on this form. Basically, it says you understand this is not a medical facility and that the pregnancy test may be inconclusive.”

As Linn read the form, Natalie retrieved the pregnancy test and slid its contents onto the table. When Linn handed her the signed form, Natalie gave her the instruction sheet and explained what to do. Linn went to the adjoining bathroom with the plastic cup in hand.

Natalie watched the door shut and closed her eyes. Lord, my heart is burdened for this young woman. She doesn’t know You, and she doesn’t know right from wrong. Father, if it’s possible, let the test be negative. I don’t want to see another tiny life snuffed out, and I don’t want to see another woman scarred with the consequences. Yet, not as I will, Lord, but as You will.

A few moments later, Linn returned with the urine sample and set it on the paper towel Natalie had laid out. Next, she opened the foil wrapper and pulled out the test cassette and dropper. She dipped the dropper into the urine, releasing the bulb to pull up the liquid. Pausing, with her hand over the test cassette, she looked at Natalie. “Four drops?” Her voice quivered.

“Yes.” Natalie indicated the correct spot on the cassette. “Right in there.” She pointed to the test window. “This other one is the window to watch. If there’s a pink line there in five minutes, it means you’re pregnant.”

Linn’s hand shook as she squeezed out the drops. When she was finished, she straightened and looked at Natalie.

“All righty.” Natalie grabbed the egg timer and set it for five minutes. It began ticking off time. “I’ll set the test over here where we can forget about it. Want a soda?” She smiled sympathetically. “This can be the longest five minutes of your life if you don’t have something to do.”

“No, thanks.” The girl sat back down, and Natalie sat across from her.

Linn tilted her head back against the wall. “I can’t be pregnant. I just can’t.”

“Well, we’ll have the results of the test in just a few minutes, and if you are, there’s a lot we can do to help you.”

“You know somewhere I could get an abortion cheap? I don’t have much money.”

Cold fingers squeezed Natalie’s gut until it was compacted into a hard knot. “If there is a pregnancy, this is a time of crisis. You’re scared, confused. I know you just want this to be over with, but abortion doesn’t solve that problem. It only creates new ones.”

The girl’s gaze fell on a picture on the wall. It was a photo of a newly formed baby. Just as quickly, Linn’s gaze fell away.

“All the organs have formed; the heart is beating. It’s not what you’d expect so early, is it?”

Linn’s gaze swung to the test, though she couldn’t see the windows from her seat. “There’s just no way I’m ready to be a parent, and my dad’s been telling me since I was twelve what would happen if I ever got knocked up.”

Natalie offered what she hoped was a comforting smile. She wanted so badly to reach out to Linn, but she felt Linn closing up and changed the topic. “Did you graduate this past spring?”

“Yeah. With high honors. That’s how I got the scholarship.”

“That’s wonderful, Linn. Your dad must be very proud.”

She snorted. “He’s just glad I’m cutting out in the fall.” Linn tossed her dark hair as if that didn’t bother her.

Natalie knew better. “Did you participate in any activities in high school?”

Linn shrugged. “Didn’t have time. I worked part time and had to keep up with homework.” Linn glanced toward the timer. “How much time left?”

“Three minutes.” Natalie gave a sympathetic smile. “They creep by, don’t they?”

Linn’s leg bounced up and down as she looked around the room. Natalie didn’t have to turn around to know what she was seeing. Charts of a baby’s development from conception on, pamphlets on adoption, the bulletin board with pictures of clients and their babies. That was her favorite. Tangible evidence of the lives they’d helped touch and change.

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Natalie asked.

A faraway look entered her eye. “Nope. Just me.”

Natalie smiled. “I always wanted to be an only child. Especially when my sisters were aggravating me.”

“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”

Natalie searched for a new topic. “What made you decide to be a psychology major?”

“I don’t know. I like to guess what people are thinking, why they do things and stuff. I want a real job, you know? A career. I want to dress up when I go to work and have people respect me.”

“Sure, that’s understandable.”

Linn’s gaze flittered toward the timer.

“One minute left,” Natalie said. “There’ll be a pink line in the reference window, and if there’s a pink line under it, the result is positive. Also, understand that sometimes if you’re pregnant but there’s not enough of the pregnancy hormone, the test can still read negative.”

“How accurate is it?”

“The instruction pamphlet says ninety-nine percent.”

Linn’s brows ticked up, then down again, and she began twisting a ring on her finger.

“That’s pretty. Can I see it?”

Linn held out her hand. A sapphire shimmered on the gold band. “It’s beautiful. Is that your birthstone?”

Linn’s eyes clouded. “No, I—”

The timer dinged, and Linn’s startled gaze met Natalie’s.

“Well, let’s go see, shall we?”

They walked over to the table. The phone rang in the other room, and Natalie heard Amanda answer it. When they rounded the examination bed, Natalie could see the test cassette, could see clearly the test results. She stepped aside, allowing Linn to come near.

The girl’s eyes fixed on the test. Natalie could see the moment she understood. Her eyes widened for just a moment before they closed. When she opened them, her gaze swung to Natalie’s, her eyes lit with desperation.

“I’m pregnant.”



CHAPTER


TWO
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Paula Landin-Cohen rinsed her hands under the automatic faucet, watching the sudsy water swirl down the drain. She almost wished she could go down with it. At least then it would all be over, and she wouldn’t have to deal with this topsy-turvy cycle of hope and despair.

After drying her hands, she looked in the mirror one last time, making sure her makeup was still in place. Would David notice her puffy eyelids? She hadn’t told him, had not gotten his hopes up, too. She never did. Maybe that’s why she felt like she was alone on this mission. A mission she was failing. Her body felt like an empty temple, ornate on the outside, hollow on the inside. She had been so sure this time. How many times would she have to go through this?

Paula stepped back and checked her full-length image before exiting the restroom. The food must be on the table by now. As she made her way through the maze of tables, she was vaguely aware of heads turning. Sometimes people even approached her, as if seeing her on the news each night made them close friends. She avoided looking directly at anyone. She was not in the mood for PR.

When she reached the table, she saw the food had arrived. At her approach, David half-stood with the predictability of a geyser, then sank back onto his chair in unison with her.

“What took so long?”

Paula kept her gaze lowered, conscious of her tear-stricken eyes. Why did they have to get a window seat? “Nothing, just—someone stopped me in the restroom, wanted to chat, you know how it is.” She scooted in her chair. “Mmm, this fruit looks delicious.” She spread the white linen napkin in her lap, then speared a chunk of cantaloupe. She slid it into her mouth and chewed without tasting, then swallowed it around the lump in her throat. “Mmm, it is good.”

“I thought you were meeting Natalie for lunch.”

“She got hung up at the center. I’m glad you could meet me last-minute.” She injected her last words with an enthusiasm she didn’t feel, and fearing David might become suspicious of her downcast eyes, she dared a glance at him.

He was studying her, his forehead furrowed above his trendy glasses. Tiny creases lined his mouth and eyes. Why was it lines and wrinkles enhanced a man’s appearance, yet worsened a woman’s? She tried for a smile. “How did the closing go?”

He waited until he’d chewed the bite of glazed salmon before replying. “Fine. I have a showing at one, so I’ll have to rush out when I’m done.”

She nodded, and they continued to eat. When she’d called and asked him to meet her, her heart had been buoyed by hope. Now she wished she were alone. Might as well be, she thought as they finished their meals. Although the restaurant was filled with muted chatter, at their table, there was only silence. A strained, unsettling silence that felt like a rubber band stretching taut. She searched for something to say. Something that would release the band before it snapped.

“You started, didn’t you?” he said.

She looked at him again. Shadows lurked in the depths of his eyes. The breath she didn’t know she’d held rushed out. “I’m so tired of this.”

He wiped his mouth with his napkin. “How long has it been, about a year?”

One year, two months, and seven days. “A little more.” She looked away.

He laid the napkin on his empty plate. “Maybe you should see a doctor.”

Her gaze snapped toward his. “It could be you, you know.”

He looked away, his jaw hardening. Heaven forbid their problem should actually be his fault.

She didn’t understand why they were having a hard time conceiving now when it had happened without effort before. Maybe David was thinking about that; maybe that’s why he’d grown so quiet.

The server approached. “Everything all right?”

“Fine, thanks,” David said.

The server set the bill tray on the table and removed the dirty plates. “You have a good day.”

David withdrew his wallet, pulling out crisp bills and sliding them under the tray clip. “I’ve got to run.” He rose from his seat and stepped toward her, bending to place an obligatory kiss on her cheek. “See you.”

“Bye,” she said, but he’d already started walking away. She watched him all the way to the door and wished the emptiness she felt inside would reach out and swallow her like a big black hole.
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“I can’t believe this.” The dull throbbing in Linn’s head turned to heavy jabs as she stared at the faint pink lines in the stick window. She couldn’t be pregnant. This couldn’t be happening to her. Her heart boomed against her rib cage, and her breaths came in shallow pants. A wave of dizziness passed over her, and she laid a hand on the table to steady herself. “The line’s awful faint. Maybe I’m not really pregnant.” She searched Miss C’s eyes.

The woman’s lips tipped up at the corners as she tilted her head to the side. “Even the faintest of lines indicate the presence of the pregnancy hormone. False positives are rare, but there’s always a slight chance, so you should see a doctor to verify that you truly are pregnant.”

Linn closed her eyes and covered them with a shaky hand. She wondered if she imagined the nausea that swelled in her stomach. She had felt sick several times over the past couple of weeks, but she’d thought it was a virus.

She felt a hand on her arm.

“Come back to my office where we can sit and talk.”

Linn followed Miss C through the door and down a short hall. She had to get rid of it. She was going away to college. She was going to make something of herself.

Miss C ushered her through the door, and Linn sank onto the nearest chair by a desk. Miss C pulled another one close. “It’s going to be all right, Linn.”

This wasn’t supposed to happen. Especially not now that he was gone. “No, it’s not.” Where would she get money for an abortion? They weren’t cheap, she knew. Medical procedures never were. She couldn’t even afford a pregnancy test; that’s why she’d come here.

“We can help. We have resources. That’s what we’re here for.”

Hope lit a fire in her belly. “You mean you can help me get an abortion?” Was it possible that the government helped low-income women with the cost of abortions? It was a medical procedure after all . . .

Miss C leaned forward and took something off her desk. “According to your calculations, you’re seven or eight weeks along.”

A stack of pamphlets on the desk drew Linn’s gaze. She reached out and took one, opening it with trembling fingers. Her gaze fell to the page in her lap. The caption under the picture read “baby at eight weeks gestation.” She looked closely at the picture she’d only glanced at earlier. Her breath sucked in. It was a photo of a tiny baby inside a bubble. The profile showed an enlarged head, but the limbs were developed with tiny fingers and toes. She could see an eye, an ear, and even the ridges where the ribcage was.

A painful knot tightened in her stomach. She tore her gaze away.

No. It didn’t look like that. It was an embryo. A primitive collection of cells. The group that had come to her school had said so. Why would they lie about it?

She shut the pamphlet in her lap.

“Your baby’s just as beautiful and precious as that one. You’re holding the gift of life inside you . . . a marvelous, miraculous work of love.”

Work of love. Yeah, right. If it was love, why’d he dump me? “You don’t understand. I can’t keep it.” Her dad would flip if he found out about this. “I just have to get rid of it, then this’ll all be over.”

“Oh, Linn, it’s not that way at all. I counsel girls all the time who’ve had an abortion. They deal with horrible guilt and remorse. One even committed suicide because the effects are just so staggering—”

“I don’t want to hear about that.” Linn flung the offensive pamphlet on the floor.

Miss C laid a hand on her arm. “It’s going to be OK. What is it about having a baby that’s upsetting you so? Is it your dad?”

“He’d kick me out of the house if he found out! I have no job, I’m supposed to be starting college soon, and the man who did this to me is long gone. Take your pick.” Her head felt heavy and woozy.

“Let’s take this one step at a time. Your dad would undoubtedly be upset, but many girls who come in here find that their parents are much more supportive than they thought. He’d adjust to the idea given time, just as you would.”

Linn shook her head. This lady doesn’t get it.

“If you choose not to keep the baby, there are many loving couples just waiting for the chance to adopt a baby. You could even have a say in who the parents are.”

“No. I’m not having it. I can’t.” This was her choice, not Miss C’s, and the thing inside of her wasn’t even alive. The photo from the booklet flashed in her mind. She could still see the tiny human floating in the bubble. She had to get out of here. She stood. She brushed past the woman and reached for the handle.

“Wait, Linn, please.”

Only the pleading in her tone stopped Linn. She turned and looked back.

Miss C grabbed a gray pamphlet off her desk and held it out. “Please, just promise you’ll read this. I want the best for you, Linn. Truly, I do.”

Linn just wanted out. Her stomach heaved, and she reached for the brochure. Without speaking, she turned and left. Her shaky legs carried her down the hall and through the lobby.

Everything she passed was a blur, her mind churning with a dozen different emotions. She felt a pebble bouncing in the flopping sole of her shoe, but she didn’t stop to remove it. She felt the glossy pages of the brochure and held it up. “The Life Inside You.”

A dark, ugly feeling swarmed over her. She didn’t want to think about life. She only wanted to think of her plans to go to school, of her future career. A black trash barrel beside the sidewalk caught her attention. Without letting herself think any more about it, she lifted her hand and dropped the booklet in the gaping hole.
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Natalie released a weary sigh as she heard the pregnancy center door swing shut. Her heart thundered in her chest like a stampede of cattle, and her legs ached to go after Linn. But what else could she do? Linn had made up her mind, and only God could change it.

She could see even now the flicker of fear in the girl’s eyes. If anyone needed the Lord, Linn did. Help me to show her Your love, Father. Give her guidance. Remind her that the little one she carries is a tiny human being. She needs You, God.

Natalie wondered if Linn had anyone in her life she could trust. She’d seemed so alone and frantic at the news of her pregnancy. She said she was determined to have an abortion, but the shock on her face when she saw the photo was unmistakable. She believed the lies she was taught in school, just like thousands of others. But now she knew the truth about the little life within her, and she would be able to make an informed decision.

It had to be difficult to have an unplanned pregnancy and be so young. Natalie once had a rape victim who’d gotten pregnant, and that was even more heartbreaking. She’d never been in such a tough spot with such a difficult decision to make.

There were so many things that could happen in life to test a person’s faith. If her faith were on the line, would she make the right choice? She’d always feared she wouldn’t be up to the challenge. A part of her felt so alone now that it was just her and the boys. She had enough to handle without worrying about things that might never come to pass.

Natalie picked up the pamphlet that had wafted to the floor and placed it on her desk. She wished she could call Linn and talk to her more, but the center’s privacy policy prevented that. Her legs wobbled beneath her, and she lowered herself into the chair. There was no more she could do for Linn unless the girl contacted her. Please, God, let her see the truth before it’s too late.

The phone rang, and she picked up her office extension.

“Hi, honey,” her mom’s voice greeted her.

Natalie leaned back in the chair and released a cleansing breath. “Hi, Mom. Did Keith call the boys?”

She heard Alex whining in the background and listened while her mother settled him down. A few seconds later her mother whispered, “I hope that man knows how much he’s hurt these boys. Alex has hardly said a word, and Taylor has been crying ever since he called.”

Natalie laid her head back against the chair. It was amazing how one action by her ex-husband could hurt her and her boys in one fell swoop.

“Tell them we’ll go rafting Friday, OK?” It would stretch her budget for the week, but she hated to see them disappointed again.

“Nat . . .” Amanda leaned through the door and mouthed that she was leaving. Natalie nodded and waved.

“Listen, Mom, I have to go. Just tell them we’re going, OK?”

When she got off the phone, she dug an apple from her drawer and went to the front desk for her remaining hours at work. She processed Linn’s forms and started on a mountain of paperwork. Even that could not distract her from the haunting image of Linn’s hollow brown eyes.



CHAPTER


THREE
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Linn stepped off the bus and moved away from the tourist traffic. Once out of the way, she paused and took a breath. The diesel fumes caught in her throat and hung there. Her stomach churned, and she covered her nose with her hand. Lately, her stomach rebelled at smells. In the two weeks since the pregnancy test, it felt as if someone else controlled her body.

When her dad had cooked garlic chicken the night before, she thought she’d toss her cookies for sure. She’d only avoided it by going outside until dinner was over. She hated to puke. It reminded her of the time she’d stayed home from school sick in the third grade. Her dad had been home with her, and when she’d vomited all over her sheets, he’d made her clean it up. She could almost smell the sour stench now.

And if her stomach wasn’t churning, her heart was racing, making her dizzy. Her emotions were a wreck, too. Two nights ago she’d cried when an old lady won a trip to Bermuda on Wheel of Fortune.

Linn uncovered her nose and started walking. Cars sped by, mostly tourists, probably off to see Old Faithful or go whitewater rafting. If only her plans for the afternoon were so insignificant.

Her thoughts swarmed like a dozen angry bees. She tried to push them away, but they kept returning. In desperation, she’d called her high-school guidance counselor at home. At first Miss Turley had seemed aggravated to be bothered, but when Linn explained her problem, she’d asked to meet her at the Shady Nook Café. Miss Turley’s words replayed in her mind like a recording. Of course, it’s your choice, Linn, but why would you want to throw away the scholarship you’ve earned? Getting an abortion is really no big deal. They just scrape away the tissue, and it’s over. Really harmless. Why would you want to ruin the rest of your life?

Linn had left the café with her mind set. The counselor had been so convincing, Linn wondered if she’d had an abortion herself. Either way, she had to be right. She was a woman and a counselor. And when she’d seen her father tuck an envelope of cash into the coffee cupboard, Linn had thought it was a sign. She should just do it. By the time her dad missed the money, it would be over. She would pay it back eventually.

But now, all the counselor’s points seemed as shaky as a rickety table. She couldn’t forget that picture Miss C had shown her. It kept burrowing into her mind with the persistence of a termite. Everyone said it was only tissue this early on. Not a baby, just a lump of cells.

Could that picture be true?

No. Everyone else couldn’t be wrong. They taught all about it at school. Smart people with degrees and everything. What did she know about this Miss C? Never mind the way the woman had looked into her heart. Never mind that it had been a long time since anyone had touched her so gently and listened to her so closely.

When she reached the end of the block, she made a right. One more block. A few yards away, a pregnant woman in a denim jumper approached on the other side of the sidewalk. The woman sipped on a water bottle as she passed. If I don’t do something, I’ll look like that in a few months. The thought rattled her and warmed her at the same time.

Her heart began racing, and she wondered if it was the pregnancy or her nerves. A wave of dizziness swept over her, and she stopped, wavering like a chairlift on a windy day. Her vision blackened down to two small focal points. She blinked and caught hold of a brick ledge on the building beside her, fearing she might faint. Slowly, the focal points widened until the black haze faded away.

Her stomach rumbled, and she realized she hadn’t eaten lunch. Only some crackers for breakfast. Too late now.

She began walking again and saw ahead a green canopy with the words “Women’s Health Clinic” written in neat, white script. Her heart tumbled in her chest. Her legs quivered like cooked noodles. She neared the entrance, her thoughts spinning, her vision clouding.

They just scrape away the tissue, then it’s over.

Abortions don’t solve problems; they just create new ones.

They just scrape away the tissue, then it’s all over.

One even committed suicide.

It’s just a blob of tissue.

All the organs have formed; the heart is beating.

Linn opened the heavy wooden door and entered the lobby. Soft tones of beige and clay surrounded her. Everything seemed surreal, as if someone else was looking out her eyes. She approached the window, where a kindly, middle-aged woman shuffled a stack of papers.

“May I help you?”

“My name is Lindsey Caldwell. I have an appointment.”



CHAPTER


FOUR
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Natalie opened the grill and checked the burgers. A blast of heat licked her arms, and she leaned back, letting the air escape. The edges of the burgers were crispy brown, so she began flipping.

Giggles erupted from the backyard, where Paula had pinned six-year-old Alex to the ground for a tickle-fest. “I warned you, Pal, and now you’ve had it!”

A smile touched Natalie’s lips as she watched her three-year-old son Taylor enter the fray. “Get him, Aunt Paula!” His little fingers danced across his brother’s chest.

“Stop!” Alex cried between laughs. “Stop, I gotta pee!”

Instantly Paula stopped, and Alex jumped up, dashed past Natalie, and slid through the sliding screen door.

Natalie and Paula chuckled at his abrupt departure.

“Do me!” Taylor said to Paula.

“Oh no you don’t,” Paula said. “I know what happens when I tickle you. Same thing that happens when I tickle Alex, only you don’t make it to the bathroom.” She tapped his nose.

Taylor put a hand to his mouth and giggled.

“Taylor,” Natalie said. “Why don’t you go swing for a while.” Paula had been at their house for almost an hour, and Natalie had hardly gotten the chance to say a word to her.

As Taylor scooted off to the swing set, Paula collapsed in a lawn chair on the deck. “Your boys are a trip.”

Natalie closed the grill lid and slid into the vinyl lawn chair beside her sister. “You’re so good with them. You have a way with children.”

Paula’s only reply was silence. An awkward one that made Natalie wonder if she’d misspoken. Paula and David still had no children, and Natalie often wondered why. Wondered, but didn’t ask. Paula had wanted to get her career on stable ground first. But she’d reached her short-term goal of becoming an evening news anchor and had never mentioned whether they were trying to get pregnant.

“David showing a house tonight?” Natalie asked.

“That’s the rotten part of being a realtor. Evenings and weekends, down the tube. I was thinking of having you and Hanna and Micah over for dinner one night soon. Maybe Mom can watch the boys, and we’ll have a grown-up night. Sound good?”

“I hate being a third wheel.”

“You won’t be. We’re family.”

A night of adult talk did sound tempting. “All right. Just let me know when, and I’ll be there.”

Again, it grew quiet. She wondered how Paula and David were doing but was afraid to ask.

In the silence, her own mind returned to the center. When she’d returned from an errand yesterday, a Post-it note had been stuck to her monitor. Linn called. Seemed upset. The details she’d gotten from her morning volunteer Valerie had been on her mind since yesterday. After two weeks of silence, Linn had finally called.

Oh, why had she run that errand? Linn had needed her, and she hadn’t been there for her. Had she gone through with the abortion? Please, Lord, let her call back. Valerie said she’d been crying and that she’d taken the bus to the clinic alone. Natalie’s heart ached for the girl. Linn had needed someone to be there for her, to listen to her, and Natalie had been the one she’d chosen. But Natalie had not been there. She’d prayed all day that Linn would call back.

Suddenly she realized she’d retreated into her own world. Her sister’s leg ticked off time. Her type-A personality made sitting still difficult. “How’s work going?”

Paula arched a finely groomed brow. “We have a new makeup artist, Dante—did I tell you about him?”

“Just that he’s Italian and has a glorious mane of black hair.” Natalie smiled.

“He sings when he’s making you up, and I swear, it’s like he’s serenading you.” Her copper-stained lips curved in a dreamy smile.

“You sound infatuated.”

“Don’t be silly.” Paula rolled her eyes, but a flush blossomed in her cheeks.

Natalie knew better than to comment on the flush. Paula hated the fact that she blushed. Natalie suspected it was her inability to control something that Paula hated so much. “I’m just teasing.”

The screen door slid open with a screech, and Alex burst through, forgetting to shut it.

“Alex . . .”

“Oops.” He turned and slid the door so hard it slapped against the sill, then he ran off toward the swing set.

“Come push us, Aunt Paula,” Taylor called from the swing.

Paula stood and followed Alex to the swing set.

“Just for a few minutes,” Natalie called. “The burgers are almost done.”

She walked to the grill and checked the meat again. Just a few more minutes. She closed the lid and leaned against the log exterior of the house, watching Paula push Taylor until he popped from his seat at the pinnacle of every swing.

“Higher!” he called.

Paula laughed. “If I push you any higher, you’ll go all the way around.”

“Sweet!” Alex said.

Natalie loved watching Paula with her boys. Not only did she have a wonderful way with them, but she looked so perfect while she was at it. So polished. Even today, on a Saturday, she wore a classic white blouse tucked into a pair of perfectly creased khaki pants. She wore her auburn hair in the latest short style that took years off her thirty-five-year-old face. Her makeup—even without the help of Dante—was flawless. And Natalie hadn’t seen her without lipstick since junior high.

Natalie’s gaze slid down to her own outfit. Levi shorts with a T-shirt, left untucked to disguise her not-quite-flat-anymore abdomen. She’d thrown her shoulder-length hair into a sloppy ponytail this morning and had gotten by with only tinted moisturizer and mascara. Not exactly a glamour girl. Her days of coifed hair and coordinated ensembles were at least temporarily on hold. Maybe when the boys were older . . . she needed to spend a lot of time with them now. Especially since the divorce. Still, she wouldn’t trade her little guys for anything. And her job may not be as glamorous as Paula’s, but it was rewarding.

A fire flared up beneath the burgers, and she quickly took them off the grill, then turned it off. “Come and get it!” she called.

After they scarfed down the meal, the boys started a game of soccer with the neighbor kids while she and Paula went inside to wash dishes.

When they were almost finished, Natalie nudged her sister. “There’s some ice cream in the fridge.” She wiggled her brows. “How ’bout we sneak a bowlful while the boys are occupied.”

Paula shrugged as she dried her hands. “I’ve already blown it with the chips. What’s a scoop of ice cream going to hurt?”

Paula opened the freezer door, and a puff of cold air smacked Natalie on her legs. “Mmm, Moose Tracks. You know how to spoil a girl.”

Natalie pulled two glass bowls from the cupboard and set them down beside Paula.

“Natalie . . .” Paula tsked.

“What?” Natalie turned to see her sister holding the opened container. Inside, a frosty spoon leaned against the cardboard wall. Oh. That. One night this week, she’d had a terrible hankering for ice cream, and before she knew it, she’d plowed through half the container.

“Want to talk about it?” Paula put the chilled spoon in the dishwasher and began scooping the treat into bowls. “Must’ve been pretty bad if you ate out of the container.”

Natalie wavered. Truthfully, the answer was yes. She did want to talk about it. She just wasn’t sure Paula was the right one to hear it.

“Is it Keith? Hanna said he’d let the boys down this weekend.”

It looked like the family grapevine was alive and well. Natalie mentally tracked the trail. Her mom had told her sister Hanna, and Hanna had told Paula. At least they meant well.

Natalie slid onto a barstool. “No, it’s not Keith.”

Paula slid a bowl her way, and Natalie slipped a bite of the creamy confection in her mouth.

“Work?”

Natalie savored the cool, sweet flavor and let it glide down her throat. She might as well tell Paula. She had to tell someone. “I had a client come in a couple weeks ago, and I just can’t get her off my mind.” “Why not?”

Natalie paused. She would have to keep the conversation general because of the center’s privacy policy. “Well, she’s pregnant for starters.” “Young?”

Natalie shrugged. “Not terribly so. Just alone. And scared.” She rested her spoon against the bowl. “She wanted to have an abortion. She called yesterday from the Women’s Clinic. She had an appointment but was having second thoughts.”

“Did she go through with it?”

Natalie wondered if she just imagined the coolness that seemed to emanate from Paula. “I don’t know. That’s what’s killing me. She wouldn’t talk to Val, and she didn’t call back today.”

Silence danced around them. Though Hanna and their parents were staunch pro-life supporters, Paula had always remained silent on the subject. Natalie and Hanna had once discussed Paula’s silence, and both of them thought she might feel differently than the rest of the family.

Paula’s spoon clinked against the side of the bowl. Outside, the boys’ squeals carried across the yard. Why didn’t her sister say something? Anything? The silence stretched awkwardly between them.

“Well, anyway, there’s nothing I can do about it unless she calls again,” Natalie said to break the silence. This time she let the subject die.
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“Good night, girls,” Natalie called as the parenting class participants filed past the desk on the way out the door.

“Night,” they said.

McKenzie waddled past, her shirt swaying under her pregnant belly like a flag in the wind.

“When’s that baby due, McKenzie?” Natalie asked.

The girl shot a look over her shoulder. “Not nearly soon enough.”

Natalie hid a grin. How well she remembered the way the last weeks of pregnancy stretched out. She was so big with Taylor, she didn’t want to be seen outside the house.

When all the girls had left, the volunteer and trainer packed up their things. “See you next week, Natalie,” the volunteer called as she slid out the glass door. The room swelled with silence. Just a few more minutes to finish up these papers, and she could go pick up her boys. The night beyond the glass storefront was a black canvas, and in the glass she could see a reflection of herself sitting at her desk. Even in the distorted picture, she could see the dark circles under her eyes. It had been a long day with five new girls filing through the door. They all needed help, needed Christ, and sometimes it left her feeling so drained.

She looked at the Post-it note still stuck to her computer monitor. Linn had not called back today either. If she were still having second thoughts, wouldn’t she have called back? Maybe she’d found someone else to talk to, someone who’d tell her an abortion was no big deal. Or maybe she’d gone through with the abortion. Maybe she was even now paralyzed with guilt and grief.

The fax machine kicked on, and Natalie started. When the paper started feeding through, she shook her head. Why was she so jumpy tonight? Earlier, as she’d walked back from Wendy’s, she’d had the strangest feeling she was being watched. Which was silly, of course. This was Jackson Hole, not Los Angeles. Anyway, who’d want to stare at a middle-aged mom who hadn’t had a haircut in six months?

Nonetheless, feeling suddenly vulnerable, she walked around the desk and flipped the metal lever. With a clank, the lock settled into place. Technically, they were closed, and there was no sense leaving the door unlocked while she finished up. With one last glance at the silent phone, she began wading through the stack of papers.

She worked quickly, eager to see the boys, wanting to tuck their covers snugly around their bodies and listen to their sweet prayers. After scrawling her signature on the last form, she grabbed her purse from the filing cabinet and dug her keys from its depths. She flipped out the lights, careful to leave on the exterior light. They really could use a security system, but it wasn’t in the budget. Besides, they’d never had any problems before.

Natalie unlocked the door and slipped outside, fitting her key into the dead bolt and twisting. Warm air hugged her body, and the humidity seeped into her clothes and hair. Even at night, air conditioners hummed outside the nearby motel.

She set off for the back of the building, where her Suburban was parked. Habitually, her fingers found the little pepper spray canister attached to her key ring. She walked briskly, alert, trying to stay in the faint glow of the solitary streetlamp. The lot’s crumbled concrete crunched under her loafers. As she rounded the corner to the lot, she felt it again. That strange feeling she’d had earlier. Her feet quickened.

She should have left with the others. Her finger easily found the lip of the pepper spray. There were no lights in the lot, but in the moonlight, she could see her lonely Suburban in the middle.

Almost there. Her lungs could hardly keep pace with her heart. All around the lot, the shadows danced as the wind moved the trees and shrubs. Her legs moved awkwardly, as if they were filled with helium.

At last, she reached the car door. Her fingers fumbled with the keys. Finally, they closed around the door key. She slid it in the lock and turned, her glance skating this way and that. She pulled open the door, jumped inside, then shut it behind her quickly. She depressed the automatic door lock, and the locks dropped with a satisfying clunk.

She took just a moment to catch her breath. How silly of her. Scared of her own shadow. She shook her head, inhaling deeply. A sour smell filled her nose and lungs. Probably an old cup of orange juice in one of the backseat cup holders. She would have to look later. She slipped the key in the ignition and turned it over.

Something grabbed the top of her head and slammed it against the headrest, holding it there. Her scalp tightened painfully on top. She grabbed at the source. A hand. The rearview mirror yielded only a view of her neck. Her gaze darted toward her pepper spray. She grabbed for it with desperate fingers. Closer, closer. She groaned. It dangled just out of reach.

She could hear her own breaths in the suffocating silence. Could feel puffs of hot air hitting her neck. Could smell the sour breath and knew that whatever it was, it was locked inside with her.
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A voice, soft and grating, filled the car.

“You been telling lies, haven’t you?” His voice was low and calm. Eerily so. He yanked her hair.

Her scalp stung.

“That was a question.”

Should she say yes? No? He decided for her, shaking her head up and down. She could feel strands of hair snapping.

“I thought so.” His voice was in her ear. So close.

“It’s not your business if girls get rid of their mistakes, is it?” He shook her head from side to side. Acid came up her throat.

“You’re going to start telling the truth now, aren’t you?” His other hand touched her head, and she flinched. He stroked the top of her head gently, as if he weren’t hurting her with his other hand.

“Aren’t you?”

She couldn’t remember the question, but it didn’t matter. He shook her head up and down.

“Good girl.” His lips touched her ear in a kiss.

She flinched.

“I’d hate to see such a pretty girl get hurt. Bad things happen when you tell lies. You don’t want to get hurt now, do you?”

He jerked her head back and forth. His breath reeked of cigarettes and cinnamon.

“Turn off the dome light.”

It was off already. He must mean so it wouldn’t come on when he opened the door. Opened the door . . . did that mean he was leaving? Please, God.

He loosened his grip on her hair enough that she could lean forward and flip the switch.

“Give me your hands.”

Helpless, she lifted them up in the air. Her heart felt like it might burst from her chest like an airbag. Her hands trembled.

He took one hand and placed it on the headrest, then placed the other there, too. His hand twisted on her hair until she thought her scalp would rip loose from her head. She sucked in her breath.

“I’m going to let go in a minute. You’re going to keep your hands here. You’re going to close your eyes. Then you’re going to sing a song. Let’s see, what shall we make it . . .?”

The pain combined with his putrid breath made her stomach twist with nausea. She arched her back, trying to relieve the pressure on her scalp.

“You know ‘Pop Goes the Weasel,’ don’t you?”

She nodded her head, feeling the painful pull and wondering if she should’ve waited for him to do it for her.

“I’m going to leave this time, with just my friendly warning. Next time I won’t be so nice, pretty girl.”

She felt something warm and wet on her ear. His tongue. She squeezed her eyes shut.

“Good girl. You keep those eyes closed. I’ll be watching you from outside for one minute. If you move or open your eyes, I’ll have to come back in here and pick up where we left off. Got it?”

He yanked her head up and down. She kept her eyes closed. She heard him moving behind her, then the pressure on her head gave way. She had to force herself to keep her eyes shut.

The door clicked open behind her. “I can’t hear you.”

Singing. She was supposed to be singing. She scrambled for the words. “All around the cobbler’s bench, the monkey chased the weasel. The monkey thought ’twas all in fun, Pop—goes the weasel.”

“I’ll be watching you.”

She kept singing, her eyes closed. She struggled to hear something. Was he still standing there? She couldn’t take the chance. “Johnny’s got the whooping cough, and Mary’s got the measles. That’s the way the money goes, Pop—goes the weasel.”
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