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Cast of characters
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Prologue

Five years ago

 

i.

 

Page one, the Boston Globe, November 16, 2016:

 

Four-alarm blaze badly burns mother and daughter

Reports of gas explosion being probed

by James Soares

Globe Staff

BOSTON—A young girl and her mother were badly burned last night in a four-alarm fire that destroyed one apartment building and heavily damaged two others just outside Kenmore Square.

At least 23 families who lived in the three buildings, including several with children, were left homeless, and many suffered minor injuries. Seven firefighters were hospitalized for smoke inhalation and all were later released.

Listed in critical condition this morning at Massachusetts General Hospital were Tanya Audette, 11, and her mother, Sophie Audette, 34, according to a hospital spokesman.

“Both are expected to survive, but they face a very long recovery, given the extent of their burns,” the spokesman said.

The blaze at 840 Beacon Street began in a fiery explosion at approximately 10:15 p.m. The possibility of a gas leak is being probed.

It was the first four-alarm blaze in the city in nearly a year.

The building was a four-story wood-frame structure and at least nine families were known to live there. The Audettes lived on the top floor of the destroyed building.

Eyewitnesses reported hearing an explosion before the apartments burst into flames.

“It was like the place was hit by a rocket,” said one woman resident, who asked to remain anonymous.

“There was a screeching noise just before the place went up in flames,” said Ronald Chang, 25, whose studio apartment was in the building. “I thought a plane had crashed.”

Fire Capt. Steve Lewis said no plane debris or wreckage was found and an air crash was not a possibility. Federal Aviation Administration officials confirmed this.

“This is more consistent with a gas leak followed by explosion,” Lewis said. “And this building was served by gas.”

Nonetheless, arson cannot be ruled out, said an investigator who did not want to be named. Because of the explosion report, he added, officials will be considering the more remote possibility that some sort of bomb was involved.

The apartment was almost directly overhead a MBTA Green Line tunnel, not far from Fenway Park, but officials confirmed that no trolleys were near there at the time.

Fire Capt. Lewis praised firefighters and EMTs for what he called their “heroic” work entering the burning building and helping people to safety. They rescued several pets, according to Lewis.

“These were horrific conditions our women and men encountered,” Lewis said. “But like true firefighters everywhere, they risked their lives to save others’.”

The American Red Cross has arranged temporary housing for the displaced residents.

ii.

 

Unrecorded on November 16.

At 7:30 a.m., Fluffy, a French poodle owned by Zachary Pearlman, of 860 Beacon Street, went out the PetSafe Pet Door his master had installed in the bottom panel of the back door. Coffee in hand, Zachary, 78, was at the front of the apartment, checking the contents of the three rooms he had transformed into Zack’s Bric-a-Brac, a Back Bay boutique with a steady clientele. It seemed the terrible fire at 840 Beacon had not caused any damage, save for the odor of smoke, which he could clear with fans. Good thing the windows had been closed when the fire had roused him from his sleep.

Fluffy peed on a trashcan, then sauntered over to a parked car, behind which he took care of number two. It was not until both responsibilities were fulfilled that he caught a whiff of a powerfully new and different smell: something burning, or recently burnt, like the smell in the fireplace after one of those rare occasions Zack used it.

Following his nose, Fluffy emerged from the alley and started down Beacon Street. There was a commotion a few buildings away—a major one, even by the busy standards of Kenmore Square, besieged by fans after every Red Sox game. There were cars, trucks, lights flashing, radios squawking, a saw sawing, a hammer hammering, people milling. Fluffy broke into a trot. The smoky smell got stronger and stronger until, having reached ribbons of police tape, it was everywhere.

The dog stopped.

Fluffy understood his cuteness, which usually could be counted on for a friendly pat or a hello from a stranger, but nothing doing today. These people were all business. Unnoticed, the dog passed under the tape, crossed a small garden now covered in broken glass and charred wood, and proceeded into the burnt shell of a building.

The dog poked here and there, sniffing, curious at these wondrous sights. Few things looked familiar in this dark new world. There was a blackened hulk of a refrigerator, a similarly blackened stove, a twisted piece of metal that might have been a lamp. There was a blackened TV and what might have been a sound system. The fire had been unusually hot, melting plastic and metal, incinerating plaster and paint, and reducing furniture fabric and frame to ash.

There, next to the remains of a bed, was a waterlogged heap of what seemed, at first, to be burnt clothing.

But it wasn’t clothing, Fluffy discovered on closer examination.

It was a pile of stuffed animals, one of which, prettier than the rest, appeared untouched by the fire, water and smoke. Fluffy liked stuffed animals. His master had a whole case of them in his shop, and on Saturdays and Sundays, the busiest days, that display was a hit with parents who strolled in with young children in tow.

Fluffy clamped down on the cat-like stuffed animal and lifted it from the heap. It was a pleasant sensation, that softness between his jaws. Unhurried, the poodle retraced his steps through the rubble and reemerged at the front of the building, passing unnoticed again under the sawhorses. The dog headed home, triumphant with its find.

Fluffy passed through the pet door into the kitchen. Zack was not around. The dog played with his new toy a short spell, but when the novelty had worn thin, he deposited it in a familiar place, the back of the Teddy bear display case, and hopped onto the armchair for a snooze.

In days to come, Zack—increasingly forgetful as he neared the end of his eighth decade—would be unable to recall buying the stuffed animal from the stream of vendors, mostly people cleaning out their attics and basements, who came to him to sell or swap their precious finds. He would smell the smoke on it and send it off to be dry-cleaned.

When it had been returned, he would place it on the top shelf of the Teddy display.

Some two weeks later, a Rhode Island woman visiting her Boston-based brother, a Jesuit priest, would buy it as a Christmas gift for her youngest child, a girl who had a terminal illness.

iii.

 

Noon TV broadcast,

With meteorologist Denise Isaac.

“…and now, recapping your exclusive NBC-10 forecast: This afternoon, sunny and warm, highs near 60, with a light south-southwest breeze. Let’s get out and rake those leaves! Tonight, clear skies, lows in the upper 40s, with those clear skies allowing perfect—make that perfect!—viewing of the meteor showers that began last night and are expected to continue tonight. We haven’t seen such a sky spectacular as this in years and it won’t last, so get out there with your phones and send us your photos! We’ll post the best ones right here on NBCBoston.com…”


Chapter One: Heaven and earth.

Saturday, May 29, 2021

Billy McAllister’s sister is dead.

Billy knows that.

But time cannot steal the young boy’s memories. Time—four years, one month and 19 days of time—and still Jess appears in his dreams.

Sometimes in these dreams, she is calling to him.

She is someplace dark and cold, someplace distant and unreachable, no place he’s ever been or wants to go. He sees nothing but Jess’s face, illuminated softly by an unseen light. It’s a sad face, not the face he wants to remember—not the face in that photograph Mommy keeps on her bedroom bureau. Tears cover both cheeks. Her hair is tousled, her lips cracked and dry, her eyes wide and dark and empty, as if not really her eyes, but fake ones constructed of cheap glass.

She is clutching her favorite stuffed animal, Baby Bear, the Teddy bear that Santa brought.

Baby Bear looks sad, too.

“Help us, Billy!” Jess calls in these dreams. “Me and Baby Bear! Let us out of here! We don’t want to be dead! We want to be with you and Mommy and Uncle Jack!”

Billy reaches for his sister then—but always she’s too far, and the distance to her is increasing, and Jess is shrinking, is getting smaller and smaller, until finally she is gone.

But in other dreams, it is summer—the summer of 2015, when they took that photograph so dear to Mommy’s heart. The summer five years before the coronavirus pandemic, which devastated America and the world.

He was six that summer of 2015, Jess barely five. Her health had once again gotten better, and with every day, there was less talk of that “Pitts-bird” hospital, where she had spent so much time as the doctors fixed her one time and then, when she fell ill again, a second time.

Mommy was better, too. Mommy was not so upset all the time, wasn’t short-tempered and grouchy and crying and yelling and screaming at him when he hadn’t done anything at all.

Uncle Jack, who usually took Billy’s side, said that after all the bad stuff involving Jess’s health, the family deserved a good stretch—that it was always darkest before dawn, and now the sun was climbing high into the sky.

They spent June and July at Grammy’s. Her house, larger than any house Jess and Billy had ever been inside, was in Blue Hill Falls, Maine, that magical seaside place where the mountain really was blue, at least when viewed from a distance. It was major fun, those two months, ice cream and corn on the cob and lobster and fried clams and staying up until ten or even eleven o’clock, way past regular bedtime. The ocean, cold as it was until August, when you might be able to handle a few minutes’ swim without shivering, was the best.

Almost every day, they played on the little beach there at Blue Hills Falls, where Grammy’s house overlooked Mt. Desert Narrows.

It was go-easy play because they had to be very careful of Jess. They had to keep the saltwater from those big zig-zaggy scars across her tummy, evidence of where surgeons had transplanted one liver into her, and then a second when the first had failed. They had to keep sunblock all over her, and she had to wear a straw hat and her Elsa sunglasses.

Jess tired pretty easily, but she had spurts of energy, too, and during them, they climbed rocks and hunted for periwinkles and fiddler crabs and built sandcastles and went sailing with Mom and Uncle Jack on Grammy’s big boat.

“How big is the ocean?” Jess always liked to ask.

“Bigger than the biggest lake in the world,” Grammy would answer.

“Wow, that’s huge!” Billy would say.

“Almost as big as heaven,” said Uncle Jack, a Jesuit priest who liked to shed his Roman collar on his occasional visits to Maine.

“Heaven is where Grampa is,” Grammy would say.

“I want to meet him some day!” Jess would say.

“No you don’t,” her mother said on one occasion.

A dark memory had welled up within her and she said no more.

Grammy wagged her finger at Mary and quickly changed the subject, to the fairy-tale story of how her parents had met.

“My mother was a young girl living in Nova Scotia when one summer day, she and a friend drove to Burntcoat Head Park to see the amazing tides at the Bay of Fundy,” Grammy said. “Do you children know about those?”

“No!” Jess and Billy said.

“Highest tides in the world,” Grammy said. “One of the seven or eight or nine or ten Wonders of the World, I’ve lost count. People come from all over to see.”

“Wow,” Jess said. “Can we go there one day, Mom?”

“That would be nice,” Mary said.

“So there was my mother, Miss Alice O’Reilly,” Grammy continued, “when my father, George McKay of Blue Hill Falls, Maine, happened to be visiting there with friends. They’d taken the old steamer up from Bar Harbor to Halifax for a week-long holiday. And there was Miss Alice, watching the tide roll in with a rumble and a roar. Their eyes met, and both later said it was love at first sight. The rest, as they say, is history. They married, Alice and George moved in here, and along came I, their only child.”

“Cool,” Jess said.

“Neat,” said Billy.

The question of what happened after that did not arise.

Not that summer.

Rainy days, they stayed inside Grammy’s mansion and made mischief with her three cats and Tuggs the bulldog, a good-natured old hound that was Grammy’s favorite pet. Once, when it was cloudy and cool but the heavens hadn’t opened up, Jess and Billy snuck off to the family cemetery and mausoleum, which stood in a grove of pines on a bluff overlooking the ocean. Two hundred years of McKays and their spouses and other relatives were buried there—a few in the marble crypt erected by Grammy’s great-grandfather, Samuel McKay, who’d made his fortune in the clipper trade and then, in a move that shocked his Yankee friends and associates, converted to Catholicism after a Jesuit priest who was said to possess the power of healing had laid his hands on his abdomen and cured him of the colon cancer that had been consuming him.

The burial ground and mausoleum, where Jess herself would be laid to rest in less than a year, was strictly off-limits and the one time Mommy found them nosing around there, she went ape. That was the only time they were punished that summer, although they got off easy, only one day without TV and no dessert.

The attic was also strictly off-limits, but there was no chance of them of getting up there, much as curiosity compelled them: the door was padlocked and nailed shut.

“But why?” Jess asked one time

The response remained as vivid as yesterday to Billy.

Grammy, he remembered, said “attics are no good for anything but collecting dust,” and then she fought tears. Mommy convulsed, as if pain had pierced her body, and after screaming “do NOT ever ask again,” she went into the kitchen, where she poured a tall glass of hard liquor.

“Grammy’s right,” said Uncle Jack, who visited as often as his busy schedule would allow. “Attics do nothing but collect dust, and dust does no one any good. Now come into the library, my precious niece and nephew. I have a new book I’d like to read to you. One Morning in Maine is the title. It’s a classic I’m sure you will enjoy—more than the average bear!”

That was one of Uncle Jack’s favorite lines, an ode to his niece’s love of the Teddy variety.

In early August, as the Maine water was approaching swimming temperature, Uncle Jack drove up again from Boston. He stayed the weekend and on Monday morning, he took everyone back to Rhode Island so Mommy could apartment-hunt. The first place they visited was affordable, and near a school where Jess could start kindergarten and Billy, first grade.

So they took it. That night, they celebrated by visiting Ocean State Park, where they rode the merry-go-round and Ferris wheel, ate all the cotton candy they wanted, and had their picture taken in a booth.

By Labor Day 2015, Jess’s health was deteriorating again.

In April 2016, she would die.

Sometimes, Billy still can’t believe what happened Jess passed. He thinks it must have been a dream, but it wasn’t.

He remembers that terrible night—the night before his sister’s wake, which was the day before her funeral and burial. He is upstairs in the Blue Hill mansion, trying for sleep in a corner-post bed that had been his Grammy’s great-grandfather’s.

That night, Blue Hill’s magic was gone. That night, Grammy’s house was drafty and dark and forbidding, sounds carrying as if there were no floors, walls or doors.

That night, Grammy turned from loving grandmother to someone Billy did not recognize.

“Regardless of his age, he should say goodbye to his sister,” she is saying to Uncle Jack.

They are in the library, directly underneath Billy.

“And he shall say goodbye,” Grammy continued. “I see no need for further discussion, John.”

“It will be too much for him, Mother,” Uncle Jack protests.

Billy hugs the Transformer toy that Uncle Jack bought him, even though it wasn’t his birthday or Christmas or anything, and he wishes desperately that Mommy could be here. As short-tempered as she could get, Mommy would set things right, Mommy would stop them from arguing. Mommy wouldn’t make him go to his sister’s wakes—there would be two of them—or her funeral.

But Mommy’s not here.

Mommy’s probably too bad off to even attend the funeral herself.

Mommy’s at a hospital—and not the kind of hospital where they take X-rays and put broken legs in casts and give you your choice of lollipops for being such a brave little girl or boy. Not even the Pittsbird kind of hospital, with all its machines and tubes and stuff that helped his sister stay alive longer than some doctors said was possible.

Mommy’s in the kind of hospital where people go when they’ve had what Uncle Jack calls a mental-health crisis.

“What’s right for a boy isn’t necessarily what’s easiest or most convenient for him,” Grammy is saying. “You should know that.”

“He’s six, for God’s sake. Six, Mother! When I was six, the last thing you would have made me do was attend a funeral or a wake.”

“No one important to us died when you were six, John. Some exceptionally fine psychologists write about how important it is for children, even young children, to be part of bereavement.”

“And some other very fine psychologists have written of how emotionally scarring it can be. Think of Mary, Mother. If she finds out, she will never forgive you.”

“Mary is in no position for judgments such as these,” Grammy says. “And neither are you. May I remind you that I am your and your sister’s mother. As such, it is I who am responsible for the family’s well-being.”

Billy begins to cry. For three days and three nights, he’s been crying. Just when he thought there were no tears left, he’s started again.

“But in this, you are right, John,” Grammy says. “This is a terrible ordeal—for you, for me, for young William. Without question, bereavement is among the most unpleasant of life’s experiences. May be the most unpleasant. But it is through these rituals that we begin to accept our tragedies and move on with life, as we inevitably must. You, John, ordained one of God’s servants—a priest who has conducted his share of funerals and burials—surely understand what I say.”

“And as a priest who took vows to speak truth,” Uncle Jack says, “I must tell you you’re making a mistake.”

“And I think not. Will Billy be uncomfortable at his sister’s final rites? Yes, he will—as will everyone who knew that precious girl.

“But deny him the experience, no matter how traumatic, and we will live to regret it. More importantly, he will live to regret it. It may take five years, or ten, or twenty, but there will come a day when he feels he’s been horribly cheated. The psychologists are very clear on this point. Do you wish to explain to him come that day? I think not. Now I believe you should get some sleep, John. Tomorrow, as you know, will be a very long day. Goodnight. I am going to bed.”

The memory continues.

On painfully to the next afternoon, the first of two wakes that will be held for Jessica McAllister, whose body has arrived in Bangor in the belly of a 757 jet that flew from “Pittsbird,” where her final discharge from UPMC Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh was to the custody of a funeral home. Her body has been perfumed, her hair washed and set, and makeup applied in an attempt to bring color to her bloodless cheeks. She has been attired in her pink party dress, a Christmas gift from Grammy that she wore only once, on her final trip back to Pittsburgh, where her medical team gave it all they had until they had no more to give.

At 1:45, fifteen minutes before calling hours begin, they pull up in Uncle Jack’s Honda Accord. The funeral home is surrounded by limos, long and sleek and black. There is a red carpet leading into the home. An awning over the door. A crowd of somber-looking men—wearing black, to match their limousines.

Until this week, Billy had never been to a funeral home before, never met a mortician, never seen a casket or a corpse, except in the horror movies he and his best friend watch when there are no grown-ups around to monitor their viewing.

“Hello, William,” Mr. Hawthorne, the head mortician, says.

Billy hates being called that name, but he dares not correct the mortician, just as he would never dare correct Grammy.

Billy says nothing.

He takes off his glasses to dry his tears.

“Remember what I told you, William,” Mr. Hawthorne says solemnly. “Jessica is with God now. Her suffering is over, and she is very happy.”

It is the same message delivered with the same phony smile as yesterday, when Uncle Jack and Grammy came here to make the “arrangements.”

As Billy and his family walk in, a man with a camera videotapes them for a post on legacy.com, where his sister’s obituary will be posted together with a link to the funeral-home website. In the background, a Rhode Island reporter Billy’s seen on the evening news is live on Facebook covering the proceedings.

Billy holds Grammy’s hand and they walk up the stairs into the foyer, where more morticians are gathered. It is not their presence that leaps out at Billy. Nor is it the organ music, so mournful and dark that it is palpable.

It’s the smell.

A sickly-sweet smell, like one of those scented cards that come inside Mommy’s magazines. The smell of flowers, but not flowers he’s ever seen in any garden or florist shop.

In the big room to the left is Jess’s coffin. It is covered and surrounded by lilies, of the cloying sort morticians prefer.

With so many flowers, Billy at first doesn’t see his sister.

Grammy leads him forward and there she is, close enough to touch.

Jess.

A sort-of Jess.

Lying on her back, her eyes and mouth shut, her arms folded over her chest and her hands grasping rosary beads and Baby Bear, the Teddy bear that Santa brought.

Don’t let them do this, he hears a voice plead. The mission is not complete.

The voice is high-pitched, squeaky.

It is not Jess’s voice, not Grammy’s, not Mr. Hawthorne’s.

Except in movies, Teddy bears don’t speak, Billy thinks.

But if they did, this would be the voice of Baby Bear.


Chapter Two: Adorable animals.

Wednesday, June 2

Other memories were more pleasant for Billy. Kinder.

Occasionally, images of his sister materialized out of nowhere. One minute, run-of-the-mill stuff would be going through his head, the next—shazam! He’d close his eyes and see Jess smiling at him, whispering, waving, as clearly as if she were standing there in front of him.

More often, the associations were situation specific. Billy could never hear mention of Blue Hill without remembering Jess. Nor when thinking about Disney World, which she, he and Mom had visited on a Make-A-Wish visit. Nor another of her wishes that had been granted: a basketball signed by Celtics player Isaiah Thomas, which now graced his bureau. He could never see a doctor, pass a hospital, or visit East Matunuck Beach, the last beach she ever saw, without remembering.

Jess adored animals—Grammy’s cats, Tuggs the bulldog, the gerbils Uncle Jack bought just two weeks before that summer came crashing to an end, the polar bears at Roger Williams Park Zoo in Providence. They wouldn’t allow live animals in her Pittsbird hospital room, not even tropical fish, but she could have stuffed ones—and she did, several dozen of them, gifts from people she’d never met but who’d read about her or seen her on TV or donated to her GoFundMe page.

“Do they have animals in heaven, Uncle Jack?” Billy asked a week after his sister’s funeral.

“Well, let’s see,” said Uncle Jack. “Saint Francis is in heaven—and he was a lover of animals. So I imagine they do. And Jess is with them now—and with God.”

Thus, it was not surprising—was perhaps to be expected—that on Wednesday, June 2, two days before his eleventh birthday, when Billy asked his mother for a pet, that he would think of Jess. Happy Jess, the one who would live forever in that magical Blue Hill summer.

“There’s something I want to ask you, Mom,” Billy said as he and Mary stood outside Cellar Stories, a used bookstore in downtown Providence.

“What is it?” Mary said.

“Can I have a pet for my birthday?”

“We haven’t had much luck with pets,” Mary said.

“But we could try again,” Billy said.

“We’ll see,” said Mary. “Right now, we’re book-shopping.”

The sign on Cellar Stories said that masks were no longer required for people who were fully vaccinated against COVID-19. Mary was. Billy, too young to be eligible yet for the shots, had to wear his. He put it on and they walked in.

Save for schoolbooks, most of the books Billy and his mother read came from the library—but occasionally, usually after her monthly SSI payment had been deposited in her bank account, they came to Cellar Stories, where the prices were good. The pandemic had ruined many small businesses, but this bookstore had managed to hang on. With the pandemic subsiding in Rhode Island, which had one of the highest fully vaccinated rates in the U.S., sales were picking up.

“That looks interesting,” Mary said, picking up a book from the science-fiction section.

The cover featured a bear-like creature, who, the back jacket copy said, was leader of a good group of people.

“It looks like Jess’s Baby Bear,” Billy said.

“It does, doesn’t it,” his mother said.

She handed the clerk ten dollars and said to Billy: “Happy birthday.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Billy said.

The two left the store and got back into their car, an aging Toyota Corolla, a gift from Grammy.

“Can we please go to Petco?” Billy said.

“I’ve already told, you, Billy, no goldfish.”

“I don’t want a goldfish,” the boy said.

“No parakeets, Billy,” the mother said.

“I know. I want a hamster.”

“Nothing doing.”

“Can’t we just go look at them?”

“All right,” Mary said.

They drove to Petco, on Providence’s East Side, where Billy grew excited at the guinea pigs that were on sale.

“They look like rats,” Mary said. “Ugh.”

“Can’t I please? For my birthday?”

“Have we forgotten what happened to our last one?”

“It died,” Billy said.

“And why did it die?”

“Because I forgot to feed it.”

“For a week.”

“I was nine then. I’m going to be eleven.”

Billy sounded confident, as if two years had imparted the maturity to own a racehorse, never mind a lousy old guinea pig.

“We’ll see,” Mary said. “That’s the best I can say.”

They moved along until they came to the hamster section

“What about them?” Billy said. “If I promise to feed them?”

“Them? You mean more than one?”

“Yes, you need at least two, so they won’t be lonely.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

Mary looked around and beckoned the clerk who had been standing nearby.

“Ma’am?” she said. “We’ve got some questions about the hamsters.”

“Fire away,” the clerk said. “But first let me say that the young boy is right: You need at least two. One alone can die of loneliness. Believe me, I’ve seen it happen.”

“See, Mom?” Billy said. “Told you so!”

The clerk ran through the requirements for two hamsters to have a happy home: a tank with top, a water bottle, bedding, and a metal wheel for exercise and fun. Also, a copy of “The Complete Guide to Raising Hamsters.” All of which, including today’s special discount, would cost $195, money-back guaranteed.

“Ouch,” Mary said.

She was thinking of the bills that had been piling up—bills for rent, utilities and her cell phone and land line.

“Believe me, you go anywhere else and you’ll be paying twice that,” the clerk said.

“So can we, Mommy?” Billy said.

“I think any decisions on birthday gifts have to be surprises,” Mary said. “I think there’s a state law to that effect. Sorry, Billy. You’ll have to wait and see.”

On their way out of Petco, Mary winked at the clerk.


Chapter Three: Behavioral health.

Thursday, June 3

The Rev. John Lambert, S.J., was serving lunch onto the trays of the homeless people who were moving through the serving line at Boston’s Dean Street Residence when Manny, the site manager, called from across the room.

“Father Jack! Phone!” he said.

There was a time when you could count on one hand the women and children who needed Dean Street. But beginning in the 1980s, a decade when greed and selfishness had been consecrated the national religion, with trickle-down-economics Ronald Reagan anointed its High Priest, that had changed. The hate-filled politics of the Trump era had exacerbated the situation. Jack Lambert sometimes thought you had to look back to Jimmy Carter, Lyndon Baines Johnson, and John F. Kennedy to find an era when forgiveness, compassion and empathy—what Christ himself taught—were national values.

Now, Dean Street ran at full capacity year-round. Now, about half of its clients were mothers and their kids, with a disproportionate percentage from communities of color and immigrant neighborhoods.

The pandemic, of course, had worsened everything.

“Who is it?” Father Jack shouted back.

“Amanda.”

“Amanda Leroux? My sister’s social worker?”

“Yes. She said it’s important.”

“Tell her I’ll be right there,” Father Jack said.

He turned to the person next to him, an elderly woman who’d been volunteering for longer than Jack had been a priest. She’d drawn canned-peas duty today.

“Can you take over for a minute?” the priest said.

“Of course, Father Jack.”

“I’ll be back in a jiff.”

Father Jack moved through the tables, greeting many of the diners by name. For more than a decade, he had run Dean Street. Some of his regulars had been with him that long—and longer. But sadly, most of the people he’d served were gone, many since early 2020 lost to COVID-19, which had been particularly cruel to people who were homeless, and to people of color and those who lacked economic means. If there was any long-term hope, Father Jack believed, it had come with science and the new administration of Joe Biden.

Father Jack closed the door to his office.

“How are you, Amanda?” Father Jack he said into the phone. “It’s been a while. You’re calling about Mary, I presume.”

“I am.”

“Is anything wrong?”

“I don’t know,” Amanda said. “That’s what I want to talk to you about. You know your sister far better than I do.”

“That’s debatable.”

Father Jack laughed. For five years—ever since his niece had died—Amanda had been Mary’s social worker. Jack felt deeply indebted to her. He believed it was Amanda who had gotten his sister back on her feet, twice: after Jessica’s death, and again two years ago, when Grammy—Mary and Jack’s mother—died in her Blue Hill house.

After both deaths, Mary had been admitted to Portland Behavioral Health Center, a psychiatric hospital in Maine with a reputation that rivalled any in southern New England but was far enough from Rhode Island that word of her stays was unlikely to reach Providence, where stigma still held sway in certain circles. During both admissions, Billy had lived with Uncle Jack at his rectory.

Father Jack recalled her first admission to Portland Behavioral Health, the day after Jess died, when she suffered what the professionals called a “severe decompensation.” He had driven to the center that day to provide the family history—and to see if there was any way his sister could attend her daughter’s funeral, given her emotional state.

Meeting with the intake team, the priest had provided details of events that he knew had contributed to Mary’s precarious mental health. Details of Mary as a young girl finding their father, George Linwood Lambert, hanging from a rope he’d tied onto a rafter in the attic of their home in Blue Hill, and of the counseling that had followed. It seemed to have helped her.

Because eventually, after the attic door had been padlocked and nailed shut and her nightmares had eased, Mary was able to return to school. Father Jack told the intake team how Mary had been salutatorian of her high school class, with early admission to Boston University. Graduating with honors, she had enrolled in BU’s School of Social Work, where she earned her master’s degree. And then she had begun a career as a Licensed Clinical Social Worker with Our Bright Future, a Boston-based behavioral health center that specialized in children and families. She had excelled there, winning employee-of-the-month awards and earning the affection of staff and clients.

Until now, his sister’s childhood trauma seemed behind her, Father Jack said, although, he added, he had often wondered if finding their father dead by suicide had permanently altered her young brain. In his own ministry, he had met people with similar trauma histories who had been “fine” for years, and then experienced symptoms of Post-traumatic stress disorder. PTSD, he knew, could be a silent presence until some terrible event triggered it.

He himself had experienced PTSD, though moderately. He was much older when their father died, and when his symptoms surfaced—following the murder of a fellow priest and close friend—he had been quick to get professional intervention.

It had worked for him, at least so far.

On Mary’s first admission, Father Jack gave the Portland Behavioral Health team details of his sister’s life.

Of how she met Stephen McAllister, a young man from Boston, during her early days at Our Bright Future.

About the whirlwind romance that had followed and their wedding day, three months after she’d become pregnant with Jess, at a justice of the peace.

About the birth of Jess, a joyous event that brought her mother down from Maine bearing a carload of gifts.

About the hundreds of likes, loves and congratulatory posts made on Mary’s Facebook page.

About the early plans for a christening, which Father Jack would conduct.

About how, four weeks after Jessica Mary McAllister entered the world, jaundice began to yellow baby Jess’s skin. Biliary atresia, a rare liver disease of newborns in which the flow of bile from the liver is blocked, was diagnosed.

Medication initially controlled the disease, but by six months of age, Jess was failing.

By then, Mary was pregnant with her second child.

Jess was admitted to Boston Children’s Hospital, where surgeons had hoped to perform the Kasai procedure, a curative operation with a high level of success. But X-rays and other tests had disclosed something more serious and rarer than biliary atresia. They found an associated hepatic vascular disorder: the vessels supplying blood to Jess’s liver were narrow—and narrowing—by an even rarer form of artery stenosis.

“She will need a liver transplant to survive,” the chief of surgery said. “I’m so sorry.”

The chief was sorrier still to say that of the many liver transplants that had been performed at Boston Children’s, only two had been cases involving the vascular disorder.

Both babies had died, the chief said, “but our team learned important lessons and we are willing to try again on little Jess.”

Mary and Stephen heard this in shock.

And when the shock abated, they went online.

One hospital in America, they learned, had successfully cured more babies like Jess: UPMC Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh. With the help of Uncle Jack, who had friends at Duquesne University, a Catholic research-oriented school in the Steel City, UPMC Children’s Hospital had agreed to see Jess. Eight months to the day after she was born, Jess flew with her parents to Pittsburgh, where she was deemed a proper candidate for a transplant.

“Now comes the worst part: the wait,” a doctor had said as the family was leaving the hospital, bound for the airport and the trip home.

“But we are confident a donor will be found in time,” the doctor said. “Around here, we hit home runs.”

Six days after Jess’s first birthday, her brother was born.

Six months after that, Stephen McAllister left for the West Coast.

“I need time,” he said.

Mary was but mildly surprised. Mr. Right, as it had developed, was Mr. Wrong, a man with a nose for cocaine and an obsession with massage parlors.

“Don’t ever come back,” Mary said.

“But I have children,” McCallister said.

“What you have is my fervent hope to never see you again,” Mary said. “Now get the fuck out. My baby is crying.”

That first time, Mary was released from Portland Behavioral Health after a long stay, during which staff had brought her to her daughter’s funeral. In hindsight, given what happened during the service, that had been a terrible mistake.

Because Mary during her weeks at the center had only stabilized, not healed.

Heavily medicated, she went through the motions of life as an unemployed mother of a young boy. Returning soon to the staff of Our Bright Future was no option, as she and the director had agreed when the director offered her an open-ended leave of absence without pay. She needed time and no pressure, the director said; her own well-being and that of her son were what mattered.

As the weeks passed, Mary kept all medical and therapy appointments and accepted the help of a visiting nurse.

Income, however, was soon an issue.

Jack was in no position to pay all her bills, and while their mother had covered the co-pays from Portland Behavioral Health, that well was not bottomless: Grammy lived on a small inheritance, not a fortune, and she could barely manage upkeep of her mansion. If there was a bright spot, it was the fact that federal Supplemental Security Income had paid most of Jess’s transplant costs when it was determined, before the first operation, that she fit the description of a disabled child. A GoFundMe campaign had paid for travel and other expenses.

Guided by the director of Our Bright Future, her brother, and Amanda Leroux, Mary enrolled in SSI under Section 12:15, “Trauma and stressor-related disorders.”

The benefits were enough for her and Billy to maintain a respectable existence as she worked toward the day when her recovery would advance sufficiently for her to return to work.

Jack continued his phone conversation with Amanda Leroux.

“It’s been brought to my attention that Mary’s missed two therapy sessions,” Amanda
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