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EAST FROM THE WEST

“Do we have to go inside?” she murmured.

Cody gave his girlfriend a strangled look. Sarah was only eighteen, a year and a half younger than himself (though somehow she’d been the boss of him for as long as he’d known her). The two of them sat in silence for a few moments in the bottled-in peace inside her little black Toyota Echo. It sat idling in the parking lot, humming defiantly between two bulky soccer-mom SUVs. The Excursion on Sarah’s right had a family of smug little fish swimming around the license plate. Cody turned the keys out of the ignition and put the Echo to sleep, hesitating for only a moment. Perhaps, Sarah wondered, he was unsure whether or not he should just wake it up again and let it carry them out of that parking lot, away from that place, and far away to somewhere else where it wouldn’t matter. It was achingly tempting. After all, the Mexican border was only a few hours away, and the Echo did get good mileage. 


But they didn’t flee. They only sat in the silence, in this little safety bubble that isolated them from the world for the moment. Cody looked at Sarah, Sarah looked at Cody—Sarah and Cody looked at the building before them: their old church, New Grace Fellowship. The white stucco walls rose up—so practical, no-nonsense—casting a disapproving shadow that the morning sun pushed out over the parking lot, dropping it conspicuously over Sarah’s convicting scarlet letter. Her bulging tummy seemed to bulge more condemningly than usual beneath the judgmental eye of that severe shadow, and the four-month old fetus inside of it seemed to give a fierce little kick of indignation.


The first two months hadn’t been so bad. They had been able to hide it then. Not even their friends knew—not even their closest friends. The terror of not knowing who would stay and who would leave—the possibility that the entire structure of their life might not hold up because of this—had brought on their severe case of procrastination. But eventually they knew they would have to tell their parents, and the longer they put it off the worse it would be. And unfortunately, as they’d both expected from the start, letting their parents know would mean that everyone would know.

They’d avoided church since then.


Remembering the day she and Cody had both finally agreed it was time to break the news, Sarah felt again the old panicked sickness—or maybe that was just the baby. She’d told her parents all at once, letting it out hastily and bluntly with a band-aid kind of mindset (grit your teeth and get it over with quick, it’ll only hurt for a second). But the silence after she’d told them had made her realize it was not going to be a split-second moment of pain, but a long drawn-out trial of guilt and penance. Not only had a wall gone up in those moments between them and herself, but she’d felt as if it were crushing her. She knew what they thought—she was the foster child, of course she was going to go do something stupid like getting knocked up just before she was supposed to be starting her nursing courses at college. So she was her mother’s daughter after all. Neither of them ever said as much, but she heard it all screaming at her in the first silence nevertheless. Her foster mother, upon regaining her senses, had first made clear her surprise and then let her optimism take over. She was going to have a grandchild! Soon they would have to go shopping for maternity clothes and baby supplies and that indispensable guide book What to Expect When You’re Expecting. How had any mother ever survived pregnancy before that book was written, anyway?

But her father—that was the worst. Sarah had only been able to meet his eyes once during the entire conversation, but the expression held therein was branded painfully into her memory, and since that day she had called it up over and over in her mind at least fifty times a day, like some strange method of self-flagellation. He had looked as if she was no longer the same girl that he’d loved and raised as one of his own flesh and blood. His eyes told her that she’d ruined herself. Sarah knew she had. She had been the girl who always swore she would never have children. She’d always promised herself that she would never become her mother, that irresponsible, self-loving, empty shell of stupidity. And here she was, like a clone, standing before her foster parents with an accident kid brewing in her eighteen-year old oven.


Cody’s parents had reacted more drastically. While Sarah’s parents did at least manage to suppress their condemnation, for the most part, his parents—most notably his stepmother, who had always disliked Sarah for some unmerited reason—were sufficiently outspoken about their disapproval to make up for Sarah’s parents’ concealment of it. Now they had a legitimate reason to dislike Sarah. Obviously she was a sinful temptress who had led their flawless baby son into transgression.

Sarah was not one to sit by and take injustice with resignation. She wasn’t the only guilty party here. It took two to tango, as the old cliché went.


Somehow between all the fights and tensions that followed in the next month, Cody and Sarah had broken up about four times, got back together four times, nearly broken up again about seven times, apologized more times than they could remember, and at the end of it when Cody’s parents found that he was siding with Sarah over them after all, they passed his sentence: to be out of their house in two weeks.


Cody and Sarah had nearly broken up again over that, just in the past week. Sarah had felt unbearably guilty knowing that it was on her account that Cody’s parents had thrown him out, and Cody had mistaken her guilty feelings for abandonment. And neither of them, alas, were very skilled at communication. Only three days before this Sunday morning that they found themselves now sitting in the church parking lot, the two of them had been shouting through anger and tears at each other over the phone. The argument had gone on for hours, lengthened by the times when either Cody or Sarah would simply hang up in the middle of the conversation, too angry and overwhelmed to continue. After usually about half an hour, one of them would call back, and though they would try to resolve the problem, the argument would only build up again until someone was forced to hang up once more. It was a torturous ritual that neither of them could seem to stop though they both hated it.

Both of them had at least agreed on one thing from the very beginning, though. From the day that Sarah and Cody’s lives had been so drastically changed by that 16 dollar piece of plastic and its simple little green plus sign, the first thing they’d decided together was that no matter what happened, the baby was going to born.

“Good, good,” Sarah’s parents had agreed with relief when they’d first recovered from the news. Naturally, it had been the first question to come up. “An abortion is definitely not the answer. Have you thought about adoption? You should definitely consider it.”

The truth was, Cody and Sarah had never decided with certainty whether or not they were going to raise the baby themselves, or whether or not they were even going to get married. The idea terrified both of them—neither of them was ready to grow up yet. They didn’t even know if they could stay together. With everything that had happened in just the past month, both of them had questioned often whether they even wanted to stay together. But the baby was going to be born, no matter what. Above all else, this at least was certain. It was their anchor—though a frightening one, admittedly. And the truth was, deep down under it all, their parents wanted them to put the baby up for adoption because they really believed the two of them wouldn’t make it, and because they wanted them to go their separate ways, finish school, and pursue good careers. They didn’t bother hiding it as well as they might have. And truthfully, deep down under it all, Cody and Sarah were both completely aware of the parents’ motives, and they both desperately wanted to keep the baby if only just to prove them wrong.

But after their most recent fight, Sarah at last had wearied of shouting at Cody through the phone. She’d jumped into her Echo and sped off the half-hour drive to the run-down apartment complex he’d managed to move into, making it there in twenty minutes. She had needed to see him face to face.


Stepping into the shabby living room, glancing over the dreary look of the place, and scowling at the oppressive atmosphere (partially caused by the fact that his junk was scattered all over the floor), she had exclaimed immediately, “Good God, you expect me to raise my child in this?”


It had come thoughtlessly, more out of the tumult of the situation and her own tempestuous hormones than anything else. But she realized a moment after it was said that Cody took it as a personal insult, an attack on his own insufficiency.

“Well, I’m not forcing you to live here, you know,” he had snapped, occupying himself with unloading a box full of his books so as to keep from looking at her.


“Where else am I going to live, Cody?” she had cried in frustration, irritated at what she perceived as over-sensitivity on his part.


This had led to more fighting and more shouting for quite a while, over mostly the same things they’d been fighting and shouting about all day. They screamed about false blame, about miscommunications, about pressure—Cody pointed out that he would have to skip a semester of school to work for rent money, and Sarah retaliated by reminding him that she’d been recently fired from her job and she’d also had to give up her lifelong dream of becoming a nurse. But though the arguments went on, there was still something different in at least being there in person with each other. At last the shouting had managed to subside into a more rational conversation, and though bitterness still plagued every word, they had found themselves able to be more honest with each other.


“Is this really going to work?” Sarah had asked at last, her voice weary and breathless with doubt. She had been sitting on the bare floor of the apartment, leaning against the wall with exhaustion. Cody had sat against the wall opposite her.

“I don’t know,” he’d admitted after a heavy moment, fiercely glaring at his knees as if they were the cause of all the trouble.


“How can we expect to raise a baby like this?” she’d wondered aloud, rather hopelessly. There was a time not long ago when she’d been such an optimist—where had those days gone?

“I’m thinking of joining the army,” Cody had suddenly declared.

Sarah’s entire spirit had panicked at that. “Since when?”


“A few days ago.”


“So, you’re just going to leave me?”


“No, I’m not leaving you,” he’d tried to explain. “I just think it’s something I need to do.”

“It’s still leaving me!” she’d protested in desperation.


“Sarah!” he’d growled in frustration. “See, this is why I didn’t want to tell you. I knew you wouldn’t understand.”


“What?” she’d cried. “How could you not expect me to be upset about this? Why would you do this to me?”


“I just,” he’d faltered, willing himself not to get angry again, “I think it’s something God wants me to do.”


Sarah had scoffed at that, angry at the tears that pricked her eyes. Unfortunately, her apparent disdain had caused Cody to become incensed and indignant, and he’d fiercely dismissed her as being selfish and not even trying to understand.


“You’re the one who’s being selfish, Cody Dimmes!” she’d shouted back with a fierceness redoubled. “It isn’t God’s plan. You’re only using that as an excuse so you can run away!”


“How do you know it isn’t God’s plan?” he’d retorted. “Are you God, Sarah? Or does he like to discuss all his schemes with you?”

“This isn’t fair,” she’d argued, weeping openly now with all of her rage. “Now you’re making me the bad guy again, just because you don’t want to take responsibility.”


“It’s not that I’m trying to get out of responsibility,” he’d protested. “I just feel like I need to go. And after a year or two I’ll come home, and the money will help me to support you and the baby.”


“If you’re going to walk out on us,” she’d said, fiercely brushing away the tears on her cheek, “then we don’t need your support.”


“What?” he’d snapped irritably.


“You are trying to get out of responsibility, even though you don’t say you are. Maybe you really don’t even think you are, but you are. And I don’t know if I can be with a guy who would abandon me like that.”

Cody had grown really angry again at that. “Oh, what now, Sarah? Are you going to break up with me again?”


Sarah’s face had flushed with emotion. “Look, I just don’t know if I want to spend the rest of my life with someone who doesn’t even want to be with me.”


“I do want to be with you,” he’d objected indignantly. “Did I ever say I didn’t?”


“If some sudden whim to join the army is more important to you than I am, then I don’t think you want to be with me enough to make a marriage work,” she’d argued, choking over her angry sobs. “And I don’t need you. It’ll be harder without you, but I can make it on my own.”


“Then you think we shouldn’t get married?” he’d said at last, quietly.


“Do you really think it would work?” she’d cried, almost laughing with the despair of it all. “I mean, look at us, Cody. We fight all the time now. What kind of parents would we make? And everyone knows statistically that marriages at our age are more likely not to last. If we’re this bad before we’re even married, what chance do we have once we’re married? And if it is God’s will that you join the army after all, then good for you. But I’m not going to marry you if you do.”


“Why can’t you just trust me?” he’d shouted helplessly, his voice cracking with the desperation of someone who no doubt felt their entire world crumbling and slipping between his fingers.

“If you’re going to bring God into this, then I don’t think God would want me to marry you if you aren’t going to be here with me,” she’d said.


“What about the baby?” he’d exclaimed.


She’d sighed heavily, hiding her face in her hands and trying to calm her stormy soul. “I think maybe it’s best we give it up,” she’d whispered at last.


He’d protested, he’d pleaded, he’d offered to take the baby himself. But Sarah did not hesitate to point out the obvious fact that that was a ridiculous idea and he knew it full well. The baby deserved a better life than they could give it, unless things suddenly started going much better.


“Sarah,” he’d begged at last, defeated but still unwilling to let go, “do you really think it’s what’s best? You were adopted yourself. You always tell me you would have given anything to have been able to live with your real father. The baby might get a nicer place to live and better toys to play with, but it’ll always wonder why we didn’t want it and whether things might have been different. Do you really want it growing up with that same burden on it?”

“I don’t see how there’s any other way, Cody,” she’d admitted wearily. “Obviously the two of us aren’t going to work.”


“We could,” he’d urged. “If we really tried.”


“How?” she’d cried in frustration. “How, Cody? How is this going to work? You won’t even be here. I can’t work. Both of us are quitting school. Your parents hate me. We’ll be fighting all the time. How is it going to work?”


He’d sighed. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know. But there’s always a chance.”


“But you said—”


“I know, I know. Look, I’m sorry. I know I act like I know everything sometimes, but I really don’t know anything. I’m just really scared.”


“You’re scared?” Sarah had laughed bitterly.


“I just don’t know how to handle all of this,” he’d gone on, ignoring her comment. “But if it’s supposed to work, then it will. And I don’t want to give up, ’cause I think it could.”


“We’ll see,” she’d breathed at last, longing after all of it to just go to sleep and forget her troubles for a little while.


They had apologized in the morning, and managed to stay together for a few days more, despite all their contrariness and quarrels. Pre-marital counseling, and lots of it, was prescribed. With that, and avoiding their parents as much as possible, they just might be all right. But they both felt they needed to go back to church. Their pre-marital counselor was the pastor, anyway, and a good friend of Cody’s parents. There were some more tensions between him and Sarah, which therefore caused more tensions between Sarah and Cody. It didn’t help anything that all his counseling sessions felt more like accusational preaching than anything else. And it had only taken days after the news had initially been broken to their parents before the entire church knew of Cody and Sarah’s great transgression. The tsunami of judgment came not long afterward—and not from heaven, but from all those on earth who were heaven’s self-hired emissaries. Whereas before both Cody and Sarah had been friends with nearly all the teenagers in the church’s youth group, now when the true trials came all but two of those friends had deserted them. Sarah had always enjoyed working with the younger children in the Sunday school classes—but a phone call from the children’s minister had let her know that her service was no longer wanted. As they’d feared, this one small stumble had been a litmus test of all those people around them who were supposed to care, and very few had passed the test. And now, after everything, with five more tentative months ahead of them, Cody and Sarah sat together in the Echo, knowing that the church service had started a full five minutes ago, and still unwilling to move. It was like building up the courage to walk into the scriptural fiery furnace—but only now, that which was supposed to be the savior from the fire had become the fire itself.

“Come on,” Cody said at last, squeezing her hand. “It won’t be so bad.”


Sarah laughed a little, her voice shaking nervously. “You sure ’bout that, babe?”


He smiled and gave his Hester Prynne a kiss on the forehead. “Don’t worry.”


They got out of the car and, hand in hand, began to walk slowly toward the main entrance of the building. The church doors were closed and the greeters vanished inside, since the service had already started. The desertion didn’t do much to alleviate Sarah’s feeling of unwelcome. But approaching the entrance from the other side of the parking lot, they noticed another family who had also arrived late.


“Hey, look,” Cody commented. “It’s the Thompsons.”


Sarah looked. The Thompsons were neighbors of her parents, and she’d often played babysitter for the two young children—Grace, who was now five years old and shockingly tall; and Jeremy, who was two and had eyes blue and round enough to make the most hardened Scrooge smile. Sarah skipped a breath to see how much the children had grown since last she saw them—what was it, only six months ago? How could such a little time make so much of a difference?

“Miss Sarah!” shouted Grace jubilantly upon recognition, tugging on her father’s hand. “Look! Look, Mommy, it’s Miss Sarah!”

“Oh, hi!” cried Mrs. Thompson when she spotted Cody and Sarah, laughing. “So we’re not the only ones who are late!”


“Hey,” Sarah waved with a hesitant smile, uncomfortably conscious of her betraying stomach. People who didn’t know her would probably not have been able to tell she was pregnant, at least at first glance—but the Thompsons must have heard the news by now. “How are you guys?”


“Oh, just fine,” Mrs. Thompson answered.


“We’ve missed having our babysitter,” smiled Mr. Thompson. He was one of those typical fathers who had a habit of teasing everyone he came into contact with: friends, family, and complete strangers alike. And, like most of those types of fathers, he always got a telltale friendly spark into his eye when he was playing. His eyes sparked now as he held the door open for his family and for Cody and Sarah.

“How are the two of you?” asked Mrs. Thompson. Sarah took notice as her eyes very briefly glanced downward to her tummy, unable to resist.


“Could be better,” Cody answered truthfully, laughing as light-heartedly as possible. “But we’re making it through.”

“Good, good,” she smiled, shifting her gaze from Sarah to Cody.


“You two haven’t been to church for a few weeks, have you?” asked Mr. Thompson.


“Yeah, it’s been awhile,” Cody agreed.


“Hi Miss Sarah!” shouted Jeremy, waving his hand animatedly in his mother’s arms, feeling that it was high time for him to receive the attention he obviously deserved. His face was glowing in a way only a two-year old’s can. “Hi!”


“Hi!” Sarah laughed, ruffling his hair. “How are you?”


“Good!” he grinned, happy to be addressed. 

Grace was gently poking Sarah’s arm to get her attention. “Miss Sarah! Miss Sarah!”


Sarah stooped a little awkwardly to scoop the girl into a hug. “Hi, Grace! I’m not ignoring you, don’t worry.”


Grace smiled and very suddenly pointed at Sarah’s stomach. “Is this where the baby is?” she asked.


An awkward apologetic silence followed, so still that the six of them were able to clearly hear the worship music coming from the service upstairs. Sarah and Cody both stiffened with embarrassment, and the Thompsons seemed rather taken aback by their own daughter, unsure how to cover themselves politely after that innocent unabashed query. Sarah, after a moment, willed herself not to be ashamed, and grinned at the little girl.


“Yep,” she answered. “Baby’s in there. It’s still really tiny.”


Grace gazed at her with awe, reaching up to gently put both her hands on Sarah’s stomach. “Is it a girl?”


“I don’t know yet,” Sarah answered, smiling. “But Cody and I think it’s going to be a boy.”


“How do you know?” she asked, fascinated. Her wide brown eyes were shining.


“Just a feeling,” Sarah shrugged.


Then the little girl, stroking the belly as gently as she might have stroked a kitten, stared straight into Sarah as if she could already see and communicate with the baby inside. And Sarah, in that moment as she looked at the tiny girl before her, and saw the strange fellowship she had with the unborn child—saw her honest reaction, yet untainted by jaded judgment—had a sudden epiphany. She saw Grace, so small and innocent now, and caught a glimpse of how she would grow to be a woman just like her mother, like even Sarah herself, and would give up the simplicity of her childhood for the complexities of maturity. And she simultaneously realized—she’d known it before, but for the first time it really hit her—that it was not just a fetus growing inside of her. It was a person, a real person, with a beating heart and a mind, who would one day be as small and innocent as Grace, and would one day also grow up and become an adult, with its own ideas, its own dreams, its own sense of humor and its own mistakes. It was the most obvious realization she could have come to; and yet, for some inexplicable reason, it shocked her as profoundly as if it was a completely new idea never before conceived by humankind.

“Hello, baby,” Grace whispered to her stomach. “We love you.”


Mrs. Thompson laughed a little, awkwardly. “Grace, honey, come here.” She held out her free hand, and Grace skipped happily to her, unaware that she’d done anything of any significance. Mr. Thompson smiled genuinely at both Cody and Sarah.


“Sorry,” he said a little embarrassedly. “She doesn’t know any better.”


“It’s all right,” Sarah smiled faintly, lost in her own ponderings.


“Congratulations, by the way,” said Mrs. Thompson, smiling bashfully. “About the… you know. We’ve been praying for the two of you in our small group.”

“Thank you,” Cody answered.


The Thompsons then decided it was time enough for them all to be off, before the service was over. They hurried up the stairs ahead of Cody and Sarah, who trudged behind. Cody gently took hold of Sarah’s hand as they ascended the steps, while near the top Mrs. Thompson cautioned Grace to stop running.

“You okay, babe?” Cody asked her quietly, sounding slightly worried about the thoughtful daze she walked in.


“Yeah,” she nodded hastily. “Yeah, sorry. I was just thinking.”


Cody was silent. Sarah had made it clear many times before that if she ever wanted him to know exactly what she was thinking about, she would not hesitate to tell him. The worship song that wafted from the chapel was a new one, from a band she could not quite remember, though she thought vaguely that she’d heard it before. 
“In the arms of your mercy I find rest.

’Cause you know just how far the east is from the west—

From one scarred hand to the other.”


“You know,” she finally said after a moment as they reached the top of the stairs, “I think we can do this.”


Cody stopped walking to look at her. “You mean, all of it?”


“Yeah,” she nodded, smiling slowly. “I mean—I don’t know why—but I really think we can do this.”


Cody smiled as well, though a bit more hesitantly. “It’s going to be really hard, though.”


“Yeah, I know that,” she agreed. “But I want to try.”


“Okay,” he grinned, letting out a shallow sigh. “Then we will.”


He kissed her forehead, and the world altered slightly—far too slightly to be noticeable, but still a small crossroads had been passed. And, though the future was still uncertain, unpredictable, and full of moments that would rarely be as hopeful as it seemed to them at that moment—for now they walked together through the double doors into the chapel, and the last rhythms of the worship music began to wrap themselves up into the old routine prayer and service. And for the three of them, now, together, it was quite enough just to leave it at that.
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