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The Hospital Call

Nora




The kettle screamed at eleven forty-seven.

I stood in my kitchen and watched steam crawl from the silver mouth like it was trying to escape before I did.

The house was too quiet.

That was the first thing I noticed every night Julian traveled. Not the size of the rooms. Not the white marble counters. Not the glass wall that looked out over the dark water behind the house.

The quiet.

It sat in every chair. It leaned against every wall. It pressed its cold hand to the back of my neck and reminded me that a house could be full of beautiful things and still feel empty.

I turned off the stove.

The scream died.

I took down one cup from the cabinet. One. Not two. I still reached for the second cup sometimes, then stopped myself like a fool. Julian was in London. He had said it twice before leaving.

“Three days, Nora. Four at most.”

He had kissed my cheek, not my mouth.

He had smelled like his usual soap, clean and sharp, and something else I did not know how to name. Stress, maybe. Or distance. The kind a wife could feel before she could prove it.

I poured hot water over the tea bag and watched the brown color spread.

I did not want tea.

I wanted sleep.

I wanted my husband to come home and look at me the way he used to when we were young, before the losses, before the doctors, before our marriage became a quiet room we both walked through carefully.

I wrapped both hands around the cup.

The heat bit my palms.

Good.

At least something in the house could still make me feel.

The phone rang.

Not my cell phone.

The house phone.

I looked toward the hallway.

No one called the house phone anymore except people who either wanted money, business, or bad news.

It rang again.

My skin tightened.

I walked to the wall phone near the pantry and lifted it from the cradle.

“Ellis residence,” I said.

There was a small pause. A soft sound. Paper moving. A woman breathing too close to the receiver.

“Good evening. May I speak with Mr. Julian Ellis, please?”

“He is unavailable,” I said. “This is his wife.”

Another pause.

The woman’s voice changed. It became careful. Too careful.

“Mrs. Ellis?”

“Yes.”

“My name is Angela. I’m calling from St. Anne’s Hospital. I’m sorry to call so late.”

My fingers closed around the phone.

St. Anne’s.

Hospital.

For one second, my mind jumped to Julian. A car. A plane. A hotel room. A fall. Blood on a clean shirt.

“Is my husband hurt?”

“No, ma’am. Not that we know of.”

Not that we know of.

I did not like that answer.

“Then why are you calling my home?”

The woman breathed out.

“We have a patient here named Sadie Holt. She was brought in after a car accident. She listed Mr. Ellis as her emergency contact.”

The tea cup sat on the counter behind me. Steam rose and faded. My throat went dry.

“I’m sorry,” I said slowly. “Who did you say?”

“Sadie Holt.”

The name hit nothing in me at first.

Then it opened a drawer in my mind.

Sadie Holt.

Former employee.

A rumor from two years ago.

A young woman leaving one of Julian’s private offices with red eyes.

A whisper from one of the wives at a charity lunch.

A name Julian had shut down with one tired sentence.

“She wanted money, Nora. Nothing more.”

I had believed him.

No.

That was not honest.

I had chosen to believe him.

“There must be some mistake,” I said.

“I understand this is unexpected, ma’am. But she has Mr. Ellis listed. We tried his mobile number, but there was no answer.”

Julian always answered for hospitals.

Always.

Even during board meetings. Even during flights. Even when we had stopped speaking warmly, he still answered emergency calls.

“What happened to her?” I asked.

“She was in a serious accident. She’s being prepared for surgery.”

I closed my eyes.

I did not know this woman. I did not owe her fear. I did not owe her grief.

But still, my stomach turned.

“Does she have family?” I asked.

“That is part of the reason we are calling. There is a child here with her.”

The kitchen changed shape.

The floor stayed under me, but I did not trust it.

“A child?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“How old?”

“Six, according to the intake form. We’re still confirming the rest”

I looked down at my left hand. My wedding ring caught the kitchen light. Julian had chosen it twenty-eight years ago. Back when we were not billionaires. Back when he still drove himself. Back when he laughed with his whole chest and kissed me at red lights because he hated waiting.

Six years old.

A child.

A young woman.

Julian as emergency contact.

The tea behind me turned bitter without being touched.

“Mrs. Ellis?” the nurse asked gently.

“I’m here.”

“Is Mr. Ellis available to come to the hospital?”

“No,” I said.

The word left my mouth before I thought it through.

Then another voice inside me rose.

Why are you protecting him?

I straightened.

“No,” I repeated. “He is out of the country. I’ll come.”

The nurse sounded surprised. “You will?”

“Yes.”

“Ma’am, that is very kind, but—”

“I said I’ll come.”

My voice did not shake.

I was proud of that.

I put the phone down.

For a moment, I did not move.

The kitchen clock ticked.

The water behind the glass wall moved in the dark.

My tea sat untouched.

I looked at the cup and suddenly hated it. Hated the soft life around me. Hated the clean counters and the fresh flowers Julian’s assistant sent every Monday, as if flowers could stand in for warmth.

I went upstairs and changed out of my silk robe into black trousers, a cream sweater, and flat shoes.

At the mirror, I stopped.

A woman stared back at me.

Fifty-one years old. Smooth hair. Soft lines near her eyes. A mouth that had learned too often how to close before pain came out.

I touched my lipstick, then let my hand fall.

No.

Let the hospital see me pale.

Let this night see me as I was.

I picked up my handbag and keys.

At the front door, I turned back.

The house stood behind me, wide and silent.

For the first time in years, I did not feel like I was leaving home.

I felt like I was walking toward the truth.

The drive to St. Anne’s took twenty-three minutes.

I counted each one.

Boston slept in pieces around me. Streetlights shone on wet roads. A taxi passed. A man in a gray coat crossed at a corner with a paper bag held to his chest. Somewhere, a siren cried and then faded.

My phone sat in the cup holder.

I did not call Julian.

Not yet.

I wanted to see what was waiting for me before I gave him the chance to shape it.

That thought scared me more than the call.

When had I become the kind of wife who gathered evidence before calling her husband?

The answer came so fast it hurt.

When he became the kind of husband who made me need evidence.

I parked near the emergency entrance.

The hospital doors slid open with a soft hiss. Warm air hit my face. It smelled like bleach, coffee, tired bodies, and fear.

A security guard looked up. A nurse hurried past with blue gloves on. Somewhere down the hall, a child cried once, then stopped.

I walked to the front desk.

“I’m Nora Ellis. Someone called me about Sadie Holt.”

The woman at the desk looked at the screen. Her eyes moved quickly. Then she looked back at me.

“Yes, Mrs. Ellis. One moment, please.”

She lifted a phone and spoke softly.

I stood there with my handbag held in both hands like a shield.

A nurse came out a minute later. She was in pale blue scrubs, with dark hair tied back and tired eyes that still had kindness in them.

“Mrs. Ellis?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Angela. I spoke with you.”

“Where is she?”

“Ms. Holt is in surgery now. The doctors are doing everything they can.”

“And the child?”

Angela’s face softened.

“This way.”

I followed her down a hall with cream walls and gray floors. My shoes made small sounds. Too small. The whole place felt too bright for night.

We passed a vending machine. A man slept in a chair with his mouth open. A woman in a red coat held a tissue to her nose and stared at nothing.

Then Angela stopped outside a waiting area.

“There,” she said quietly.

I looked.

The child sat in a plastic chair near the corner.

She was small. Smaller than I expected. Her legs did not reach the floor. One shoe was tied. The other lace hung loose. She wore a pale yellow dress with tiny white flowers on it. There was a dark smear on one sleeve.

Blood.

Not a lot.

Enough.

She held a stuffed rabbit tight against her chest. The rabbit had one bent ear, black button eyes, and a faded blue ribbon around its neck.

The girl was not crying.

That was what broke something small in me.

A child that age should cry in a hospital at midnight. She should ask for her mother. She should be loud and afraid and full of need.

But this child sat still.

Too still.

Like she had learned that fear was safer when it stayed quiet.

Her hair was light brown, soft and loose around her face. Her skin was pale. Her mouth was small and serious.

Then she lifted her eyes.

Silver.

My breath stopped.

Julian’s eyes.

Not gray. Not blue. Not almost.

Silver.

The same strange silver that had made strangers stare at him when we were young. The same silver I had once hoped to see in a child’s face.

Our child’s face.

Pain moved through my chest so fast I almost reached for the wall.

“Mrs. Ellis?” Angela whispered.

I forced my mouth to work.

“Who is she?”

The nurse did not answer right away.

That silence told me more than words.

I turned to her.

“Who is that little girl?”

Angela swallowed. Her eyes moved toward the child, then back to me.

“That is Mr. Ellis’s daughter.”

For a second, I heard nothing.

The hospital sounds fell away.

The beeping monitors.

The rolling wheels.

The far cry.

The soft voices.

Gone.

Only one word stayed.

Daughter.

It did not land all at once. It entered me slowly, like cold water filling a room.

Julian’s daughter.

A child.

Six years old.

Alive.

Hidden.

I looked at the girl again.

She stared back at me with Julian’s eyes and a stranger’s fear.

My knees weakened.

No.

No, no, no.

There were rooms in my heart I had locked years ago. Rooms with baby blankets never used. Names we never spoke after the last loss. A nursery I had turned into a reading room because I could not bear an empty crib.

Julian had held me in that room.

He had pressed his face into my hair.

He had said, “No more pain, Nora. I won’t let you go through it again.”

And all that time, somewhere in the world, this child had been breathing.

His child.

I pressed my hand to my stomach.

It was an old pain.

Deep. Familiar. Mean.

The little girl looked down at her rabbit and whispered something to it.

I could not hear the words.

Angela touched my arm. “Mrs. Ellis, I’m sorry. I thought you knew.”

I laughed.

It was one small sound. Empty and ugly.

“So did I.”

The nurse looked away.

The child watched us.

I knew I should be angry at Julian. I was. I knew I should ask questions. I would. I knew I should call a lawyer, maybe leave, maybe let the hospital find someone else.

But then the little girl’s untied shoe slipped halfway off her foot.

She bent to fix it and could not manage it because she would not let go of the rabbit.

Something in me moved before pride could stop it.

I walked over and crouched in front of her.

Up close, she looked even smaller.

“Hello,” I said softly.

She pulled the rabbit closer. “Hello.”

“My name is Nora.”

“I know.”

The words touched me like cold fingers.

“You do?”

She nodded.

Her eyes did not leave my face.

“What’s your name?” I asked, though I already feared I knew too much.

“Ivy.”

Ivy.

A small green thing that clung and climbed and lived through cold.

“That is a pretty name.”

She looked down at her rabbit. “Sadie picked it.”

I tried not to flinch at the woman’s name.

“And who is this?” I asked, pointing to the rabbit.

Her fingers tightened. “Button.”

“That is a good name for a rabbit.”

“He is brave,” she said.

“I can see that.”

“He doesn’t cry in hospitals.”

I looked at her little face.

“Does he want to?”

She thought about that.

Then she gave one small shrug. “Maybe.”

I nodded like this was the most serious thing anyone had ever told me.

“Sometimes brave things still want to cry.”

Her lower lip moved, but no tears came.

I reached for her loose shoelace slowly, giving her time to pull away.

“May I?”

She watched my hand.

Then she nodded.

I tied her shoe.

My fingers shook once. I hoped she did not see.

“There,” I said. “All fixed.”

“Thank you.”

So polite.

So careful.

I wanted to find Julian and hurt him with every quiet word this child had been forced to learn.

Angela came closer.

“Ivy, Mrs. Ellis is going to sit with you for a little while, all right?”

Ivy looked at her. “Is Mr. Julian coming?”

Mr. Julian.

Not Daddy.

Not Dad.

Mr. Julian.

The words cut through me in a new place.

Angela glanced at me.

I could not help it. I asked, “Is that what you call him?”

Ivy nodded.

“Mr. Julian?”

“He said it was better.”

My mouth went dry.

Better.

For who?

For him?

For his name?

For the great Julian Ellis, who could buy companies, fly across oceans, and make grown men shake at board tables, but could not let a six-year-old child call him father?

I stood slowly.

The hallway tilted a little. I took out my phone.

Now.

Now I would call him.

My hands were cold, but my thumb knew his number without needing to search.

He answered after the third ring.

Not the first. Not the second.

The third.

“Nora?” His voice was low. Careful. “Is everything all right?”

I almost smiled.

What a strange question from a man standing on a grave he had dug himself.

“I am at St. Anne’s Hospital,” I said.

Silence.

No confusion.

No quick question.

No “Why?”

Just silence.

The kind of silence that already knew.

I looked through the glass wall of the waiting room at Ivy. She had Button pressed to her cheek.

“There is a little girl here,” I said.

Julian breathed once.

Only once.

Then his first words came.

“Don’t speak to anyone.”

The line went through me like a blade.

Not “What little girl?”

Not “Are you hurt?”

Not “Nora, let me explain.”

Don’t speak to anyone.

That was when my marriage changed shape.

Before that moment, there had still been a thin thread in me. A foolish thread. A wife’s thread. The one that says maybe, maybe, maybe.

Maybe it was not what it looked like.

Maybe he had been trapped.

Maybe the nurse was wrong.

Maybe the child’s eyes were a cruel trick of light.

But Julian had just taken that thread between two fingers and snapped it.

I closed my eyes.

When I opened them, I was still standing.

That surprised me.

“No,” I said.

His voice sharpened. “Nora, listen to me.”

“I have listened to you for twenty-eight years.”

“This is not a conversation for a hospital hallway.”

“There is a child in a hospital waiting room with blood on her sleeve and your eyes in her face.”

“Nora—”

“She calls you Mr. Julian.”

A sound came from him then.

Small. Hurt. Angry. I did not know.

Good.

Let him hurt.

Let him feel one spoonful of what he had served me.

He lowered his voice. “I am coming.”

“I thought you were in London.”

He did not answer.

That silence told me the London trip had been another room in his lie.

Another silence.

This one had a different taste.

I almost laughed again.

“You are not in London, are you?”

“Nora, I can explain.”

There it was.

Too late.

The sentence men used when the truth had already walked into the room and taken off its coat.

I looked at Ivy.

She was watching me now.

A child should not have to watch a stranger find out she exists.

A child should not have to carry shame before she knows how to spell it.

I turned my back slightly, but kept my voice even.

“Do not come here to manage me.”

“I said I am coming.”

“And I said do not come here to manage me.”

“Nora, you don’t know what this is.”

“No,” I said softly. “But I know what it is not.”

“What does that mean?”

“It is not nothing.”

He did not answer.

“It is not a mistake,” I said. “It is not a rumor. It is not a former employee trying to ruin you.”

His breath changed.

So he remembered his own lie.

Good.

My hand tightened around the phone.

“And it is not something you can buy quiet.”

“Nora.”

“My name sounds different in your mouth tonight.”

“Nora, please.”

Please.

Julian Ellis did not say please often.

Once, that would have moved me.

Tonight, it made me cold.

I looked at Ivy again. She had one hand on Button and one small finger rubbing at the dried blood on her sleeve.

“What happens to Ivy tonight?” I asked.

He went silent again.

That silence answered too much.

“You knew her name,” I whispered.

“Nora—”

“You knew her name, and you still let me ask.”

“I never wanted you to find out like this.”

“But you were fine with me not finding out at all.”

His breath hit the phone.

“I am ten minutes away.”

Not London.

Ten minutes.

I felt something inside me go still.

“All these years,” I said, almost to myself.

“Nora, do not make any decision before I get there.”

I looked at Ivy’s untied shoe. At the rabbit. At the blood. At the small child sitting alone under white hospital lights while adults built walls around her life.

My decision was already made.

“Ivy is not waiting alone.”

His voice dropped. “What are you saying?”

“I am saying I will sit with her.”

“That is not necessary.”

“No,” I said. “What was not necessary was making a child a secret.”

I ended the call.

My hand stayed near my ear for a second after the screen went dark.

Then I lowered it.

Angela was watching me with careful eyes.

“Mrs. Ellis?”

I slipped the phone into my bag.

“I’ll stay with her.”

The nurse nodded. I could see relief on her face.

“She may need to be placed with someone for the night if Ms. Holt remains in surgery and no legal guardian is available.”

Legal guardian.

The words were knives dressed as office language.

“I understand,” I said.

I did not understand anything.

But I understood the child.

I walked back into the waiting room and sat one chair away from Ivy, not too close.

Children, I remembered, did not like strangers who came too close too fast.

Even if those strangers were dying inside.

Ivy looked at me.

“Is Mr. Julian mad?”

I folded my hands in my lap.

“At me, maybe.”

“Why?”

“Because I asked questions.”

She thought about that.

“Sadie says questions are how doors open.”

My chest tightened.

“Sadie sounds smart.”

“She is. She makes pancakes shaped like hearts. But only on good days.”

“And today?”

Ivy looked toward the double doors where they had taken Sadie.

“Today is not a good day.”

No.

No, it was not.

I wanted to touch her hair. I did not. I wanted to tell her everything would be fine. I did not lie.

Instead, I said, “Would you like some water?”

She shook her head.

“Something to eat?”

Another shake.

Then, after a moment, she whispered, “Button likes crackers.”

I stood. “Then I’ll see what I can find for Button.”

The vending machine gave me cheese crackers and a bottle of water after eating three of my dollars. I brought them back and opened the packet, then placed it on the chair between us like an offering.

Ivy picked one cracker and held it to the rabbit’s stitched mouth.

“He says thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Button.”

A tiny smile touched her mouth.

It was gone fast.

But I saw it.

And because I saw it, something terrible happened.

I loved her a little.

Not in the full way. Not yet. Not the way a mother loves. I had no right to that.

But I loved the small brave shape of her. I loved the way she fed her rabbit first. I loved the way her voice stayed soft even though the world had not been soft with her.

I hated Julian for that too.

The nurse came back after a while and told us Sadie was still in surgery.

Ivy nodded like she had been expecting bad news.

“Can I wait here?” she asked.

“For now,” Angela said gently.

Ivy looked at me. “Are you staying?”

The question opened something in me.

I had spent years wanting a child to ask me for things.

A glass of water.

A story.

One more minute.

Stay.

I swallowed hard.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m staying.”

Her fingers relaxed on Button’s ear.

“Okay.”

Just okay.

But it felt like a vow.

Footsteps sounded in the hall.

Fast.

Hard.

Expensive shoes on hospital floor.

My body knew Julian’s walk before my mind wanted to admit it.

I did not turn right away.

I watched Ivy instead.

Her back went straight. Her face went blank. The little smile vanished like someone had switched off a light.

That told me everything.

Julian stopped at the doorway.

I felt him there.

My husband.

The man I had loved.

The man I had trusted with every broken part of me.

The man who had built a room in his life and hidden a child inside it.

“Nora,” he said.

I turned.

He was not dressed for travel.

No coat from London. No tired airport face. No overnight bag.

He wore a dark suit, open at the throat, and his hair was slightly messy, like he had run his hand through it many times. His silver eyes moved from me to Ivy.

For half a second, his face broke.

Only half.

Then the mask came down.

“Ivy,” he said.

The child held Button tighter.

“Hello, Mr. Julian.”

I watched the words hit him.

Good, I thought again.

Let it hurt.

Julian took one step in, then stopped when Ivy leaned closer to me.

His eyes moved to that small space between us.

A space he had no right to enter.

Not yet.

Not ever, maybe.

“We need to talk,” he said to me.

I stood.

“Yes. We do.”

“Privately.”

I looked at Ivy.

She was watching both of us with old eyes.

“No,” I said.

Julian’s jaw tightened. “Nora.”

“No more private truths that hurt children in public.”

He flinched.

It was small, but I saw it.

I had been his wife too long not to know every crack in his face.

Angela stepped closer. “Mr. Ellis, we need to confirm arrangements for the child tonight.”

Julian looked at the nurse.

“I’ll handle it.”

The old Julian voice.

Boardroom voice.

Money voice.

Do as I say because the world usually does.

I stepped between him and Ivy before I even knew I had moved.

“No,” I said.

His eyes came back to mine.

The waiting room became very still.

Julian lowered his voice. “Nora, you do not understand the legal position.”

“I understand the moral one.”

“That is not enough.”

“It should have been.”

He looked away first.

That gave me no joy.

Only more pain.

Angela cleared her throat. “The hospital needs a safe adult to remain with Ivy until Ms. Holt is stable or until proper paperwork is reviewed.”

“I said I’ll handle it,” Julian said.

“And I said,” I answered, “she is not waiting alone.”

Ivy’s small hand touched the back of my sweater.

Not grabbed.

Just touched.

That was enough.

Julian saw it.

His face changed again.

This time, I could not name what crossed it.

Jealousy.

Regret.

Fear.

Maybe all three.

I turned and crouched in front of Ivy.

“Would you like me to stay until we know more about Sadie?”

She looked from me to Julian.

Then back to me.

“Will I get in trouble?”

My throat closed.

“No, sweetheart.”

The word slipped out before I could stop it.

Sweetheart.

Julian shut his eyes for one second.

Ivy whispered, “Okay.”

I stood and faced my husband.

“There,” I said. “Handled.”

Julian did not speak.

For the first time in many years, I had taken something out of his hands and he did not know how to take it back.

The nurse asked him to step aside for paperwork.

He went because people were watching.

That was Julian. He could bleed in private, but he would not stain the floor in public.

I sat beside Ivy again.

Not one chair away this time.

Beside her.

She leaned back against the plastic chair and looked at me with those silver eyes.

They should have made me hate her.

They did not.

That almost broke me more.

“You have pretty hair,” she said.

I blinked.

“Thank you.”

“Sadie has a picture of you.”

My heart stopped moving.

“What?”

“In a drawer,” Ivy said. “Not the kitchen drawer. The one in her room with the papers.”

I could feel Julian across the hall. I could feel him even without looking. His secret was not done opening.

“What picture?” I asked, very softly.

Ivy rubbed Button’s ear between her fingers.

“You were wearing a green scarf.”

My hands went cold.

I had owned a green scarf years ago. Julian bought it for me after our second loss. I wore it to the fertility clinic because I wanted to believe bright colors brought luck.

I had not seen that scarf in years.

Ivy tilted her head.

Then she asked the question that cut the last safe thread inside me.

“Are you the lady from the picture in his drawer?”
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The Girl with His Eyes

Nora


“Are you the lady from the picture in his drawer?”

I could not breathe for a moment.

The hospital light sat on Ivy’s face. It made her look too pale, too small, too alone. Her silver eyes stayed on mine, open and serious, like she had asked me something simple.

But nothing about that question was simple.

The lady from the picture.

His drawer.

I knew which picture she meant before I wanted to know.

Me in a green scarf.

Me outside the fertility clinic years ago, smiling because Julian had made a foolish joke in the parking lot. I remembered the scarf. I remembered the wind. I remembered Julian taking the picture and saying, “You look like hope, Nora.”

Hope.

What a cruel word.

I forced my mouth to move.

“What drawer, sweetheart?”

Ivy looked toward the hall, where Julian had stepped away with Nurse Angela. His back was to us, but his shoulders were stiff. Too stiff. I knew that shape. It was the shape Julian wore when the world had started to push against him and he was trying to push back harder.

Ivy lowered her voice.

“Sadie’s drawer. In her room. There are papers there. And the picture.”

My hands lay still in my lap.

Papers.

A picture of me.

A woman I did not know had kept my photo in her bedroom drawer, beside papers, while raising a child with my husband’s eyes.

I wanted to stand up. I wanted to walk to Julian and slap him again and again until every lie fell from his mouth. I wanted to demand the drawer, the papers, the picture, the years.

But Ivy’s small face held me in place.

She was watching me carefully. Like she had learned to measure adults by the way their eyes changed.

I softened my voice.

“Did Sadie tell you who I was?”

Ivy shook her head. “Not really.”

“What did she say?”

“She said you were a kind lady.”

My chest hurt.

A kind lady.

Not Julian’s wife.

Not the woman whose life was tied to hers by some secret no one had the courage to name.

Just a kind lady.

I looked down at my hands. My wedding ring shone under the hospital light. It looked too bright. Too proud. Too stupid.

“Did Sadie talk about me often?”

“Only sometimes.” Ivy rubbed Button’s ear. “When she was sad.”

The words slipped into me and stayed there.

I did not know Sadie Holt. I had spent years thinking of her, when I thought of her at all, as a shadow around my marriage. A woman in a rumor. A name Julian had made small with one tired lie.

But she had been sad.

And she had kept my picture.

And she had raised this child.

I did not know what to do with that.

A nurse passed us with a cart. Its wheels clicked against the floor. Ivy watched it go. Her eyes followed the small packets of crackers stacked on the lower shelf.

She looked away quickly, but not fast enough.

I saw hunger.

Not greed.

Not demand.

Hunger trying to behave.

I leaned closer. “Have you eaten tonight?”

She sat up straighter. “I’m fine.”

That was not an answer. It was training.

“When did you last eat?”

She looked at Button as if he might answer for her.

“Lunch.”

I checked the clock on the wall.

Almost one in the morning.

“You must be hungry.”

“I’m okay.”

“No child who has not eaten since lunch is okay.”

Her lips parted a little. Then closed.

“I don’t want to be trouble.”

The words were quiet.

I felt them like a hand around my throat.

Who had taught her that need was trouble?

I stood before I could cry in front of her.

“Come with me.”

Her eyes widened. “Where?”

“To get food.”

“Can Button come?”

“Button looks like he needs soup.”

A tiny smile came again. This time it stayed a second longer.

“He likes crackers more.”

“Then we will see what the cafeteria has for brave rabbits.”

I offered my hand, but I did not push it at her.

For a moment, she looked at it. Then she slipped her small fingers into mine.

Her hand was warm.

So small.

So real.

My heart gave a painful twist.

I had held many things in my life. Julian’s hand at our wedding. My father’s old watch after he died. The edge of a hospital bed when doctors told me there was no heartbeat. A wineglass at rich dinners while other women talked about their children going to college.

But I had never held a child’s hand in the middle of the night and felt that child trust me because there was no one else.

Julian saw us as we walked past him.

His face changed.

“Nora.”

I did not stop.

“Ivy is hungry,” I said.

“I can have something brought up.”

I looked at him then.

Of course he could.

Julian could have anything brought. Food. Cars. Lawyers. Silence. Women’s lives, maybe. Children’s secrets.

“No,” I said. “We are going to the cafeteria.”

His eyes moved to Ivy’s hand inside mine.

I saw his jaw tighten.

Ivy did not look at him.

That hurt me in a strange way. It hurt because it should have hurt him more.

The cafeteria was nearly empty. The air smelled like old coffee and soup that had sat too long. The lights were too bright. A man in green scrubs slept with his head on folded arms at a corner table.

Ivy stood beside me, holding Button close.

“What kind of soup do you like?” I asked.

She looked at the menu board.

“Sadie says tomato soup stains.”

“That is true.”

“And chicken noodle is for sick people.”

“Also true.”

“And I am not sick.”

“No,” I said. “You are not.”

She thought
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