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Chapter 1: It Begins




The pain started small, like a bee sting on the back of her thigh. Six-year-old Elizabeth pressed her hand against it and felt the warmth there, but she didn't cry. Tigers didn't cry over little things, and Elizabeth was a tiger. Her sister Marilyn had told her so. 

"You remember when you were only three?" Marilyn had said just last week, brushing Elizabeth's dark hair before bed. "Mommy and Daddy were pretend-fighting, just playing around, and you grabbed a coat hanger and ran at Daddy yelling, 'You stop! You can't hurt my mommy!'"

Elizabeth had giggled at that story. She was brave. She was strong. Even if she was the smallest kid in her first-grade class, even if she'd been sick with pneumonia twice already, she was still a tiger.

But this pain was getting bigger.

"Mama?" Elizabeth limped into the kitchen where her mother stood at the stove, stirring a pot of soup. The small apartment always smelled like cooking: onions, garlic, and sometimes cabbage rolls that made the whole second floor of their building smell like home.

Her mother turned, wiping her hands on her apron. The lines around her eyes deepened when she saw Elizabeth's face. "What's wrong, sweet girl?"

"My leg hurts." Elizabeth pointed to the back of her thigh. "Right here."

Her mother knelt down, her knees cracking the way they always did. She was tired. Elizabeth could see it in the way her shoulders curved forward, in the gray streaks in her dark hair that seemed to multiply every month. Working at the factory and taking care of four kids did that to a person.

"Let me see." Her mother's fingers were gentle as she rolled up Elizabeth's pant leg. Her breath caught. "Oh, honey. That's quite a bump."

Elizabeth looked down. The swelling was the size of a golf ball, red and angry-looking. It hadn't been that big this morning.

"Does it hurt a lot?"

Elizabeth shook her head, even though it did. Tigers were tough.

Her mother's face went still in that way it did when she was worried but trying not to show it. "Your father will be home soon. We'll take you to the clinic."

The charity clinic was in the basement of a church three blocks away. Elizabeth had been there before, plenty of times. Once for the pneumonia that made her cough so hard she thought her ribs would break. Once when she fell and cut her forehead and needed stitches. The doctors there were nice, mostly, and they didn't charge much money, which mattered a lot in a family like theirs.

Her father came home smelling like oil and metal from the garage where he worked. He was a big man with rough hands and a gentle voice, and when he saw Elizabeth's leg, his face went pale under the grease stains.

"We go now," he said in his heavy accent. He'd been in America for ten years but still mixed up his words sometimes. English was hard. He grabbed his jacket. "No waiting."

The three of them walked through the cold February evening, Elizabeth between her parents, holding both their hands. The wind cut through her coat, but she didn't complain. The clinic lights shone bright and yellow in the darkness.

The waiting room smelled like Pine-Sol and sick people. Elizabeth sat between her parents on the hard plastic chairs and watched a baby cry in its mother's arms across the room. The baby's wails echoed off the concrete walls.

"Elizabeth Lean?" A nurse with tired eyes called from the doorway.

The examination room was small and cold. The intern who saw them looked young, maybe twenty-five, with red hair and freckles. He barely glanced at her parents before pressing his fingers around the swelling on Elizabeth's leg.

"Ow!" Elizabeth jerked back.

"Sorry, kiddo." He didn't sound sorry. He sounded rushed, like he had twenty more patients waiting and no time for any of them. "It's just a hematoma. A bruise, basically. Blood pooled under the skin."

"What we do?" Elizabeth's father asked, his hands clasped together so tight his knuckles were white.

"Hot compresses. As hot as she can stand it. That'll help break up the blood and reduce the swelling." The intern was already writing on his clipboard. "Come back if it gets worse."








