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​Chapter One 
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She walked down the street, listening to the chatter of her new boots. She had gotten them only the day before, and they were still too stiff for long walks. Still she had decided to wear them tonight, despite the fact they would inevitably give her painful blisters: they were too pretty to be hidden away in a dark closet. 

She was pretty, too, and she knew it. Her smile made passers-by smile back, and she enjoyed the attention of men. 

She was young as well, and foolish enough to walk the streets alone. 

Earlier everything had been fine. She had listened to the chatter of her new boots, smiling, and feeling pretty. Now the night was falling, and her good mood was altering. 

Fear was beginning to take place in her mind. 

Taxis passed her by, and she knew it would be easy to stop one. All she needed was to take a few steps to the edge of the sidewalk, and raise her hand. A taxi would soon see her, stop, and take her home, to safety. 

A taxi would soon rescue her. 

But she decided to walk on. Her boots were too pretty to be taken home early. And perhaps she could stop by her usual hangout. Some of her friends would be there, and she would be safe with them. She would tell them her fears, and they would all laugh. They would see her home, and she would take off her boots, mend her blisters, and go to sleep. 

She smiled again, knowing the bar was only a block away. Soon she would meet her friends, and they would welcome her with smiles and kisses. 

Soon she would be safe. 

Footsteps drew her attention as she passed the opening of an alley. They were heavy, and slow, and easily kept up with her staccato. She walked a little faster, knowing the safety of the bar was only a block away. 

She could almost see the welcoming neon sign. 

Tracy's. 

Tracy's bar had been there for years; it was nearly as old as the city. But she had found it only recently. 

She had just turned twenty-one. 

She had met her friends at the office. They all worked there. She was a typist, her friends secretaries to a middle manager. They were posh and glamorous, and she felt like a sparrow next to them. But they had taken her under their wing, and made her feel pretty as well. 

They had chosen the boots she now wore. They were green, decorated with silvery buckles, and the high heels chattered as she walked. 

A little faster, just a little bit. 

Soon her staccato would turn into the steady beat of a run, but not yet. Running would make her panic, and there was no reason to panic. After all, she was only walking to Tracy's, only going to meet her friends. 

Nothing was wrong. Nothing would be wrong. 

Tracy's was just a block away. 

She passed another alleyway, and a heavy hand grabbed her, pulling her onto the alley. 

She tried to scream, but a hand covered her face. 

She struggled for breath, world fading around her. 

“Don't scream”, a voice spoke into her ear. His breath made her skin curl up in goosebumps, but she hardly noticed it. Breathing was more important now. 

Her new boots had escaped her mind. 

He turned her around, pushing her against the wall. She tried to scream, and the heavy hand returned to cover her face. 

“Told you not to do that”, he said, and she could smell his breath on her face. 

Rotten, like the scent of a graveyard. 

She wanted to throw up, but the heavy hand covered her face. If she vomited, she would suffocate. 

She tried to struggle, but he was too strong. 

She tried to offer him her handbag, though she didn't have much money. He wasn't interested in it. He took it, and tossed it aside. 

It wasn't money he wanted. 

He pushed her legs apart, and tore off her panties. 

She tried to scream, but a heavy hand covered her face. 

*** 
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Her friends visited her in the hospital. They brought her grapes, and brightly colored boxes of chocolates. She didn't eat any of them. Food made her nauseous. 

She tried to tell them how sick she felt, and they patted her hand, and told her to get her strength back. She was needed at the office. 

She told them she didn't think she'd be coming back to work. They laughed, and told her she'd be fine in a few days. 

After all, she had just gotten raped. Part from a few scratches and bruises she was fine. In a few days she would forget all about the ten-minute-nightmare, and return to work. Perhaps for a few months she would take a taxi to work instead of walking, but soon she'd be good as new. 

After all, she wasn't really hurt. 

Not really. 

It was all in her head. 

She smiled, and told them they were probably right. She would soon be fine. 

For a while she believed them. It was all in her head, the fever, the nausea, the thirst. She'd be fine in a few days. 

Surely the doctors had a medicine for her, something to take the fever away. Something to cure her. 

But the doctors smiled to her, and told her to rest, to get her strength back. 

None of them gave her any medicine. 

She lay in bed, returning again and again to the minutes spent in the alley. 

She could still smell his breath on her face. Rotten, like the roses thrown in the dumpster near a graveyard. 

The scratches he had left her itched for a while, and then faded. She was glad to see them go. 

The bruises he had given her took longer, but after a while they faded as well. 

It was just like her friends had told her. In a few days she'd be fine. 

The fever passed as well, as did her nausea. The doctors felt confident enough to release her, and she left the hospital, glad to be returning to her own bed. 

She had wanted her mother to come care for her, but she was too weak to travel. Instead, her friends stayed over on the first night. 

They brought food and drinks, and laughed and joked as they always did. But underneath their make-up she could see something more. Something dark, and deadly. 

They were scared. Not for her, but for themselves. 

If a sparrow like her could get raped, anyone could. Even her pretty, noisy friends. 

None of them slept easy that night, and her friends left at daybreak, pale and worn, their faces naked, their eyes puffy. She was surprised they allowed anyone to see them like that, without their usual masks. 

They left, and she was alone, with nothing to do, and no-one to talk to. 

Someone had taken her cat, and they still hadn't brought him back. She was lonely, and missed her mother. 

She lay in bed, and the minutes she had spent in the alley returned to haunt her. She could close her eyes, but the images wouldn't fade. She could stop breathing, but the smell of his breath still found her. 

She could run, but she would never escape the nightmare. 

He had been tall, and pale. She had told the police everything she could remember. It wasn't much, they had told her, and it was unlikely the man would get caught. They would try, of course, but they trusted him to go free. 

He was tall, and pale, and his breath smelled like decaying flesh and rotting roses. He was strong, and his hands were heavy. 

And his face was scarred, like someone had tried to claw it off. 

He had probably done before what he had done to her, and one of his victims had sliced his face. 

Lying in bed she felt herself getting wet. 

Irritated, she got up. She needed something to do, something to take her mind off things. 

She started organizing her clothes. Some needed washing, some needed folding, some needed plain old throwing away. 

He had been stronger than any man she had met before. She wasn't as thin as her fashionable friends, but the man had only needed one arm to carry her to the alley. 

She paused, her breath heavy, her legs weak. 

His breath had smelled like a graveyard after the rain. 

“No!” she cried, tossing aside the skirt she had been folding. She wouldn't think of him. Not now, not ever. 

She walked around her home, a little flat she had rented soon after getting a job at the office. She still hadn't finished decorating it; the walls were bare, the floors lacked rugs. Her pay wasn't enough to buy all the nice things she wanted around her, so she had decided to wait until she had enough. 

And then she had started spending her pay on clothes and shoes and drinks. It was an easy life, but it didn't do much to the interior of her flat. 

Now the walls seemed even barer. Her footsteps echoed from them, and the floors were cold under her feet. 

Her eyes found the boots she had worn that day. The green boots with high heels that chattered as she walked. 

She wanted to wear them again. 

*** 
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The alleyway was quiet. No-one was there. 

Her handbag still lay on the ground. 

Slowly she walked to it, and picked it up. 

It was empty, as she had expected. He hadn't wanted her money, but someone else had. 

She couldn't remember leaving the alley. All she could remember was him, his heavy hand on her face, the pain as he entered her, the rhythm of his thrusts. 

She wanted him to return, but the alley was empty. 

She turned, and left. 

Tracy's was only a block away, and her friends would be there. 

*** 
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Days passed, and slowly the incident left her mind. She returned to work. At first, she took the taxi, but after a few weeks, she started walking again. 

He didn't return, and his memory begun to fade. 

Days passed, and she didn't think of him. 

He returned to her mind only as she found out she was pregnant. 

*** 
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As the days passed, the haunting knowledge of a new life growing inside her strengthened, and the memories returned. 

In her mind, she found herself returning to the alley over and over, listening to the chatter of her boots, the staccato of her heels. In her mind she felt the stranger grabbing her, touching her, entering her. 

The memories didn't leave her alone, not even when she slept. She woke from nightmares, sweaty and panting, wet and throbbing. 

The stranger didn't leave her alone, and his seed grew inside her. 

In the beginning of the pregnancy she thought about getting rid of the baby. It wasn't yet time to have children: she was alone, unwed, just beginning her career, out of money. Her parents wouldn't come to her rescue, the only one she could rely upon was herself, and she wasn't much use. Her bank-account was nearly drained, her wages spent on food and drink and new, fashionable dresses. 

But the seed grew inside her, and she knew the best thing to do was to get rid of it. Her friends told her to get rid of it. Her boss told her to get rid of it. When she called her mother with the news, she told her to get rid of it. 

Unwed women were not to have children. If they did, the society would regard them as prostitutes. And she wasn't a prostitute, but a typist. 

She rang the doctor's office, and told the nurse she needed an abortion. 

*** 
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"Miss Dell?" 

The nurse was wearing a white dress, starched and ironed, free of all wrinkles. Her face was as smooth as her dress, her smile immaculate in its professionalism. "The doctor will see you now." 

She got up, and straightened her own dress. It wasn't as smooth as the nurse's, and she feared she had stained it with her sweat. It was hot, and the waiting room lacked air-conditioning. 

A sudden pain stabbed her. It made her waver, and passed before she could truly notice it. 

The doctor had been taking care of her since she started at her current job. He had looked into her throat when she had a cold, peeked into her ears when the flu developed into an ear infection, and bandaged her ankle when she twisted it on heels too high for her. He was a nice man, quiet and grumpy, but still kind. 

Now she feared he wouldn't look at her with those watery, indifferent eyes and give her a prescription. Now she feared he would give her a sermon, and advice her to keep the child. 

"What seems to be the problem, miss Dell?" he asked. 

She twisted her handkerchief in her hands, folding it, crunching it up into a little ball, allowing it to open, crunching it up again. 

"I was raped eight weeks ago", she uttered. "And now I'm pregnant." 

The doctor turned to face her, looking at her over papers, and the glasses he wore on the tip of his nose. 

"Pregnant?" he asked. 

She nodded, and a tear escaped her eye. She wiped it off with her hand, forgetting all about the handkerchief she was holding. 

The doctor had always looked upon her with eyes that were indifferent and watery, but still somehow kind. 

This time he peered at her over his glasses, and his eyes were cold and hard. 

"What do you expect me to do about that?" 

She twisted her handkerchief in her hands, and more tears joined the first one. 

It was 1964. Unwed women weren't to have children, but neither were they to abort. 

She was pretty low on options. 

There were abortion-clinics around, but they were hidden and illegal. 

And expensive. 

She had two hundred bucks on her bank-account. Rumors had it, that the fee for an illegal abortion varied around a thousand dollars. 

She didn't have that kind of money, and there was no way in Hell she could come by it in time. 

"There's nothing I can do", the doctor continued. "Other than to help you have a healthy, happy baby." 

She nodded again, clenched her jaw, and looked the doctor in the eye. Through the glass wall of tears she could see his eyes were once again watery and indifferent. 

"I guess I'm having a baby, then", she said. 

The doctor smiled. "Good", he said. "Let's see how the baby's doing, then." 

*** 
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The examination was a shameful experience, demeaning and painful. She was glad when it was over, and the doctor looked through her again with his bland, watery eyes. 

"I'd say you were about eight weeks in", he said. 

"That's what I said", she said. "I was raped eight weeks ago." 

He didn't look her in the eye again. Instead, he stared at her chart, making notes with a pen. 

"You have to take good care of yourself now", he instructed. "Eat plenty of meat and dairy. No heavy lifting." 

Now he glanced at her, his eyes sharp again, sharp and accusing. 

"And I would suggest you find yourself a husband, sooner rather than later. A single woman shouldn't have to care for an infant alone." 

"Yes, doctor", she said, knowing it would be a long while until she wed. There was no boyfriend, and the memories still troubled her. 

She passed the alleyway on her way home. She walked in, and the memories made her knees weak. 

*** 
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The baby grew, and she had to tell her boss she was keeping it. He clicked his tongue against his teeth, and promised her a short maternity leave. He told her it would be better if she gave it up. 

She looked at the floor, and muttered a promise to get rid of the child after it was born. Deep down she knew she wouldn't. It was hers now, a part of her, and she wouldn't give it up. 

Not even though the memory of its father still troubled her. 

She tossed the boots, the green ones she had worn on the night the baby was conceived. It didn't erase the memories. 

She cut her hair short, and tried to save money. She no longer went out with her new friends, and soon they stopped inviting her. 

They drifted out of her life so easily she couldn’t help but wonder whether it had all been just a dream, a short, beautiful dream filled with laughter and love and hugs and kisses and brightly colored dresses and boots that chattered when she walked. 

She found herself alone in an apartment with bare walls and empty rooms, and begun to decorate it, to ready it for the baby. 

She put up a pale purple wallpaper in the baby's room. She didn't know if it was a boy or a girl, and purple went both ways. 

She stopped wearing her new, colorful dresses her friends had chosen for her, and bought maternity dresses instead, navy blue and modest gray. She no longer wished to draw attention to herself. 

Three months into the pregnancy she went to see the doctor again. 

*** 
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"I can't sleep", she said. It was true, but not the entire truth. She couldn’t sleep because the memories of the baby's father troubled her. 

There had been something about him that didn't quite fit. It was almost as if he wasn't human. 

He was too strong, too fast, too pale. 

She had begun to fear for her baby's life after the cravings came. 

"Have you tried warm milk?" the doctor asked, his eyes bland and unaffected. "And chamomile tea?" 

"Yes", she nodded. She had tried both of them. Milk made her want cookies, and chamomile gave her indigestion. 

"Have you tried light exercise? Walking, for example?" 

She had. Most times, her feet took her to the alley, and she found herself leaning against the wall, sweaty, out of breath, waiting for him. He never did come. 

"It doesn't help", she said. "Can't you give me anything?" 

The doctor pushed his glasses up to read her chart. 

"Still unwed?" he asked. 

"Yes", she said. "I really think its not good for the baby." 

He looked at her again, over his glasses, his eyes bemused. "Not being wed?" 

"No, not sleeping." 

He chuckled, like he'd made a joke, and continued viewing her chart. 

"I can give you something to help you sleep", he promised. "But you should eliminate the worries keeping you awake rather than rely on pills." 

"Yes, doctor", she said, wondering whether she should tell him about the cravings. 

The baby liked meat. Meat almost raw. 

"You really should find a husband, miss Dell", the doctor said. "A husband would share your everyday life with you and erase most of your problems. And caring for him would give you something to think about other than the welfare of your unborn child." 

She decided she wouldn’t tell him. 

*** 
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"You're as big as a house, Clara." 

They laughed. They all laughed. 

She had slipped back into herself. It had been as easy as putting on well-worn slippers. 

She was Clara Dell again, fat, clumsy Clara Dell, dropping things, puffing as she bent down to pick them up. And all the while her belly grew larger with the baby. 

She smiled, pretending to believe the thin, fashionable girls weren't actually laughing at her, but with her. 

Of course she knew differently, but this was her baby shower, and it would be rude to be offended by a simple joke. 

Or by being the joke. 

She sat on her chair, by her desk, and opened present after present. Useful items, useless items, ugly items, pretty items. 

A romper for the baby, a cardie for the baby, a breast-pump for her, nappies for the baby, bottles for the baby, a mobile for the baby to hang over his-or-her crib, another romper for the baby, the tiniest socks she ever saw, also for the baby. 

They shoved cake at her, and she ate it all while they sipped sparkling wine and nibbled on imported chocolates. 

She didn't care for chocolates anymore. 

The baby liked meat. 

She had woken up the night before just to find herself staring into the fridge, pulling out a lamb chop, and gnawing at it, blood dripping down her chin. 

Nothing satisfied the hunger the baby had brought with it. Not even meat. 

*** 
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"You didn't say you were... expecting." 

She had placed a personal ad in the paper. She'd had a couple of replies. Some of them had made her skin crawl, but this man had seemed nice, first via letters, then over the phone. 

Now he was seated before him, staring uncomfortably at her swollen belly. 

"It's not something you want to broadcast", she said, with a nervous smile on her face. 

He smirked, and agreed. "No, I guess it's not." 

"Its father died", she lied quickly. Being widowed was a hard fate, a difficult burden for a young woman, but it was an acceptable fate. Hiding under the stigma of widowhood, she could cope in a society that wanted to turn her into an outcast. 

As a widow it was a lot easier to meet men than as a single pregnant woman. Widows received pity, single mothers were seen as whores. 

She didn't like lying, but in her situation it was a necessity. 

"Oh, I'm sorry", he said, leaning closer to put a hand over hers. 

He was nice, and nice-looking as well. The kind of guy that wouldn't look twice on poor old Clara Dell. But by some miraculous fluke, he had. 

She had spent an hour getting ready for the date. She had curled her hair, worn her prettiest navy-blue maternity dress, found a pair of socks with no runners on them, put on lipstick and perfume, and made sure there was no spinach in her teeth. She had almost ran away at the sight of him. 

He had shaken her hand, politely, and escorted her to a cafe near by. He had bought her a cup of tea, and a sliver of cake, and sat down to talk to her. 

To get to know her. 

He worked in advertising, making commercials for television. It seemed quite exiting to her, glamorous, elegant. It was almost like sitting next to a movie star. 

This was as close to the movie biz as she was ever going to get. 

"He was in the war", she said. "A soldier's wife knows to prepare for tragedy." 

She fumbled for her handkerchief, shaking off the fake tears with a luminous fake smile. 

Everything about her was fake, she could see it so clearly now. She was nothing but a cocoon, a nest for the baby, as artificial as the ads he made. 

In a way, they would be a good pair. Both fake, both superficial and shallow. 

"Let's talk about something lighter", he said, sipping at his coffee. He was tall, and lean, and the corners of his eyes wrinkled when he smiled. To her it made it seem he smiled a lot. She liked it. There wasn't too much to smile about in her life right now, and she could do with some happiness, even though it belonged to someone else. 

"Do you like movies?" 

She uttered a little laugh, light and breezy. "Everybody likes movies", she said. 

"Would you like to go see one?" he asked. "I've got free tickets, courtesy of Twentieth Century Fox." 

She smiled, and this time the smile wasn't fake. 

"I'd love to see a movie", she said. 

*** 
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He held her hand in the dark, and the memories of the baby's father began to fade. 

After the movie he walked her home, and kissed her on the cheek like a proper gentleman. 

"How 'bout you and me go out Saturday night?" he asked. "I know this banging jazz club." 

"That sounds good", she said. 

Suddenly she missed the colorful dresses her friends at the office had made her buy. 

*** 
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The baby grew, and with it grew her belly. 

The hunger faded with the memories of the stranger. 

She trusted Alan to have something to do with that. 

He really was nice, taking her out, showing her a good time, enjoying her company as much as she enjoyed his. 

Life was good, and she bought more dresses and things for her small flat. 

By the time the delivery was but two months away, Alan gave her a ring. She accepted it, tears in her eyes, and laughed as it turned out she'd have to take the ring to the jewelers to be sized. Pregnancy had made her swell up, and her fingers looked like little sausages. 

But it was fine. Everything was fine. 

Everything was good. 

And the baby grew inside her, and as delivery drew near, the fear she had felt in the early weeks washed over her again. 

The baby's father. The stranger. 

What if he'd left her with something. A disease. A malformed baby. What if the delivery would go horribly wrong. 

What-ifs filled her mind, and as the baby turned around inside her, the fear grew steadily. 

She kept it to herself, knowing Alan would think she was crazy if he heard what was going on in her mind. To him she smiled, and if he thought her to be quiet and distant, he trusted it to be caused by the approaching birth. 

She had to remind herself that things were still good. Life was good. 

But still, at night, when she lay alone in her narrow bed, the memories came. 

This time they didn't make her wet. This time they filled her with dread. 

*** 
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"I'm scared." 

Her friends had stopped inviting her along when they went to eat and drink at the fashionable bars and restaurants they liked so well, but they hadn't stopped being her friends. She could still talk to them. They weren't the sharpest tools in the box, but they listened, and sometimes that was enough. 

Getting things out, off her chest, made them seem less daunting. Talking about it made the fear lessen. 

"Everybody's scared at that point, honey", Alice said, but she didn't laugh. Neither did the rest of them. Lucy patted her hand, Jo offered her chocolate. It seemed they always had chocolate. And none of them ever put on any weight. 

Sometimes she was jealous of them. It would be nice to eat all the chocolate you could manage, and still squeeze into a size four dress. 

"Giving birth is scary", Lucy said. "And raising a kid is even scarier. But you can do it. That's the way we're made." 

They nodded, thinking they had nailed the reason, the cause of her fear. 

But they hadn't, and telling them was even scarier than the fear itself. 

"It's not that", she uttered. "It's just..." 

She glanced at them, their open, honest faces, and pushed the truth out. It had gnawed at her for too long. If she kept it in any longer, it would eat her alive. 

"Sometimes I fear there's something wrong with the baby", she said, and words poured out of her now that the cork was undone. 

"Sometimes I fear that it's malformed, or abnormal, and that its father was a monster and it gave the baby something... strange, and unusual, and it pains me to think what's living inside me, and I'm having these dreams, nightmares, about the father, he comes for me at night, only he isn't human, he's some sort of... thing, and he wants my life, and the baby's, and I wake up all covered in sweat, and I don't know what to do or who to tell and it feels like I'm going crazy, and there's no-one I can talk to 'cause I'm afraid they'll lock me up in a loony bin, and Alan's been great, but he's not the father, and I'm afraid of how he's going to react if the baby turns out to be some kind of monster, and..." 

Lucy put a hand on hers. Her fingers were cool, kind, as they pressed against hers. 

"We all feel that way at the point you're at", Lucy said. "When I had my first kid, I felt exactly the way you do now. And it's even worse for you, seeing how the baby was conceived." 

Their faces were solemn, compassionate, and it brought tears to her eyes. 

They understood, and didn't think she should go check herself into a psychiatric facility. 

They understood, and listened, and everything would be fine. 

"My sister went a bit nuts, too, when she was expecting", Jo said. "She believed that aliens had conceived her kid, and that it should be killed. The doctors wanted to send her away, but we insisted she stay at home." 

"You've never told us that!" Alice said, hurt by Jo keeping secrets from her. "What happened? I've seen her kids, and they're fine. And she is, too!" 

"Well, she gave birth, and the delusions just went away", Jo explained. "It was some hormone imbalance thing, I think. The doctors said so too, and after I talked to Mom, she said it happens to a lot of women. No-one just likes to talk about it, 'cause it can be a bit, well, embarrassing." 

"I was convinced someone was trying to take away my baby", Lucy said. She'd had her first child just two years ago, and was now a proud mother of a happy toddler. It was shocking to see things hadn't always been so good, shocking yet strangely comforting. 

"I tried to hide when it came time to deliver", Lucy continued, trying to mask the pain she still felt in a casual tone, light laughter. "I went to the laundromat, and hid between the machines. I thought I'd give birth there, and hide in the back room. It was warm there, and, I don't know, maybe I saw it as a clean, safe place. 

"Anyway, my husband found me, and forced me into the hospital. My water had broken, and the baby came the next day. 

"It took awhile for the fear to go away, but it did. 

"No-one came to take the baby away, and the nurses in the hospital were very understanding. They let me keep the baby next to me until the fear had faded enough for me to trust them. 

"We all have some kind of fear, Clara", Lucy said. Her voice was still bright and sunny, but rain hung close, touching the corners of her eyes. "You'll just have to reason your way through it." 

*** 
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Reasoning her way through the fear turned out easier than she had expected. Knowing she wasn't alone made all the difference. She even confided in Alan, letting him know only that she was afraid of giving birth, of coping with the child, of there being something wrong with it. 

He took it better than she had dared hope, assuring her he'd be there every step of the way. 

Later that evening she stared at the room she had made ready for the baby, eating a bowl of cornflakes, and started to believe everything would turn out well. 

*** 
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The time of birth came a month too early. 

Her water broke in the office, to her shock and embarrassment. Her friends were there to hold her hand, to calm her down, to call Alan and tell him it was now time. 

The girls didn't go to the hospital with her. They stayed behind and returned to their desks, wearing their pretty, colorful dresses, hiding carefully the concern they might have for her. 

The ambulance driver was quiet, the paramedic calm and comforting. He let her hold his hand, told her everything would be a-OK, instructed her to breath her way through the first contractions. 

She didn't give in to panic, though it waited close, just behind her, eager to drag her into its hollow cave. She fought her way through it, the pain, the fear, and as the ambulance arrived at the hospital, she was calmer than she had ever thought possible. 

She gave her name at the check-in desk, answered all the questions the pretty, young nurse had to ask, and when she was done, they wheeled her into a hospital room. 

Alan came only a few minutes later, out of breath and worried, his hair a mess, his suit out of order. 

She straightened his tie, and smoothed his hair, and told him not to worry. She was just giving birth. Women had been doing it for thousands of years, she would be fine. 

He didn't really believe her, she noticed. The scared look never left his eyes. 

The first hours weren't that bad. At first the doctors and nurses believed the contractions would stop, and she could return home. In time, they changed their opinion. 

She was in labor, and the baby would come sooner rather than later. 

The news of her condition didn't surprise her. She had know the baby was coming when her water broke. The only thing that surprised her was that the doctors took so long to confirm it. 

After the first hours the contractions started to get worse. She wanted to push, but the doctors told her not to. 

She sneered at them, but obeyed. Lucy had prepared her for this moment, telling her to trust the doctors: they knew what they were doing even if it did seem bizarre and unnatural. 

The urge to push strengthened as time passed. It took the doctors three more hours to decide she was ready to be wheeled into the delivery room. 

Alan followed her all the way to the door. She watched him as the door closed on him, and felt she would never see him again. 

*** 
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"Push!" 

It was time to push now, but she was weak. 

"I can't!" 

The doctor scowled at her. 

"Push, woman", he said, and she did. 

From some unknown source she found more strength, enough for one big push that seemed to rip her in half, splitting her all the way to her armpits. 

She squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to see what was happening to her, and pushed. A cry arose from her, a deep and primal cry, and as it slowly died out, it was mingled with the cry of a newborn child. 

"It's a girl", someone said, and she passed out. 

*** 
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She came to, and the scent of blood threatened to suffocate her. She gagged, and someone held a bowl so the sick wouldn't go everywhere. 

She felt better after that. Not much, but enough to demand to see her baby. 

"They're washing her up", the nurse said from between her legs. She could feel the sting of a needle. "You'll see her just as soon as she's all clean." 

Somehow she felt the nurse left something out. Something essential. 

"How is she?" she asked. "Does she have all her fingers and toes? Let me see her!" 

The world swam around her as she tried to get up. A sudden pain pierced her, and she fell helpless back to the bed. 

"You just stay still, dear", the nurse said, and the sting of the needle continued. "You'll see your baby as soon as she's clean, and you're all stitched up." 

*** 
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The scent of blood had faded when she next opened her eyes. It had turned into the smell of disinfectant. 

She welcomed the change. 

From somewhere close by she could hear cooing. 

"Oh, she's so pretty!" someone said. It sounded like Lucy. 

"Who's a pretty baby! Is it you? Why, yes it is! You're a pretty baby." 

A pretty baby. Someone had a pretty baby. 

It took her a while to realize it was hers. She had a pretty baby. 

She tried to make a sound, but her throat was dry. 

She forced her eyes open. Her lids seemed to weigh a half-a-ton each. Somehow she managed. 

She saw the girls huddled around a crib, and Alan with them. They were all looking in. She couldn't see their faces, but she could hear the admiration and wonder in their voices. 

The baby had come, and she was pretty. 

And she still hadn't seen her. 

This time the sound came. 

"Let me see her", she said, frightened by how weak she sounded. "Let me see my baby." 

Alan turned to see her, and his face was lit up with a smile. Her heart melted when she saw it. 

Everything would be well. 

"She's lovely", Alan said, and lifted the baby out. 

She was all wrapped up in a soft, pink blanket. All Clara could see was a little nose, and a curl of black hair. 

It was enough to bring tears to her eyes. 

The baby was here, and she was lovely. 

Alan put her in her arms, and Clara moved the tiny curl aside. 

"Susan", she said. "Your name is Susan." 

The baby opened her eyes, and a tiny hand emerged from the blankets, fumbling for a grip. Clara offered her a finger, and was surprised to note how strong the grip was. 

The baby had finally come, and she was perfect. 
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​Chapter Two 
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Clara pushed the black curl aside, and it fell back. She had a swirl, and the curl wouldn't stay put. 

She smiled. Susan was perfect, like a tiny china doll. Her skin was white, her eyes bright, her little fingers delicate and flawless. 

She could have spent the rest of her life watching her, admiring her, but the nurse cut the moment short. 

"Time for nursing." 

Alan was gone, and so were the girls. The nurses seemed to be very strict about visiting hours. Clara didn't mind. Alan would come again tomorrow, and the girls would visit, too. 

All was well again. Susan was here, and she was impeccable. 

Clara hadn't nursed her yet. Five hours had passed since Susan first screamed. Alan had kissed her on the forehead, and left, the girls had cooed over them both a bit more, and left. And now it was time to feed her. 

"It will sting at first", the nurse instructed as Clara pushed her robe aside. 

Her breasts had grown large with, not milk, not yet, but a thick liquid that would provide Susan nutrients for the first few days. Soon she would start lactating, and her life would be tied to Susan in a way unknown to all those who have never experienced the joys and pains of motherhood. 

She brought Susan up, to her breast, and felt her latch on. 

It did sting, and she flinched. 

The nurse smiled. 

"Some mothers find this very unpleasant", she said, her voice
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