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PROLOGUE
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Yellow light from a nearby street lamp passed through the condensation on the window, glowing on the rounded curves of the girl in the passenger seat. Her lip fixed firmly between her teeth, she hesitated. They shouldn’t go any further.

But the boy, insistent, snatched at her blouse, separating it from her waistband and running his hands up her narrow torso.

She squirmed, “Shay, we shouldn’t,” and tugged it back into place.

He leaned over and kissed her, his mouth warm, his breath fragrant from the fast food meal they’d consumed earlier, and overcome, she sighed, one arm slipping around his neck.

His mouth traveled along her jaw and down her throat; he picked at her blouse again.

“Shay.”

He gave a huff and rose up on his palms. “What, Mari?”

“We can’t.”

It wasn’t right. The preacher had said so time and time again. Granted it was hard. Granted it felt ... wonderful.

“We’ve been together six months, and you know I love you.”

Yes, he’d told her that, but—

“Plus, what’s the difference? I saw you in a swimsuit.”

But a swimsuit was one thing and undressed was another.

He lowered himself again, a sparkle in his eyes. “You’re so beautiful. So beautiful.” He captured her mouth again and whispered hot between her lips. “Let me show you how beautiful you are.” 

Her brain protested, and her heart grieved. This was all those things she’d been warned against. This was wrong and ungodly. This was sin. But her body, heated by the flame of their passion, soon formed to his. 

He shed his shirt and removed her blouse. He fumbled with her bra. 

She paused once more. They could still stop. She could refuse. He’d be angry, but he loved her, right? It’d be okay. However, the determination on his face said different, and she couldn’t take that. She loved him too much.

So heedless of the consequences, in a split-second decision, she gave it all away.
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CHAPTER 1
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One month later

The platter of chicken in her father’s hands swooped over her head onto the table. He settled it center stage, then gave her shoulder a pat. Her mother entered the room, a bowl in either hand, and joined them to the platter. Their chairs scratched across the linoleum, and her little brother appeared from nowhere.

“Caleb, did you wash your hands?” their mother asked.

Of course, he hadn’t. He never did. Besides, you only had to look at him to see that.

He ran a soiled hand down his shirt, leaving a blackened smudge.

“Go,” she snapped.

Chastened, he whirled around in his bare feet and left the room.

Her father unfolded a cloth napkin and laid it in his lap. “You and Shay going out tonight?” he asked.

“No.”

She and Shay were ... were ... She wasn’t sure what they were.

The serious lines on her dad’s face made her glance away. She focused on the floral pattern of her mother’s china.

“I thought you’d want to celebrate Christmas break together,” her mom inserted.

“He’s busy.”

Her brother returned, his hands still damp from washing, and plopped down in a chair. They bowed their heads.

“Heavenly Father,” her dad intoned, “thank you for this meal, for the grace given to us today to enjoy it, and for tomorrow’s blessings. Amen.”

Her brother stuck his hand in the chicken and received a sound smack. “I’m hungry,” he mumbled.

“You will wait your turn,” their mom said.

Their dad dipped first then passed the platter and bowls around to his left. Mari took a meager portion, her appetite sour, and stirred the food around on her plate instead of eating it. 

Her mother noticed. “Sweetheart, you don’t feel well?”

Mari shook her head. She hadn’t felt well all week. “I’m sorry, Mama. I just ...” Just had a really bad feeling about this, one she didn’t want to admit to anyone.

“Is it Shay?” her mom asked.

Mari raised her gaze to her mother’s face and found her eyes miles deep.

“Karl said his sister saw him with Jenna Sparks.” Her brother spoke with his mouth full, crumbs spraying across the table.

“Caleb, swallow first,” came their father’s reprimand.

Mari’s stomach twisted itself into a prune. She’d heard the same thing, not that it mattered. By all accounts, she and Shay were done. He’d got what he wanted, bragged about it, and moved on.

Her brother swallowed and continued. “He said she told him he was making out with her.”

The fact her parents didn’t refute it told Mari they’d either heard this as well or thought having her brother announce it would go over better. They were wrong. It wouldn’t.

Shay turning his back on her hurt worse than anything she’d ever endured. For all his fine words, how much he’d said he loved her, how beautiful he’d said she was, he’d been able to walk away in a wink. Now, everywhere she went a sign hung over her head that said horrible things about what she was.

Whispers in the school hallway. Furtive looks. Names she didn’t dare repeat. Even her bestie, Erin, had had something to say. “Did you really sleep with him? I can’t believe it.”

She really did, and now—

Her stomach inflated and the three bites she’d taken shoved into her throat. Fingers shaking, she clenched her drinking glass and brought it to her lips.

Her mother’s hand crossed the space between them, landing soft on her forehead. “You don’t feel hot. You have a bug?”

A bug? No.

“Not the best way to start your Christmas vacation,” she continued.

Not the best way to start the rest of her life.

“Can I go upstairs?” Mari asked. She had no more tolerance for food.

“Go ahead,” her mother replied.

Grateful, Mari made her escape. She dashed up the stairs and across the landing into her bedroom. Closing the door, she leaned her back against it and allowed the tears to come again.

She’d cried about this already, many times. It never helped. But neither did staying straight-faced when all she wanted to do was sob. She sucked in her breath and wandered to her computer. Tapping the mouse awoke the screen.

The page she’d left up beamed back at her. She read it again, soaking in every word, then clicked on the pictures to the right. They unfolded, one by one showing the stages of growth, the development from an embryo to a fetus.

She flattened her palm to her waist. Sixteen and she was expecting a baby. Her life was over and it hadn’t even begun.
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Shay scrolled down the contact list in his phone, pausing at Mari’s number. He’d messed up and messed up bad. He’d been sincere that night. She was amazing, and he loved her so much. But the next day, Tyler had asked about it, and he’d told.

He shouldn’t have told. He shouldn’t have pressured her, for that matter. Both choices led him to where was now—alone.

Tyler had told a friend who’d told a friend, and before he knew it, the entire eleventh grade knew what they’d done. It gave him some strength with the boys, and for a day or so, he’d reveled in that. Then he’d seen her face, the hurt in her eyes, and the pain began. A slicing pain that cut straight to his heart.

She was worth more than what he’d given.

Then there was Jenna. Jenna was a mistake. Compounded on top of what he’d already done, he was now the lowest of low.

He backed out of his phone contacts and lay back on the bed. Idiot. Fool. Why had he thought sleeping with Mari would make the two of them closer? All it had done was driven them apart. She barely looked at him anymore. In fact, she went out of her way to avoid him entirely.

He hadn’t had even the nerve to apologize. How was he supposed to do that anyway? Say, I’m sorry we had sex?

He was sorry—sorry he’d hurt her, sorry he’d pushed her when she’d wanted to stop, sorry it had broken up what was the best thing in his life—and now ... now he had the entire Christmas break to think about it. He’d only see her on Sundays and Wednesday nights and that from a distance.

He wouldn’t call. She didn’t want to talk to him.

He ran a hand through his sandy locks and rolled from the bed onto his feet. Shoving his toes in his sneakers, he moved down the hallway and out of the house. The cool December air rose gooseflesh on his arms.

Crossing the open yard, he stopped at the corral and leaned on the fence. The animals stood silent together, their heads bowed, eyes shuttered. 

He’d had plans before he ruined everything. He was going to take her horseback riding. She’d always wanted to go. He’d even picked out where, a sheltered spot beneath a stand of pine trees where you could sit and listen to the wind. She’d have enjoyed that.

He was also going to buy her a big Christmas gift, something to let her know how much he loved her. He’d already saved most of it, lacking only a few dollars, but the money sat in his drawer now like so much worthless paper. He couldn’t spend it on anything else for remembering what it was originally meant for. 

The weeks stretched out before him long and lonely, the Christmas cheer ringing hollow in his ear. 

“We’ll get a tree this weekend,” his dad had said.

Yeah. We’ll do that. Put it up. Don’t put it up. He didn’t care, not without Mari to enjoy it.

“Your mother’s going to bake cookies.”

Another tradition. Every year she’d make a batch cut into fantastic shapes and decorated with icing and colored sugar. Ordinarily, it was festive. He’d join in, take a few to his friends. But now— 

Shay laid his chin on the weathered wood. Now, they’d taste like sawdust. 

His life stunk, and it was his fault. The preacher had been right. 

“Don’t trade a lifetime of promise for one moment of sin because it’s harder to overcome it afterward than it ever is to give in.”

He’d given in, and in so doing, handed over everything he valued. It wasn’t worth it.
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“Here, Mari, remember when you made this?”

Mari looked past the unread book in her lap to the glue and string creation her mother held suspended in her fingers. Kindergarten craftsmanship. She tried to smile.

“Or this one?”

An old butter tub covered in tissue paper decoupage and sparkles. First grade.

“Oh, but this one ...”

Baby booties on a string. Mari’s insides knotted and indecision reared its head. Who to tell? Shay? No. Her mother? I can’t.

Her mother hung the precious article halfway up, directly in Mari’s eyesight. Why? Why drag all this stuff out each year? To remember what? A chubby four-year-old afraid of the dark? A first grader unable to add her figures?

A teen who was expecting a baby.

Everything came back to that. The tree. The holiday. Family meals. What would she do when her grandparents came next week? What about her uncles and aunts, the multitude of cousins? What then? Stand up and announce it?

Or be one of those girls in the news who never said anything, never told anyone, and disposed of the baby afterward. She could never do that. A baby was a life.

“Why so glum?” her mother asked. She’d moved on to the boxes of shiny metallic balls. “You still feeling bad?”

Mari shook her head. Not a lie. Right that moment she was okay. “I’m fine.”

“Is it Shay then? You and he break up?”

Had they? Neither one had said so. But he hadn’t called either, and he’d kissed Jenna Sparks. 

She shrugged.

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. I know you liked him, but there’ll be other boys.”

No, there wouldn’t. Because no matter how old she got, Shay would still be ... be—

Her eyes stinging, she looked away.

“You shouldn’t try to grow up so fast,” her mother said, hooking an ornament on her fingers. “You’re still so young. Why, when I was your age ...”

Her words became a garbled hum flowing through Mari’s head. Still so young, but not too young to make a baby. Not too young to create a new life, but too young to care for it.

What would her mom do when she found out? Her dad?

The phone rang, and her mom set the box in her hand on the coffee table. She pressed the receiver to her ear. “Oh, hello, Margaret.”

Margaret Dubois, Sunday school teacher extraordinaire. What could she possibly want?

“Mari? Why, she’s right here ... Oh? Why, I’m sure she’d be happy to.”

Mari perked up. Happy to what? 

“Mom?”  Don’t volunteer me. 

Her mother laid her palm flat on her chest, her fingers curving over the gold necklace dangling on her throat. “That’s ... that’s so wonderful of you to say. You know, a mother loves to hear these things. We are very proud of her.”

“Mom?” Mari spoke louder.

Her mother held up a finger. “Sunday morning. Nine o’clock. I’ll have her there. Goodbye, Margaret. Have a blessed day.” Her mother hung up the phone and returned to her box.

“Mom? What did you promise I’d do?”

Her mother smiled. “A little favor for Margaret is all. You know how her niece said she’d be Mary in the Nativity play this year? Well, her niece isn’t coming like she’d planned. Something about family obligations.” She flicked her wrist. “I didn’t ask. So she’s given you the part.”

Mari’s insides gelled. “Th-the part?”

“Yes, you don’t have to speak or say anything, just ride the donkey to the stage and sit there.”

“But I ...”

Her mother turned and hung another Christmas ball. “You what, dear?”

“I don’t want to.”

Don’t want to pretend to be Mary. I’m the last person who needs to be Mary. She wanted to scream the words, but they wouldn’t emerge.

“Don’t want to? Why not? She spoke so highly of you, how you’d helped her last year. It’ll be fun.”

“You should’ve asked me.” Her voice rose.

Her mom stilled. “Mari Louise, do not talk to me like that.”

“You should’ve asked me!” She shouted it this time. “I don’t want to be Mary. I don’t want to go to church. I don’t want to be me.”

And with that, she ran from the room and up the stairs.
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Shay snapped the lead to the halter and led the horse from the stall. Her sides pooched out three foot on either side. He scratched her ears. “You
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