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Praise for The Intrusion




 

Kristin Detrow has succeeded in writing a novel with substance. The Intrusion lifts the veil of deception, shame, and anguish that lies hidden within the fight for life and gives the reader a glimpse into the spiritual battle that wages for the lives of people, especially the unborn. Not only is this book difficult to put down, but it also serves to challenge the idea that abortion, or any sin for that matter, is an easy, pain-free decision. It demonstrates the forgiveness and redemption only offered in Jesus Christ. The Intrusion will be more than just another fictional story in your hands; it will spread your arms wide open to people who are carrying the painful burdens of past decisions.


—David Vance, Lead Pastor of Faith Christian Fellowship;
 Chairman of the Hagerstown Area Pregnancy Center


 


The Intrusion gripped me with its gut-wrenching transparency.  I have experienced post-abortion issues myself and help others work through their issues by the grace of God. The characters in this story reveal the inner turmoil that takes place in the lives of those impacted by abortion.  The Intrusion has all the intrigue and mystery of Randy Alcorn. Yet this book displays a sincere emotional depth laced with humor, the inner struggle of humanity to matter to someone, and the heart's intimate search for God.  It breaks my heart to remember all that God has saved me from and inspires me to reach out in His love to others who are still in pain.  This is a story of His amazing grace and His mighty strength that sets us free and heals our wounds. This book is also an honest revelation into the "back-door" operations of the abortion industry and how we must be educated and on guard against such devious works.


—Jaime Haines, Founder of New Creation Refuge
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Author's Note



 

Thank you for taking the time to read this novel and get acquainted with the characters of The Intrusion. I hope you will feel that it was time well spent. I believed that it was vital for this novel to have a strong pro-life message. You see, for me, an infertile woman who is incapable of conceiving without the aid of a doctor and a slew of other modern medical miracles, it was a cinch to be pro-life. It was truly a no-brainer. Of course ending a pregnancy snuffs out a life. I mourned and lamented the loss of those innocent babies often as I struggled to conceive a child of my own. Endless invitations to baby showers heightened the sorrow. Month after month passed without conception.  A much anticipated treatment cycle would fail. Hopelessness crept in and proceeded to transform itself, ever so slowly, into bitterness. Condemnation. Hard-hearted judgment.


It never really occurred to me that this spiritual cancer had taken root in my heart. When the subject came up I freely gave my opinion, not only from a political and spiritual standpoint, but at times I would proceed to freely assassinate the character of any woman who would choose such a thing.  I finally did conceive (twins!) and endured an incredibly difficult pregnancy. Terbutaline pumps, bed rest, at-home fetal monitoring and even the mention of therapeutic abortion were a daily reality. Spiritually, I dug my self-righteous heels in deeper still.  Just look what torment I was willing to endure for the lives battling to survive inside of me. If I was prepared to go to such lengths, what kind of woman would choose to end the life of her own child?


Do any of you have mental snapshots of yourselves from the past that simply make you cringe? I am afraid that I have more than my fair share. God does use those moments to humble us, and if we allow him, to teach us to reflect and learn from our past behavior. When my twins were around two, I attended a Bible study that met in the homes of some women I did not know well. Each week I showed up, Bible in hand. My big, black Bible. The one that was completely covered with stickers screaming slogans such as Abortion is Homicide. Did I mention that it was big?


Several weeks into the study it was time for a lovely woman named Jaime to speak. By lovely, I mean that she was actually employed as a professional Cinderella. Not only was she fairy-tale stunning, she was warm, kind and quite a character. Of all the women who attended the study she was the one I was most drawn to and enjoyed conversing with. Notebook in hand, I happily anticipated the wisdom that Jaime had to impart. I was not prepared when she dropped the bomb that not only had she had an abortion, but also a second.


Something broke in me that night as Jaime spoke. Besides the fact that had she been desperate enough to have an abortion, I was forced to put a face to the act that I had spoken about with such flippancy. When I found out that she not only attended church at the time but taught Sunday school, I was floored. Tearfully, she explained that she was more afraid of being found out and judged by her fellow church members than she was of ending her pregnancy. I was filled with shame. How convenient it was for me to hone in on the one sin that I was pretty much assured of never committing. It was quite easy to sit on my spiritual high horse and claim that I would never do such a thing. Instantly, my mind was flooded with scenes from my own past, both before I had yielded my heart to Christ, and after. Drunkenness, drug abuse, lies and rebellion, promiscuity, gossip and slander made the short list. It occurred to me that perhaps infertility had been God’s grace for me, or I also might have made a decision to enter a clinic as Jaime and countless others had done. The fact is that on our own we are all wretched sinners, desperately in need of the grace of God.


Am I still pro-life? Absolutely. Is abortion murder? I believe that it is. However, now I am not only concerned for the pregnant mothers who enter abortion mills every day. I care deeply for the broken women who walk back out those doors and live with that decision for the rest of their lives. I no longer pontificate about the evils of this sin or that, or focus on the ugliness of any particular vice. Instead I focus on the grace of God and marvel that God came to seek and to save us.












Chapter One

 


 

Jake and Arin Welsh’s anxiety levels mounted with each hollow tick of the clock and wooden advance of the second hand. Beads of sweat formed on Jake’s forehead despite the cool recycled air that poured on them from above. The office of Dr. Halter, Chief Psychologist for the Paramount Fertility Clinic, oozed self-importance. Rich mahogany shelves were stuffed with volumes of psychobabble and diagnostic manuals. The bottom row was devoted solely to exotic tribal figurines.


Arin, infamous for her inability to remain still for any stretch of time, rooted through her purse, willing gum to appear. Her mouth was parched and her hands were slippery with sweat. It certainly seemed that they had been waiting much longer than the few moments promised by Dr. Halter’s ditzy secretary.


“Forget the gum. You chew like a cow,” Jake whispered, his broad shoulders squared and back ramrod straight. “We’re trying to make a good impression, remember?” Arin’s eyes narrowed to slits and she jabbed his ribs with her elbow. After a moment of consideration she decided against the gum. Begrudgingly, she conceded that her chew was similar to that of a farm animal.


“I still don’t understand why they’re forcing us to go through this,” Jake grumbled for the hundredth time, pulling at the blue paisley tie encircling his muscular neck as if it were cutting off his flow of oxygen. It was the only tie that Jake Welsh owned, acquired several hours ago for this very occasion.  “Seriously, what are they going to do if their shrink decides we’re unstable? You think they’ll refund our money and send us home, maybe recommend we start with a plant and perhaps work up to a fish or a Labrador?”


Arin opened her mouth, prepared to explain for the hundredth time that it was the policy of Paramount Fertility Clinic to perform a comprehensive psychological evaluation of all of their potential clients. Instead she shrugged, snapped her jaw shut and gnawed on her bottom lip. It was an exercise in futility to attempt explaining the process to Jake, one, because she knew he was not listening, and two, because she agreed, it was a complete waste of time. Arin had a hunch that even if they admitted to being ax-murdering schizophrenics, the clinic would most likely look the other way as long as they were paying cash.


A large portion of their anxiety was due to the fact that their less than stellar pasts would soon be open for discussion. It also didn’t help that neither of them cared to be evaluated by doctors of any kind. The same unspoken fear nagged them both; they would be denied their chance to become parents, their only chance. Infertility was an unfair creature. It infuriated Arin to no end when she considered that when John and Jane Q. Public decided to have a child, they simply jumped in and gave it a try. In no time Jane appeared to have swallowed a watermelon seed, as the old folks liked to say. They weren’t first subjected to psychological profiles and probing intimate questions. No pasty-faced clinic worker picked through their pasts, scrutinizing each dreadful decision to determine if a baby would be appropriate. If not for their frantic longing to have a child, Arin and Jake would have called it quits long ago. This evaluation was the last hoop to jump through before they would finally be given the green light to begin treatment. Adding insult to injury, these hoops had been extremely costly and time consuming. Fueled by desperation, Jake and Arin resisted their strong non-conformist tendencies and had sailed through the hoops like trained seals chasing the scent of fish.


Restlessness, curiosity and boredom ultimately got the better of Arin. She rose from her chair and snuck across the sizeable office to peruse the leather bound volumes and peek at the pewter-framed photos on the impressive desk. Before she had even made it halfway across the room the door swung open. With her usual lack of grace, she flung herself back into the chair, painfully clipping her shin on the edge of a magazine rack. Momentarily incapacitated by the pain, she doubled over and swore under her breath, rubbing her injured shin. Jake, completely mortified by Arin’s behavior, quickly recovered and rose to shake Dr. Halter’s extended hand. A few intense moments passed before the cloud of agony lifted. Arin stood to offer a limp hand to Dr. Halter, a man of medium height and build who looked astonishingly similar to Kenny Rogers. The resemblance was uncanny.


“Has anyone ever told you that you look exactly like-”


“Kenny Rogers. Yes, yes, Mrs. Welsh. I’ve actually been told that a number of times over the years,” Dr. Halter replied rather curtly. Apparently he was not a big fan of Mr. Rogers.


“Let’s have a seat and get started, shall we?” The Welsh’s sank into their leather chairs and took a moment to find a comfortable position. Arin leaned back, arms folded across her chest. Concerned that her stance may appear closed, she uncrossed her arms and scooted forward in the chair, her clammy hands neatly folded in her lap, hoping that she didn’t appear childlike. Jake was a slab of granite beside her, hands on his knees, back straight.


“Thank you for coming, Mr. and Mrs. Welsh, this is a formality, really, but an important step nonetheless.” Dr. Halter then proceeded to drone on and on concerning the challenges of raising children, especially multiples, which were often a factor with IVF conceptions. He pontificated on the pain of infertility. Arin doubted his ability to educate them on the subject. They practiced their active listening skills, obediently nodding in agreement and inserting comments when appropriate. Dr. Halter finally concluded his obviously well rehearsed monologue and turned his attention to an ominous red folder placed in the center of his desk. Arin strained to see the contents, but unfortunately the massive desk did not permit peeking.


“You have been married for about five years,” he read, not looking up. “Mr. Welsh you work as a mechanic”


“Actually,” Jake corrected, “I’m part owner of D&J’s Automotive Technology Center.” Dr. Halter scribbled, unimpressed.


“And Mrs. Welsh, you work as a freelance sign language interpreter?” He must have found this remotely interesting, because he looked up from the precious red folder.


“Yes.”


He continued to peer at her over his glasses. What did he expect, a demonstration, or perhaps a quick tutorial in American Sign Language?


“Your parents were deaf, is that correct?”


“Foster parents, actually.” Arin drew in a sharp breath, steeling her resolve to remain calm and unemotional. Dr. Halter made a note and looked up, his face a question. She waited, courteously holding his gaze.


“And your birth parents?” he finally asked, obviously more than a little annoyed about having to drag it out of her. Well, Arin thought, she was annoyed to have to discuss her life story with a Kenny Rogers look-alike with an attitude. Who was she trying to fool pretending that she was a cookie-cutter suburbanite mommy wanna-be? Immediately, she dropped the act and shot from the hip.


“My birth father is dead and my birth mother is drunk,” she blurted, her voice flat and void of emotion. It felt good to not put on airs. Jake sank down a little lower in his chair. So much for making a great impression.


“I’m sorry...” Dr. Halter looked lost. Arin almost pitied him. Almost.


“Oh, thank you, but it’s okay, really. I’m completely over it now.” Arin was amazed that her voice was virtually free of sarcasm.


“What I mean, Mrs. Welsh,” Dr. Halter sighed dramatically, “ is that I’m going to need a little more information.”


Arin shrugged and offered the cliff notes version of her childhood. Born to a family she did not remember, her father died of some form of cancer when she was barely two. It was then that her mother emerged from the closet as a full-fledged alcoholic, somehow managing to drink Arin into foster care by the time she was three. After several months of shuffling from shelters and foster homes, she was finally placed with Paul and Donna Duvall, a childless deaf couple. The first few years with the Duvall family were silent and confusing to Arin, who had no prior exposure to the deaf. 


“Were your foster parents abusive in any way?” Dr. Halter asked, his pen poised to record any horrific acts of abuse she may have suffered.


“No, not unless you consider terrible meatloaf three nights in a row abusive,” Her attempt at humor fell flat. She cleared her throat and continued. “The Duvall’s were good to me, especially by foster care standards. I had my own room, I was assigned chores but wasn’t a slave. They did their best to include me in their family. In no time at all I was picking up American Sign Language.”


“Normally, foster children don’t spend more than a few months at a home unless they are actively being considered for adoption. For some reason, my mother refused to sign the paperwork that would have released me for adoption. Nevertheless, the Duvall’s came to depend on me to interpret for medical appointments and such. They begged my caseworker to allow me to stay and he did, going against regulation. I like to think of it as his good deed for the decade. Maybe it helped him sleep at night.”  Arin threw up her hands and abruptly concluded her monologue. “Any questions?” she asked, after what seemed like a full minute of nothing but a roomful of crickets.


Following yet another uneasy silence, Dr. Halter posed the question that Arin had anticipated, yet rage welled inside her when the words were spoken aloud. “Have you considered using an egg donor?”


Lucky for Kenny Rogers, Jake decided to field this one. “We are fully aware of the risks of alcoholism, and know that certain cancers run along family lines. We’re willing to accept those risks.” How eloquently put. Arin may have asked Dr. Halter if he had considered where he could put that pretty red folder of his, although that would probably not have been the most productive response.


 “Mr. Welsh, could you tell me a little about your upbringing? Your file states that you are estranged from your family?” Dr. Halter had all the dirt. What had the clinic done, hired a PI to stake them out? Arin made a mental note to search for plain cars parked on her street with newspaper-reading tough guys stationed in them.


Jake drew a deep breath, disgusted that the clinic thought this was necessary to determine what sort of parent he would be. “My parents are Lutheran above all else, and consider it more important that you be a tithing attendee of the Lutheran church than a member of the human race. I was never the son they wanted, and despite their best efforts, somehow I failed to be molded into a proper Lutheran. They were less than thrilled when Arin and I married. For the sake of all involved we just send a card at Christmas and leave it at that.” Despite Jakes best efforts not to project bitterness, there was an uncharacteristic edge to his voice. Dr. Halter scribbled up another storm. Arin put her hand on Jake’s knee and squeezed, hoping the bell would soon ding and they would be finished with this round of “This Was Your Life.”


“Can you tell me how you met and how long you dated?” Dr. Halter addressed the question to either of them, and for a few moments there was more silence and fidgeting. This was not one of the questions that they had anticipated and rehearsed an acceptable answer to. Arin’s mind scrambled for some believable tale. Perhaps they had reached for the same pack of ground beef at the Piggly Wiggly, or were stuck in an elevator and spent twelve hours clinging to each other until they were daringly rescued. Just as she was putting the finishing touches on the latter, Jake tactlessly blurted the truth.


“We met in a cult.”


“Oh,” Dr. Halter managed weakly, rubbing his temples and sighing deeply. This session was apparently not going as planned. “May I ask about your involvement with this cult?” Arin covered her mouth with her hand to stifle a wave of nervous laughter. She was sure he had mental pictures of them dancing naked in chicken blood, or following a Charles Manson type through the night with flaming torches singing “Helter Skelter.” Perhaps he even imagined them chanting at the airport with shaved heads and tambourines. The truth was much more vanilla.


“We were introduced in The Covenant Family,” Arin explained, speaking in a voice that she normally reserved for third graders. “We were both at vulnerable places in our lives, and the group seemed like the answer. We needed to escape, they specialized in escape. For a few years it was great. Our lives consisted of communal living, campfires, eating lots of sprouts and daily indoctrination by the shepherd of the group. Jake and I were married by the leader less than a month after we met.”


 “It was the tradition of the group to quickly marry members off in hopes of repopulating with little cult babies as soon as possible.” Arin looked at Jake and then back to Dr. Halter, who by this time had dropped the pen. His mouth was slightly agape, which was not an intelligent look for him or Kenny Rogers. “We did not, however, have a litter of little cult babies, despite our most sincere efforts. That is what brings us here, Dr. Halter. Do you think you can help us?” It took him a few long seconds to collect his thoughts and form an intelligent sentence.


“You are no longer affiliated with this group?” he asked with what Arin felt was an accusatory tone that she did not appreciate. This guy must have a thing against former foster children and ex-cult members.


“The cult disbanded when the Shepherd and several of the members in leadership were arrested for fraud, theft, and kidnapping of underage members, among other things. We decided to make our marriage legal and did so the next day. We have been madly in love ever since.” Arin tacked on that last part in an attempt to salvage the interview by wrapping their crazy past up in a pretty bow. She failed to mention that they were married in their cut-offs and flip-flops, and for their honeymoon they visited a payphone and called Cousin Dave collect for a bail out. Somehow, she did not think divulging all the facts would provide the sense of stability that they needed to convey.


Dr. Halter sat back in his huge leather chair and made some notes, rubbing his short white beard. He took his time studying their medical forms and other assorted paperwork in the mysterious red folder that held a halting and incomplete version of their journey. At last he stood and half-heartedly offered his hand to Jake and then to Arin, stating that all was in order.


His official findings were that Jake and Arin Welsh would no doubt make model parents and that they were emotionally stable enough to begin the grueling process of in vitro fertilization. Money doesn’t talk, it screams. On the way out, they were to meet with their nurse to schedule the first cycle, which they prayed would be their last. Arin shot out of the stuffy office and squealed in delight, skipping towards the nurse’s station, oblivious of the show she was putting on for the receptionist. This was one woman who seriously wanted a baby. It was all Jake could do to keep from skipping after her


 


***


 


For five long years, Jake and Arin had tried unsuccessfully to have a baby. During that time, Arin had painted herself a rosy mental picture of pregnancy. Boldly, she declared that no amount of discomfort would ever be enough to cause her to complain. She was going to treasure every second of the nine months that her baby grew inside her. After countless injections, blood tests, sonograms and procedures designed to do what nature stubbornly refused to, they received the call. Breathlessly they waited, their eyes boring holes into the speaker phone.  Even Cooper, their goofy brindle Boxer, stared at the phone anticipating the news. At last, the nurse gave congratulations instead of dreaded condolences. Jake and Arin embraced and hooted, their tears of joy washing away the previous ones of longing. Even Cooper let out a howl and ran around in circles. At last they were going to be a family.


The first thing Arin did was to go directly to the Motherhood outlet in town and buy a white maternity shirt with a red arrow pointing to “Baby.” She insisted on wearing it immediately, despite her slim build and the hugeness of the shirt. Jake attempted to keep his snickering to a minimum. After all, it was silly things such as this that particularly endeared his wife to him.


After the initial blood test and heartfelt congratulations, they were abruptly fired by the fertility clinic, left alone to select someone from the vast sea of obstetricians. There was no doubt in Arin’s mind which doctor would monitor the life growing inside her and ultimately deliver her baby. One benefit of being an interpreter was having firsthand knowledge of every doctor in a fifty mile radius. She would accept none other than Dr. Chen.


 Dr. Chen’s grumpy receptionist, on the other hand, had a different plan. She snipped that she was very sorry; Dr. Chen was not accepting any new patients. Arin hung up, deflated but not defeated. Several minutes later she called back and Snippy answered again, this time Arin was ready for her. She had a plan.


“Yes, I need to make an appointment with Dr. Chen, as soon as possible please.”


“Have you been here before?” the snippy one quipped, itching for another chance to blow someone off.


“Oh yes, many times,” Arin stated confidently, wincing a bit. Technically this was true. She could not count the number of interpreting jobs she had taken with Dr. Chen’s patients, that’s how she knew that he was the best.


“Last name and date of birth please.” Snippy seemed resigned to the fate of having to actually do her job.


“Welsh, October 29, 1975.” This was where things were going to get a bit dicey. After spelling her name four times, offering her social security number, address and phone number, Snippy announced that there was no Arin Welsh in their system, hence she was not a patient of Dr. Chen’s.


“I guess I’ll need to speak to a manager,” Arin bluffed indignantly. “I’ve been visiting Dr. Chen for the last five years. This is ridiculous.” Her eyes were squeezed shut and fingers tightly crossed for luck. She was placed on hold, and who of all people but Kenny Rogers serenaded her through the next few moments. She was just beginning to hum along when Snippy interrupted.


“Mrs. Welsh, you are going to have to fill out all new paperwork as if you are a new patient, and that will take some time.”


“Mail it please. I’ll bring everything back with me.” For credibility she added, “I’m familiar with your paperwork from my past visits. There’s a ton if it.” Snippy promised to send everything out that day, squeezed her in the following Tuesday, and apologized profusely for the mix up. Arin was very gracious and forgiving. After all, everyone made mistakes.


 


***


 


Arin rolled out of bed Sunday morning ever so gently, concentrating on riding out the current wave of nausea. If she moved slowly enough or held her head just so, maybe it would roll on by. Or maybe not. She cupped her hand over her mouth and sprinted for the bathroom, tripping over a slumbering Cooper. She barely made it. She’d convinced herself that pregnancy would be an enchanted time, nine months of maternal bonding between her and the life growing within her. Instead, she felt green and spent most of her time hugging toilet bowls. Good thing she was a meticulous bathroom cleaner, she mused, trying to avoid puking in her hair.


She felt Jake’s hand on her back, circling reassuringly. “Is there was anything I can do?” he whispered.  Arin knew that this was an act of pure sacrificial love on her dear husband’s part. Jake could hardly stand to be within a square mile of someone vomiting. One time in the cult a little girl threw up way at the other end of the bus. He had immediately turned green and tossed his cookies as well. Feeling merciful and more like being alone, Arin waved him away. Grateful, he took off, closing the door behind him. She was left alone with Cooper and Mr. Tidy Bowl. She really could have used someone to hold back her hair, she thought, feeling a bit sorry for herself.


“Can I get you some crackers?” Jake offered through the security of the closed door. Arin flushed, got up weakly and reached for her toothbrush. If one more person mentioned crackers as a cure for her morning, noon and night sickness she was going to murder them.


“No thanks, Honey,” she called sweetly, sticking her tongue out at her reflection. Her long brown hair was matted with bits of fresh vomit. Her cinnamon eyes were so red she looked like she had just come off a twelve day drunk. So much for the healthy glow of pregnancy. She brushed her teeth using the blue toothpaste with a happy shark on the tube. These days all other brands made her violently ill. Cautiously she stepped into the shower, her thirty-four year old body feeling practically elderly. It was going to take a miracle to become somewhat presentable in the next hour and a half.


 “Why don’t you just call and tell them you can’t make it? It’s obvious you’re sick.” Jake sat across the table from her, his face a mask of concern. “It’s not like this is your dream job.”


“We need to save some money, Jake. You know I want to take some time off after the baby is born. If I have to accept crappy jobs that I’d normally not even consider, then so be it.” In order to pay the fertility clinic’s astronomical fees, they had gone heavily into debt. Until the baby was born, she was determined to work every job DeafMed would throw her way. Arin forced herself to think that the waffle in front of her was somehow edible. Cooper’s head was planted in her lap, his huge brown eyes begging intensely. Lately he was getting the lion’s share of her meals. The crackers were looming on the counter, but thankfully, Jake had not offered her any. She would hate to have to kill him, the father of her child and all.


“Well, don’t forget to say a prayer for this heathen while you’re there,” Jake teased.


“You could use it,” Arin snapped back, not appreciating his humor. Neither of them had been to a church since leaving the cult. They had sort of an unspoken agreement that church was not part of their plan. Been there, done that, been deprogrammed, no thanks. Now, when she was trying to build up their savings for the months after the baby was born, the thought of working an hour and a half on a Sunday for decent money appealed to her. Besides, the church was close and she needed something to distract from her misery. She just hoped that she would not spew pea soup on anyone, inciting the need for an exorcism of some sort.


When Arin pulled in, the church parking lot was rapidly filling with cars and trucks, most with a fish slapped on the back of them. Stepping out of her fishless beat-up Explorer, she was relieved to see people in all manner of dress. There were squat old ladies dressed to the nines with sparkly hats, denim clad twenty-somethings casually strolling to the door sipping coffee, and all styles in between. Little ones were everywhere, giggling and darting in and out of the crowd.  Arin preferred an understated style, or the “lazy look” as Jake liked to call it. She self-consciously ran her fingers through her unruly reddish-brown hair. Her work was promptly undone by a strong September breeze. In an attempt to blend in, Arin had chosen a simple cream colored sweater and black slacks. She hoped that it would be enough. Secretly, she yearned to wear her new shirt advertising “Baby.”


Even as a grown woman childhood insecurities still haunted her. Her eyes were an unusual shade of brown. Her foster mother had once compared them to freshly ground cinnamon. A smattering of freckles sprinkled her forehead, nose and cheekbones, and her thick hair had an agenda of its own. Growing up with that combination, as well as the stigma of being a foster child, had made Arin open season for bullies. Bullies like Kevin Driver. Arin’s jaw tightened at the mere mention of his name inside her head. Kevin Driver had done his very best to ensure that Arin’s middle and high school experience was as miserable as humanly possible. Unfortunately for Arin, Kevin had been quite the overachiever. Regardless of the miles and years that separated her from her pitiful adolescence, not a day passed that Arin did not think of Kevin Driver. Despite the fact that Jake considered her an absolute knockout and told her so often, a lonely and battered sixth grader still inhabited Arin Welsh’s body.


An older gentleman wearing an ugly green jacket met her at the door. He greeted her heartily, pumping her hand and insisting that he was happy she was there. The sparkle in his blue eyes almost convinced Arin that he was sincere. As she entered the foyer, she was lost in the buzz of activity. Tight circles of people engaged in animated conversations, laughter erupted here and there, and children were herded down the hall to classes. She scanned the room but failed to see any signed conversations. Someone gently tapped her shoulder and she turned, grateful to see the pleasant greeter again.


“First time here, Darling?” he asked. Normally, Arin detested being called honey or darling or any assorted pet name by anyone other than her husband, and even that was iffy.  Fortunately for this guy, he was just old and cute enough to get away with it.


 


“I’m the interpreter DeafMed sent for today’s service, Arin Welsh.” She stuck out her hand, and he shook it warmly. Arin felt a little sheepish, remembering they had already shaken hands once, but he did not seem to mind one bit. Shaking hands appeared to be this guy’s forte, and she had to admit that he had a knack for it.


“Ed Webber,” he announced, holding the handshake longer than was necessary, another pet peeve that Arin typically would have faulted him for. Again, she made concession for this charming old man in his ugly green blazer. “Follow me, Hon. I’ll take you right where you need to be.” He led her down the hallway and through a maze of people.


“We really appreciate you coming in,” he called over his shoulder. “Our old interpreter, Betty, passed away just last week and we just didn’t know what to do.”


“I’m so sorry. That’s terrible,” Arin stammered, feeling incredibly awkward. Great. She gets to take the dead lady’s place. Entering the quickly filling sanctuary, she recalled exactly why it was her general rule to turn down both convention and church assignments. She hated facing a huge room full of people while she interpreted. Paranoia always washed over her and she became fully convinced that every eye in the place was on her, critiquing her every movement. Of course, Mr. Webber led her directly to the front and indicated a single chair that faced the sanctuary. She wrestled with a strong urge to bolt. After all, she had been quite ill just this morning. Instead, she dutifully followed him to the front and sat.


“Haven’t seen Rae yet,” he said as he scanned the room. “She’ll most likely be here.” Arin’s eyes lit up. Perhaps her services would not be required after all. DeafMed policy clearly stated that she was entitled to seventy-five percent of her fee if the client failed to show or cancel within the appropriate time. Perhaps this was her lucky day.


“Is there only one deaf member in the congregation?” she asked. In the interpreting world, churches were notorious for being cheap. It was highly unlikely that even a large church would be willing to pay the costly fee for a professional interpreter for only one member.


“Not even one, really. Rae’s not a member, but she’s been coming for a while and we all have kind of taken to her. Betty, the interpreter who passed, and Rae got on pretty well. None of us wanted her to stop coming, so we sent for you.” He flashed a denture-filled smile that warmed Arin’s heart. There was something special about this dear man.  Arin found herself trying to imagine what it would be like to have him as a grandfather, and found the idea very appealing. A grandparent’s love was not something Arin had ever been fortunate enough to experience. A pang of sorrow struck her when she considered that the child growing inside her would also have quite a void in the grandparent department. 


“Well, I’ll try not to disappoint,” Arin promised half-heartedly. Ed nodded and excused himself to help an elderly lady find a seat. Behind her music began to play. Conversations were cut short and people scurried to find their seats.


For a few long minutes she sat facing the congregation, feeling very much like an exotic zoo specimen on display. When she had picked all the invisible lint from her slacks and was scanning for the nearest exit, Rae arrived. She was the polar opposite of what Arin had expected, although she was entirely unaware that she had been expecting anyone in particular. Rae Stewart was tall and slender, dressed simply in black with delicate sterling silver dripping from her neck and ears. Her most striking feature was her long shock of white hair, sharply contrasted by her wrinkle-free face. She appeared to be in her mid-thirties, but it was impossible to be certain. Arin studied Rae as she scanned her bulletin and determined that this woman must have been the very first baby ever to be born completely gray. It was impossible to picture her any other way. Rae glanced up and smiled warmly at Arin, her silvery eyes brimming with intelligence. She exuded a peace and authenticity that Arin found intriguing. She had to fight the urge to unprofessionally pound her with personal questions. Instead, she introduced herself and as they conversed, she was pleasantly surprised to find that Rae was quite open and freely shared the details of her life. 


Rae Stewart was the owner of the Silver Fox Nursery on the north side of town, a spot that Arin had frequented for years and thought was fantastic.  There was an elevated gazebo in the center of the greenhouse surrounded by exotic birds in ornate wrought iron cages. The gazebo was encircled by sprawling plants that would take a truck to move if someone ever were to purchase them. Rae smiled and signed that she had created it as her own personal oasis. Each morning the gazebo served as her sanctuary as she prayed and studied her Bible. She spent a great deal of time at the greenhouse since her husband of twenty-four years had died the September before last. She joked that her oasis was as close to a vacation as she was ever going to get now that she managed The Silver Fox alone. Arin offered condolences on the loss of her husband, which Rae graciously accepted. He was a good man, she signed, and left it at that.


Absorbed in their conversation, Arin completely forgot that she sat in front of five hundred people. American Sign Language had always come naturally for Arin. She was fascinated by the animation and expression attached to each sign and the individual flair of each signer’s style. She relished the privacy of a signed conversation amongst hearing people. Chatting with Rae Stewart was a breath of fresh air for Arin. At this point in her career she was bored to tears with doctor’s office conversations. If she never participated in another question and answer session about bunions again it would be too soon. She could not recall the last time she had enjoyed a real conversation in the language she cherished.


 They continued to chat like two old friends. Arin surprised herself when she freely offered to Rae that she was expecting, and was pleased with Rae’s reaction. She bounced up and down with excitement and lunged forward, giving her a quick hug. When Rae asked if she had felt ill, Arin said a little and left it at that, afraid of risking the dreaded cracker advice since things were going so well. Normally, she made no effort to make friends and had nearly convinced herself that they were frivolous and unnecessary. Rae’s enthusiasm regarding her pregnancy touched her, giving her a little taste of something she hadn’t realized she had missed until then—another female to share her sorrows and delights with.


The sermon was not nearly as excruciating as Arin had expected it to be. In fact, the young bearded Pastor Wesley even made a bit of sense. He was teaching out of the Gospel of Mark where Jesus talked about how a house divided against itself could not stand. Arin thought of Jake and how poorly she had treated him lately, using her constant sickness as an excuse. She made a mental note to stop acting like a spoiled brat. She would not risk their house ever being divided.


When the message wrapped up and the final prayer was uttered, the worshipers started their slow shuffle out of the sanctuary.  Arin and Rae made their way up the aisle to the foyer and then out into the bright September sun, all the while talking up a silent storm. Rae invited Arin to come to the greenhouse anytime for a visit, warning that she reserved the right to put her to work planting or watering. When asked if she would be back, Arin smiled and sincerely said she hoped so. Initially, she had considered Downsville Christian Fellowship a one-time only, grit-your-teeth-and-bear-it type assignment. She admitted to herself and to Rae that although church was not her thing, she wouldn’t mind hanging around for a Sunday or two if they requested to have her back.


Contentment and hope filled Arin’s thirsty soul as she made the trip home. She basked in the sunlight of connection and belonging she had enjoyed that morning, things she hadn’t even acknowledged were missing in her life until now. Perhaps Arin Welsh, disconnected former foster child and cult member, had at last made a friend, and in church, of all places. Life is just chock-full of surprises.












Chapter Two

 


 

Arin arrived at the Comprehensive Women’s Medical Group more than an hour early for her scheduled appointment. She’d left early to make allowance for every conceivable emergency and to allow time for clean-up as needed. In the last eight weeks, she had learned to always have a few fresh sets of clothing and barf bags along. Experience had taught her that a regular old plastic grocery bag was not sufficient; instead, two plastic bags coupled with a heavy brown paper bag did the trick. She had even mastered the skill of driving while she lost her lunch in the bag which she constantly kept on her lap. It often crossed her mind that this was potentially a ticket-worthy offense.


As she struggled with the heavy double glass doors, it occurred to her how surreal it was to be entering the office for herself as opposed to meeting with one glowing pregnant client or another. Where she had full confidence before, now she felt a bit intimidated. Steeling her resolve and practicing her story, Arin strode to the front desk and waited patiently for Snippy, or Lisa as her name tag claimed, to slide the magic glass partition and grace her with her attention. Lisa, obviously on a personal call, swiveled her chair around and continued her chat, winding and unwinding the phone cord nonchalantly. After a minute, she snuck another peek over her shoulder and noticed that Arin was still there. Sighing, she abruptly ended the call and flashed Arin a look, communicating quite effectively that she did not appreciate being disturbed.


“Can I help you?”


“Hi. I have an appointment with Dr. Chen, Last name Welsh.”


“You’re an hour early,” Lisa spat incredulously, as if this was the highest offense in all of doctor-office-dom. “You know you are going to have to wait,” she said, impersonating an insolent child on the playground. Arin would not have been a bit surprised if she tacked on “Nanny-Nanny-Boo-Boo.”


“No problem,” Arin managed through clenched teeth, handing over the small mountain of paperwork and insurance information it had taken her an hour to complete. She stood submissively while Snippy scanned each page, hoping to find something out of order. Of course she wouldn’t find anything. The long hours spent helping others fill out the tedious paperwork had basically error-proofed Arin when it came to brainless medical forms.  The perfection with which Arin filled out her forms seemed to soften Snippy just a tad. She seemed impressed that a mere patient could possibly fill them out correctly the first time. Arin felt a twinge of pity for this poor creature, doomed to eight hours a day of fussing people for obscure mistakes on idiotic documents.


“You look familiar,” she said, studying Arin’s face.


“I’ve been here before.” She felt her face flushing red, sure she had been found out. She scurried to the small waiting room and selected a large powder blue chair that looked comfortable enough to do some serious waiting in. Looks can sure be deceiving, she soon found, as she tried to position herself so that a spring was not cutting into her rear end. She started to read one baby magazine after another until she gave up. They were all full of paranoid articles such as, “Does Your Baby Have Tourette Syndrome?” Some pieces seemed clearly designed to scare young mothers directly to their pediatricians in hysterics. There were endless columns such as, “Is Your Baby at Risk for Developing Diabetes?” After a while, it became a baffling game of filling in the blank with obesity, schizophrenia, or a million other terrible maladies a baby was likely to develop. Arin gave up, closed her eyes, and focused on ignoring the spring that had undoubtedly punctured her jeans by now.


The waiting room filled around her with expectant mothers in all stages of pregnancy, some with cute little pooches, others swollen and lumbering painfully to their seats. Every time a nurse rounded the corner to call out a new name, all the women would lean forward in hopeful expectation. The winning patient would get up as quickly as she was able, and walk or waddle to the examination room. Those who remained let out deep sighs of discontent. The tension in the waiting room increased gradually as the minutes passed. Now and then someone would check her watch with an exaggerated motion, while several of the more outspoken women griped brashly. Finally, the bleached-blonde nurse, who looked to be approximately thirteen years old, called Arin’s name. She hopped up even before the second syllable was pronounced. If she had sat any longer, she feared the spring would have to have been surgically removed.


“We’ll need a clean catch urine specimen. Please write your name on the outside of the cup.” The nurse rattled off information in a monotone as she led her to a bathroom down the hall. Arin dutifully filled the sterile cup and wrote her name on the label, opened the little window and placed it on the ledge. She jumped when a large gloved hand snatched it before she had even completely set it down. They sure didn’t waste any time around here.


Donning a paper thin gown peppered with hearts and stars, she settled herself on the table, content to have a more comfortable place for the next round of waiting. At last, Dr. Chen and his assistant burst through the door. His head was down as he scanned her file for a name, and extended his small hand.


“Congratulations, Mrs. Welsh,” he spoke slowly, enunciating every sound as best as his heavy Chinese accent would allow. He looked up and eyed Arin quizzically. “You my patient before? You translator for deaf women, right?”


“I’m your patient now,” Arin said, much louder than was necessary. She chided herself. He was Chinese, not hard of hearing. “I’m thrilled to have you as my OB.” A little flattery never hurt.


Dr. Chen was his usual self; humble and interested in what his patient had to say. He listened while Arin droned on and on about puking in the house, in the car, in the yard and other more unusual places. He took note of her extensive female problems and provided her with paperwork to sign, which would allow him to communicate with the fertility clinic. To his credit, Dr. Chen prescribed a powerful anti-nausea drug to be sparingly used instead of crackers. Finally, it was time for the much anticipated ultrasound.


The jelly the nurse liberally squirted on her belly had most certainly been retrieved directly from a deep freeze hidden somewhere in the room. Arin’s heart fluttered inside her chest and she could not help but smile. She was dying to catch a glimpse of her little one. For a moment she regretted telling Jake not to come, but her practical side insisted that if he did not work, he did not make money. Simple as that.


With the lights dimmed, Dr. Chen went to work using his magic womb wand and ice cream belly-jelly to see the tiny life growing inside her. Arin’s heart pounded with exhilaration when she first discerned the heartbeat, fast and strong. Dr. Chen indicated a pulsating circle of light on the otherwise dark screen. Arin felt the tears streaming down the sides of her face before she even realized she was crying. A million questions sprang to her mind, but she was mute with emotion. Dr. Chen measured the heart rate, stating that everything appeared to be completely normal. No words had ever sounded sweeter than to her than completely normal.


Just as he was preparing to remove the wand from her slick belly, he paused, cocking his head slightly, and turned up the sound. The room was filled with the strong steady pounding of the baby’s heart. Dr. Chen appeared to be nodding his head along with the beats, listening for something. After a moment, he applied more frosty jelly and searched her belly with renewed vigor. Arin found her voice to ask if something was wrong, but he held up a finger, signaling for her to wait. She studied his face, searching for any signs of concern or unease. At last, his face broke out into a huge toothy grin. Confused, she looked from him to the monitor and saw it - two circles of light, pulsating in unison. 


 


***


 


They had been told, warned and informed to the hilt that multiple births were a real possibility. They signed the legal documents stating that they would not sue if Arin became pregnant with sextuplets. Never in a million years did they think it could actually happen. They never even joked about it. They considered conception a miracle in and of itself. Never did they even think to ask or hope for twins. Only one egg had been viable for transfer, which Dr. Chen explained meant the twins were identical, not fraternal. This news should have absolutely delighted Arin, but for some reason, which she did not yet understand, it had the extreme opposite effect. The realization that there were two human beings growing inside her settled on her like a cold wet blanket. Shell-shocked, she drove aimlessly, alternating between complete numbness and panic.  If she did not have someone to talk to soon, she considered it a real possibility that she would implode. She could not bring herself to call Jake.


Lights flickered throughout the greenhouse, alerting Rae that someone had entered. She was on her hands and knees cleaning a display fountain in front near the cash register. When she saw Arin her face brightened. She jumped up and removed her heavy rubber work gloves. For a few minutes, they made comfortable small talk. When Rae asked for the third time if everything was okay, Arin’s face was a strange mask of raw emotion. She simply shrugged. Rae gently took her by the elbow and led the way to the gazebo, to her “oasis”.


Rae’s sanctuary was nothing less than spectacular. The sound of water rushing through the various fountains served to soothe Arin’s frazzled nerves. Cockatoos and African Grey and green Amazon parrots eyed them curiously as they were perched in their elaborate cages. They seemed to take turns calling out a “Hello there” or “Whatcha doing?” Thick vines and exotic trees with long Latin names encircled the elevated gazebo. The surface of each step was a mosaic of broken pottery and smooth colored glass. At the edge of the last step the initials RS were written in chunks of cobalt blue pottery. There was no doubt that Rae was an amazingly creative person. Arin began to feel completely clumsy and uninteresting, an ugly duckling in comparison to this silver fox of a woman.


It was clear that Rae was genuinely pleased to share this place and moment with her. Arin had come here with every intention of proclaiming the news that she was carrying twins, but her stiff hands stubbornly refused to make the signs. She had a strong premonition that something was horribly wrong. She could practically feel her dream child slipping away. There was no proof she could point to that would back up this feeling. In fact, all the evidence pointed in quite the other direction, to two healthy babies. Arin just knew.


Rae reached out and took both of Arin’s hands in her own. Staring into her, eyes she searched her soul with her silvery pools of compassion. Arin blushed at the intimacy of the moment, but did not look away. She longed for this true connection. After a few moments, Rae released her hands and asked Arin once again if there was anything she needed to talk about. Arin mulled it over for a moment and decided to keep her secret for now. Rae did not push her for information, and for the better part of an hour they sat comfortably in the oasis. One thing Arin enjoyed about the company of the deaf was their level of comfort with extended breaks in conversation. Arin wished that Rae could hear the birds as they tossed around greetings and snide comments, savor the sound of the water flowing over the smooth stones. The beauty Rae had created was auditory as well as visual.


In the midst of the peaceful stillness, Rae turned to Arin and signed sympathetically that she knew there must be a lot on her mind, but that God was there and He would take care of her and the baby. She was sure everything was completely normal. There were those two wonderful words again. Completely normal. She assured Arin that children were a blessing from the Lord, and that everyday she would faithfully pray for them.


Arin nodded politely. Suddenly she was uncomfortable with all of this talk about the Lord. She had been sucked into believing a lie at another vulnerable point in her life. She was not going to make the same mistake. Where was the Lord when Arin’s father was taken before her brain could even form a cohesive memory of him? Perhaps he was sleeping while Kevin Driver cornered her in the rarely traveled hallways of Fenwood Middle School, humiliating her and injecting yet another dose of poison to her already terminally ill spirit?


Rae sensed the sudden distance and turmoil, and she gently inquired about Arin’s spiritual walk. Arin did not hold back and gave her the whole sordid cult story. Rae cut in here and there to ask a question or interject a comment. Arin concluded her story, justifying why she wanted nothing to do with religion. Rae appeared to be contemplating that for a moment, then signed in a matter-of-fact manner that it was a good thing that she was still a spiritual seeker. Arin shrugged indifferently and decided to let that one go. This intriguing woman was the closest thing she had to a friend at this point.


 


***


 


Arin knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she had a moral obligation to share the news with Jake. After all, he was the father of the twins she was carrying. A cloud of negativity clung to her and she was unable to force herself to tell him. She knew more than anyone how deeply Jake longed for a family. He would be nothing less than ecstatic with news of twins. She lie sandwiched between him and Cooper, each one snoring in one of her ears, and made a decision to keep her secret until his birthday. He was going to be thirty-five this year. For a milestone birthday, what better than a surprise of this magnitude? That was the excuse she selected to rationalize keeping this monumental news from her husband. Since the moment she witnessed those identical pulsating circles on the monitor, she knew something was going to go terribly wrong, despite Dr. Chen’s assurances.  Her body literally shook as she tried to free herself from these terrible thoughts, waking Jake and knocking Cooper clean off of the bed to the floor, where he belonged in the first place. “What’s wrong, Hon? Do you need something?” Jake slurred, drunk with sleep.


“Just stop sawing logs, would you?” she whispered good-naturedly, kissing his prickly cheek.


 


***


 


“I really don’t know why you have to go now,” Arin pouted as she poured herself a second cup of decaf. “Can’t you learn that stuff another time? I am sure they are going to have the conference again next year.”


“Sure, you’re really going to want to be alone for two weeks with an infant.”


She did not reply. He had a point there. For the next fifteen minutes, Jake railed against the foreign car makers who were designing their cars to discourage the owners and small shops from performing the simplest of tasks such as changing the oil. Even seasoned mechanics like Jake found themselves scratching their heads when a late model foreign car was brought in for routine maintenance. These days everything was controlled by a computer. It was nearly impossible anymore to simply lift the hood and diagnose the problem. The two week training course Jake was scheduled to attend promised to make him a pro, which had potential to significantly increase the caliber of jobs they could accept at D&J’s. Arin knew this trip was a financial necessity. 


“Dave just shelled out all that money for that expensive diagnostic equipment. I don’t know why he doesn’t go to Michigan himself and learn how to use it,” Jake continued his rant.


“You’re cute when you sulk,” Arin teased, vainly attempting to lighten Jake’s mood. “Dave doesn’t trust anyone to take care of things at the shop without him.”


Jake snickered and rolled his eyes. There was a certain amount of truth to that. Jake was close with his cousin Dave, but when it came to business, Dave trusted no one, not even his partner. He doubted Dave would allow Lee Iacocca run the place for five minutes for fear that it would fall into financial ruin. It was just Dave’s obsessive nature. As an employee, Jake had to learn not to take it personally.


Arin was much more apprehensive about Jake going out of town than she let on.


Despite the anti-nausea medication Dr. Chen had prescribed, she was rarely able to keep a whole meal down in a day. Somehow she continued to work, but she felt her strength steadily slipping away. It was all she could do to drag herself out of bed most mornings and great restraint had to be exercised whenever she passed a couch or any other horizontal surface that had potential for lounging. Dr. Chen had explained several times that with twins, the hormone levels were greater; hence the symptoms would be more severe.  By the time she was into her second trimester, he had predicted, the nausea and fatigue would ease and she would enter into the salad days of pregnancy.  Her second trimester was almost over and she was still eagerly waiting for her salad.  


Arin timidly sipped her decaf and absentmindedly rifled through the stack of mail she had allowed to accumulate, junk and bills, bills and junk, more junk and more bills. Her hand froze on an envelope with familiar handwriting. Her fingers traveled over the slanted print and she willed herself to feel nothing. After a quick rummage through the kitchen junk drawer she found her red pen, a pen that she bought and used only for this purpose. It satisfied her greatly to scrawl RETURN TO SENDER across the front of the envelope in huge red letters. Jake eyed her from across the room.  In the past he had encouraged her to at least open the letters to see what the old lady had to say. Since then he had given up and no longer interjected when it came to Arin and her mother.


Arin noticed the time and cringed. There were only forty-five minutes until her first appointment across town. Jake pulled her close, wrapping his strong arms around her. For several minutes they stood and enjoyed the embrace, neither wanting it to end. Finally, he loosened his grip and placed his large hand gently on her rounded belly. “I love you,” he whispered, his voice cracking. Arin was startled to see that his deep blue eyes were moist with tears. She allowed herself a brief and uncharacteristic cry. The tears quickly formed rivers of mascara down her face. They separated, and Jake cracked a few Tammy Faye jokes. Arin retaliated by kicking him in the shin. She glanced at the clock again and glowered. There was definitely no time for primping. She wiped her face on her shirt sleeve and headed out the door, yelling over her shoulder that she loved him, and wished him a safe flight.


 


***


 


Arin whipped into the parking lot of Orthopedic Associates fifteen minutes late to meet her client. She swore that she would never take another job this far from home again. She had to brace herself for a moment when she got out of the Explorer, gripping the door until she felt steady. After this job, she was going to cancel her afternoon appointments with DeafMed, go straight home to rest. As soon as she felt able, she stepped onto the cracked sidewalk and headed toward the building. A titanic wave of nausea and weakness struck her full force. In an instant, her legs betrayed her and morphed into rubber. Attempting to muster her remaining strength and stay focused on the door twenty feet ahead, she tried to convince her swirling mind that she could reach it. She almost made it before crumpling in a heap on the sidewalk and succumbing to the blackness.


 


***


 


“Please,” the skinny girl in a stained second hand outfit whimpered. “Please let me go today. Just today. I won’t tell anyone.”


“Why should I?” Kevin Driver snorted, not inclined to show mercy that particular morning, or any other. “What do you have to give me?” His pasty face flushed red and his icy blue eyes narrowed into hate-filled slits. One glance at the nasty bruise across his cheekbone told Arin that Kevin would be out for blood. That was the way it always had been with Kevin.  The more his old man pounded on him, the more diligent and creative he had become in his deliberate and systematic torture of Arin. If he had applied that kind of dedication to his studies, Arin had no doubt that he would have graduated from medical school before he could legally drink a beer.


“You don’t even have real parents, so you’ll never have any money. I guess you’ll have to find some other way to entertain me.”


The familiar husky rasp in his voice elevated Arin’s personal terror alert to red. Bright flaming fire-engine red. Her heart pounded its protest against her chest wall.  She attempted to flatten herself against the cool tile wall of Fenwood Middle, wishing she could simply melt away and just be done. Her eyes flickered to the left and to the right, scanning the dark hallways for signs of life. On more than one occasion a random teacher or office worker strolling down the halls between classes had been Arin’s salvation. Unfortunately, there was no salvation in sight and once again, Arin was at Kevin’s mercy. A smug expression fixed on his face, he gripped Arin’s second hand shirt and yanked, intent on taking whatever he wanted from this child whom no one loved.


 


***


 


A stinging at the bend of her arm ushered Arin from the familiar nightmare. Instinctively, she cried out and snatched her arm away. Blinking hard, she concentrated on orienting her blurry eyes and clearing the fog from her head.


“Where am I?” she demanded, her words coming out clumsy and slurred. With much effort she was able to focus on a wild-haired nurse sitting next to her wielding a significant needle. She smiled sympathetically at Arin and put the needle down on a nearby stainless steel tray.


“Let me get your doctor, Honey.” She disappeared behind the pale pink curtain that was drawn around the bed before Arin could pepper her with the questions swirling through her disjointed mind.


 In an effort to grasp her current situation, Arin mentally retraced her steps. Had she passed out and hit her head? Cautiously, she examined her head and face with a trembling hand. She was relieved to detect no pain or other signs of injury. Her hands went to her rounded belly and rubbed it apprehensively. Her gown stuck to her stomach, which was sticky and wet with lubricant. Had someone performed an ultrasound? The curtain swished dramatically and Arin’s heart leapt to her throat. A dark man invaded her pink cocoon and drew the curtain closed behind him. Arin sat up straight, protectively hugging her belly, spooked for some reason.


“Dr. Raines,” he said coolly, extending his hand. After a few tense moments, Arin shook it firmly, hoping to convey strength and confidence, the antithesis of how she felt in reality. His hands were strangely cold and smooth, which caught her off guard. “I have been treating you this afternoon,” he announced, as if to ensure Arin that she had no say in the matter. She looked at her wrist. Her watch was gone.


“It is three-thirty, Mrs. Welsh. You’ve been here for several hours,” he reported, anticipating her question.


“Dr. Chen is my OB. I would like him called please.”


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Welsh, but Dr. Chen does not have privileges to practice at this hospital.” He spat out the name as if it disgusted him. “In the future, perhaps you should choose to collapse somewhere closer to Dr. Chen’s office.” Dr. Raines’ speech was slow and deliberate. Obviously, he was unconcerned that his words were insensitive and cruel. He was tall with a dark olive complexion. Perfect ebony hair was neatly parted on the side, his inky eyes deep set and severe. If not for his offensive bedside manner and a strange coldness in his eyes, he might have been quite attractive. 


“May I ask what I am being treated for?” Arin’s eyes narrowed to slits, hating that this supposed doctor had touched her.


“Severe dehydration, for one thing,” he explained as he studied his cuticles, as if to communicate that he was bored. “Janice was attempting to start another IV when you interrupted her. Apparently you yanked the old one out in one of your fits.” Arin debated whether to kick him in the groin or ignore his offensive personality. She decided on the latter, figuring that she was too weak to cause the proper amount of discomfort his demeanor begged.


“Dehydration. Is that all?” Arin demanded, maintaining eye contact with Dr. Raines for a few seconds until he glanced away, which she considered a minor victory. With a wave of his well manicured hand he motioned for wild-haired Janice to continue with the IV. Arin acquiesced, holding her arm still and straight. She didn’t allow herself to flinch as the needle searched for her shriveled vein. She would not give this arrogant doctor the pleasure. Evidently Dr. Raines made Janice terribly nervous as well, and it took her several agonizing sticks to get the job done. With each stab she apologized profusely.


“When was your last sonogram, Mrs. Welsh?”


“Apparently sometime today, without my consent,” Arin accused, gesturing to the thin gown clinging to her abdomen. The smile he flashed bordered on sinister. It seemed that what little patience he had was growing thin.


“I assume that you’ve had only one sonogram your first trimester?” he told her more than he asked her. Arin nodded curtly, not wanting to give this arrogant psycho any more information than was absolutely necessary. She just wanted to get on her feet and high tail it back to Dr. Chen. The contrast between this conceited creep and her beloved doctor with his humble servant’s heart was enough to make her head spin.


“Well, there have been some unfortunate developments with your pregnancy, Mrs. Welsh.”  What he told her then would crush her and change her world forever, sealing in her heart a secret, an awful truth, a heavy burden she would carry alone.
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