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Chapter 1: The Last Normal Day






Ruthie Callahan remembered the exact moment the world split in two.

It happened on a regular Tuesday in November. Ruthie sat in the second-to-last row of Sister Agnes's classroom, copying fractions from the blackboard into her notebook. The door opened and the school secretary, Mrs. Boyle, walked in. Ruthie had never seen the look on her face before. It wasn’t the tight-lipped expression she used when a boy misbehaved, or the bored look she wore between classes. This was something softer and sadder, and it made Ruthie stop writing.

"Ruth Callahan," Mrs. Boyle said quietly. "Please collect your things."

Ruthie’s stomach dropped. She glanced at her best friend, Patsy Durkin, who sat at the next desk. Patsy gave her a small shrug, her freckled face showing sympathy for something she didn’t yet understand. Ruthie put her notebook in her bag, capped her pen, and stood up. Her knees felt odd, almost weak. She made sure not to scrape her chair on the floor, just as Sister Agnes preferred. That small act of care, even in this moment, was something Ruthie would always do, she realized later. She always paid attention to the little things, even when everything else was falling apart.

She followed Mrs. Boyle into the hallway. Behind the closed door, she could still hear the other children working on fractions. The dark green linoleum always smelled like mop water and chalk dust, and it still did. Everything looked the same: the crucifix at the end of the hall, the bulletin board with leftover paper turkeys from Thanksgiving, and the water fountain that was always too warm. But something was different. Ruthie sensed it, like feeling the air get heavy before it rains.

"Your mother is outside, dear," Mrs. Boyle said, handing Ruthie her coat from the cloakroom with unusual gentleness. "Put this on before you go out. It's cold today." She helped Ruthie with the top button, like you would for a younger child, and Ruthie allowed it. For a moment, being cared for felt right before facing whatever was ahead.

Outside, Ruthie saw her mother waiting at the bottom of the stone steps. She still wore her house dress under her winter coat and had put on her good shoes instead of the usual worn slippers. Dorothy Callahan was a small woman, only a little taller than Ruthie would be in a couple of years, with dark hair pinned back the same way every morning. She stared straight ahead until Ruthie appeared, then gave her a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

"Come on, then," her mother said. "We have to go to the hospital."

Her mother didn’t explain, and Ruthie didn’t ask. She simply took her mother’s hand, something she rarely did now that she was ten and felt too old for it. They walked to the bus stop in silence. The sky was a flat, tin-can gray. Somewhere above the street, someone was frying onions. A dog barked twice, then stopped. Across the street, a woman at a bus stop read a newspaper, turning the page without looking up. Ruthie envied her, this woman who had no idea anything was wrong, for whom this was just another Tuesday.

Ruthie thought about her father, Walter Callahan. He smelled like motor oil and sometimes something sharper that made your eyes water. He could fix any engine, but he couldn’t fix what was broken inside himself. She remembered the fight last week, the one she heard through the wall between the kitchen and her bedroom. Her brother Tommy’s voice and her father’s voice rose and fell, each trying to be louder than the other. The words were unclear—just their shapes and the heat of them, circling the same old arguments.

She had pressed her face into her pillow and remembered a field she saw once on a trip to Long Island. It was full of daisies, endless and white, reaching toward a blue horizon. She always pictured that field when things got loud at home. She went there in her mind now, sitting on the bus while her mother stared ahead and the city passed by outside, gray and ordinary, not knowing the Callahan family was heading toward something they could never return from. 

She watched a woman come out of a grocery store with a brown paper bag and shift it onto her hip and keep walking. All these ordinary people in the middle of their ordinary Tuesdays. She felt a strange love for all of them, these strangers who didn't know her, who would go home tonight to whatever their lives were and eat supper and listen to the radio and not know that a girl on a bus had watched them go by on the last ordinary afternoon of her childhood.

It was the last ordinary Tuesday of her life. She didn’t know it yet. But a part of her, the part that had learned to listen to the quiet moments, already understood.

The bus came to a stop. Her mother stood up, smoothed her coat, and waited for Ruthie to follow. Ruthie did, as she always did.








