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Prologue

Madeline

November 1924

Chicago

Joe Teague said he would marry her, but he didn’t want some other man’s brat hanging around.

Though Joe Teague would love Cecily, Madeline just knew!

He’d refused even to meet her. “This is a whirlwind, darling,” he’d told Madeline. “Get caught up in it or get tossed.”

Now Cecily’s little hand was hot and sticky in hers, as Madeline—clutching in her other hand a small suitcase packed with Cecily’s extra dress, three little pairs of clean underwear; let anyone say Cecily didn’t come from people who loved her!—led her up the walk toward the imposing brick mansion. It had taken an hour and a half and four buses to get here, but the place looked as nice as Rosie from the dance hall had promised. Four stories, rows and rows of windows. That was good. There would be light. Which window would be Cecily’s?

Madeline didn’t want to cry. She didn’t want to upset Cecily.

Only three weeks ago, it was, when Joe Teague had pressed up too close, dance after ten-cent dance, then invited Madeline out for a late, late supper. He was wearing gold cuff links and six-dollar shoes. She’d ordered the pork chops with mashed potatoes, sopping up the last of the gravy with a thick hunk of white bread, and he’d said he liked to see a girl with an appetite. Only three weeks ago, and now her life was about to change. “I’ll buy you a house in Oak Park, all right?” he’d promised. “I’ll take you to see the Grand Canyon.”


Madeline was twenty-two years old, and every day she was aware: her looks wouldn’t last forever.

She crouched in the icy gravel drive and looked into the deep blue eyes of her daughter. Tommy’s eyes; Madeline loved them. She caught one of Cecily’s dark curls and twirled it around her finger. Her gloves were new, from Joe Teague. It wouldn’t do for his wife-to-be to have holes in her gloves, he’d said. Don’t you want to leave this whole sad chapter of your life behind?

She straightened her daughter’s wool cap. Tugged at the front of the little hand-me-down coat. Oh, Joe Teague would see his mistake! Madeline would make him see. This was only temporary, today! He wasn’t heartless. He was just a man. Men thought differently about things, but there were ways to set them straight. It just took a little time! And then he would welcome Cecily into their Oak Park home, they would be a family—

A thin woman with gray curls poked her head out the front door of the mansion. “May I help you?”

Madeline stood, alarmed, though she shouldn’t have been. She rested her hand on the back of Cecily’s head. “Yes! My—my daughter.”

The woman’s face softened in sympathy. “Come in out of the cold.”

Madeline led Cecily forward. There were big pillars on either side of the door, tiny octagons of tile forming a pretty pattern on the stoop, a stained-glass fleur-de-lis window in the door. A classy place, Madeline thought with satisfaction, though tears streamed down her face.

The woman, in a brown sack of a suit, asked Cecily what her name was, and Cecily told her.


“My—my husband died,” Madeline said. She had never been in such a soaring room before: marble columns, a wide staircase that started in the middle of the room and split at a landing to go up in two directions. She had never felt so small. “I can’t—can’t afford—”

“We see all sorts of women in your position, ma’am.” The woman did not seem unkind. She picked up a clipboard and asked Madeline for some information, which Madeline, voice trembling, gave. “Don’t worry, ma’am,” the woman said. “We’ll take good care of her.”

Cecily tugged Madeline’s coat. “Mama?”

“Oh, Sissy!” Madeline knelt down and hugged her like she was dying. Maybe she was. Cecily felt so sturdy, so terrifically alive, hot, in her little coat, while Madeline was brittle, cold, drifting away. “You be a good girl like Mama taught you, all right? I’ll be back for you before a mare could shake her tail. I’ll be back. Don’t forget me, Sissy. I’m going to get us everything. It’s just going to take a little time. Don’t forget me!”

Cecily had started to cry, though Madeline knew it was only because she was crying; that Cecily didn’t really understand.

“Here.” Madeline stripped off her new gloves and fumbled to open the clasps of the suitcase. “Look, I tucked in something from your daddy.” She pulled out the prayer card, on which was written Hope begins with Saint Jude. Tommy had brought it home one night early on in their time in Chicago—Madeline had no idea why, or where it was from—and leaned it up against the lamp on the dresser. More than once, she’d caught him gazing at it while he fastened his collar, as if he might actually believe praying to the saint could do some good. Madeline had scoffed every time, made terrible fun of him, in fact, and, after he’d died, she’d pressed the card to her chest and told the saint how sorry she was, and deep down she wondered if she’d prayed a little harder, to someone or something or anything, Tommy might’ve not got killed.


She didn’t think Joe Teague would like the card one bit. “Remember how I told you, Sissy? How this was one of your daddy’s favorite things?” She held the card out to Cecily, who took it in her chubby fingers and frowned down at it.

A gentle hand on Madeline’s shoulder. “It’s best if you go now, ma’am.”

Madeline’s heart pounded. “Her things—her other things are here!” She snatched the card from Cecily and dropped it into the suitcase’s inside pocket, then latched the whole thing up and stood with it in her hand, clutching her new gloves in the other. She didn’t want to give the suitcase over. “You can see how much I love her!”

The woman reached for the suitcase, took hold of the handle gently. “I know, ma’am. You’ll be back just as soon as you can. We can hold her for up to a year before she’s put up for adoption. Would you like me to check that option on the form?”

Madeline finally let go. “Yes, yes! I’ll be back.” She was putting on her gloves. “A year? Don’t be insane. I’ll be back long before a year goes by.”

Cecily was really crying now, though surely she didn’t know what a year meant—did she?

“It’s best if you go now, ma’am.”

Madeline knelt before Cecily again. “This nice lady’s going to look after you awhile, all right, Sissy? I know it’s always been just the two of us against the world, but now you’re going to have so many nice friends to play with!”

“Mama!” Cecily shouted, an objection, as if she understood now, and Madeline grabbed her into a hug again, but the woman was yanking her arm, pulling her up, ushering her out the door with gentle force.

“I’ll be back, Sissy!” Madeline yelled, then the door shut behind her, and she was out in the cold. A light snow had started to fall.

Madeline screamed into the gray of the sky. She screamed again.

A crow cawed.

Snow drifted down, settling on evergreen boughs.

And Madeline set out walking, wiping the tears from her face before they could freeze.






Part One

Firecracker






Chapter 1

Tuesday, February 17, 2015

Itasca, Minnesota

It was a Tuesday morning when Liz got the call she’d been dreading. “It’s your mom. You’d better get over here.” It was her mother’s next-door neighbor Harold, who checked every morning to make sure Cecily had raised the blinds in the kitchen of the big old Victorian by 7 A.M. If not, he went straight over to check on her. “She fell,” Harold said. “She’s unconscious. I called the ambulance.”

Liz tossed her phone onto the bed, shucked off her flannel pajamas, grabbed a sweater and jeans and wrestled into them. Alarm had numbed her limbs, made them hard to manage. As happened most mornings lately, she’d been sipping coffee and staring at the row of Dean’s golf shirts still hanging on his side of the closet, telling herself this would be the day she’d box them up and take them to Goodwill. People said time slowed after a death, but, for Liz, whole days, weeks, even months, had zipped by in a blur. She could not account for the more than three years that had passed since the day—also a Tuesday—she’d woken up beside him and he simply had not. An aneurysm; there’d been no predicting it. Nor did she understand how the pain could seem to grow worse with time, not better. The initial shock that had shifted to a dull ache for a couple years was now, from time to time, a screaming pain.

And now her mother! A fall. The first slip toward the end, as everyone knew, especially at Cecily’s age. Liz yanked on wool socks, grabbed her phone, and ran to the mudroom. She shoved her feet into her SORELs, pulled on her parka and leather gloves.


Car keys, car keys, where?

On the hook where they always were, thank God. And her purse beside them. She dropped her phone into its pocket and hurried out into the cement-cold of the garage, pressing the button for the opener, the door whirring up (thank you, Dean; her birthday present, seven years ago). Into the cold Grand Cherokee. She fired it up, then jumped out to grab the shovel and hack away at the six-inch-high drift that had formed after last night’s snow. Frozen solid. She tossed the shovel into a much bigger drift against the garage, hopped back into the car, and gunned it in reverse. A big galumph over the bump, but she made it! Out onto the frozen gravel road, sheltered by tall pines. The road was slick, and she was driving too fast.

Slow down, slow down, she heard her own voice, as if she were talking to her daughter, Molly, who always drove way too fast, in Liz’s opinion, but now it was Liz herself who only pressed harder on the gas. It was eight miles to town—thirteen minutes, minimum, in even the best of weather—and she was half cursing Dean for insisting fifteen years ago that this was their dream lake house, where they’d retire, and half thinking how she’d been trying and trying (hadn’t she?) on her twice-weekly visits to tell Cecily that it was simply time to leave the old Victorian where Cecily had lived for nearly seventy years; where Liz had grown up, and Liz’s father, Sam, too. Heartbreaking, yes, but a woman at ninety-four couldn’t expect to still live alone, and, if it was independence Cecily wanted—she’d refused even to consider having Molly and Caden move in, saying flatly, “They are not invited”—surely an apartment up at the Senior Village would be nice, wouldn’t it, when so many of her friends were there?

“The same people I’ve had to answer to all my life, you mean?” Cecily would say, with a dismissive laugh. And Liz, inwardly fuming—she’d always felt herself the more adult of the two of them, even when she was a small child—would turn to chores that seemed more immediately “pressing”: the garbage needed taking out, the steps another sprinkling of Ice Melt, and so on. Honestly, Liz just hated to argue, especially with Cecily, who never failed to win. And, yes, there’d surely been a part of Liz that had been happy to deny that disaster was on their doorstep (just the bare facts: ninety-four; that big old house), happy to let Cecily continue blithely on—or else it had been Liz herself who’d been blithe, pretending this call wouldn’t come, when she must have known it would. But—she supposed; and not that this was an excuse—she’d been caught up in her grief, unable to handle things with the practical efficiency she’d always handled most everything before.


Before.

And now see where they were. Knowing Cecily, she’d probably been out shoveling the back steps after last night’s snow, even though she’d been told a thousand times to wait for Harold to do it.






Chapter 2

Tuesday, February 17, 2015

Itasca, Minnesota

When Cecily woke up, she was in her kitchen being strapped to a gurney, and she recognized the paramedic from church. “Roger, I was hoping not to see you until Sunday,” she said.

He smiled, tightening a strap. “I could say the same about you, Mrs. Larson. Now, it seems you may have broken your hip. We’re going to get you to the hospital.”

“That’s impossible. I have so much to do today.” But she remembered. She’d simply missed the bottom step of the back stairs that led from the upstairs hall into the kitchen. The stairs she’d climbed up and down at least ten times daily for more than sixty-five years. The ones that her daughter had said recently were too steep for her, telling her she ought to use the wide front stairs and always hold the railing. And Cecily had thought, Ha. “I have excellent balance,” she’d told Liz. “Nothing to worry about.”

But Liz had been right to worry, after all. Cecily had missed the bottom step; had probably hit her head, too, or else why the lost consciousness? She wished Sam were here—he would be able to explain—but he hadn’t been here in twenty years.

She reached for Roger’s wrist; he stopped adjusting the second strap and looked at her with placid blue eyes. He was suited for this work. So calm. She would write a letter to the department in praise. If she recovered. That was really what was on her mind. The if. “Is this the beginning of the end?” she asked.


Roger gave a slight smile and shook his head. “Let’s just get you to the hospital, Mrs. Larson. You’re in shock now, but it’s going to start to hurt.”

“Oh, yes. I understand about that,” she said, and he laid a blanket over her, and he and the other paramedic—whom she didn’t recognize; a Baptist?—carried her through the house and out the front door, where red flashers lit the gray morning sky.

She heard a car pull up and stop, a door slam, footsteps crunching snow. “Mom? Mom?”

Cecily couldn’t reach out her hand or turn her head, they had her strapped in so. “Don’t worry, Liz, honey! Just a little fall,” she called out, as the paramedics bounced her along. They were moving gingerly, with the snow and ice underfoot. The air was frigid on her face; she could see her breath. She heard Roger telling Liz about the broken hip, the shock; that Liz could follow the ambulance to the hospital, and not to worry about red lights, just follow them on through.

Cecily did not think this was good advice at all. Anything could happen! Liz could have an accident on the way to the hospital just as easily as Cecily had fallen. “You be careful, though, Liz, honey!” she called out. Why had she always felt such munificence from Time, when in fact, day by day by day, she was coming closer and closer to breaking the promise she’d made to herself: that she would tell Liz and Molly the truth about their family before she left this earth.

The one time she’d mentioned it to Liz, about a year ago, Liz had just shaken her head, seeming to misunderstand. “You’re an orphan, Mom. You don’t even know your background, right? How do you expect to be able to tell us?”

Admittedly, Cecily had brought up the subject only when Liz was on her way out the door, parka and boots on and everything. Also, it had been a day when Liz had seemed particularly out of sorts, her grief bubbling to the surface as it did from time to time.

But Liz had never followed up with any questions. Maybe she just wasn’t interested? Cecily could hope.


Still, though. I was Cecily McAvoy, she imagined beginning. Born June 5, 1920, to Madeline and Thomas McAvoy.

It got a lot more complicated from there.

But she’d always liked the sound of her parents’ names—the ones on the papers in the file at the orphanage, which she and Flip had sneaked a look at one day when Mrs. Hamilton had been called away by the sudden alarm of a mysterious (ha) kitchen fire, leaving the big drawer in her private upstairs office unlocked.

Father, deceased. That had been a blow, at age seven, to find out for certain.

Mother, unknown address. (An address beside that was crossed out, with a note: Attempt to contact “returned to sender.”) Perhaps worse.

Anyway, that was such a small part of the story. And, for some reason, Cecily hadn’t even told Liz that much. Madeline and Thomas McAvoy. Liz with her permanent pinched frown, these days, and Cecily felt for her, she did, and Dean had been a wonderful man, but sometimes Cecily just wanted to shake Liz and say, There’s a lot more life out ahead of you, so buck up, kid.

Though, at sixty-eight, Liz was not really a kid anymore, Cecily had to admit.

“I’ll be right behind you, Mom!” Liz called back now, and Cecily wiggled her fingers—all she could approximate as a wave, strapped in as she was—and then a feeling that she imagined was grace, or maybe it was gratitude (how fortunate she was, to be in such capable hands! to have lived the long life she had!), permeated her body, warming her by degrees despite the frigid air, and she heard the idling engine of the ambulance growing louder with each of the paramedics’ careful steps, the creak of the door being opened, and then they were sliding her inside, into the warmth, and, as she saw the dials and machines lining the inside of the metal compartment, she thought, how interesting, that this was where she’d ended up, when she had been the girl famous for never falling.


“Fearless, this one is,” said Mrs. Hamilton, resting her hand on the back of Cecily’s dark curls. “A firecracker. Honestly, we don’t even know what to do with her.”

Cecily smiled up at the man in the gleaming black topcoat—the orphans were instructed always to be charming to visitors, and never to seem hungry—though her toes were curled inside her too-small shoes with nerves at having been called into Mrs. Hamilton’s office. Flip and Dolores had whispered that certainly they’d been found out, before Cecily had shushed them. How could Mrs. H. even suspect they’d climbed out onto the roof again after lights-out last night—and, if she did, wouldn’t all the malefactors have been called in? Instead, the other orphans, all seventy of them, had been sent outside to play, with only Miss Oversham and Miss Thompson to watch them, which Mrs. H. rarely allowed to happen, because she said Miss Oversham didn’t have the sense for this work. (Cecily disagreed: Miss Oversham had taught her to read, said she was the best seven-year-old reader she’d ever seen and that reading would open up the world for her, then presented her with her very own pocket-size copy of Around the World in 80 Days to prove it. Cecily had carried the book in her apron pocket for weeks, sleeping with it under her pillow to make sure it didn’t get swiped, though eventually Horace, twelve and a giant, stole it straight from her pocket, ripped out the pages, and stomped them into a mud puddle. In Cecily’s view, the only thing Miss Oversham didn’t understand was that orphans couldn’t have anything nice of their own.)


Right now, Cecily could only conclude that she was really in trouble. She just had no idea why.

“Pretty little thing, too,” the man said, and the up-and-down look he gave Cecily made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. He had a thick brown mustache that covered most of his mouth, so it was impossible to tell if he was smiling. “But the price you’re asking is awfully high.”

“The price is the price. A required donation to the Home,” Mrs. Hamilton said stiffly. “I believe she’d be perfect for your needs.”

Mrs. Hamilton and the man stared each other down, and the man’s mustache twitched, which only intensified Cecily’s awful feeling that she’d done something horribly wrong. You are just the worst troublemaker, child; no wonder your mother never came back for you, Mrs. H. always said, especially whenever she caught Cecily turning backflips down the hallway, or front flips down the stairs. And what was Mrs. H. trying to sell, anyway, that this man didn’t want to pay full price for?

The whirring feeling at the back of Cecily’s neck was growing worse.

Mrs. H. spoke first. “Cecily, dear, why don’t you show the nice man the way you walk on the railing?”

“But you said I wasn’t supposed to—”

“Come now.” Mrs. H. tugged her by the hand.

Out in the cavernous hall, Cecily removed her shoes and stockings, more nervous by the second. She’d only ever tried this when no adults were around, and the two times Mrs. H. had caught her, she’d yelled her head off and sent Cecily to The Closet for a whole day. And now she wanted her to walk the rail for this horrible—Cecily had decided he could be nothing else—man?

The Home was an old mansion, and the wide staircase that led up from the broad tiled foyer split in the middle at a landing graced with a weathered statue of a sad-looking woman, then headed up in two narrower flights to the second floor. All flights were lined in sweeping oak balustrades (once a week, the orphans polished every post), as was the upper length of hall that crossed at the rear of the building. It was this rail that Cecily was preparing to cross. The drop to the landing below was a good fifteen feet.


Mrs. H. clapped twice. “Chop, chop. And do that little flip at the end.”

Cecily had never, ever seen adults act the way Mrs. H. and this man were acting now.

But what could she do about it? Nothing. Just like she could do nothing about the fact that her mother hadn’t come back for her in almost three whole years, even though the box on the form was checked saying she’d intended to come back in one.

So, Cecily tucked her curls behind her ears and boosted herself onto the railing, grabbing the pillar to keep steady. She’d only traversed the rail’s length the first time because Flip had said he bet she couldn’t do it. The times after that, it had been for fun, to see if she still could. But—having to do it under these watchful adult eyes?

Would she get in trouble if she refused?

What if she fell?

One more look at Mrs. H. said the lady wasn’t joking.

All right, then, Cecily thought.

She curled her bare feet around the rail. Let go of the pillar. Wobbled. Held out her arms to steady herself. Took a step. Then another. Another, another, another (it was easiest when you moved fast). She wobbled again; caught herself, heart pounding, as she glanced down to the top of the head of the sad statue below. This was the hardest part: the middle. Her feet were starting to sweat. She took another step. Another, another, another—then sent herself flying off toward the carpeted hall, shooting her heels over her head then around and onto the floor. Thunk. She grinned and raised her arms when she realized she’d landed right.

“Bravo! Bravo!” said Mrs. H., applauding, and the man took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow.

“My goodness,” he said. “That is promising.”






Chapter 3

Tuesday, February 17, 2015

Itasca, Minnesota

Mom, you can’t keep me from seeing my own father,” Caden snapped, as he buckled in to Molly’s Mazda SUV for the ride to school. The argument had started over breakfast; Molly had hoped he would just let it go.

“Well, pardon me for being surprised,” she said, turning to back out of the drive of the rented blue bungalow, craning to see over the snowbanks on either side. There never seemed to be an extra five minutes in the morning to warm up the car, the way her father, Dean, had always told her she should, and she could see the fog of her breath in the cold interior. “When you announce your father’s coming to town this weekend for your game. You haven’t seen him in six months, and I haven’t seen him in two years. I haven’t even talked to him in weeks.”

“Yeah, well, he calls me every day. And it wasn’t his fault the weather was bad at Christmastime and I couldn’t reschedule my trip to Newport on account of hockey.”

Molly bit back what she wanted to mutter—the enlightened, positive communication practices she recommended to her clients did not come easy—and, at a four-way stop, took her turn, tires crunching on leftover snow. Honestly, the changes to Caden in the six months since Evan had seen him had been seismic (six inches, a deep voice, a whole new taste in music, plus he was reading Hemingway!)—would Evan even recognize him?

“Mom, I just really need you to be cool about this,” Caden said, and in his voice suddenly was the little boy he’d been—the one whose heart she’d broken.


Instant tears stung her eyes, and she found herself remembering her mom’s voice on the phone that terrible morning three years ago—Your dad’s gone, Liz had said, and Molly had thought, Gone where? Already, she and Evan had been struggling, and the idea that someday soon she’d get a similar call about her grandma, or her mom, had sent her careening like a car down a mountainside after busting through a guardrail. There was just no turning it around. None of the dozen healing modalities she’d been trained in could seem to touch the wreckage of her heart; none of her highly-trained-therapist’s techniques had managed to bleed over into making her marriage work. Less than a year after her dad’s funeral, the marriage was over, and she and Evan were in court to decide whether almost-twelve-year-old Caden would stay in Rhode Island with his father or move with her to her old Minnesota hometown.

Yet—imagine asking a child in court which parent he preferred! (“I love them both equally,” Caden had said, with an equanimity that had clearly been rehearsed; it slayed her to imagine him, probably in the privacy of his bedroom the night before, in that voice that had been so tiny then: I love them both equally.) And when the decision came down that he’d move to Itasca with her, she’d known instantly that meant she’d be the one making him go to the dentist, do his homework, brush his teeth, take out the garbage, while Evan would be the fun one, the one picking him up at the airport and taking him to the beach, the surf shop, up to Boston for Red Sox and Bruins games. The one Caden would long for, in other words.

Her grandma Cecily had tried to console her: Some things you never get over. Sometimes life makes you strike poor bargains, and sometimes you just plain don’t know what to do. And you just have to go on and do the best you can!

Honestly, how would Molly have made it without Cecily, these last two years in Itasca? Their weekly lunches—Molly brought takeout; dessert was always a slice of one of Cecily’s famous fifteen-layer cakes, left over from this or that recent community meeting—were all that had really sustained her. With her mom, Liz, never that easy to talk to in even the best of times, it was only Cecily who’d made Molly believe that, even after all that had happened and all she had lost, she could still succeed in building a new life in her old hometown—and in raising her son on her own.


“Okay, bud,” Molly told Caden carefully now, as she pulled into the line of traffic in the high school’s circle drive. She did try to be enlightened. “Just give me a little time to process, okay?”

A big sigh. “K, Mom.” And he was gone, slamming the door.

“Have a nice day!” she shouted through the window to his back. His shoulders were slumped a bit, till a friend came up and they bumped gloves and disappeared through the sliding glass doors.

Always like a pinprick to the small balloon of her heart, that. And why did kids these days talk like every utterance was a text message?

Then she had to laugh at herself: kids these days. She was just glad Caden had made good friends when he’d moved to town at the start of seventh grade—small-town cliques could be so unforgiving—as well as that he’d inherited his athletic abilities from his father and not from her, because scoring goals for Itasca Central as a freshman made you a once and future king, and that was that. She’d been such a nerd in her day, class of ’93.

She sighed at the thought of seeing Evan, put the car into gear, and inched ahead, close behind the bumper of the car in front of her. Once she got out of here, it was just a two-minute drive to the century-old brick building downtown that housed her private practice. Her cell phone rang in through the stereo; she clicked the button on the steering wheel to answer. “Hey, Mom!”

“Moll?” From the tinny sound of the Bluetooth and road noise, it was obvious Liz was calling from the car. She never called at this time of day, and, as Molly recognized the sound of bad news, her stomach clenched.

“Moll,” Liz shouted through the speaker. “It’s your grandma. Meet me at the hospital!”






Chapter 4

October 1927

Chicago

An’ then,” Cecily whispered to her friends, “he asked me if I’d ever ridden a horse, then he told Mrs. H. that he had to ask his partner and he’d let her know, but he still thought the price was too high.”

“What the blazes?” said Flip. They were outside in the barren fenced yard under a pure blue sky, huddled together against the cold wind. Brown and orange leaves skittered past.

“You’re gettin’ adopted, I guess,” said Dolores sadly.

“But the guy didn’t have a wife!” Flip said. He and Dolores had gotten a look at the man when he’d come in, before they’d been sent outside. “How could he adopt anybody?”

“Shh!” Cecily said, and the other two cocked their heads, then looked around to see who might be listening, but the older kids were playing Kick the Can, and the little ones wouldn’t understand, anyway.

After they’d all turned seven—Flip was first, Dolores last—the three of them had made a blood oath to stick together forever, because everybody knew: Once you turned seven, your chances of getting adopted were slim to none, at best. There were always new babies coming in, at least one every month, and they were what grown-ups wanted to take home. (The twenty-nine kids in the orphanage who were nine years old now, babies during the flu pandemic, hadn’t had a prayer.)

Cecily, though, had a secret card up her sleeve: her mother was still alive, and intending to come back for her. Flip had scorned it when Cecily’d shown him the little box checked on the form, but Flip scorned everything except the Chicago Cubs. Cecily had decided privately that, when her mother came back, she’d just make her mother take Flip and Dolores home, too. It was the least Madeline could do, for making Cecily wait two whole extra years. Cecily hadn’t told her friends, because she didn’t want them always pestering her about when. But Cecily had put a lot of facts together. One: the form had also said, Reason for surrender: Financial. Mother (distraught) cannot earn enough to support the child and care for the child at the same time.


Two: Cecily had asked Miss Oversham what financial and distraught meant. “Money-related” and “very, very upset,” Miss Oversham had explained.

Three: Cecily had a vague memory of Madeline taking her to Marshall Field’s downtown once—how happy her mother had been, just walking in through the big doors, seeing the glittering merchandise laid out in the glass-topped counters, though she’d told Cecily, Don’t touch, we can’t afford one thing!

Putting all of these facts together, Cecily had decided that Madeline worked at Marshall Field’s now and was saving up so she could afford to come get Cecily. Cecily didn’t know how long it would take, though she did think three years ought to have been enough. But what did she know? (Even Miss Oversham didn’t know how much a saleslady working at Marshall Field’s would make.)

Cecily imagined Madeline taking the ‘L’ train downtown every morning and home every night. She imagined her helping ladies try on shoes. Maybe hats. Or lipstick. Madeline was gentle and kind, and everyone wanted to buy from her, because she was beautiful. She barely even had to ask.

“I don’t know what he was after,” Cecily told her friends, about the man. She swallowed. What if her mother came and Cecily wasn’t here? Would Madeline think that Cecily had given up on her? “Look, I’ll just tell Mrs. H. I won’t go with him. And that’ll be that.”


Flip scoffed—justifiably, in this case; everyone knew you couldn’t say no to Mrs. H.—and Dolores just looked at Cecily with big, sad eyes.

That night, after prayers and lights-out, Cecily felt a poke to her shoulder.

“What?” she whispered, without opening her eyes. Dolores had a way of creeping out of her own cot and over to Cecily’s without making a sound. She always had something more she wanted to tell or ask before she could sleep; things she maybe hadn’t wanted to say in front of Flip, who, this time of night, was stuck over on the boys’ side, unless they’d made a plan to sneak out to the roof to meet. Tonight was too cold to bother with that. Anyway, Cecily wasn’t in the mood to press her luck about getting caught.

Dolores also had a way of knowing things that were going to happen before they actually happened, which Cecily had chalked up to strange coincidence at first, but now largely found useful. It wasn’t as if you could ask her anything you wanted to know, though; more like she’d just get a feeling about things, sometimes. Two weeks ago, for example, she’d suddenly fixed her eyes on Harriet across the yard and said, “She’s gonna get adopted.”

It seemed ridiculous. Harriet had been at the Home for two years and was six years old. What was more—as Mrs. H. put it whenever Miss Oversham had to call Mrs. H. into the classroom on account of Harriet pitching a fit—her disposition was not attractive.

A week after Dolores’s pronouncement, though, Cecily and her friends watched out the front window as a tall man in a gray coat and fedora and a stout, pretty woman in a purple coat and cloche led Harriet out to a waiting Model A, each holding one of her hands and talking to her solicitously. They helped her up into the car, and the man walked around to the driver’s side while the woman climbed in after Harriet. Doors slammed, and away the shiny black car went, with Harriet smack in between her new parents in the front seat. “Told ya,” Dolores said.


Cecily kept waiting for Dolores to say that Cecily’s mother was coming for her, but, so far, nothing.

It wasn’t like Dolores knew everything, though.

“Something bad’s gonna happen,” Dolores whispered urgently now. “I don’t know just what.”

“Oh, hush up,” Cecily whispered back. What good did that kind of prediction do? “Go back to bed. You’re gonna get us in trouble.” For once, Cecily was plain tired of being in trouble. She guessed if she hadn’t been such a firecracker, the way Mrs. H. had said, that man wouldn’t have looked at her the way he had.

“I don’t want you to leave me, Ceccy,” Dolores said.

“I’m not leaving you.” Cecily hoped this was true. But what choice would she have, if Mrs. H. said she had to go?

She recognized then that she wasn’t actually fearless. She was afraid of all kinds of things! She was afraid of leaving the Home, because she didn’t know what all was out there in the world. She was afraid of being without Dolores and Flip.

Most of all, she was afraid of missing her mother’s return.

God, I’ll be good, I promise, she prayed. If only you don’t make me leave here, I’ll be so good you won’t even recognize me.

Dolores tugged the blanket. “Scoot over.” Cecily did, and Dolores crawled under the covers next to her. Cecily was glad for the warmth. She’d just have to make sure Dolores woke up in time to get back to her own cot in the morning. She heard Dolores’s stomach growl; after a moment, her own echoed it. They only ever got thin potato soup for lunch and supper, thin Cream of Wheat for breakfast.

For a second, Cecily wondered if, wherever that man wanted to take her, there would be more and better food. Bedtime snacks, even.

She caught herself. Please, God. I don’t want to leave this place.

“That man is a bad man, Ceccy,” Dolores whispered. She was staring at the ceiling, still caught up in her own dreams. “Deep down bad.”

“Oh, hush!”

Dolores clutched Cecily’s hand.






Chapter 5

Tuesday, February 17, 2015

Itasca, Minnesota

When Cecily looked up from where her name was printed on the plastic bracelet around her thin wrist—hers? this old, liver-spotted thing?—and saw Liz and Molly standing there, brows knit, eyes pinched, she felt sorry for them more than for herself. Waking up in this steel bed, to this view of the ice-rimmed river and flat gray sky, felt like a bit of an adventure—a break in the routine, so to speak. Though that might have been the painkillers talking.

“I don’t want you girls to worry,” she said, even as she wondered what time it was. The sky gave no indication. Was it even still the same day? “I’ll be right as rain before you know it.”

Then, Liz announced that Cecily was going to have to go straight from the hospital to The Pines—the rehab center on the edge of town—on Monday. “Dr. Olson’s staff has already made the arrangements.”

“That’s ridiculous. I’m going home.”

“You can’t go home, Mom. You won’t be able to walk on your own, let alone climb up and down stairs. You’re going to need rest, and lots of physical therapy.”

The painkillers made Cecily want to laugh. Or cry. “Then Molly and Caden can move in and help me.” Why had she been so stubborn on that point? Wanting independence for Molly, yes—but mostly for herself. If she hadn’t been so stubborn, maybe this stupid accident wouldn’t have happened—

“I’m sorry, Grandma,” Molly said, “but you’re going to need real nurses’ care. At least for a while.”


If Molly said it, then it was true. Molly would’ve done anything for her, Cecily knew.

So much for a grand adventure. She let her eyes drift closed, a dream cascade down.

It was three days later when the man came back for Cecily, during breakfast time. She had no warning at all. Mrs. H. just came into the dining room with a small yellow sweater and Cecily’s little suitcase in hand—how did Cecily even recognize it? It had been in storage for so long—and said it was time to go.

Cecily felt the words like a kick to the stomach. She’d been trying so hard to be good! Hadn’t God noticed?

She was through trying now. She shoved her bowl away, the last precious bites of Cream of Wheat. “No,” she said.

Mrs. H. tapped her toe. A hush fell over the dining room, as seventy orphans realized what was happening.

“Cecily,” said Mrs. H.

Cecily folded her arms, pushed out her lip. “No. I won’t go.”

Dolores and Flip were watching with wide eyes, half-open mouths. Though everyone knew who was going to win.

Mrs. H. came and grabbed Cecily’s elbow, pulling her up to stand. She wrestled Cecily’s arms into the yellow sweater, which Cecily knew wasn’t hers, had never been. She wanted to cry out, but didn’t. She wouldn’t give Mrs. H. the satisfaction.

So, she just hadn’t been good enough to suit God. (You have only yourself to blame, Mrs. H. always said, when doling out any punishment.)

Mrs. H. brushed her hands together, then grabbed Cecily’s arm again, hard enough to hurt. “Dolores, Frank,” she said, “you may come say goodbye to Cecily at the door.”

Cecily tried to yank her arm free, but couldn’t. Dolores started to cry. Mrs. H. began marching Cecily toward the exit, and Dolores and Flip scampered up to follow. Cecily could feel their presence behind her, though there was a rushing in her ears and she wanted to scream. She bit her lip and didn’t. The sweater smelled funny, like it had been at the back of some closet for a long, long time.


Near the front door in the high-ceilinged foyer stood the man in the gleaming black topcoat. He was holding his derby hat, turning it round and round in his hands. He smiled when he saw them. “Ah, good!” he said.

Mrs. H. yanked Cecily to a stop before him. “She’s a bit sad about leaving her friends, I’m afraid. We don’t discourage them from getting attached to one another, though perhaps we should.”

Cecily found her voice. “Mrs. H., this isn’t fair! You can’t make me go! My mother’s coming back for me, and I promised I wouldn’t leave Dolores an’ Flip!”

The man laughed like she was a puppy who couldn’t walk straight yet, and Mrs. H. shook her head. “Cecily, this is for the best. You’ll see. Now, say your goodbyes.”

Cecily scrunched her eyes closed. What choice did she have? She could yell and scream for hours, and Mrs. H. wouldn’t budge. Cecily knew this from experience.

The man was handing Mrs. H. an envelope, telling her she’d find the whole amount inside, and Mrs. H. was looking in it, counting.

She’s selling me. The realization fell on Cecily like a sack of flour, with a dull thud.

Then, she wondered how much she was worth.

Enough that Mrs. H. definitely wasn’t going to change her mind, seemed like, from the way she was giving the man the biggest smile Cecily had ever seen on Mrs. H.’s face in going on three years now.

All right, then, Cecily thought.

She turned to face Dolores and Flip. Even Flip had tears in his eyes, and Dolores was biting her pinkie nail. Cecily pulled them into a close huddle. She could smell the Cream of Wheat on their breaths, feel the heat of their tears steaming off their skin.


“I’ll come back for you,” she whispered. “I’ll find some way.”

Dolores lowered her hand and sniffed, but her voice was firm: “No. You won’t.”

Flip gave Dolores a slow blink.

“I will, too!” Cecily objected.

Dolores shook her head. “No. Somethin’ big’s gonna happen to you. I don’t know what. But you’re not comin’ back here. Not ever.”

Cecily wanted to shout every curse word she knew straight into Dolores’s face, and tell her once and for all that she did not know everything! How dare she accuse Cecily of being faithless? Of not sticking to her promises?

Flip straightened, wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “To heck with ya, then!” he said, with an angry frown, and Cecily flinched—then saw by the tremor in his lip that he was only trying to be brave.

“Time to go, Cecily,” said Mrs. H. “You have a train to catch.”

Cecily exchanged electric glances with her friends. A train?

“Goddamn!” Flip said.

All right. She had to be brave, too. Around the world in eighty days. Starting with a train!

She grabbed Flip’s hand, then Dolores’s, too. “I’m not gonna forget you two, I swear it. If my mother comes, tell her I never gave up. Tell her I said she should take you both home, and then I’ll find you, I’ll find all of you, I swear I will!”

“Sure, it’s all gonna come up roses,” Flip said, but he was blinking back tears again, and Dolores was full-on crying without making a sound. Mrs. H. took Cecily by the shoulders and yanked her backward, pulling her hands from her friends’, then turned her around to face the man in the topcoat, who was holding Cecily’s suitcase. He opened the door to the outside world, and Mrs. H. gave her a little shove.

And she was gone.






Chapter 6

Tuesday, February 17, 2015

Itasca, Minnesota

When Liz announced that she was heading over to Cecily’s house to pick up a few things, now that Cecily was resting, Molly said, “Are you sure, Mom? I can go.” Other than when Molly had left for an hour to see a client she claimed she couldn’t cancel on, mother and daughter had been together in the hospital waiting room all day, drinking bad coffee, pacing, making failed stabs at small talk, disagreeing on “Who Wore it Better?” in outdated magazines. Liz had overheard Molly on the phone, rescheduling other client sessions, arranging for Caden to have supper at a friend’s house after hockey practice.

“No, you wait here in case she wakes up again,” Liz said. “Get the inside scoop from Stacey, if you can.” One of the nurses on duty was Stacey Thorson, who’d been a friend of Molly’s growing up, which was both reassuring and unnerving, since at the back of Liz’s mind ran images of Stacey at slumber parties when the girls were eight, nine, ten, screeching and carrying on. Liz tried to shake off the old pictures; to remind herself that not one of them was quite who they’d been thirty years ago. “It’ll feel good to get some fresh air.”

She accepted a hug from Molly, though she couldn’t relax into it, then got suited up for the cold and headed out into the overcast afternoon. The light was beginning to soften, the day to end.

Some days, you could not imagine in the morning what they would hold by the time they closed.

The Grand Cherokee was cold, and Liz let it idle for a moment to warm up while she checked her phone. Nothing from her son, Eric, though she’d texted him right after Cecily had come through surgery—but that was no surprise. He was in Patagonia, working as a mountain climbing guide, and rarely had access to cell signal. Liz hated to leave him messages, because she always ended up worrying he was buried in some avalanche.


She couldn’t think about that now. Wouldn’t, anyway. She set her phone aside and put the Jeep into gear, making the familiar drive along the icy streets from the hospital to her parents’ house in the neat, squared-off section of town on the other side of the winding river. Her father had been a key player in getting the new hospital built in 1965. State of the art for its time, there’d been no finer one in all of northern Minnesota when the ribbon-cutting had taken place, the same week as Liz’s high school graduation. Years later, in 2000, her mother had almost single-handedly raised the funds—including a substantial donation from Dean and Liz—for the large addition and upgrade made in Sam’s name. It was on account of this that people like Cecily could get a hip surgery in this town at all, without having to travel by ambulance the ninety miles to the big hospital in Duluth. (Cecily hated to go to Duluth for any reason—Liz had no idea why—and, anyway, Itasca’s orthopedic surgeon, Dr. Olson, went to Cecily’s church. Cecily would get excellent care here, Stacey Thorson notwithstanding.)

So why did Liz still have this terrible gnawing feeling in the pit of her stomach? It should’ve been relieved when Cecily had woken up, seeming lucid—seeming herself, even. Or else when Dr. Olson had reported he was optimistic that, with physical therapy, Cecily could possibly make a full recovery within months.

Well, that was it, wasn’t it? Possibly. Within months. When “months” could be presumed to be a large portion of the time that Cecily had left on earth.


And Liz simply did not know how she was going to get along without her mother.

The idea that someday she’d have to had always been a vague one, before today. Yet, some quick research on her phone—after Dr. Olson had answered her terse questions about prognosis with “Let’s just take it day by day, for now” and a gentle hand on Liz’s elbow—had turned up that, of elderly people who broke a hip, only half would make a full recovery, and more than a quarter would end up dead within a year.

The oldest and frailest patients are most likely to die from a hip fracture; a sudden sharp decline in overall function is a usual result—

No. No, no, no. That could not be the case with Cecily.

Liz pulled into the drive at the old house, tires crunching ice, and got out. Before she could pick her way to the back stoop, Harold emerged from his small box of a house next door without a coat on, just his checked flannel shirt. She should’ve phoned him with news; why hadn’t she thought to? “How’s she doing?” he called. “She all right?”

Liz turned, trying to compose her face, suddenly aware of her exhaustion; glad to think that the lowering darkness might hide the worst of her appearance. “She had to have surgery. Dr. Olson was able to get her right in, which was pretty much a miracle. I can’t thank you enough, Harold. I’m so sorry I didn’t call.”

“When will she be coming home, then?”

“Not for a while. She’ll have to go up to The Pines.”

“Ah, well.” Harold’s sigh made steam in the cold. “Could be worse, I suppose. Bess made a hotdish. I’ll bring you a plate.”

He wouldn’t take no for an answer, even when Liz said she planned to be at the house for only a few minutes, that she had to get back to the hospital, especially with Molly waiting. “Well, then,” he said, “Bess’ll make up a to-go plate for Moll, too.” Finally, all Liz could do was sigh and say thank you.

Inside, the kitchen was cool; Cecily must not have turned up the heat this morning. Liz flipped on the light, revealing the ivory steel-rimmed table and chairs that had been there her whole life. The light blue cabinets and patterned yellow and blue linoleum were even older than that.


Cecily and Sam had moved into the house when Liz was just a few months old. Liz’s grandfather—old Dr. Larson—had died, and Sam, who was working out east at the time, had answered his mother’s pleas to come home and take over his father’s practice. Sam’s sisters had moved to Minneapolis by that time, and his mother, thrilled at the chance to relocate to the city, had handed over this house, complete with the doctor’s office in the front room and the shingle out front saying DR. LARSON, to the young family. Liz’s father had seen patients there until Liz was in eighth grade, when he’d finally merged his practice with the new clinic’s.

Ancient history now. Liz shut the door to the back stairs—the scene of the crime. She’d always (inexplicably) hated that narrow, steep, cold passageway. Now she had reason to. In the dining room, she turned up the thermostat, listened to the boiler kick on, and flipped on the light—the globes of the chandelier over the table took on a warm yellow cast—trying to fight the cold, deserted feeling the house had after just one day of Cecily’s absence. Yet, Cecily’s touches were everywhere. The familiar old Valentine’s Day paper cupids and hearts taped on the bay window, catching the last of the light. Red roses in a blue glass vase at the center of the long oak table. A neat stack of stationery and actual letters awaiting return; Cecily’s favorite blue pen.

It was all so normal. Home. Yet, Liz felt strangely like a trespasser. She wanted to get in and out quickly, get back to her mother at the hospital.

Heading for the front stairs, Liz passed under the archway into the living room. Cecily had kept this room formal, Victorian, ready to seat ten or twelve at a moment’s notice. Two facing sofas were bookended by pairs of well-worn wing chairs, all surrounding a marble-topped oval coffee table. How many of Itasca’s most important meetings this room had seen, over the last sixty-eight years! Book clubs, fundraising drives, afternoon coffee after afternoon coffee, Cecily’s weekly Prayer and Action Circle. (“Heavy on the action, light on the prayer,” as Cecily always advertised it.)


Liz climbed the stairs, her fingers trailing the oak banister, for some reason recalling the night Robby Hanson had picked her up for her first-ever date when she was fifteen. They were going to a dance at the school; Liz still remembered the sateen peacock-blue dress she’d worn, the smoothness of her nylon stockings, the way she’d wobbled in her new white pumps as she’d turned the corner to see a nervous-looking Robby standing there in a jacket and tie, Liz’s father beside him. At the sight of Liz descending, Sam had taken off his glasses and wiped the corner of his eye with his knuckle. In those days, he’d thought maybe she’d follow in his footsteps and become a doctor, too—and, yes, he had been that progressive, that he hadn’t imagined she could only ever be a nurse.

In the upstairs bathroom, Liz rifled through drawers to find her mother’s cosmetic bag, then the medicine cabinet to make a stab at what Cecily might need: moisturizer, eyebrow pencil (Cecily would want to look good for visitors), lipstick, tweezers, prescriptions.

The master bedroom spanned the front of the house, and, walking in, Liz was astounded all over again—she so rarely came in here—by how Cecily had redecorated after Sam’s passing: lavender walls; a wild quilt of aqua, orange, yellow, purple; a dozen bright throw pillows stacked halfway down the bed, the large one in front proclaiming, Life is too short to blend in. Tall bookshelves in each corner stood full to bursting with neat rows and stacks of fiction. Her parents’ older books—over their sixty-eight years in the house, they’d collected literally thousands—resided downstairs in her father’s office, up in the attic, in the shelf-lined guest bedrooms. Cecily claimed they were impossible to get rid of—They’re like old friends!—and knew the location of each and every one.


Lavender walls notwithstanding, it was a comfort to see Cecily’s office in the adjoining tower looking as it had all of Liz’s life: the desk facing out at the yard and street corner, the angular walls lined with overflowing bookshelves under the windows. Each shelf had a cushion seat on top, the perfect size for a kid to lie down and read. Liz remembered the sounds of her mother’s pen, the folding of stationery into envelopes; how Cecily would let Liz lick the stamps and carefully affix them.

But this must not have happened often: in those early years, Cecily had surely spent most of her time downstairs in Sam’s reception room, greeting patients, managing records, pulling pennies from behind children’s ears to make them smile. She’d taught Liz, at eight, how to alphabetize files, answer the phone, schedule appointments. “Good riddance to those chores!” Cecily had said, upon assigning them fully to Liz, telling Sam that Liz was “fully qualified and much better suited to the work than I am.” As Liz grew older still, her father would let her pilfer through Gray’s Anatomy and answer any question she had. She’d been sorry when he’d moved his office to the clinic, though Cecily had declared herself perfectly happy to let him go: “More time for committee work!”

After that, at least once a week, Liz would come home from school to find Cecily in the kitchen making one of her fifteen-layer cakes on the stovetop. “These things change people’s minds,” she would say. “They open wallets. Work wonders!” Within five years, she’d spearheaded the raising of a million dollars for the performing arts center. (These cakes were Cecily’s “secret recipe”; the one time she’d let Liz, age seven or so, “help,” layer five had somehow slid off the side into a messy pool of hot icing, leaving them both in tears. Mortified to have made her mother cry, Liz had never attempted to “help” again.)


Now, at sixty-eight, Liz had enough perspective to guess that most children who were fortunate enough to be well cared for believed, as Liz had, that their parents were just the way parents were; that there was nothing unique or interesting about them. “My parents are one hundred percent conventional,” she remembered telling Dean before the first time she’d brought him home from college, senior year. In hindsight, of course, her scorn for the bourgeoisie—her muted so-called rebellion at the time—had been nothing more than going along with a different crowd. Later, when she became a mother herself and she and Dean had moved to Itasca because he said it must be the best place in the world to raise a family “because look how good you turned out, babe,” her parents’ conventionality, their solid footing in the world, had been a great comfort, and something she’d come to aspire to. (In reality, Dean had been far better at community doings; Liz always ended up feeling off-kilter, like she was the one who came from somewhere else.)

Now Liz grabbed the books that were on Cecily’s bedside table—a thin little volume called Keep Going: The Art of Perseverance, plus a Laura Lippman mystery—then retrieved a Vera Bradley tote from the closet shelf and headed for the top dresser drawer. She pawed through Cecily’s white and pink satin underthings, feeling a little like a burglar, trying to discern by touch which might be the most comfortable.

At the bottom of the pile, her fingertips brushed against what felt like stiff paper. Odd.

She peered into the drawer, parting the pile, uncovering a crisp, plain manila folder.


How strange. What could be inside? Her mother didn’t have any secrets.

Liz fished out the folder and opened it. Inside was a small, ancient, black-and-white snapshot, scratched, its corners bent; mottled and a bit wrinkled, as if it had been left out in the rain. It showed a serious-looking boy—maybe seventeen—standing in a nondescript field, leaning on a sledgehammer, wearing a newsboy cap, gazing off to the side. From the shape of his nose and the shade of his skin, he might’ve been African American, but it was difficult to tell. On the back of the picture was written, in handwriting Liz didn’t recognize, Lucky.

A hundred times, Liz had seen Cecily rifle through the overflowing bin at The Antique Barn labeled Unidentified (Know Anybody?). This photo could’ve come from there.

But no woman put anything in her underwear drawer that didn’t have personal significance, right?

Well, Liz could hardly ask Cecily about it when Cecily was just out of surgery. Besides, to ask would be basically to admit that she’d been snooping—

A distant knock sounded on the kitchen door downstairs, startling her. The door creaked open. “Just settin’ it on the table for ya!” Harold called. Liz shouted back her thanks, trying to sound natural—he hadn’t actually caught her doing anything nefarious!—and heard him go out again.

She let out a breath. Enough nonsense. She needed to get back to the hospital. She stashed the snapshot back where she’d found it, quickly finished packing, then headed downstairs, turning out lights as she went, the faint mystery of the snapshot fading behind the glaring concerns of the present. The house would be empty all night—and for who knew how long afterward. Harold would surely keep an eye on the place, but that wasn’t the same as having someone occupying it. This was the time of year when pipes could freeze; when things could go badly wrong in a house in a very short amount of time.


Well, she’d leave the heat turned up, at least—though Cecily would surely find it wasteful and extravagant, to heat an empty house.

Forecasting the weeks ahead reminded Liz of the 114 bowls she’d promised to donate for the Empty Bowl fundraiser in early April. How was she going to finish them now? In the past, the feel of clay turning under her hands had always been what grounded and centered her. After Dean’s death, she’d been out in her studio a good twelve hours a day. But, these days, she was plain uninspired. Exhausted, to tell the truth, and aching, somehow, deep in her bones. She’d hardly set foot out there in months. And now there’d be daily drives to town, nursing care to coordinate, this house to manage on top of her own—

She caught herself. Cecily was the one suffering. Liz would just have to buck up.

Back in the kitchen, she pulled the foil off one of the two paper plates that Harold had loaded with tuna-noodle hotdish. Catching the scent made her suddenly ravenous, and she grabbed a fork from the drawer. The first bite of melded egg noodles, tuna, Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom, and cheese tasted so good that tears came to her eyes, and she started shoveling the concoction into her mouth—bite after bite after bite, like a starving child. Hot, cheesy sauce dribbled down her chin. Comfort food.

So where were these tears coming from?

Nothing so small as a fall down some stairs could actually kill Cecily, could it? (Liz could not let those statistics about
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