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      Just once, I’d like to be the last to know. Just once. It would be utterly refreshing to be the one to be surprised. Or indignant. Or disappointed. I’d like to be given the chance to have an opinion, an emotion, a reaction to a revelation. But, no. I’m always the first to be told. Always begged, “Don’t tell anyone else; it’s going to be a surprise.” Or, “I need to figure out the best way to tell everyone.” Or, “I’ve never told anyone that before.” Or, “I need time to fix this.”

      Rarely am I asked for advice or my opinion on the matter or if I even want to be told the secret before it’s dropped onto my shoulders. I’m simply ordered to keep it, and it’s assumed I will. Because I always do. Always have. Probably always will.

      I’m safe. Reliable. Steady. And nonthreatening. The middle child, I learned early on that my role was the peacemaker. Keep everyone happy, even if it means that I’m not.

      Gosh, I sound like such a martyr! In spite of my involuntary position in my family, I’m not an unhappy person. I have a life; I like my life. Not that anyone in my family knows anything meaningful about me. They’re too busy telling me about themselves.

      And here’s the irony: as of today, I’m keeping the most clichéd secret in the history of womankind… about myself.
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      Obviously, I didn’t mean for it to happen. I’m a grown woman; I know how these things work. And it’s not like it was my maiden voyage. But things do happen, even to the most careful of us. And they never happen when it’s convenient. I can’t imagine a situation in which this would ever be convenient.

      Well, this sucks, I think the understatement of my life as I stare down at the positive home pregnancy test, the fourth one I’ve taken in as many days. It’s become my new early-morning ritual.

      So. Here I am. This is happening. And yet, I’m perfectly calm.

      Of course, this routine is commonplace by now. It shows in my aim, which has become quite excellent. This morning, I didn’t get a drop of piss on my hands. Now that’s skill.

      The first morning was a different story. It wasn’t so much that my aim was poor, but that my hands were shaking so badly that I had to hold one with the other to get the stick in the stream. And when that positive sign materialized in the little window, I thought I was going to puke. Oh, wait. I did. Then I got in the shower and sat down on the tile floor, my head against my knees as the water beat down on my head. Then I took my clothes off. Doing stuff backwards is my new thing, I’ve decided.

      That day, I bought another test at a pharmacy close to work. And the next day, after work, I bought two tests at a different store. Like a guilty teenager.

      If only I had that excuse.

      Anyway, I suppose I’m convinced now. I’ve never heard of anyone getting four false positives. But now I’m really screwed. Because now I have to figure out what the hell I’m going to do.
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      “Lonnie and I have been seeing a marriage counselor for the past six months, but I don’t think it’s working.”

      And we’re off. I’ve been at my parents’ Fourth of July barbecue for less than ten minutes, and already I’ve been cornered by my sister, Nicole, and forced to listen to yet another confidence.

      It’s not fair, either. Because I was on my way to the bathroom after getting a whiff of Mom’s mac-n-cheese in the oven.

      Nicole says, “Oh, honey. I didn’t realize this would be so upsetting to you. You’re as white as Dad’s legs.”

      Also not an appetizing mental image.

      “I, uh… hmm…” I clamp my lips together and breathe as steadily as possible. When I’m relatively sure I’m not going to barf over my older sister’s shoulder when I open my mouth, I say, “I’m fine.”

      Not arguing with me, she continues with her whispered disclosure in the dim hallway. “Yeah. You know it’s bad when the therapist starts talking you through your ‘options,’ and referring you to divorce attorneys.”

      Nicole and Lonnie. Married at eighteen. Had babies at twenty, twenty-two, and twenty-four. Now all of their kids are school-aged, and Nicole’s bored. Nicole plus bored equals trouble. That’s what attracted her to Lonnie in the first place; he was everything my parents didn’t want for their oldest daughter’s boyfriend: outspoken, unapologetic, and Republican. Not just any Republican, though. The son of a state senator. But instead of simply using him to needle our parents and moving on, she had to go and marry the douche. In a big, gaudy wedding that was more of an election year campaign stunt than a family event.

      And now she wonders, What went wrong?

      Inwardly, I sigh. Outwardly, I gag.

      I point to the bathroom door behind her. “I really…” Not able to finish or wait for her to move, I push her aside and slam the door in her face. In an economy of motion I didn’t know I could pull off, I switch on the light and the fan and spin toward the toilet. I doubt the fan drowns out what sounds like the loudest belching retch I’ve ever produced. But I already have my excuse ready, so I’m not concerned about keeping it quiet. Just on-target.

      “Are you okay in there?” she calls from the other side of the door.

      When I open my mouth to answer, the only thing that comes out is more vomit.

      Then I hear my mom’s voice. “What’s going on? Peyton? Honey? Are you all right? What did you say to her?” She asks this last question of my sister.

      “Nothing! Sheesh!”

      Shit. Wonderful. I can’t even puke my guts out in peace. I’m actually surprised someone isn’t in here, holding back my hair and confessing something.

      Eventually there’s nothing left in my stomach. I flush, stand, and cross to the sink, where I rinse my mouth and splash cold water on my face. When I open the door, I give them both a shaky smile.

      “Whew!” I say. “Got carried away last night out with the girls.” Of course, the only “girls” I was with were the two increasingly-tender ones hanging from the front of my body, but nobody needs to know that.

      Mom rolls her eyes. “Honestly, Peyton. Really?” But before I can defend myself, she leads the way down the hall to the living room and asks, “How are they, anyway? I haven’t seen them in forever.”

      Used to her erratic conversational style (and knowing she’s talking about my friends, not my breasts), I go with it. It’s better than facing her disapproval for something I didn’t do. Anyway, she should probably save her disappointment for something bigger… much bigger.

      “They’re fine. They ask about you all the time.”

      This is true. My friends think my mom is cool. Most likely because they don’t know her very well. They know her from stories I tell about her, stories that are designed to get them to sympathize with me for having a mom like her but that usually only serve to make them admire her more. I made the mistake of telling her once about their admiration, so now she never fails to ask about them, no doubt fishing for more second-hand compliments. Most of the time, I indulge her because I’m a people-pleaser. Today, I do so to reroute the attention from my physical condition.

      Nicole shoots me a grateful look, probably thinking I’m distracting Mom for her benefit. Behind Mom’s back, she puts a finger to her lips and widens her eyes at me. As if I didn’t know.

      “Duh,” I say out loud, making Mom glance at me over her shoulder.

      “What?”

      I quickly attempt to cover. “I mean, obviously, they ask about you all the time. They want to adopt you.”

      She laughs and waves her hand. “Oh! That’s so sweet!” Almost in the same breath, she says, “I hope neither of them was silly enough to overdo it with the drinking last night.”

      And… back to me. Unfortunately, I’m too preoccupied with growing a life inside of me to continue this conversation, so I follow her through the French doors onto the deck without another word. I seek out and flop into an empty chair as far from the meat-laden grill as possible. Grillside, Dad and Lonnie wave to me.

      Nicole’s youngest child, Sadie, immediately wedges her little body between my two legs, puts her hands on my belly, and blinks up at me through her tiny glasses. “Are you going to have a baby?” she asks.

      Now, before you think the kid is psychic, I have to tell you that she asks me this question every time I see her lately. She’s six and obsessed with babies and pregnant women. Also, many of her friends’ moms have recently had babies. And she probably legitimately thinks I am pregnant, because I’m the size of a real woman, not a stick-bug like her mom.

      “Sadie!” Nicole admonishes. “What have I told you about asking people that? It’s not polite!”

      Sadie whirls around, leaning against me as she faces her mother. “What? Ashleigh’s dad put his pee-pee in Ashleigh’s mom and made a baby, and now Ashleigh has to share a room with her little sister—”

      “Oh, for God’s sake,” my sister mutters. Louder, she says, “Aunt Peyton doesn’t even have a boyfriend to put his… anyway! No, your Aunt Peyton isn’t pregnant.” Now she directs her attention to me. “Some help here?”

      Normally, I’d laugh, but right now I have to concentrate on trying to keep the most neutral expression on my face that I can muster. Must not protest too much. Must not break down and confess.

      “It’s okay,” I say. I rub Sadie’s narrow back. “Babies are cool, right, Sadie?” To my own ears, it sounds like I’m asking the first grader to convince me of this fact.

      She nods and shivers at my backrub. “Yeah,” she agrees, staring off into space, looking lost in thought. After a few seconds, she becomes animated again. “Ashleigh’s mom keeps saying that their new baby is a big surprise. But everyone knows she’s going to have it. And that it’s a boy. What’s such a big surprise about that?”

      “Go play,” Nicole demands. When Sadie leaves, she gripes, “That kid… I’ll be so glad when she grows out of this phase.” She holds out a beer to me. “Hair of the dog?”
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      I feel a lot better when the rest of the crowd (and I mean “crowd” when I’m talking about my family and my parents’ friends) shows up. Maybe not physically better, but less conspicuous. And once I’ve turned down a drink from what seems like every last person, I can finally relax.

      I rest my elbow on the table and pinch the bridge of my nose. It was a mistake to come here today. But I knew my absence would have been more conspicuous than any inability to hide my strange mood or keep down nourishment. The hangover excuse is working well. Hopefully, it’ll get me out of here early. I need solitude and silence.

      My younger brother, Jason, takes the seat next to me.

      After a long pull from his beer, he says, “So, what’s up? You’re quiet over here. You sure you don’t want me to get you a drink?”

      My family is made up of a bunch of alcoholics, I decide. “No, thank you. Like I said earlier, my liver is taking the night off. Plus, I have to work tomorrow.”

      “And?”

      I look at him warily. “And… nothing. I don’t want to feel like ass at work tomorrow.”

      He smirks. “Since when?” When I fake-laugh at his comment, he lets it drop. “Yeah, I’m not looking forward to going to work either,” he commiserates, referring to his job in the IT department of a large insurance company. “Big software push starts this week. New platforms. It’s going to be a nightmare.”

      I don’t understand half of what he says most of the time when he’s talking about his job, but I try to keep up and pretend that I do. “Oh? Lots of questions from people?”

      “Complaints, mostly. ‘I liked the old system; why’d we have to switch?’ Blah, blah, blah. Oh, and don’t tell Dad this, but… I won’t be getting any tickets to football games from work this year—budget cuts—so that sucks ass. Anyway, what’s new in your world?”

      Ha! If he only knew.

      I shake my head. “Absolutely nothing,” I lie. “Things have been slow at the art gallery.” Business-wise, I add silently.

      “Oh, hey. Later, I’ll show you the new tattoo I got. It’s bad-ass,” he says under his breath, leaning closer to me. “Don’t tell Mom, though. She’s been all up in my business about desecrating my body, yada, yada. You know, the same shit as usual.” After draining the last of his beer, he stands up and pats my shoulder. “Good talk, Sis. Let’s do this again at Labor Day.”

      And he’s not kidding. Unless I have a computer problem, that’ll probably be the next time we see each other. I’m not proud of it, but that’s just the way we are. I love him, but we don’t have much in common. He’s still a geeky kid to me.

      Dad announces that the meat’s ready, so Mom and Nicole bring out the other food from inside, lining the dishes on a long table against the back of the house. As I’m slinking toward the back door, Mom says, “Peyton, can you grab the potato salad from the fridge?”

      I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and turn around. “Actually, I think I’m going to…” My heart palpitates at the scene I’m about to make, but I tell myself that it’s time I started getting used to scenes. And standing up for myself. I finish weakly, “…head home.”

      All conversation and movement ceases. “What?” Mom asks, laughing at what she assumes is a joke. “Come on! Go get the potato salad.”

      “I… I really am leaving,” I say a tad more assertively.

      Now there’s some whispering among the older folks like Aunt Midge, Uncle Paul, and some of Mom and Dad’s friends. I swallow while my cousins, siblings, niece, and nephews stare and Mom glares at me.

      “But we’re playing badminton after dinner,” she says, as if that’s going to sway me.

      “I feel horrible,” I state truthfully.

      “Mentally, for ruining everyone’s fun? Or physically?”

      Dad intervenes. “Peg, the girl doesn’t feel well. Leave her alone.” He steps forward and gives me a hug. “Feel better, sweetie.” The kiss he plants on my forehead makes me want to cry. To the rest of the group, he says, “Come on, everyone. Let’s eat!”

      As the people buzz around us, Mom rolls her eyes and gives me a double-handed wave. “I’d feel worse for you if you didn’t bring it on yourself. The rest of us are supposed to feel sorry for you, because you still act like a college kid, getting wasted on the weekends with your trendy co-workers and friends?” When she looks up at me and sees my flushed, hurt face, she softens. “Oh, honey. I’m sorry. I just wish you’d—I don’t know—grow up. But if you’re that miserable, you should go home and go to bed.”

      I nod.

      “You’re my baby girl. I worry, that’s all.”

      “I know,” I manage to choke out. Then I duck into the house before I start crying.
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      “Shut up!”

      “This isn’t a funny joke.”

      “I’m not joking.” I sip my water and nibble a piece of bread at the picnic table in the park where Mitzi, Jen, and I often meet on our lunch breaks. Gesturing to my meager meal on the picnic table in front of us, I say, “Does it look like I’m joking?”

      Mitzi stares openmouthed at me. Jen narrows her eyes.

      “I’m serious!” I insist. “This is for real! And I’m freaking out!” My profuse sweating has little to do with the blazing July heat.

      “Whose is it?” Mitzi asks. “Stefan’s?”

      “Of course it is!” Jen answers for me. “Who else?”

      I’m not sure if I’m insulted more by Mitzi’s implication that I sleep around or by Jen’s certainty that there couldn’t possibly be anyone else who wanted to have sex with me in the past two months. “Well, I… I… yes. It’s Stefan’s. Unfortunately.”

      “Whoa,” Mitzi breathes. “That’s a bummer.”

      “No kidding,” Jen agrees, slurping her soup. “He’s a first-class d-bag.”

      As if I needed a reminder.

      It was a moment of weakness. He was nice to me at first. And it was flattering that someone like him, one of the gallery’s contributing artists, looked twice at me. So when he was in town one weekend and asked me out after work, I gladly accepted. Then I got a little drunk at dinner (well, a lot) when I realized he wasn’t the kind of guy I thought he was (kind, funny, charming) but was instead the kind of guy I loathed (arrogant, smoking, and condescending) and that I was stuck with him for the evening.

      But the drunker I got, the more I noticed how physically attractive he was, and the other things didn’t seem to matter as much. So I brought him back to my place, and we did what people do when they’ve had too much to drink. And I didn’t pay much attention to details like contraception, because I was distracted by this highly inventive thing that he was doing, and I didn’t want him to stop. But we used contraception the other times (yes, there was more than one time; I’m a skank).

      The next morning we were in complete agreement about one thing: we were both disgusted with me. I tried to be discreet about it, because I didn’t want to hurt his feelings by showing him how much I regretted what we’d done. Then I realized he didn’t have any feelings when he sneered at me and said, “I thought chubby girls were supposed to be good in bed.”

      “Excuse me?” I fired back, offended more by the “chubby” label than by the skills assessment.

      He took my question as clarification-seeking. “You know… more accommodating.”

      Getting dressed as quickly as possible, I snapped, “Maybe I just look big in comparison to your tiny dick.”

      “We both know that’s not true.” He smirked at me as he buttoned his shirt. “But if it makes you feel better…”

      “Why are you still here?” I demanded, glaring at him across the bed, which I felt a strong urge to burn in the middle of my apartment. While wearing war paint and banging a drum.

      Infuriatingly calm, he answered, “Chill. I’m going. By the way, I didn’t mean to imply that I didn’t enjoy myself.”

      “This never happened.”

      He shook his head at me and slipped into his wing-tips, not bothering to tie them. Without another word, he left. I haven’t spoken to him since.

      Three weeks ago, I got an email from a guy named Drex, who introduced himself as Stefan’s new personal assistant. I feel sorry for the guy, but I’m glad for myself. It means I may never have to speak to Stefan again. Well, maybe.

      Now I say to Jen and Mitzi, “I don’t know what to do.”

      Jen says, “There’s only one decision. Okay, maybe two decisions. But surely you’re not thinking of keeping it?”

      “That’s not what I’m confused about. I mean, I don’t know if I should tell Stefan.”

      Mitzi, picking all the grape tomatoes from her salad, says, “Nobody can make that decision but you. It also depends on what you’re deciding to do with the baby. Are you going to… have it?”

      I nod, my eyes filling with terrified tears.

      “What?!” Jen sputters, drawing the attention of some nearby lunchers. She wipes at the water dribbling down her chin and cries, “Are you crazy?! You’re crazy. You’re not thinking clearly. Seriously. I’ll take you to a clinic. I’ll hold your hand. I’ll help you fill out the paperwork. I’ll take care of you afterwards. Just… don’t have this thing. It’s a mistake. A fluke. An aberration.”

      “Shut up, Jen,” Mitzi tells her, throwing a tomato across the table and hitting her in the face. “You’re being a bitch.”

      I have to admit, though, that I’d probably give the same advice to my friends if they had told me what I just told them. Maybe more diplomatically than Jen did. And not as loudly, within earshot of children and disapproving stay-at-home moms, but… essentially the same.

      Maybe I am crazy for thinking I can do this by myself. Maybe I am under the influence of hormones. But something’s telling me it’s the right thing to do. You know, facing the consequences of my actions. Plus… I can’t seem to think my way out of this with statistics and factoids and all the reasons that make me pro-choice for other women. For myself, it’s not really a choice.

      I guess I could go the adoption route, but I figure if I’m going to go through with being pregnant and everyone knowing what I’ve done, then I’m going to reap the rewards. And challenges. And joys.

      Jen snorts. “It’d be one thing if it was the child of someone you love or could tolerate. But it’s Stefan’s. A guy who called you ‘chubby’… to your face. A man who thinks he’s God’s gift to women and art. Ick. This kid’s bound to be flawed simply because its father is Stefan.”

      Mitzi, the calming voice of reason, steps in. “Okay, okay. Enough!” To Jen, she says, “Peyton doesn’t need our help with the decision about going through with the pregnancy; she needs our help deciding whether to tell Stefan.” To me, she directs, “Yes, I think you should. He has a right to know. As much as I despise him.”

      “No, he doesn’t. He’s a slime ball. Telling him will only make things more complicated than you’re already making them. If you’re really going to do this, leave him out of it.” Jen sits back. “That’s all I’m going to say about it.”

      We all know that’s a lie, but I don’t call her on it. I don’t comment on either viewpoint, as a matter of fact. Because they’re just echoing what I’ve already thought as I’ve flip-flopped back and forth between decisions. Instead, I put my elbows on the table, my face in my hands, and start to bawl. After a few seconds, I feel a hand on each of my shoulders. Mitzi has come around the table and is sitting on the very edge of the bench next to me. I scoot over so she has more room.

      Jen sighs.

      Mitzi coos, “It’s gonna be okay. No matter what you decide. It’ll all work out.”

      Now I say what’s bothering me the most: “What the hell am I going to tell my parents?”

      This makes Jen laugh. “What are you, sixteen?”

      “I’m serious!”

      “I know. That’s what makes it even more ridiculous. You’re a grownup now. It doesn’t matter what they think.”

      “It matters to me, okay? A lot. I’m always a disappointment.”

      “Whatever.”

      Again, Mitzi soothes, “They love you. They’ll support whatever decision you make.”

      “I know,” I agree. “But they’ll be embarrassed by me.”

      “That’s why you should abandon this insane idea. One outpatient procedure, and nobody has to know anything,” Jen persuades.

      I pull my hands away from my eyes and glare at her. “Yeah. Just me and God. No biggie. If I didn’t have a conscience, you’re right; this would be an easy decision. But I do.” I look at my phone. “Shit. I have to get back to work.” I toss my bread crust and empty water bottle into the trash can next to our table, squeegee the tears from under my eyes, and take a deep breath. “I’m sorry for unloading all this on you two.”

      They’re in agreement this time as they protest my apology. I promise to keep them updated before walking alone back to the gallery. Only I’m not alone and won’t be again for a very long time, if ever.

      Some people may find that realization comforting. I find it haunting.
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      This is not going to be easy. Of course, no part of this entire experience is going to be easy. But this is going to be especially difficult.

      I smile at Marilyn, the church secretary, when I catch her staring at me… again. She’s no doubt wondering why the heck I’m here to speak to Pastor Northam. I’d imagine that anyone under the age of sixty who goes out of his or her way to meet with him is in a sticky situation. I mean, isn’t prayer typically a last resort? Yes. For most people. Myself included. But I need divine help.

      After returning my smile, Marilyn checks over her shoulder, nods, and informs me, “Pastor’s ready to see you now.”

      I stand on wobbly legs, feeling like someone who’s wearing high heels for the first time in her life. After walking through his open office door, I stop abruptly, not sure what to do next or what to say.

      He rises from behind his desk and offers me his hand. Young and fairly new to the church, he replaced the minister who passed away two years ago after more than twenty years with our congregation. I haven’t had much one-on-one contact with him, because, honestly, I’m not very involved at church, other than attending most Sundays (and that’s only because I go to the same church as my parents, and I’d rather not be lectured about one more thing).

      Based on some of the things he’s said in his sermons, I like him well enough, and I appreciate the forward-thinking direction in which he’s trying to take the church, despite some members’ best efforts to thwart him. I’m not in the habit, however, of just dropping by to have chats with him, so I’m nervous, complete with jittery tummy, dry mouth, and shaking hands.

      He notices right away and acknowledges my unusual visit. “So! This is a nice surprise. What brings you here?” He gestures for me to take a seat on the sofa and sits next to me, instead of keeping the desk between us.

      “I don’t have anyone else to talk to about this.” As soon as the words are out, I hear how terrible they sound and blush. “I mean, my friends haven’t been much help, and I really need help.”

      He chuckles at me. “Okay… Um… I get what you mean, I think. So relax.”

      Relieved, I nod. “Sorry. I’m just… My parents always taught me that when I needed help, I could talk to my pastor, but I’ve never had to…” I trail off, not sure how to finish and also mortified that I sound half my age.

      “…use this lifeline before?” he finishes for me, his eyes sparkling.

      “Yes.”

      “I take it you’re not here to complain about the type being too small in the bulletin or the music becoming too contemporary, then.”

      His joke actually makes me laugh. “No,” I confirm his assumption. “I don’t care about any of that.” Quickly, I correct, “It’s not that I don’t care, it’s just—”

      Patting my arm, he consoles, “Shh. It’s okay. Take a deep breath for me.”

      I do. Because you do what your pastor says. At least, you do when he’s sitting right there.

      After I’ve settled down somewhat, he remarks, “You know, times like this, I think the Catholics may have the right idea with the confessional booth. I mean, logically, the confessor knows, ‘That’s Father So-and-So in there,’ and the priest knows, ‘That’s Suzie So-and-So out there,’ but it’s psychologically easier to talk to a screen. Don’t you think?”

      When I nod into my lap, he urges, “Why don’t you just tell me what’s on your mind?”

      Suddenly, I don’t think I can do it. And I’m afraid I’m going to chicken out and lie to my pastor about the reason for my visit. Only the knowledge of how truly terrible that would be keeps me honest. Or silent, more like.

      I gulp. He waits. And waits. And waits.

      Eventually, he rises and returns to his desk. “Tell you what. I’m going to do some stuff over here. And if you feel like telling me, go ahead. I don’t have any other appointments this afternoon. But I do have to work on this sermon that I’ve procrastinated on all week.”

      When my head snaps up, he asks, “Is that okay? I mean, I don’t want you to think I don’t care, but I feel like it’s too much pressure, or something, with me sitting there waiting for you to talk.”

      “It’s fine,” I answer automatically, too shocked to say anything else. Anyway, I’m not offended. Just surprised.

      After a few minutes of neither of us saying anything and the only sound in the room being his typing and mouse-clicking, he queries, “What’s another word for ‘hopeless’?”

      “‘Despondent’?” I supply, feeling the picture of it.

      He thinks about it before nodding. “Yeah. That works. Thanks.” He goes back to typing furiously.

      “I’m nearly ten weeks pregnant.”

      His fingers slow on the keys, but he doesn’t say anything right away. Then he looks up at me. I have no idea what his opinion of my revelation—or me—is, based on his expression. “Oh. Hmm.”

      “And I’m not married,” I prod, helping him to see part of the problem (the smallest part, in my book, but probably not in his).

      “Yeah, I know that,” he says dismissively, tapping his cheekbone.

      Now I feel an odd impulse to try to get a stronger reaction from him. “And I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      He sits up straighter, but his expression remains passive. “Do you know who the father is?” he asks, as if he’s inquiring if I know who invented the cotton gin.

      “Of course!” I snap. “I’m not that horrible.”

      Unruffled, he states, “Well, there are no degrees of sin. It’s not a matter of better or worse. Simply… sin.”

      “So I should have gotten my money’s worth, huh?”

      He laughs. “Uh… I guess you could look at it that way.”

      “I’m just kidding,” I make sure he knows. I definitely don’t want him to think any money changed hands, on top of everything else. “Anyway, yes, I know who the father is. No, we’re not in a relationship. No, he’s not the kind of person I want to be in a relationship with. No, he doesn’t know I’m… you know.”

      “Was this… act… consensual?”

      I nod, feeling more ashamed than ever. If only I could say otherwise. You know you’re in a bad way when you wish that. That’s just sick.

      “If you don’t particularly care for this person, why’d you have sex with him, then?” he asks bluntly, making me blush.

      “Well… I… Uh…” I stammer.

      He shakes his head. “Never mind. That’s not important.”

      What?!

      My face must have that question written all over it, because he qualifies, “I mean, it is, and it’s something that you should probably pray about, but it’s not anything I need to know to help you.” Taking a deep breath and shooting me a shaky smile, he asks, “How can I help you, by the way? I feel like I’m being anything but helpful with all my stupid interjections.”

      Now I find myself reassuring him. “You’re okay. I’m the one who’s being weird. I schedule an appointment to talk to you; then I get here, and you have to drag it out of me.”

      He shrugs. “It happens.”

      “Anyway, I guess I just needed to tell an authority figure.”

      Looking over his shoulder then back at me, he points to himself and says, “Who, me?”

      “Yes, you!” I answer, laughing.

      “If you say so. And why is it important for you to tell on yourself?”

      “Practice?” I suggest. “For when I tell my parents?”

      “Ohhhhh.” He leans back in his desk chair and tousles his hair, then leaves his hands on top of his head. “You haven’t told them yet?”

      I rub my temples and shake my head.

      “Wow. That’s tough.” Rocking slightly in his chair, he asks, “How do you think they’ll react?”

      My dad’s a church elder, and my mom’s active with the Women’s Missionary League. They’ve had him to dinner at least twice since he was installed as pastor. They talk to him every Sunday, sometimes about official church business but other times more casually.

      “You know them,” I reply. “How do you think they’ll react?”

      He flaps his lips. “Nice try. I’m not going there. Plus, I asked you first.”

      After I take a deep breath, I tell him, “Dad will take it in stride; Mom won’t say anything, but it’ll be obvious that she’s disappointed. Then after the shock wears off, Mom’ll ask me a bunch of questions, but they’ll basically boil down to one thing: ‘How could you be so stupid?’”

      “Do you feel stupid?”

      “Uh… yeah!”

      “Can you forgive yourself?”

      “Not yet,” I admit. “It’s going to take a while. It’s pretty unforgivable.”

      “God forgives you. He forgave you before you even knew you were going to do it.”

      The sincerity with which he says it instantly makes me want to cry. I know he truly believes that. I wish I could.

      “Yeah. Well…” I see the clock over his shoulder, and my stomach lurches. “I have to go.”

      Friday night is the only night we’re open late at the gallery, and it’s my turn to work the extra shift. I stand up and loop my purse over my shoulder.

      He meets me in front of the desk. “Peyton,” he says while I’m fishing in my purse for my car keys.

      His earnest tone makes me stop what I’m doing and look up at him.

      “Do you believe what I’ve just told you?”

      “I want to,” I answer. “But…” I can’t finish for the tears choking me.

      Placing a hand on my shoulder, he asks, “Would you be willing to come back to continue this talk tomorrow? I understand you have to leave, but I feel like… this conversation isn’t really over.”

      “I don’t know…” I whisper.

      What if he subjects me to some marathon prayer session or interminable Bible study about the evils of premarital sex? Or what if he launches into some huge, uncomfortable speech to try to make me promise I’ll forgive myself and to convince me that Jesus loves me no matter what?

      Or worse, what if I never believe it?

      “Please,” he implores. “It doesn’t have to be a big deal. Just coffee. Or something. Can you drink coffee?”

      “No. I mean, yes. But I don’t drink coffee.” I sigh. “Okay. I can come back here tomorrow.”

      He grins, which makes him look even younger. “Great. Only… not here. I mean, I like to take long walks on Saturday mornings. Usually, I practice my sermon in my head. But it would be nice to have some company for a change.”

      Reluctantly, I agree to meet him tomorrow morning at ten at the park across the street from the church. I have to admit, it was nice to tell someone and not be bombarded with tough love or heavy-handed advice.

      “It’s a date,” he says, opening the door and ushering me to the outer office.

      Umm… What?!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I sit behind the wheel of my car, the knowledge that I’m late getting back to work competing with (and losing to) the memory of the word “date” escaping my pastor’s mouth in reference to any meeting between the two of us. Surely, he didn’t mean it that way. He just meant, “It’s on my schedule,” or “Don’t forget,” or anything but the conventional meaning of the word. Because pastors don’t go on dates. Right? No. None that I’ve ever known. Of course, all the pastors I’ve known before Pastor Northam were married. Or old. Or both.

      My cell phone rings. Snatching it from my purse, I look at the display on it and debate ignoring it before resigning myself to taking the call. “Hey.”

      “So, at today’s session, Lonnie drops this bomb: ‘We can’t afford to get a divorce, Nicole. I invested my 401K and took out a second mortgage on our house on an investment that went belly up, so stop being such a bitch and help me make this work.’ Uh, as if! All the more reason for me to leave his ass. Of course, I don’t know how I’m going to afford to divorce him. I was planning to take out a second mortgage to do that, so now what?”

      I drop my head to my steering wheel, inadvertently tapping the horn in the process.

      “Where are you?” Nicole demands.

      Why not add to my web of lies? “At work. Where else would I be on a Friday afternoon?”

      “Oh. I thought I heard a car horn.”

      “Well, I do work downtown, so it’s possible.”

      “Are you busy?”

      “That would be the assumption when someone’s at work. Can I call you back later?”

      She sighs as if I’m being unsupportive and unreasonable. “I guess. But I really need to talk to you now. Real quick, do you think you’d be in a position to loan me some money so I can divorce Lonnie?”

      “How much? Wait! What?!”

      “A few thousand, I guess. As much as it takes.”

      “No! I don’t have an unlimited supply of cash to lend you so you can end your marriage. Ask Mom and Dad. They’ll be thrilled to hear you’re finally ditching Lonnie.”

      “No! I can’t tell them about this! And you can’t, either, by the way. This is between you and me.”

      “Of course it is.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. Never mind. Listen, I have to go,” I tell her.

      “But you’ll call me later?”

      “Hmm… okay,” I’m slow to reply. “But I really don’t have any money for you to borrow.”

      She says sadly, “I know. I just need someone to talk to.”

      That breaks my heart, but I can only concentrate on so many things at once, and right now, her problems are at the bottom of the list.

      “I’ll call you later,” I promise.

      “And remember, not a word of this to anyone!” she stresses.

      As if I have to be reminded.
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            Sexy Drexy and Nice Brice
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      At work, an email from Stefan’s assistant, Drex, awaits.

      
        
        Peyton, I shipped two paintings to you via FedEx today. Stefan wants to know a) when they arrive; b) when they go on display; c) when they sell. ASAP. He’s tracking how long it takes to sell his paintings, from conception to sale. I appreciate your help with this. Drex.

        

      

      I flinch at the word conception, but promptly reply:

      
        
        Drex, Stefan can screw himself.

        

      

      No… that’s not actually what I write back. I roll my eyes, mutter that under my breath, and type this:

      
        
        Drex, Will do. Peyton.

        

      

      A lot less satisfying. But I still have a job.

      Minutes later, the following message lands in my inbox:

      
        
        Thanks. You make my job much easier. And that means a lot. Drex.

        

      

      I can only imagine what it’s like to work for someone like Stefan. It was bad enough working under him for a night. Oh… why do I torture myself with thoughts like that? I haven’t puked all day today. But now I’m going to have to.

      When I return from the bathroom, I have another message from Drex waiting for me.

      
        
        Stefan wants to know if ‘Medieval Dentistry’ has sold yet. And if not, he’d like you to move it closer to the front of the gallery. Drex (sighing)

        

      

      I have to laugh. Then, looking around to make sure the gallery owner, Marshall, isn’t around, I write back,

      
        
        Not much demand for paintings depicting bloody oral surgery during the Dark Ages. Takes a special room to do it justice. I’ll discuss moving it with Marshall, though. Peyton (laughing)

        

      

      Minutes later, the phone rings.

      “Smart Art, Peyton speaking.”

      “Hey. It’s Drex. Stefan’s assistant.”

      “Oh. Hey! Uh, I mean, hello. What can I do for you?” His call has caught me off-guard. So has his unexpectedly-sexy voice, which I’ve never heard before now.

      “Other than finding me another job—any other job will do—or killing me and putting me out of my misery?” he replies.

      I laugh nervously. “Well…”

      “Anyway,” he continues, not waiting for me to respond. “The real reason for my call is that I’m sick of emailing you these endless inane requests, so I’m going to save us both some time and give you the list of His Majesty’s demands.”

      I grab a pad of paper. “I’m ready, pen in hand,” I assure him.

      “Great. Number one: move the fucking ugliest painting ever created, as if that’s going to help it sell.”

      “Check.”

      “Number two: reschedule the October show to the previous Friday night. Tout de suite.”

      “Uh… That’s the same date as the downtown Chicago art walk. I’ll have to check the schedule to see if that’s possible, but okay.”

      “I hope it’s not; would serve him right. Number three: reprint promotional literature vis à vis the now-September show.”

      “Obviously. If we can reschedule.”

      “Right? Der. Number four: give Marshall a message to call Lord Stefan ASAP.”

      “Consider it done.”

      “Don’t hurry, though. I’m sure it’s not that important. If you have other things to do—such as filing your fingernails—do that first.”

      I grin and ask, “Is Stefan anywhere around there?”

      “Does it sound like he’s anywhere around here? If he were, I’d be injecting far less commentary. Are you still taking notes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Continuing… Number five: post some anonymous disparaging comments on Stefan’s website using a fake email address. His ego needs to be knocked down a notch. Or seventeen notches.”

      I set my pen down. “Okay. While I find this amusing, I do have real work to do.”

      He pauses, then says, “Oh. Of course. Sorry. I forget that other people have more meaningful jobs than running around picking up the dry cleaning of the biggest jerk in the history of artists.”

      “That’s a big distinction,” I say. “I mean, artists are well-known for being difficult.”

      “This guy takes the cake.”

      “Quit.”

      “Can’t. Need the money. And the experience. And his reference on my résumé at some point.” He sighs. “I’m trapped.”

      “Is there anything else on the to-do list?” I ask. “For real?”

      Sullen, he answers, “No. I guess not. I guess I’ll just get back to being unappreciated.”

      “Aw… If it makes you feel better, I appreciate dealing with you rather than Stefan,” I flirt.

      [Time out! I’m fully aware that I have a problem and that this is completely inappropriate, especially considering… everything! But… it slipped out. And it’s too late to take it back now. Plus, it’s true. And what’s the harm in having some fun? Time in!]

      I can hear the smile in his voice. “It does make me feel better, actually,” he says. “It doesn’t take much to please me, though. I’m low maintenance.”

      “Good. That’s job requirement Number One when working for your boss. Now, get back to work. Or not. Isn’t it past quitting time there on the East Coast?”

      “For normal people, yes,” he sulks. “For me, no. I think tonight I’m driving him and a date to something at the Guggenheim.”

      Why does this information bother me? I don’t know. I’m certainly not jealous of Stefan’s date. Yeesh. But I’m a tad resentful that he gets to go on with his life while I’m stuck here in an incubation holding pattern. Not that he’d have any way of knowing that, since I haven’t told him. But… I don’t think my telling him would change things.

      “Hello? Did you hang up on me?”

      “No! I’m here,” I quickly respond. Then I pretend my indignation is on his behalf. “He makes you drive him around?!”

      “I know. It’s ludicrous. But jobs like this aren’t easy to come by. After he sells a few more paintings, he’ll be able to hire a real driver. So… do all the stuff he’s asking for my sake, if not for his, okay?”

      “You got it,” I promise, swallowing back tears and bile. “Um… I really have to go now. I’ll talk to Marshall about everything first thing Monday and let you know.”

      “Thanks, Peyton. You’re the best.”

      A tiny part of me wishes he’d tell his boss that.
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      “I’m worried about your sister.”

      Oh. My. Gosh.

      “Mom, it’s Saturday morning.”

      “So? I’m not allowed to be worried about my kids on a Saturday morning?”

      I sigh and lick my sleep-dried lips. “Worry all you want, but don’t call me about it before 9:30.”

      Testy, she replies, “Shows how much you know; it’s nearly 10:00.”

      “What?!” I sit up so fast, the room spins. “Ohhhhh, shit.”

      “What?”

      I’m supposed to meet Pastor Northam this morning. And it’s time for my mid-morning ralph-fest. Of course, I can’t tell my mom either of those things.

      I simply say, “I’m late,” and breathe the nausea away.

      “For what?” she asks. “It’s Saturday.”

      Now she knows.

      “Breakfast with Mitzi and Jen.”

      Eggs, bacon, sausage, my brain taunts me, as if in punishment for lying.

      “Oh. Well, they’ll understand. I need to talk to you about Nicole.”

      “Mom…”

      “This is serious!”

      “It always is,” I mutter, pressing the speakerphone button so I can at least get dressed and make a run for the bathroom if I need to.

      “If I didn’t know better, young lady, I’d say you didn’t care.”

      “That’s not it!” I protest, pulling down a pair of shorts and a t-shirt from my messy closet shelf. “I care. I just…”

      …already know. And can’t tell you anything.

      “Then give me five minutes,” Mom insists. “I know she tells you things. Things she’d never tell me. She’s protecting me, I guess. But I…” She chokes up.

      Oh, hell.

      “…I just need to know if she’s okay. Unless you want to tell me what’s going on. I won’t tell her you told me.”

      This is miserable. Dressed, I carry the phone into the bathroom with me, use the toilet (sitting on it, not kneeling in front of it, fortunately), and brush my teeth, being very careful not to trigger my ultra-sensitive gag reflex, while she continues to try to persuade me to spill it.

      When I say nothing in response, she says, “Hello! Are you there?”

      I spit. “Yes. I’m here.”

      “Well?”

      “Mom, I’m not comfortable having this conversation.”

      “You do know something! I knew it!”

      I thought we’d already established that. Crap. This… this… embryo… is sucking my brain cells dry. I’m sooo late for my meeting with Pastor. Phone in hand, I rush from the bathroom back to my bedroom and toss it on the bed.

      “Is she sick? She looks so awful lately. And don’t you dare tell her I said that.”

      I say nothing, but more because I’m too busy looking for my sneakers in the bottom of my closet than that I’m refusing to answer. I can’t multi-task.

      “Oh, gosh! That’s it! She’s sick and doesn’t want to tell me. Breast cancer runs in our family, you know.”

      Actually, I didn’t know that. Might have been good to know before now. I dig my tennis shoes from under a pile of sweaters and pull them on my feet without untying them. “Mom, if you’re really concerned, you should call her and ask her what’s going on. Just tell her you’ve noticed she’s not herself and that you want to know if there’s anything you can do to help.”

      “Oh, no! I don’t want her to worry about me worrying about her. You can’t tell her I asked you anything! Promise?”

      “Sure. Now, I really have to go!”

      “Yeah, yeah. Your friends are more important than your family. I get it.” Before I can defend myself, she chirps, as if this has been a relaxing, aimless conversation, “Well, tell Mitzi and Jen I said hi! I’ll see you in church tomorrow!”

      And just like that, the call’s over. If I had more time, I’d stare at the phone and wonder, but I don’t. In less than five minutes, I’m supposed to be at a park that’s twenty minutes away. Simple math tells me I’m not going to make it. And the only number I have for Pastor is the church office number. But it’s worth a try.

      Of course, no one’s there on a Saturday morning, but the message tells me to “Push 1 for Pastor Brice Northam,” so I do. It rings three times, and just when I think it’s going to go to voicemail, he answers, “Hello?”

      “Pastor!” I gasp as I lock my apartment door.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m on my way. But I overslept. Then my mom called—”

      “Who is this?” he asks, his tone wary.

      “Oh. Sorry. It’s Peyton Stratford.”

      He laughs. “Oh! No, I’m sorry. It didn’t sound like you.”

      “I’m panicking,” I admit, running down the stairs and rushing to my car in the parking lot.

      “Don’t do that. I’m not in any hurry. I’ll just leave here later than planned.”

      “Okay.” I unlock my car and get in.

      “Please, don’t rush. I’d feel awful if you got in a car accident.”

      His calm demeanor is contagious. I find myself slowing down, breathing more deeply, and relaxing. “All right. I’ll be there in about twenty minutes, then.”

      “Great. I’ll do a few more things around the office, then. See you there.”

      “Yeah. Okay.” I hang up and start the car, but I remain in the parking spot for a few more seconds, catching my breath. When I don’t feel shaky anymore, I put the car in gear and head toward the park.

      Almost twenty minutes to-the-second later, I arrive at my destination. Pastor’s already there, sitting casually on a bench near the gravel parking lot, waiting for me, his elbows on his knees. As I get out of my car, he stands and approaches me.

      [Time out! The way he’s dressed is disconcerting. I mean, I didn’t expect him to be wearing his robes and vestments, or even the black shirt and pants and white clerical collar he was wearing yesterday when I met him at the church, but… I don’t know what I was expecting. I only know it wasn’t cargo shorts and a t-shirt that hangs nicely from his broad shoulders and clings to his defined chest. Dressed like that, he looks like… a normal person. An attractive normal person, even, if I were to let myself get carried away. These hormones are making me act and feel totally ridiculous! Time in!]

      Flustered and suddenly nervous, I mutter something about the weather and avert my eyes, which land on his hairy legs. Muscular hairy legs. Runner’s legs. I drop my keys.

      “Shit. I mean… darn it!”

      “Is everything okay?” he asks, seeming to be genuinely concerned.

      Except for the fact that I just cussed in front of my pastor? “Yeah. Sorry.” I smile.

      “Your face is all red. Do you need to sit down for a minute? I hope you didn’t hurry here. I told you not to worry about it.”

      “No! I’m fine!” I pocket my car keys and jab a thumb in the direction of the walking trail. “Are you ready?”

      He follows my gesture with his eyes. “Uh…yeah. If you are.”

      My stomach is more upset than ever (noticing your pastor as a man will do that for you, trust me), but I’m getting used to ignoring the nausea. To be fair, I tell him, “I didn’t rush here, but I’m still not feeling 100 percent. So, if I veer off the path, don’t be alarmed. I just have to… you know.”

      Confused, he shakes his head, but then his eyes widen with comprehension. “Oh! Really? Gosh. Well, we don’t have to walk. We can sit somewhere.”

      After I’ve told him that it doesn’t matter if I’m standing, sitting, walking, lying down, or standing on my head, that I’m still going to feel like barfing, he seems convinced, so we begin our stroll.

      When we’ve been walking for a couple of minutes, adjusting to each other’s paces, he says, “So. How are you feeling today? Other than… that?”

      I shrug. “It’s hard to concentrate on anything but that. And I’ve only been awake for about thirty minutes, so it’s hard to tell.”

      “Have you given any thought to what we talked about yesterday?”

      My stomach wobbles for a new reason. “Yeah. About that…” He looks over at me, but I purposely keep my eyes on my shoes. “I appreciate your saying that. It was nice.”

      “I didn’t say it to be nice. It’s true,” he maintains.

      Only when I’m sure he’s not looking at me anymore do I raise my head. “Okay. Whatever.”

      He laughs. “I could provide you with a list of Bible verses that prove it, if that would make you feel better. Then it wouldn’t just be my word. But you’ve been going to church your whole life, so you’ve heard them all. Obviously, you don’t think they apply to you.”

      “This is bad, Pastor.”

      “Call me Brice.” At my sharp look, he amends, “I mean, if you want. You don’t have to. It’s just… kind of strange to be called ‘Pastor’ outside of church.”

      I feel rebuked more than invited. Like he thinks I’m stupid for calling him Pastor. Now I can’t think of anything to say. What were we talking about?

      Fortunately, he doesn’t miss a beat. “You think this is bad, huh? Worse than anything else you’ve ever done?”

      I nod. “Definitely.”

      “Why? Because you got caught?”

      Again, his bluntness takes me by surprise. “What? I mean, no! I mean…”

      He puts up a hand. “Sorry. I shouldn’t assume or presume anything, but believe it or not, I know what it’s like to date and be… tempted… by things.” He clears his throat.

      It’s the first time he’s seemed uncomfortable, and it fills me with despair. I mean, it’s bad enough that one of us is squirmy and embarrassed. But as long as he keeps his composure, I can pretend it’s okay to say anything. If he thinks this is awkward, then I know it’s bad.

      Before I can reply, he recovers. “Anyway, that’s not where I meant to go with this. What I wanted to convey is—again—that there are no degrees of sin. Remember? So… when you dropped your keys back there and cursed?”

      “Oh, geez, you heard that?”

      He smiles but doesn’t answer. Instead, he continues, “It’s the same thing as having sex outside of marriage. Or lying to your parents. They’re all just sins. And everybody sins. Even me.” He nudges me with his elbow to underscore his joke.

      “I’m sure you do,” I reply, snorting. “I bet you roll your eyes behind Mrs. Hanson’s back when she tells the same stories 700 times. Or sometimes you don’t feel like getting up on Sunday mornings for church. Big whoop.” I take a deep breath. “And sex outside of marriage is one thing, but a one-night stand is something else altogether.”

      He sings in a baritone, “They’re all equal,” which makes me laugh out loud. Then he says, “Anyway, it’s flattering that you have me so high on a pedestal, but I’m a lot less saintly than you obviously think I am.”

      “Prove it,” I challenge.

      While he thinks about it, we walk in silence. Then he says, “Some of the things I’m most ashamed of I can’t tell you about, because… well, I’d be betraying the confidences of others. And that’s kind of a big no-no in my line of work.”

      “There has to be something not related to your job,” I push. Then I feel like a bully, trying to get him to confess something big so that I won’t feel as bad about myself. “Never mind. I know you’re human just like the rest of us. It’s just hard to remember that sometimes. And hard to imagine you don’t always follow the rules.”

      “I have you all fooled, then, huh?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Without warning, my stomach flips over, and my cheeks tingle as my salivary glands kick into overdrive. Oh, fuck.

      “Hang on,” I manage to croak before crashing through the brush next to the trail. Through vision magnified by adrenaline, I find a tree to hide behind as I hurl. At least I don’t have to make up some kind of lame excuse for this, I think as I wipe my mouth and lean against the tree while making sure I’m really finished. There’ll be no manufactured stomach bugs or hangovers or bouts with food poisoning.

      When I re-emerge, he hands me a small bottle of water. Before I can check it, I think, He conjured water out of thin air, like Jesus, and I start laughing. He won’t leave me alone until I reveal what I think is so funny, so I do, despite being embarrassed by the rogue thought.

      He smiles mildly. “Yeah. No. Pocket.” He pats the large, zippered pocket on the side of his shorts.

      “Well, thanks,” I say, swishing the water in my mouth and spitting it as discreetly as possible into the grass behind us. “Sorry for the show.”

      “You warned me,” he says. “Besides, I didn’t see or hear anything. Good thing, too. I’m a sympathetic puker. Sometimes just hearing it will set off my gag reflex. I covered my ears while you were…” He waves his hand in the direction of the trees and shivers.

      I avert my eyes. “Sorry.”

      “Do you want to turn back?” he asks.

      I nod. “Probably a good idea. I should think about trying to eat something, ironically enough.”

      Back at my car, he holds the door open for me after I unlock it. Why, Pastor, how chivalrous! The giggles threaten again, but the thought of having to explain myself if he calls me on that one helps me contain them.

      “See you at church tomorrow?”

      I like how he doesn’t assume it. And his question doesn’t sound pushy. It’s just a question.

      “Sure,” I answer cheerfully. And I realize for the first time in a long time that I’m looking forward to it.
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