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Chapter 1: A New Beginning






Grace Sullivan sat in the passenger's seat of  her daughter's car, watching Pennsylvania fade away. The hills she’d known for eighty years shrank in the side mirror. She folded her hands in her lap, just as she had so many times at her teacher’s desk.

"You okay, Mom?" Iris glanced over from the driver's seat.

Grace nodded. A lump in her throat made it hard to speak. She had sold the house where she raised three children, where Tom died five years ago, and where forty years of teaching shaped her life.

"It's going to be great," Iris said. Her voice sounded a little too cheerful, as if she was trying to reassure herself as much as her mother. "You'll love the city."

Grace looked at her hands. Age spots marked her skin. Her wedding ring caught the afternoon light. She twisted it, a habit she never lost.

The drive lasted four hours. Grace dozed off after they passed the Delaware Water Gap. When she woke up, tall buildings made of glass and steel  crowded the highway. They seemed to reach for the sky. Her chest tightened.

Iris navigated through traffic that moved in ways Grace couldn't quite follow. Lanes merged. Horns honked. A taxi cut them off, and Iris swore under her breath.

"Sorry," Iris said.

"I've heard worse from eighth graders."

Iris laughed. The sound loosened something in Grace's chest.

The apartment building was on a tree-lined street in the Upper West Side. Grace looked at it through the windshield. It was made of red brick, six stories tall, with fire escapes running down the front like metal embroidery. "The tenant who had the apartment passed away last month. I had to move fast."

Grace felt her stomach sink. Someone had died here, in the place where she was supposed to begin again.

Iris must have seen her face. "Mom, people die everywhere. That doesn't make this place haunted or bad luck or anything else you're thinking."

"I wasn't…"

"Yes, you were. I know that look." Iris squeezed her shoulder. "Come on. Wait till you see the inside."

They squeezed into the elevator. Grace’s knees ached with each step, anyway. Iris carried two suitcases easily, while Grace followed with her purse and a shopping bag filled with framed photos.

The apartment was smaller than Grace expected. It had one bedroom, a kitchen with counters just big enough for a cutting board, and windows that looked out at another brick building across the alley. But there was real light. The kind that made dust motes dance in the air.

"The bedroom's through here." Iris set down the suitcases. "Bathroom's updated. The landlord redid it two years ago."

Grace walked slowly through the space. Her footsteps echoed on the hardwood floors. Everything felt temporary, like a hotel room, as if she were just visiting.

"I know it's not home yet," Iris said quietly. "Give it time."

Grace turned to her daughter. Iris had Tom's eyes. Dark brown with a hint of green or was it gold? She'd gotten Grace's stubborn chin and her grandmother's height. At forty-five, she ran her own consulting firm and lived in a condo in Brooklyn that cost more than Grace's house had. Times had certainly changed.

"Thank you," Grace said. The words seemed too small for everything Iris had done.

Iris pulled her into a hug. She smelled like expensive perfume. "I'm glad you're here, Mom. Really glad."

They spent the afternoon unpacking. Iris had bought new sheets and towels and stocked the kitchen with basics. There was toilet paper in the bathroom and dish soap by the sink.

"I have to head out," Iris said around five. "Client dinner. But I'll be back tomorrow to help you get settled more."

After Iris left, Grace sat on the edge of her new bed. The mattress felt firm, maybe too firm. The walls were bare except for a nail hole someone had missed.

She thought about calling her son in California or her other daughter in Texas. But what would she say? That she’d made a mistake? That she wanted to return to a house that wasn’t hers anymore?

Grace stood and walked to the window. The sun was setting behind the buildings, turning the sky a shade of orange that made everything look as if it were on fire.

A dog barked in the distance. Someone laughed on the street below. A siren wailed by, close enough to rattle the window.

Grace pressed her palm against the glass. It was cool against her skin.

She had taught for forty-two years, from first grade through eighth. She survived parent-teacher conferences and budget cuts. She adapted to new curricula and learned to use computers, even though they scared her at first.

She could do this. She could learn to live in New York City.

Even now, standing in this small apartment with her boxes still unpacked, she wasn’t sure she believed it.








