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            Dedication

         
         
            We are always all in this together.

         


         
            For health care workers—especially nurses—EMTs, doctors, and teachers, along with the countless volunteers everywhere

            dedicated to all humankind who made many sacrifices, as they cared for and protected us with selfless devotion

            For Alan, past, present, and future

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The artist is a receptacle for emotions that come from all over the place: from the sky, from the earth, from a scrap of paper,
               from a passing shape, from a spider’s web.
            

            —Pablo Picasso

         


         
            If you’d asked me ten years ago, I would have said humanity is going to do a good job with this. If we connect all these people
               together, they are such wonderful people, they will get along. I was wrong.
            

            —Tim Berners-Lee, inventor of the World Wide Web (2018)
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            Chapter One

         
         
            January 14, 2021

         

         Faith Fairchild set her phone down with the first sigh of relief she had felt for almost eight months. She closed her eyes
            briefly, opening them to glance around her kitchen, bathed in the late-afternoon sun that streamed through the windows. For
            a moment it was an unfamiliar place, as if she were seeing it for the first time. Such was the effect of the call from her
            husband, Tom, the Reverend Thomas Fairchild, with the stunning news that as one of the local VA hospital’s chaplains he was
            eligible for vaccination and was on his way to get the shot. A simple sentence, a series of words turned the room from the
            everyday to a rare setting she would always remember as the beginning flicker of hope.
         

         
         A call from her younger sister, Hope, almost a year earlier had marked a very different feeling: the onslaught of fear. Nothing
            had been normal since.
         

         
         Hope and Faith were close. Their shared experience as PKs—preachers’ kids—had prompted a pinky swear to avoid any form of cleric, no matter how attractive the sheep’s clothing, although Faith, deeply in love, had strayed. Their paths to adult careers veered dramatically, too. Hope had gone straight from reading the Weekly Reader to a subscription to the Wall Street Journal and carried a little briefcase as a lunchbox, eventually landing a plum job as a financial lawyer at a firm where she rose
            faster than the elevator at the Empire State Building, pausing only to plight her troth with soulmate Quentin and produce
            Quentin III without missing a day of work. The baby conveniently made his appearance on a Saturday.
         

         
         Faith had always been more interested in what was in the lunchbox, astonishing her mother, Jane, a real estate lawyer whose idea of dinner was a nice piece of fish and a salad
            or a salad and a nice piece of chicken. Her father, the Reverend Lawrence Sibley, did not care what was on his plate, presumably
            due to a mind focused on higher matters. Faith started as young as possible with courses at ICE, the Institute of Culinary
            Education, and unpaid stints at a number of the city’s catering firms. She knew her parents, especially her mother, were concerned
            the moment she had started coming home with flour on her hands, not college brochures in them. “We don’t want you to limit
            your options, dear,” her mother had said, and Faith compromised, taking college-credit courses at the New School and scheduling
            her culinary pursuits around them. In less than two years the coursework had been abandoned for a job at one of Manhattan’s
            top caterers. In less than four, Faith had started her own business. It became the thing to have beautiful Faith Sibley and her beautiful food. Have Faith, her business, was a roaring success, although she’d had to make her advertising a bit more
            explicit after several calls wanting an “escort” and not a few seeking repentance.
         

         
         When Faith saw that it was her sister calling during working hours on a weekday, she had been alarmed.

         
         “Hope, is everything all right? Dad? Mom?” Reverend Sibley had retired, his reluctant congregation letting him go after he suffered a mild heart attack. He’d planned to leave earlier, but the pressure on their much beloved pastor had kept him on for “just one more year” and then another. 

         
         “They’re fine. But, Fay”—Hope’s nickname for her since childhood, which Faith disliked but had never been able to think how
            to change without hurt feelings—“things are not fine, and they are going to get much worse. Get your iPad, I have a list for you.”
         

         
         Faith had a pad and a pencil on the table, and whatever Hope was going to dictate, that could serve.

         
         “Now, Fay, Quentin and I have been talking to our contact at the CDC, and the couple of coronavirus cases we know about are
            the start of what she says may well be a pandemic. It’s already spreading outside China in Italy and other places.”
         

         
         “Why does the Centers for Disease Control think it’s going to spread further? Why isn’t this major news?” Quentin and Hope,
            with their multiple law and business degrees from a swath of institutions, had contacts not just in government but in almost
            every other walk of life. The best plumber, the best stock tips, the best tutor for their son.
         

         
         “You’re right. It should be, but let’s not go into the reasons. The main thing is to prepare. The coronavirus is an unknown,
            a highly transmissible strain that may have jumped from a rat or other animal to humans, for which we have no cure and no
            vaccines.”
         

         
         “You’re making it sound like the bubonic plague!” Faith’s anxiety was mounting rapidly. Hope was the calmest person she knew
            aside from Tom, and her sister’s even-tempered sense of humor was what saved her from being a rigid know-it-all. She wasn’t
            being funny now.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, sweetheart, that’s exactly what we are afraid of, a pandemic, and we all have to get ready for what could be a very long siege. Forewarned is forearmed. There’s going to be a lot of panic buying when the virus begins to spread. You need to immediately head to one of the warehouse stores to fill your company van, or order from your Have Faith suppliers. Toilet paper, paper towels, antibacterial cleaners, bleach, canned goods, batteries, bottled water—are you getting this?” 

         
         “Yes, but I can’t quite believe it.”

         
         “Believe it. First aid supplies, especially thermometers, staples like flour, dried beans—you know better than I do.” Hope
            didn’t cook. The housekeeper or any number of New York restaurants she had on speed dial did. “You have a big chest freezer
            at home as well as work, yes?”
         

         
         “Yes. The work freezers are filled with Valentine’s Day dinner supplies, and once that’s done, we’ll be preparing for Easter
            and Passover orders, then graduation and wedding season starts. We’re booked through next December and some dates beyond.”
         

         
         There was a long pause. Faith had begun to think Hope, grabbed for a crucial business decision, had rung off. Instead, her
            sister said softly, “I’m afraid your business, food related and every other kind, is going to take a tremendous hit. The country
            will be in lockdown by March.”
         

         
         “What! We won’t be able to leave our homes?”

         
         “Fill your freezers to the brim, stack whatever is in that pantry of yours to the ceiling, and tell Pix—they still have that
            dog, yes?—to stock up on dog food as well as what I tell you.” Next-door neighbors Pix Miller and husband, Sam, were not only
            parishioners but the Fairchilds’ closest friends.
         

         
         “Now, put these on the top of the list. I should have started with them. Masks—”

         
         Faith had interrupted her sister. “I’m assuming you don’t mean Halloween ones, but the kind in hospitals? Where would I get
            those?”
         

         
         “Online, CVS, Walgreens. As many as you can, but you might want to get out your little Singer and make some, as essential
            health workers are going to need them most and we don’t want to deplete the supplies. The nice woman who does alterations
            for me is doing fifty for us to start. I gave her a pattern, and I’ll scan it and send it to you.”
         

         
         Faith did not have a little Singer, and sewing a button back on was pretty much the extent of her abilities as a seamstress. Pix, however, could whip up anything from her daughter Samantha’s prom dresses to the old-fashioned shirtwaists her mother, Ursula, favored. And Pix was a quilter who could be characterized as a fabric hoarder. Faith had shopped with her. 

         
         “Then, hand sanitizers—all sizes—and rubber gloves, again all sizes. If the warehouse store doesn’t have the big bottles of
            sanitizer, your suppliers will, and get to them as soon as we hang up—they may already be out. Word is spreading fast.”
         

         
         Faith felt as if she had fallen down the rabbit hole and not reached bottom. “Anything else?” she asked weakly.

         
         “I’ll text you the whole list. Oh, and you’d better get plenty of tipple in. Tom drinks that local Sam Adams beer, right?
            And you’d better get wine for yourself. Ben will come home. Our source says that Harvard is already considering closing the
            dorms. Get long-shelf-life milk, powdered, too. You may not be able to get fresh milk. And stock whatever Amy drinks. Cran-Apple
            juice, yes?”
         

         
         Hope had a memory most elephants would envy.

         
         “And, Fay,” she added. “We’re moving out to the Hamptons house soon for the duration and taking Mom and Dad. The elderly will
            be at the greatest risk, especially those with preexisting conditions. Mom didn’t object. I thought she might want to stay
            put. Just said she would start packing.”
         

         
         There wasn’t much to say after that except to promise to keep in constant touch. Faith didn’t allow herself the luxury of
            brooding but immediately started dialing, beginning with her husband, then Pix, and then her main supplier, before getting
            into the van to head for the closest big-box store.
         

         
         That first phone call had marked the rapid change in life from actual to virtual. The months since then had been filled with Zooms, live streaming, FaceTimes, tweets, emails, and many, many phone calls. In-person interactions had mostly become a memory. At first, Faith had been intrigued by the Zoom background peeks into other people’s rooms—straining to read the titles on bookshelves, noting the artwork and the furniture and speculating on whether the rooms were always like that or staged. She barely took note now unless a pet wandered into the frame, an iguana in one case, and she skipped her own previous preparations except to brush her hair, put on a little makeup, and add a screenshot background of bamboo trees. 

         
          

         She stopped reflecting on the past and turned her thoughts to the immediate present. Tom might have some side effects, although
            he never did after other shots. She needed to have an especially appetizing dinner ready in case he felt like eating. His
            family was a meat, potatoes, and some kind of veg one. She began to assemble the ingredients for his favorite meatloaf, garlic
            mashed potatoes—she’d introduced him to the bulb as an addition to the very basic Fairchild family recipe—and prepped delicata
            squash to sheet-pan roast on high heat (see recipe) when the meatloaf came out to rest.
         

         
         As she worked, she pictured the way First Parish’s parsonage kitchen had looked when she arrived many years ago as a new bride
            in Aleford, a small town west of Boston. Head over heels for Tom, a many-generations New Englander, she abandoned her native
            Big Apple—home to her favorite B’s: Balducci’s, Bloomie’s, and Bergdorf’s—for the land of sensible shoes, boiled dinners, and winter wear that made her look
            like a different B, Bibendum, the Michelin tire man. The move had severely tested the whole “whither thou goest” vow.
         

         
         It was the sight of the kitchen that had almost sent her straight back. The linoleum was so worn, if there had been a pattern, it was undetectable, as were the cracked Formica countertops that extended on either side of the rust-marked single ceramic sink. The look wasn’t shabby chic, just shabby. A row of hanging cabinets with knotty pine doors ran above an electric stove, dividing the room in half. The avocado-green refrigerator was the sole note of color. A small drop-leaf table with two ladderback chairs, possibly a donation from a parishioner’s attic, constituted the only furniture. She’d opened a door revealing a pantry almost as large as the room itself, and empty save for some mason jars with botulistic-looking contents. One narrow door flush on the wall hid an ancient pull-down ironing board lacking legs. That had been the last straw, even trumping the walls that were possibly once white, now a shade even scrubbing with bleach would not restore. They had reminded Faith of curdled milk. 

         
         Tom’s predecessor had been a single middle-aged man who, from the lack of much dishware, cutlery, and pots and pans, must
            have been dependent on the kindness of the congregation’s Ladies Alliance casserole brigade for nourishment. Faith had already
            learned from Tom that Aleford’s restaurant scene consisted of the Minuteman Café and a limited deli counter at the Shop and
            Save. It had become evident that the good Reverend Tillotson was probably supping outside Aleford limits when he tendered
            his resignation, effective immediately, and eloped with a woman whose career some of the older male members of the congregation
            associated with Scollay Square’s Old Howard Theatre. Tillotson’s consort was an actress! In fact, the lady in question was
            a talented seasoned thespian, her outstanding performance as Elizabeth Proctor in The Crucible closely matched by Tillotson’s as husband John—the reverend’s maiden step on the boards. He was hooked in more ways than
            one, and the two left Massachusetts to try their luck in off-off-Broadway. First Parish’s hastily assembled search committee
            made a married man with no theatrical aspirations an unwritten, but much discussed among themselves, requirement. Any footsteps
            on boards would be trod on those at the church.
         

         
          

         Faith mashed the potatoes with vigor. She still used the kind of masher her grandmother had, with the prongs, liking the texture. Tasting, she also savored the news of Tom’s shot. More butter. After she’d been carried over the threshold, the kitchen was the first room she attacked, gutting it, supplementing the meager budget allotted by the Vestry with some of hers. It soon reflected her calling. Plenty of storage for her batterie de cuisine and walls refreshed regularly with Sherwin-Williams Goldenrod. As the
            years went by—and they seemed to have raced, son Ben was now a sophomore at Brown and daughter Amy a senior at Aleford High
            School—Faith had subtly continued to upgrade. It was her favorite room in the house, and over these last at times unbearable
            months it had been her comfort zone, even when what she had most felt like doing was getting into bed and pulling the covers
            over her head until life was back to normal.
         

         
         She poured a glass of water from the fridge dispenser. As she drank, she felt the hope Tom’s call had given her start to ebb.
            Her sister’s dark crystal ball had been right. There had been a brief lull after they spoke that was almost reassuring, and
            then events had moved with terrifying speed. People stuck on a cruise ship in California in quarantine, the first case in
            Massachusetts, and then, in early March, cases carried across the country from a conference of Biogen executives at Boston’s
            Marriott Long Wharf. Governor Baker declared a state of emergency on March 10. It was still in effect. Boston-area colleges
            and universities were shutting down as well, and Aleford’s superintendent sent students and teachers home for two weeks to
            assess the situation. After announcing a plan to return to classrooms in the fall, Aleford was still remote. The proposal
            had been upended by the late-August spike in cases and then by there not being enough staff with so many testing positive
            or in quarantine. It was a small school system. The two weeks for assessing had been a pipe dream.
         

         
         Ben’s call telling them that the university was closing its doors had come on March 12, four weeks after Hope’s warning. Young people seemed to be less susceptible, but Faith and Tom had been urging him to leave earlier. When he did call, she knew he was finally taking it seriously. It had been a while since she’d heard his voice. Text was his preferred mode of communication. Amy’s, too, but she was near at hand and emerged often for breaks to chat with her mother. It appeared Amy might spend her senior year without a prom or graduation ceremonies in the auditorium and with no senior slump. She was in constant virtual contact with her friends, yet Faith could tell the situation was beginning to depress her normally cheerful daughter. But these were not cheerful times, and the anxiety that she or someone she knew would get the disease preyed on her mind. 

         
         A year ago Ben had gone back to Brown early, leaving home at New Year’s, to work with the biochem professor with whom he had
            been researching the effects of climate change on marine life. The professor was leaving for Brittany on sabbatical before
            the second semester, to gather data. Ben would use the time to get required courses out of the way so he could be full-time
            in the lab on the project when the professor returned at the end of the summer. Now, almost five months after his scheduled
            return, the professor and his family were still in France, unable to leave that country or enter this one.
         

         
         Unlike Aleford, Brown did attempt to bring students back after Labor Day, rotating the numbers by semester, reducing the dorm
            and off-campus housing occupancies. It didn’t last long. After a frightening sudden surge of cases, Ben was also back to remote
            at home. Faith could get milk now, not powdered or long-life, but Ben still went through a gallon as if it were a pint. At
            times she found herself treasuring this time—all four of them under one roof again, safe. They watched old movies on Netflix,
            played the board games much loved by Tom’s family that Faith had always avoided—they were comforting now—and, when they could,
            drove to various outdoor places where they could keep a safe distance from others: Crane Beach in Ipswich and World’s End
            down in Hingham, meeting Tom’s parents and his sister’s family there from nearby Norwell.
         

         
         Yet there were other times when the parsonage walls seemed to close in on all of them and there would be a meltdown—always triggered by something small that in normal times would have stayed small. The pressure of not knowing essentially anything about what might happen even got to Tom. He found himself so depleted by ministering to a community that, with technology,
            extended beyond his congregation as people sought solace that he blew up at his wife for putting his lucky green Celtics shirt
            in with a bleach wash, claiming it was on purpose. Faith had wanted to use the tattered treasure as a dust rag, but the wash
            mistake was just that. She’d put more than his precious shirt in, so it was hardly the only casualty. As such mishaps mounted—a
            potholder in the freezer, the omission of baking powder from a cake—she looked online for a cause, fearing early-onset dementia.
            Amy saw what she was doing and grabbed the mouse, entering “signs of Covid stress” in the search engine. “Chill, Mom. Think
            of the banner.” At the start of the pandemic, the Board of Selectpersons had strung a banner across the main road where past
            ones had announced Town Meeting or other dates, stating we’re all in this together. It was still there, a bit weather-beaten but intact. Pretty much how Faith herself felt.
         

         
         The use of the term “coronavirus” had mostly been replaced by “Covid-19” or just “Covid,” the disease the virus caused. Faith
            associated “Corona” with the beer and a crown, and she had immediately thought the model of the virus looked like a bath toy
            her children once had—a bright squishy plastic one that was some kind of hedgehog or porcupine with bright purple spikes on
            the blue ball. Covid—the disease, the result of the virus—was what it was. No remotely pleasant associations, only dire ones.
            It was a plague. And it was worldwide.
         

         
         Hope’s phone call, then Ben’s. Life turned upside down. And with the third of those early calls, life changed even more. March 20. She’d been listening to the news. The National Guard had been activated, and Massachusetts had recorded the first Covid death, an eighty-seven-year-old man. 

         
         It had been Ursula Lyman Rowe on the landline, Pix’s nonagenarian mother, who was like family to the Fairchilds, too. The
            Millers and Ursula were the ones who had urged the Fairchilds to come to Sanpere Island in Maine’s Penobscot Bay, where Ursula’s
            family, true rusticators, had been summering since before the turn of the twentieth century. Faith, dubious, agreed to give
            it a try before luring Tom to warmer shores, preferably on Long Island, but Cape Cod would work. Ben was a toddler. She continued
            to say there must have been something in the water—not the freezing bay water but the pure well water at the house they’d
            rented—that kept them coming back. Of course there was the postcard view across to the Camden hills and the relaxed pace of
            life that would surely preclude any need for sessions on a therapist’s couch ever. And most of all there was the food. Besides
            bounty from the salt water, there were strawberries, blueberries, chanterelle mushrooms, native vegetables, and the best goat
            cheeses she’d ever had, even in France. Eventually they bought a small piece of land and built a cottage, adding on as the
            kids grew older. They hadn’t been to Sanpere since the summer of 2019. Uncertainty and then restrictions on leaving and returning
            to Massachusetts from other states had decided them. It had been hard.
         

         
         “Faith? It’s Ursula.” The voice was unmistakable, a combination of Boston Brahmin and Boston “pahk the cahr in Hah-vahd Yahd.”

         
         She’d known immediately something was wrong from the older woman’s anxious tone of voice.

         
         Without waiting for a response, Ursula had continued. “I’m worried about Millicent. She’s not answering the phone. Pix isn’t answering hers, either. She must be out walking, but I don’t think Millicent would be. Will you go over and check on her? I’m afraid she may have fallen. Of course she has been known to ignore calls, but not during this awful time. I’ve spoken with her, but not this week.” 

         
         “Maybe she’s gone to get groceries? Or a book at the library?”

         
         “The library is closed until further notice. And it’s so cold today. I don’t think she’d go to the store.” The Shop and Save
            was open with masks required, one-way traffic in the aisles, and red circles on the floor six feet apart to keep people distanced
            on the checkout lines. Shelves that normally held paper goods and canned beans were empty.
         

         
         Faith hadn’t thought a dip in the temperature would dissuade Millicent Revere McKinley from any of her appointed tasks. A
            proud descendant of the Revere, Miss, “not Ms., thank you very much,” McKinley lived alone in one of the small houses that dated back to that famous day and year when the town’s Minutemen had confronted the Redcoats. At some point someone had enlarged the parlor window into a bay one, where a strategically placed chair had a view straight down Aleford’s main street and across the green to another key thoroughfare. Whether because of the vantage point or just a very good ear to the ground, there was little that went on in town that Millicent didn’t know about, often before it happened. She wasn’t a member of First Parish—her parents had been Congregationalists, and a Congregationalist she would remain in name—but it was a rare Sunday that didn’t find her in the second front left pew below the pulpit. Faith and she had gotten off to a rocky start both because Faith was from a place Millicent regarded as the third in a Sodom and Gomorrah trinity and because upon finding the still-warm corpse of a parishioner in the Old Belfry on top of Belfry Hill, Faith had rung the alarm bell. A bell only rung as a call to arms for the April 19 reenactment as it had been in 1776, upon the death of a president, or on the death of a descendant of Aleford’s original founders. Millicent was not alone in decrying the sacrilege, and it had taken a long time before certain citizens did not noticeably move away from Faith when she was in line at the post office. She could certainly have run down the hill and screamed, they averred. With the very real possibility of a murderer lurking in the thick bushes surrounding the site, Faith had felt justified in pulling the rope to get help quickly. Ben was an infant, strapped securely to her chest in his Snugli. The instinct of Mama Bear protecting her cub had kicked in. 

         
         The relationship between the two women somewhat mellowed over time, but other incidents had been setbacks, and Faith took
            nothing for granted. Millicent had indicated she was in her seventies when Faith moved to Aleford, which put her over ninety,
            maybe late eighties. According to Millicent, however, she was still a seventy-something. In fact, she was an old woman and
            alone.
         

         
         Faith suppressed a sigh. Tom was in a Zoom call at his office in the church, otherwise he would be a far better choice to
            check on the intrepid spinster. He alone was permitted to call her Millie.
         

         
         “I’ll go. I’m sure everything is probably fine.”

         
         Looking back on the event, Faith thought that that was probably the last time she’d uttered the words “I’m sure everything
            is probably fine.”
         

         
         “She keeps a key under the loose brick in the walk. It’s on the right, three from the stoop. Please call me as soon as you
            know how she is.”
         

         
         Ursula had not said everything was probably fine, and it wasn’t.

         
         Faith knocked loudly, letting the shiny brass American bald eagle with flags clutched in its beak fall heavily several times.
            When there was no response, she found the key and hoped that Millicent wasn’t standing on the other side ready to pounce,
            adding breaking and entering to the list of Faith’s misdemeanors.
         

         
         She stepped into the small entryway. “Millicent, it’s Faith Fairchild. Hello? Millicent?” She went into the front room and
            called again.
         

         
         Her voice echoed off the walls in the horsehair parlor suite. Millicent’s chair by the window was empty. The house was freezing.
            “Millicent?” Faith quickly became alarmed.
         

         
         She heard a faint noise coming from the floor above, almost like a mouse scratching, and she ran upstairs. She had never been in that part of the house. The door at the top of the stairs was wide open, and she darted into the room. A motionless figure lay in a four-poster bed under layers of blankets, eyes closed. The room was completely silent. As a minister’s wife—and at other very nonrelated times—she had seen death up close, and fear clutched at her heart. As she dialed 911, Faith cried out, “Dear God, no! Millicent! Not you! Please, God!” She reached under the bedding for a hand to check for a pulse. Millicent’s wrist was the size of a child’s and her skin like tissue paper. There was a pulse, but it was weak. The dispatcher was asking questions. Faith’s own pulse was rapid as she relayed what she swiftly observed. Millicent was breathing, although it was almost indiscernible through closed lips, her mouth dry, lips cracked. No fever. Her brow was very cold, and her face was still. No overt evidence of stroke. The pillowcase was clean. “Millicent? Can you hear me? It’s Faith, Faith Fairchild. Can you open your eyes? I’ve called for help. They will be here soon.” 

         
         Aleford’s fire and police departments were less than five minutes away.

         
         “Don’t need help,” Faith heard Millicent whisper. She was filled with relief. The woman was down but not out. She ran to the
            door to let the EMTs in, and once they were in the room starting to administer treatment, she went into the hall and called
            Ursula.
         

         
         “Unless they think she’s had a stroke or heart attack or something of that nature, which calls for immediate ER, don’t let them take her to the hospital,” Ursula said. “If there even is a bed. Bring her here. She’ll be much safer from this virus. Dora will take care of her.” Dora McNeill was a private-duty nurse who had seen Ursula through a bad case of pneumonia some years ago, and “Call Dora” were the watchwords in Aleford if anyone needed care. She favored the uniform she had trained in, and her starched white cap had brought comfort into many sickrooms. Pix had called her to move in with Ursula two weeks earlier when the college student who had been the current night presence so Ursula would not be alone and who also made dinner in return for the lodging was summoned by her parents to get back to Ohio while she could. 

         
         Faith returned to the room. The EMTs were giving Millicent oxygen, and she had opened her eyes. “Her pulse is getting stronger.
            It doesn’t look as if she’s had an episode of any kind, and she keeps insisting she’s fine and was just taking a nap, but
            I wonder when she’s last had anything to eat or drink?” one of them asked. There was an empty teacup on the nightstand next
            to David Hackett Fischer’s Paul Revere’s Ride, Millicent’s favorite book, but no evidence of further nourishment. Faith went downstairs to the kitchen and was shocked.
            The garbage cans had not been put out for what looked like several weeks. They overflowed with empty soup and tuna fish cans.
            On the counter next to the sink stood a battalion of empty mason jars bearing traces of the fruits and vegetables Millicent
            put up each year. The refrigerator was also empty. Faith found cabinets she’d never dare to open in Millicent’s presence barer
            than Old Mother Hubbard’s cupboards. She called Ursula again. “She’s had nothing to eat or drink for quite a while, tell Dora.
            And there doesn’t seem to be heat on in the house.”
         

         
         “I blame myself.”

         
         And Faith blamed herself, too. When she got home, she washed her hands for the requisite twenty seconds, humming “Happy Birthday”
            twice. They’d been trying to come up with replacements since the song would never sound the way it should on actual birthdays.
         

         
         She called up to Ben and Amy, who were in front of their screens, too long these days, to come down, and she told them what had happened. Tom was off his Zoom and left a voicemail that said he was at the bedside of a dying parishioner. It wasn’t Covid but cancer, and the man had recently refused any further treatment, telling Tom, “There wouldn’t be any point to it. No one lives forever, and no one could have had a happier life than I’ve had, with the best wife in the world and wonderful friends.” The man’s wife had died of breast cancer the year before. The man himself was only fifty-six. 

         
         The kids came down and sat at the round kitchen table. Faith put out steaming mugs of the split pea soup she’d made the day
            before, some bread, and the last wheel of buttery, soft Four Fat Fowl cheese. She’d thought, as usual, that food was needed,
            comfort food. Her children were close to Millicent, a kind of great-aunt, and she was demonstrably fond of them, even bestowing
            hugs.
         

         
         It was Amy who identified the problem and came up with the solution. Faith had congratulated herself on never having the teen-daughter/mother wars she’d observed,
            but the issue of college choice had put a strain on their relationship. It was déjà vu as Faith heard herself say to Amy what
            her own mother had said to Faith all those years ago—a conversation she had never revealed to her daughter. “Keep your options
            open.” Amy was determined to work in a restaurant kitchen and open her own restaurant someday. She’d had a taste of it filling
            in as a sous chef in a restaurant on Sanpere the summer before, and she’d been spending as much time as possible at her mother’s
            side in the catering kitchen where she could safely acquire knife skills, stirring batters before that. She did not see the
            point in pursuing any other subject. “I’ve had plenty of math, history, and science and speak what my teacher says is fluent
            French. I’ve got some Spanish, too. I can always take a course in something I get interested in, and I know I’ll need business
            courses besides culinary work. I can get all that plus other courses if I decide I want to learn some psychology, which I
            could use right now with you, Mom, at a place like Johnson and Wales.”
         

         
         What Amy pointed out that day was obvious. “Miss McKinley doesn’t really live in the twenty-first century. It’s been a few years since Ben showed her how to look up her ancestors on the laptop she had him get, but I’ll bet she hasn’t used it for anything else since. So, she wouldn’t know she could order food online for delivery or even call the Shop and Save to do it. She doesn’t have a television, so what she knows about what’s happening now would be from the radio, and it has to have scared her. After she ran out of things to eat, she probably decided to go to bed and not get up again.” 

         
         Faith had never considered that Millicent could be immobilized by anything, especially fear, but it turned out that Amy was
            right.
         

         
         “She’ll be okay at Ursula’s, but there have to be others in town in the same situation. Elderly people have a high rate of
            food insecurity even without Covid.”
         

         
         Faith was impressed by her daughter. Amy talked excitedly as the plan in her head quickly took shape.

         
         “We can offer dinners delivered, Mom. The catering kitchen is a safe preparation site, and we can put a notice on the Aleford Crier plus maybe send out some kind of mailing. We can’t assume everyone has a computer. You’ve got a ton of supplies, and we can
            make it ‘pay nothing or what you think you can afford’—like what people do when they pass a hat at charity things.” The Aleford Crier was an online news source started by a resident disgusted by the lack of local coverage in the newspaper that served several
            area towns.
         

         
         Ben immediately got with the program. “We can offer help in other ways, too. Miss McKinley always paid me by check. I’ll bet
            her house was so cold because she hasn’t got any kind of automatic fuel delivery set up and the company may have thought she’d
            moved or . . .” He stopped at the next word.
         

         
         And she almost had died, Faith thought.
         

         
         “I know she has a post office box, because she asked me to mail a letter and told me she didn’t have a mailbox. That I’d have to put it in one in the center. So even if the company had been sending her bills, she wouldn’t have received them, since she wasn’t going out,” Ben said, on a roll now. “We need to call ourselves something. Think of a logo. And I can set up a site where people can tell us things like allergies. I’d stick to a simple set menu, Mom, say three times a week. Of course, since stuff has tanked for you, you might want to offer delivering more expensive dinners with wider choices as a separate option. With twenty-four hours or more notice.” 

         
         Ben’s use of “tanked” described what had happened perfectly. The cancellations, hopefully postponements, had started even
            before the restrictions on the size of gatherings had.
         

         
         While they finished the soup and all the cheese, Have Faith Delivered was born, and it had been going strong since. The pay-what-you-can
            scale—Ben had devised a program to keep track of costs and profits—worked extremely well, serving those who couldn’t afford
            much and those who often overpaid more than generously, despite Faith’s protestations. Ben and Amy had come up with a spin-off
            soon after, named Ben and Amy’s Delivery Service after one of their favorite Miyazaki anime films, Kiki’s Delivery Service, offering other help.
         

         
         Millicent went back to her own house when things began to look better in early June. Ben had set up autopay for all her bills
            and online banking and showed her how to keep track. He bookmarked the town’s Covid site, which updated citizens daily with
            information. He’d provided similar services for others, putting a notice in the Council on Aging’s newsletter, which went
            to every household by mail. Amy sourced a plain white mailbox and post, painting the box with Betsy Ross’s flag. The two then
            installed it only a few steps from the front door. Tom convinced Millie to wear a Medi-Alert necklace.
         

         
         Deciding that the flag represented the extent of her artistic abilities, Amy suggested asking Ms. Richards, her middle school art teacher, to design a logo for each business. Faith had become friends with Claudia Richards after discovering that besides being a printmaker, she was also a gifted calligrapher and started hiring her for individual menus, place cards, and other features for Have Faith’s clients. As the years passed, the two women had become very close, often making trips together to various museum and gallery shows. Beyond the shared interest in art, there had been an almost instant recognition that they shared views on most other things, as well as a sense of humor that sent them into gales of laughter at the world’s foibles when they took walks together. Not being in-person with Claudia had been a hardship for Faith. 

         
         Beside the logos Claudia created—a dinner plate with wings and the two company’s names in type that looked like icing in its
            center—Claudia drew simple illustrated instructions for the food boxes. The graphic designs were such a success that Faith
            and she were planning to collaborate on a cookbook in graphic novel style.
         

         
         Feeding people had always been an expression of love, a way of caring, for Faith, and its importance was amplified by the
            pandemic not just for her but for everyone as the country turned to cooking at home and sourdough starters became symbols
            of hope.
         

         
          

         Preparing and delivering the dinners had helped to keep them from what could only be called despair from March through summer
            and fall into very kind different kinds of holidays, especially for Tom with a Zoom Christmas Eve service. Now, in January,
            always the worst month to get through in New England, it was hard to maintain any equilibrium. Millicent had gone back to
            Ursula’s in October. Despite all the support that allowed her to stay in her own house, she had felt isolated and unsafe.
         

         
         Again Faith pulled her thoughts to the present, and the news that her husband would be coming home with a sore arm brought
            a smile to her face. She headed upstairs to tell her children.
         

         
         Meanwhile, next door at the Millers’, Pix was answering her phone.

         
         “Hello? Oh, it’s you. I have to get used to ‘Zachmantha’ being what comes up on my screen.”

         
         Samantha Miller had married Zach Cohen on Sanpere the summer before last on a perfect Maine day. They lived nearby in Somerville. Working from the apartment had not been a problem for Zach, who was in IT. Samantha’s work proved harder to do remotely. She had left a fast-track Manhattan job to work in Boston for a nonprofit the fall she met Zach. Although, as he was fond of pointing out, they had met at the Fairchilds’ holiday party when they were in high school. Zach had attended Mansfield Academy as a boarder, and when Faith became enmeshed in a crime there while teaching a short winter break class for the boys, “Cooking for Idiots,” Zach and she became successful sleuthing partners. Zach liked to crow that he’d spotted Samantha and fell in love at first sight before she even noticed him. Samantha had a vague recollection of him, pointing out the terrible haircut and an attempt at a goatee as reason enough to have forgotten. 

         
         “Mom, I don’t want you to worry, but we have to leave our building. Zach just discovered that three people here are positive
            cases and one is at Mass General on a ventilator. We’ve been so careful, barely leaving, but the person who told Zach just
            now has been in close contact with one of them. And Zach spoke to one of the others earlier this week. He’s scrubbed himself
            raw and doused in sanitizer, but he and I both think we need to leave. We’re almost done packing. Even if we can get tests,
            it may be too early to show up. We don’t have a cough or sore throat, and I know my sense of smell and taste are fine. I’m
            eating like a horse.”
         

         
         All the other calls Pix had received recently paled in comparison, including the one from Sanpere telling them that their
            good friend Freeman was battling the virus for his life. Samantha and Zach were young and healthy. But yes, they had to get
            out of that lethal Petri dish.
         

         
         “We have to find a place where we can quarantine for ten days to be sure no matter what. It can’t be at Granny’s or with you
            and Dad. I know he’s okay, but his heart surgery was just in November.”
         

         
         “It will be fine. We’ll keep him separate from you the whole time, and he’s gotten a clean bill of health. I can leave trays at your bedroom door, and you have a bath down the hall from your room that no one uses since Dan left for Colorado.” 

         
         The youngest Miller, working remotely, had decided to quit his job just after Labor Day and head for ski country, accepting
            an instructor offer from a resort he knew well. Programming, while he was very good at it, had never grabbed him the way slopes
            of freshly fallen powder had. “Now’s the time to go for it. Who knows what’s going to happen?” he’d told them, sounding extremely
            happy. They’d agreed, although Pix did ask why he couldn’t go to Vermont instead, so much closer. He’d told her he’d text
            and was out the door.
         

         
         Samantha took a deep breath, then said in a measured tone, “Dad’s checkup was telehealth. He hasn’t had recent tests or seen
            the doctor in person! It’s too risky for him to have us, and even getting food from Have Faith Delivered makes too much work
            for you.” Her tone changed rapidly. “Plus, we’ve been waiting a few more weeks to tell you to be sure everything was fine.”
            She paused. “Well, Mom, we’re having a baby. So, this is very, very serious. Zach wants us to leave right away. He’s loading
            the car now. Maybe Faith knows someone whose house is empty because they left at the beginning of the pandemic, or there are
            those garden apartments near Lexington. We could rent one. I mean I do want to be home after the quarantine is over and we test negative, but not now. Mom, are you listening? Zach may have been
            exposed to a carrier and that means me, too!”
         

         
         “Oh, darling, I’m going to be a grandmother!”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The large square stone pillars she’d been told to look for on either side of their driveway had been easy to spot, but Claudia
            hadn’t expected the drive itself to be such a long one the first time she went to the house six years earlier.
         

         
         It was May, and banks of rhododendrons in lush purple, fuchsia, and bright white spilled out on either side, with tall oaks,
            pines, and an occasional birch grove grouped behind. She felt as if she’d stumbled into a picture book, and her fingers itched
            to sketch it all.
         

         
         The printed notecard on the bulletin board at MassArt had stood out—thick square stock like an invitation, as it would prove
            to be. She immediately noticed the font—Lucida—one of her favorites.
         

         
         
            House sitter sought for the months of June, July, and August. MetroWest. Will need own car. No pets, nonsmoker. Remuneration:
               215-248-0245.
            

         

         Claudia had copied the number. Her job didn’t start until the week before Labor Day, and the prospect of spending the summer in the stuffy apartment she shared with two other students on Boston’s Mission Hill was not a pleasant one. She hadn’t needed a car in Boston, but she would for her job and she might as well search for one now on Craigslist. That is, if she was deemed house-sitter worthy. Otherwise, she’d put it off. 

         
         She’d entered the number on her phone immediately.

         
         “Hello, my name is Claudia Richards, and I’m calling about the house-sitter job.”

         
         “You’re the first. I just posted it thirty minutes ago. I assume you are a student?” It was a woman; her voice was soft and
            pleasant.
         

         
         “Yes, well, I have been. I’ve finished my coursework and will be starting a full-time position teaching art at a middle school
            in Aleford.”
         

         
         “Kismet!” the woman had exclaimed. “We live in Aleford. If you’re free today, why don’t you come to my office? My name is
            Patricia Sinclair. I’m a librarian here at MassArt, although only for a few weeks more, as I’m retiring. My husband, Edward,
            beat me to it and left three years ago. He taught painting and drawing.”
         

         
         That would have been before Claudia arrived, but the name was familiar.

         
         “I am free, and anytime would work.”

         
         “Edward will be picking me up at four, so come then. You can meet the two of us at once.”

         
         With both librarian and artist stereotypical appearances in mind, Claudia had been surprised that Edward was wearing not rumpled corduroys and a denim work shirt with a splash or two of paint but what she was sure was a bespoke Turnbull and Asser shirt, knife-point navy linen trousers, and an old-school tie. His voice was purely this side of the pond, however, and similar to his wife’s, low and warm. His thick white hair was short, and bright blue eyes shone behind tortoiseshell glasses. Patricia was the bohemian, long silver-gray hair drawn back, held in place at the nape of her neck with a handcrafted clip. She was wearing a vintage Marimekko dress featuring large black and white windowpane checks, striped tights, and ankle boots that instantly brought Pippi Longstocking to mind. A simple silver necklace of thin interlocking rings and matching earrings completed the look. Claudia had smiled to herself. Not every woman Patricia’s age could pull it off, but she did—with aplomb. 

         
         And what had the Sinclairs seen seated almost at ease in front of them? A slender young woman in black tee and jeans, student
            garb, with short dark brown hair that fit her head like a feathered cap—she’d cut it to look more grown-up—a face with smooth
            skin, high cheekbones, and a wide mouth. Her eyes were a shade lighter than her hair and as round as marbles. People called
            her striking, occasionally beautiful. She herself avoided any labels.
         

         
         She’d introduced herself and given a short bio—brought up in Connecticut and New York City, spent the last year at MassArt
            to complete the courses required for Massachusetts teacher certification and also fit in some in her own field—printmaking.
            She had a BA from the University of Connecticut but hoped to get an MFA someday. She was single, no pets, didn’t smoke, and
            would be getting a car. Could provide references. She hadn’t told them anything that wasn’t true—but she hadn’t told them
            everything.
         

         
         “We bought one of your prints at the student show last fall,” Edward had said. “The etching of the robin’s nest with the blurred
            photo of a city skyline superimposed where the blue eggs should have been.” Claudia was into environmental statement art at
            the time, and still was to some extent but had broadened her perspectives.
         

         
         “Oh yes,” Patricia had said. “You’ll see it on the wall in the living room. The nest is so exquisitely done. Like an Audubon
            illustration, which you transported to this century with the photo.”
         

         
         Patricia had gone on to explain that the house was her family’s, built by her grandfather in the early twentieth century when Aleford was a much more rural community. Originally it had been a summer retreat from their home on Marlborough Street in Boston’s Back Bay, but her parents decided to move into it year-round after their wedding, and Patricia had grown up there. “And I seemed to have stayed. Happily, Edward liked it as much as I did. When we were first married and my parents were still alive, we lived in the carriage house. It had an apartment for the chauffeur during my grandparents’ day, and we made some changes. When my parents died, we moved to the big house and raised our son there. He lives in California now.” 

         
         “And I’m afraid he’s a West Coast guy for good,” Edward had interjected somewhat sourly.

         
         Patricia had jumped back
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