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      For my sisters, Carrie and Molly, and our parents, Linda and Dennis, who gave the three of us the gifts of one another.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        Let parents bequeath to their children not riches, but the spirit of reverence.

        
          ~ PLATO
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A New Beginning

       

      
December 1983

      Josie DiSanti was starting over.

      In the wide backseat of her station wagon, with her aunt Ivy behind the wheel and her daughters, Rose and Emily, asleep beside her, Josie bit down on her lip to keep awake. It was two in the morning, and although she couldn’t see much out of the window, she peered through the glass anyway. To maintain her grip on reality, she needed to remember everything about this day.

      The past week had been a terrifying blur, and she was fighting to emerge from the fog of grief that enveloped her. Her husband, Tony, was dead. All of their possessions were gone, but she and her girls were together and alive. Right now, that was all that mattered.

      Every so often, in the illumination of a passing car’s headlights, Josie met Ivy’s gaze in the rearview mirror, but she didn’t know her aunt well enough to be able to guess her thoughts. Ivy’s presence in Josie’s life had been erratic, a sequence of brief appearances years apart. The last memory Josie had of her aunt was Ivy pressing a slip of paper into her hand as her mother’s casket was being lowered into the earth. “I’m all you’ve got left,” she’d whispered. “So, if you ever need me, call.”

      Now, she and her girls were going to live with this aunt Ivy. Tony didn’t have any immediate family, and it wasn’t safe for them to stay in New York. Their home was gone. Josie didn’t know whom else she could trust. They had no other place to go.

      They’d been driving north for several hours. Josie didn’t know how much longer they’d be in the car, but she hoped they didn’t have too much farther to go before they reached Mill River.

      Josie looked down at Rose, her four-year-old, and smoothed a strand of blonde hair from her cheek. She shifted slightly under the weight of Emily, her two-year-old, whose little head of red curls rested against her side. They were just babies. She wondered how much of the whole horrible mess they would remember.

      It had been just a week since the fire. Each day, Emily wandered over to her several times with wide, blue eyes, saying, “Where Da-dee?” Each time, Josie felt a renewed crush of panic and despair. Her heart racing as she struggled to control her emotions, she would take her toddler in her arms and whisper, “Daddy is gone now, but Mommy is here and loves you very much.” Emily usually just scampered off to play afterward.

      Helping Rose understand what had happened was more difficult. “Daddy died,” Josie had explained to her. “There was no air to breathe in the kitchen, only smoke, so his body stopped working.” There was no way she would explain to her older daughter how Tony had truly died. Hearing that the fire had claimed her father’s life was difficult enough for Rose.

      A week ago, the four-year-old’s knowledge of death extended only to the occasional bug that found its way inside the house, and she had been a happy and carefree child. Now, Rose was unusually quiet and withdrawn. She refused to let Josie out of her sight. Despite Josie’s explanation, she continued to ask, “When is Daddy coming home?” Josie kept repeating, as gently as she could, “Daddy’s not going to come home, because he died. But he loved you and Emily and Mommy very much, and we will always love and remember Daddy.”

      After hearing this several times, little Rose grew angry and her eyes filled with tears. “I want Daddy!” she’d screamed. “Why did you leave him in the fire, Mommy? Why didn’t you get him out, too? I hate you!” Josie was at a loss for words. She could only hug her older daughter tightly, restraining Rose’s flailing arms until her little girl gave up and slumped against her.

      Josie knew when the questions and outbursts were coming simply by the expressions on her daughters’ faces, and the pain she felt when she stared into those innocent eyes was unlike anything she had ever experienced. Somehow she reassured her girls, keeping her voice steady and the chaos held inside.

      While Rose and Emily were awake, Josie pushed the memories of her husband into the dark recesses of her brain. She refused to even think his name. It was only after both girls were sleeping soundly that she allowed herself to cry.

      Late at night, she would remember Tony’s face and how his incredible blue eyes rendered her speechless the first time she saw him. “Love you, always,” she could almost hear him whisper in her ear. If she stood motionless, she could still feel his arms around her, the warmth of his hands on her skin.

      The memories came faster at those times. How he used to walk his fingers over her belly when she was hugely pregnant, and sing “The Itsy-Bitsy Spider.” How he held the girls as colicky infants, swaying and bouncing them, until, miraculously, they fell asleep. How he grabbed up the girls in a huge bear hug each night when he came home from work, how he made faces and used silly voices when he read them bedtime stories. And, more recently, how he sat with Josie on the sofa late into the evening, talking, no, dreaming aloud about the day they would finally have enough money saved to move their family from the cramped, rented row house into a home of their own.

      Remembering him brought a cruel, faint glow of happiness. When the happy memories stopped, as they inevitably did, the terrible ones began. Grief again took hold of her, torturing her with images of bloody clothing and flames shooting up into the sky.

      Her aunt’s voice, coming from the front seat, jarred Josie. “We’re pretty close now,” Ivy said over her shoulder. “We crossed into Vermont a ways back. We’re only a few miles outside Mill River.”

      Mill River. It was a relief to focus for a moment on those two words and nothing else. She asked in a whisper, so as not to wake the girls, “What’s it like?”

      “It’s a pretty nice town,” Ivy replied. “Small and friendly. Close enough to Rutland and the ski resorts to keep things interesting, but far enough away to give you plenty of peace and quiet, if that’s what you want. You’ll be safe there.”

      Lost in her worries, Josie sat quietly. What would the locals think of her, a widow with two young daughters and an accent shaped by a lifetime in the Bronx? Could Rose and Emily be happy growing up in such a place? Would she be able to find a decent job? How long would she have to rely on the kindness of this aunt whom she barely knew?

      “We’re coming into town now,” Ivy said as she slowed the station wagon.

      Josie squinted out the window and saw the sign, welcome to mill river, vermont.

      “We’re on Main Street, where most of the businesses are,” Ivy said. “Too bad it’s dark now, or you could really see what a cozy little place this is. But you’ll see it soon enough.”

      Even though it was so late, there were a few Christmas and other lights on. Josie noticed a cute bakery, a hardware store, and a brick post office. Just after the road curved a bit, they passed St. John’s, an old stone church with a small parish house behind it. They stopped at an intersection, where a white town hall building stood across the street on the left side. Beyond that, Josie caught a glimpse of a well-lit police station before Ivy made a sharp left turn off the main thoroughfare. They made another left turn a few moments later.

      “Here we are,” Ivy said. They had pulled into the driveway of an attractive house perhaps two or three blocks off Main Street. In the headlights, Josie could see that it was a two-story 1930s-style bungalow with a big front porch. A walkway cut straight through the yard, past a large sign that read the bookstop.

      “I’ve got the attic bedroom all set up for you. Let me come around and take Emily. You can get Rose and some of the other things you need to bring in right away,” Ivy said as she grabbed her coat and opened the driver’s side door. A blast of frigid air burst into the car. Ivy cursed and muttered something that sounded like “balls off a brass monkey” before the door closed again. Josie shivered and pulled a blanket up around Emily, who was still sleeping soundly. Rose stirred on the seat beside her and opened her eyes.

      “Mommy,” she said, still half-asleep, “where are we?”

      Maybe it was the sudden stillness of the car after hours of driving or a combination of emotional and physical exhaustion. Maybe it was feeling her soul crumble, day by day, beneath the weight of her grief. Whatever the reason, Josie’s emotional fortress disintegrated, and the tears refused to stay in her eyes. She gathered Rose against her left side while holding Emily. If she survived, it would be solely because of her children. Her girls were anchors in her sea of uncertainty.

      She would never let them go.

      She would give anything, do anything, to make sure that they grew up safe and happy.

      “Rosie, baby,” she said, “we’re at Aunt Ivy’s house in Mill River. We’re home.”
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2013

      On a Saturday afternoon in early May, Father Michael O’Brien knocked at the front door of the tidy house next to The Bookstop. It opened immediately, and he found himself face-to-face with Ruth Fitzgerald, the longtime owner of the bakery-café in town.

      “Hello, Father,” she said, holding open the door. “Please come in.”

      The elderly priest walked into the house and surveyed the scene. The place was quiet even though several people were gathered there. At the far end of the living room, Ivy Collard leaned on her cane and adjusted the position of a bronze urn on a small table. Surrounding the urn were several bouquets of flowers and some framed photographs of Josie DiSanti.

      He watched as Ivy wiped her eyes and glanced around toward him, then at Rose and Emily, Josie’s two adult daughters. They, too, were crying, though they stood apart from each other on opposite sides of the room. It had been a long time since he had seen Josie’s children, and even longer since he’d seen them together. They were older and sadder, but other than that, not much different from how he remembered them.

      Rose’s appearance was impeccable. Her blonde hair curved just above her shoulders, and she wore a simple but elegant black dress. She wore quite a bit of eye makeup, but her tears did no appreciable damage to it.

      Rose stood beside her husband, Sheldon, an older, balding ex-investment banker with a slightly bored but properly solemn expression. Their nine-year-old son, Alex, was dressed to match his father in a perfect black suit. The little boy neither fidgeted nor whined. He stood silently between his parents, rubbing away the occasional tear that shimmered behind his glasses, and took it all in. Rose kept her gaze focused on the urn and occasionally dabbed at her eyes with a tissue.

      Emily stood alone, as far from Rose and her family as was possible in the small living room of Josie’s house. She was as striking as Rose, but her appearance couldn’t have been more different. Her natural beauty was only accentuated by a face devoid of makeup, a smattering of freckles high on her cheeks, and her soft red curls pulled back in a loose ponytail. Tears ran from her huge blue eyes – eyes exactly like her father’s, as Josie had said so many times. Emily, too, was dressed in black – a simple skirt and top with a black cardigan two sizes too big. She stood with her arms wound tightly around her middle, as if to hold herself up.

      “It’s good to see you, Father,” Ivy said quietly. “I guess we’re all ready now. Everything’s just as she wanted.”

      “Yes, thank you so much for coming, Father,” Rose said, throwing her shoulders back and raising her chin. “You remember my husband, Sheldon Frye, and our son, Alex?”

      “Of course.” Father O’Brien shook hands with both of them. “It’s good to see all of you again,” he said with a glance over at Emily, “although I wish it were under different circumstances.”

      Rose eyed Emily before continuing in her elder-in-charge voice. “I know Mom thought the world of you, Father, and she was so grateful for your help over the years.”

      “Yes, she did, and she was,” Emily said softly. “We appreciate your being here.”

      “Your mother was a wonderful person.” He walked carefully to the table where the bronze urn and photos were displayed. He bowed his head, said a silent prayer, and made the sign of the cross before turning back to the group.

      “I still wish we could’ve had some sort of viewing,” Ruth said. “But Josie’s instructions were clear. She always hated the idea of herself in a coffin, with everyone staring down at her. Never wanted that to be the last people saw of her.” Ruth’s voice broke, and she quietly excused herself to the kitchen.

      “The poor thing.” Ivy shook her head as she lowered herself onto the sofa. “She’s right, though. And I expect we’ll have quite a houseful today. Everyone in Mill River loved Josie. Lots of folks from Rutland knew her, too, since she sold so many houses over that way.”

      “I still can’t believe she’s gone,” Rose said. “I talked to her just last week. She never mentioned anything about not feeling well or having any sort of heart problem.”

      Emily sniffed and glanced over at her sister but said nothing.

      As an awkward silence filled the room, Father O’Brien saw Josie’s daughters make brief eye contact with each other.

      “With respect to the burial,” he said gently after a moment, “I understand Josie wanted it to be a private family affair. Perhaps later on, after everyone has left, we could sit for a few minutes to decide on the timing and details? I don’t have anything else scheduled today.”

      “We probably won’t get to it today, Father,” Ivy said before either daughter could respond. “I know it’s unusual not to have a burial scheduled right after a wake, but that was Josie’s doing. She wanted the girls to take care of something first.” Ivy looked at him for a moment with raised eyebrows and a strange gleam in her eyes, as if there were more that she wanted to tell him.

      Father O’Brien nodded, but he eyed her suspiciously. He knew Ivy well – in fact, he’d known her since sometime in the early seventies, when she’d first moved to Mill River with her fiancé, Thomas Dearborn. They’d finally decided to give up their hippie sort of lifestyle and put down roots, and the friendly Vermont town had seemed to them to be the perfect place.

      Ivy and Thomas had bought a little house and opened The Bookstop in the front half of it. They appeared to be happy in the beginning, and certainly, their little bookstore filled a niche and thrived. For reasons unknown to Father O’Brien, though, Thomas broke their engagement and left her a few years later. Ivy stayed behind and became a loud, loving, quick-witted, slightly bawdy, big-hearted fixture in Mill River. She knew everything and everybody. It was difficult to keep a secret from her, and once she knew a secret… well, she found it almost impossible not to reveal it.

      Looking at Ivy, Father O’Brien realized she was sitting on something – something having to do with Josie’s girls – but he didn’t have time to mull over what it might be. The townspeople had begun to arrive for Josie’s wake, and before long he found himself moving through a crowded living room, visiting with those who stopped by.

      Joe Fitzgerald, the police chief of Mill River, entered the house wearing his uniform. Fitz clapped him on the shoulder after he’d spoken to Josie’s daughters.

      “Hullo, Father,” he said. “I guess everything is going well?”

      “As well as these things can go,” Father O’Brien replied. “Ruth’s in the kitchen. She’s having a rough time,” he added.

      “She’s been upset ever since we got word. She and Josie were two peas in a pod, I tell you. Ruthie was almost as close to Josie as she was to her own sister.” Fitz shook his head sadly and turned toward the kitchen. “I’ll go spend a few minutes with her before I head back to the station.”

      A constant stream of visitors came through the front door. They made their way around the living room, signing the guest book, pausing to gaze at the urn and the pictures of Josie, stopping to shake hands and speak with Josie’s daughters and Ivy. Kyle Hansen arrived with his daughter, Rowen, and Claudia Simon, an elementary-school teacher in Mill River whom he’d been dating for several months. Father O’Brien watched as Kyle and Claudia spoke with Emily, then Rose and her husband, and as Claudia knelt to speak to Alex.

      The front door opened again, and another group of people filed into the house. He nodded to the Wykowski, Pearson, Burnham, and Lowell families as they passed him, but there were several people he didn’t recognize. He was caught up in conversation when he felt a friendly tug on his elbow. He excused himself and looked down to see Daisy Delaine smiling up at him.

      “Father, oh, am I ever glad you’re here,” she said in her familiar singsong voice. The little woman tossed her gray curls away from her face, revealing a large, port-wine birthmark that curled up onto her cheek. “You know, Josie was one of my best customers, and I feel so sad for her daughters. I made up a batch of my special grief potion for them. It’s the same kind I made after Mrs. McAllister died. Do you remember?”

      Daisy’s words awoke a great sadness in his heart as he remembered the recent loss of his closest friend, but he did his best to smile and focus on the present situation. “Ah, yes, Daisy, that was quite a potent brew.”

      Daisy looked delighted. “Wasn’t it, though? It helped me feel better, so I was thinking I’d give them each a big jar of it.” She leaned closer to him and opened the top of her purse wide enough to reveal two large Mason jars full of a greenish liquid. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m a little worried. I haven’t seen either of them in a long time, you know. They might not remember me.”

      Father O’Brien smiled and patted Daisy’s shoulder. “I’m sure they’ll remember you,” he said. “But, it’s tough at a time like this, when Josie’s daughters are sad and having to be good hostesses for all these people. Maybe you should wait to give them the potion until almost everyone else has gone home. That way, you’d have their full attention.”

      “That’s a good idea, Father,” Daisy said. “Thanks! I guess I’ll go see what’s in the kitchen while I wait. I heard Ruth brought some pies for refreshments.”

      He thought of Ruth Fitzgerald’s fabulous tart cherry pie… and how he hadn’t had any recently, since the bakery-café had been undergoing renovation. He turned to follow Daisy to the kitchen, but he found himself face-to-face with Ivy. She pulled him by the arm into the corner of the room, away from the clusters of mourners.

      “Father, I didn’t want to say anything earlier, in front of the girls,” Ivy said in a low voice, “but I need to meet with them privately before this is over, and I was hoping you might sit in when I do. It’s something their mother arranged, and it isn’t gonna be pretty.”

      Sure enough, he thought, he’d been right about Ivy. “I’m happy to help however I can,” he said. “If it’s a personal family matter, though, shouldn’t it just be between you and the girls? I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

      “Well, you know how they are, Father. And what I’ve got to tell ’em, well, I know it’ll go over like a frog in a punch bowl. Having you there will help them keep control of themselves and maybe even stay civil toward each other, because they’re still as far apart as the sun and the moon.”

      “I gathered as much when I first came in,” he said. “When and where will you have this meeting?”

      “Rose and her family will be driving back to New York this afternoon, and Emily has an evening flight back to California, so I suspect they’ll be itching to leave here as soon as they can. I thought I’d pull the girls aside once the crowd thins out.”

      Father O’Brien nodded. “Just let me know when.”

      Once most of the visitors had left Josie’s house, he saw Ivy go first to Rose, then to Emily. The women looked perplexed, but they excused themselves from their conversations and made their way toward Josie’s office, off the living room. Ivy looked up and caught Father O’Brien’s eye from across the room. It was time.

      He signaled his understanding with a small nod. As curious as he was about the reason for Ivy’s meeting, he doubted very much that it would be a warm family chat. In fact, something in his gut told him that he was being sucked into a very uncomfortable situation.
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      Late in the morning after their arrival at The Bookstop, Josie was awakened by a giggle and a little hand squeezing her nose. She opened her eyes to see Emily’s smiling face two inches from her own.

      “Morning, baby girl,” she said, returning the smile. She reached over to tuck a strand of red hair behind Emily’s ear. For a moment after she opened her eyes and looked into Emily’s sweet face, all was well. There were no nightmares, no waves of sadness or nausea, no horrible memories. It took only an instant, though, for the serenity to be snuffed out and reality to settle in. Josie steeled herself for another day inside her emotional fortress.

      On the other side of Emily, Rose stretched and yawned. “Mommy?”

      “Yes, Rosie?”

      “This is the best bed I’ve ever been in. It’s huge!” Rose sat up and then flopped back down, flailing her arms and legs.

      “It is, isn’t it? Did you girls get a good sleep? Are you hungry?” The good smells of coffee and bacon wafted up into the bedroom. She sat up and rubbed her eyes. Once she and the girls were dressed, Josie led them downstairs to the kitchen. Plates of bacon and buttered toast and a pitcher of orange juice were laid out on a small breakfast table, and Ivy stood at the stove cracking eggs into a bowl.

      It was the first time in years that Josie had gotten a good look at her aunt in the daylight. Ivy was six years older and quite a bit heavier than Josie’s mother had been. She was wearing faded flared jeans and a tie-dyed shirt with a matching headband. Her dark hair was shoulder-length and streaked with gray. When Ivy turned to greet them, Josie had a strange feeling of déjà vu. Although her aunt’s facial features were different from her mother’s, the smile was very much the same.

      “Good morrow to you, fair ladies,” Ivy said. “I’ve got paper plates in the cupboard there,” she said, gesturing with her chin as she whisked the eggs, “and there’s silverware and cups already set out on the counter. Come make yourselves at home.”

      “What’s a morrow?” Rose asked. She stared up at Ivy with large round eyes.

      “It’s an old-fashioned word that means ‘morning,’” her aunt replied. “It can also mean a new day or time ahead.” Ivy paused to meet Josie’s gaze and give a reassuring wink. “Did you all sleep okay? The insulation up there’s not the best. It can get nippy in the winter.”

      “Yes, it was very warm and comfortable. Thank you.” She felt awkward, standing in a strange kitchen with her children, having breakfast cooked for her by someone she barely knew. It was a relief that Ivy was so welcoming and easygoing.

      “Thank you for the big bed,” Rose said, while Josie smiled and Ivy chuckled with delight.

      “You’re welcome,” Ivy said. She poured the eggs into the hot frying pan, and the butter sizzled. “You girls and your mom will probably be here with me a while, so I’m glad you like it up there. It’s a nice big space, not like this little one-butt kitchen.”

      Josie raised her eyebrows. “A one-butt kitchen?”

      “Oh,” Ivy said, “that’s just what I call a kitchen so small there’s only enough room for one person to be working in it. More than that and you’ll have butts bumping into each other. Do you girls like scrambled eggs?”

      Rose nodded, and Emily yelled, “Eggs!”

      After breakfast, Ivy showed them around the house. “I have a garden out back, but you can’t see it on account of the snow.” She moved from the kitchen into the next room. “And this used to be a dining room, but I made it my sitting room so I could use the front part of the house for the store. I never needed much space.”

      Josie glanced around. There was a disorganized desk against one wall. On the other side, a mismatched sofa and armchair faced an RCA television set. A miniature Christmas tree stood on an end table next to the sofa.

      “I don’t really watch television,” Ivy said, “but the set works fine. You’re welcome to use it anytime.”

      “Mommy,” Rose said, tugging at Josie’s hand. “Can we watch Sesame Street?”

      “Sure,” Josie replied. “And Mister Rogers, too.”

      After they had passed by the doors to Ivy’s bedroom and bathroom, Ivy unlocked a heavy door separating the sitting room from the rest of the house.

      “This leads into the store. Go ahead in.”

      Josie shepherded her girls through the door and gasped. The front room of the house was the largest, other than the attic, and every inch of space was occupied by books. Tall bookshelves lined the walls. There were stacks of books on the very tops of the shelves and in piles all over the floor.

      She looked nervously at the books crammed into the shelves, thinking how so much paper in such a small place surely posed a fire hazard. She wondered if Ivy kept a fire extinguisher within easy reach.

      The room smelled like warm paper and ink mixed with a faint aroma of breakfast that drifted in from Ivy’s kitchen. Interspersed among the books were several small tables and squashy-looking chairs in various colors. A small writing desk and chair were shoved into one corner, and the center of the room was covered by a multicolored, well-worn throw rug that read welcome to the bookstop.

      Ivy followed Josie’s gaze down to the rug. “I had that made special when I first opened this place,” she said, and then stooped down to speak to Rose and Emily. “Do you two like books? Look over there.” Ivy pointed to the far corner of the room demarcated by small, colorful beanbags, where a sign on the wall read kids’ corner. “There’s a big stack of ’em just for you.”

      Josie held her breath, fearing that perhaps the books would remind Rose of bedtime with Tony and upset her. Her eyes welled up as she remembered how Tony used to make a big deal out of bedtime with the girls, even on nights when he had to bring extra work home to finish after he tucked them in.

      “Time to pick your books,” he used to say in a booming voice that sent Rose and Emily scurrying to their little bookshelf. He would settle himself on Rose’s bed, and after jostling for positions on his lap the girls would sit, transfixed, while he read.

      For Rose in particular, those few minutes with her father were a highlight of her day. Josie had been amused and, at the same time, a little hurt when her older daughter told her one evening, “Hurry, Mommy, say good night and go downstairs so Daddy can read!” The playfully triumphant gleam in Tony’s eyes hadn’t helped.

      After she and the girls had been released from the hospital, they had stayed in a hotel paid for by the Red Cross. Josie had tried to maintain some sense of normalcy by buying some new books and reading to the girls at bedtime, but she hadn’t made it past the first few pages before Rose dissolved into tears, asking for her father. Now, instead of reading, Josie crawled under the covers with Rose and cuddled with her until she fell asleep.

      In the front room of The Bookstop, Josie was relieved when Rose squealed with delight and ran toward the children’s area. Emily toddled along after her. Maybe being in Ivy’s little store will help them heal, she thought, as the girls plopped down on the rug and began going through the colorful picture books that were piled there.

      “There used to be another bedroom up front here,” Ivy said, “but I knocked out the wall to expand this room. It’s a little more cramped in here during the winter. When the weather’s nice, I move some of the books onto the porch.” Josie could see the front porch through the windows on either side of the front door. “People seem to like sitting out there and browsing through the new titles, especially in the summer.”

      “It’s lovely,” Josie said, “all of this. Your home, the store. They’re very inviting and comfortable. I can see why people like to come here.”

      “It’s not easy keeping the place going,” Ivy said. “Speaking of which, it’s almost opening time. Books aren’t the most profitable thing to sell, not by a long shot. And I can’t stock everything I’d like to, since I don’t have the budget or the space. But I try to cater to the folks who come here, and they come from all over – not just Mill River.”

      “I expect people appreciate having a bookstore here,” Josie said as Ivy went to the writing desk and removed a calculator and a pad of receipts from the top drawer.

      “They tell me that all the time,” Ivy replied. “I can order pretty much any title, if someone is willing to wait a few days for it, and I buy and sell used books, too. People can bring books they’ve already read, and if they’re in good shape, I’ll give them some credit for ’em. Whatever works, you know. That’s what I do. I’m not a fancy person, so I don’t need much. As long as I can pay my bills, I’m happy.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of the porch door opening and closing, followed by a loud knocking. For a moment, Josie was overcome with fear that she and the girls had been followed from New York. She relaxed when Ivy peered out the window and smiled. Her aunt flipped a sign hanging in one of the windows so that open faced out and answered the door. A man in a winter postal uniform and a fur hat stood in the doorway.

      “Hey there, Larry,” she said. “Whatcha got for me today?”

      “Looks like more inventory. You must be stocking up for last-minute shoppers.” The mailman picked up the first of several boxes stacked on a hand truck next to him.

      “I suppose I am,” Ivy said. “Let’s set them over here. Maybe I’ll get them unpacked before people start showing up.”

      “Sure thing,” Larry said. He hefted three large boxes into the front room of The Bookstop before picking up the last box, which was smaller and lighter than the others. “There might be some mistake with this one,” he said as he examined the shipping label. “It’s an Express Mail package with your address, but it’s…” His voice tapered off, and an odd expression came over his face. He cleared his throat. “It’s addressed to a Mrs. Josie DiSanti.”

      “That’s me,” Josie said quietly.

      “Oh, how rude of me,” Ivy said, looping her arm through Josie’s and pulling her forward. “Larry, this is Josie, my niece. Josie, meet Larry Endicott, the nicest mailman in Mill River.”

      “The only mailman in Mill River, since the rest of ’em are ladies. The ones who cover the delivery routes, anyway.” Larry smiled at Josie. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise.”

      “Josie and her girls over there will be staying with me a while,” Ivy said. “So you might see some more things addressed to her.”

      “Ah. Well, here you are, then,” Larry said, handing Josie the package. “I hope you like our little town. I’ve got to get going. The truck’s really loaded today. Holiday rush. See you Monday!”

      “See ya, Larry,” Ivy said. “Keep warm!” She closed the door and turned to Josie. “That was weird, don’t you think? Sort of a hasty exit? He was acting so awkward there in the end, and —”

      As she clutched the package she had been handed, Josie didn’t register her aunt’s voice stopping mid-sentence. She stood staring at the box in her white-knuckled hands.

      “Josie, what is it?” Ivy asked. Her aunt walked over to her and squinted to read the package. “Oh,” was all she said.

      “I can’t… can’t deal with this… not now. Not until after the girls are in bed,” Josie choked out. She glanced at Rose and Emily in the Kids’ Corner. They were blissfully unaware of her distress.

      “Here,” Ivy said in a low voice, and she gently pried the box from Josie’s grasp. “I’ll put this away until later. It’s definitely not something the girls should see.”
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      When he reached Josie’s office, Father O’Brien saw that Rose and her family were already seated on the long sofa against the wall. Emily had backed herself into a corner of the room, and Ivy sat at Josie’s desk holding a folded piece of paper in her hands. Father O’Brien was surprised to see that Jim Gasaway, a local attorney and an old friend, was in the room as well.

      “Jim, it’s good to see you,” he said. “You must’ve slipped past me earlier. I didn’t see you come in.”

      “What in the hell is going on, Aunt Ivy?” Rose demanded. She glared at Ivy with her arms tightly crossed.

      “Would you mind closing the door, Father?” Ivy asked. After he had done so, she straightened up in her chair and looked at Josie’s daughters. “I know neither of you wants to be here for any longer than is necessary, so I’ll get through this as quickly as I can.

      “You both know that Mr. Gasaway is handling your mom’s affairs. That said, Josie left this letter with me to read to you girls in case anything happened to her. Jim has a notarized copy of it, so he knows the details.”

      “She wrote the letter earlier this year,” Jim added quietly.

      “Please, just read it,” Emily said in a small, tired voice.

      Ivy unfolded the paper in her hands, cleared her throat, and began.

      
        
           

          To my girls, Rose and Emily,

          If you are hearing these words, it is because I have passed on. I trust Mr. Gasaway and your aunt Ivy will handle my memorial service as I requested. Also, I hope that you are not burdened with grief at my passing. I’ll always be with you, and the only thing I’ve ever wanted for you both was happiness.

          In fact, your happiness, or lack of it, is my simple reason for writing this letter. You girls were my life. I worried about you and loved you from the time you were born. If your estrangement from each other was not the cause of my death, I daresay that it must have been at least a contributing factor. Now that I’m gone, you have no immediate family left but Aunt Ivy and each other.

          I know what happened was horribly painful for you both, but I also know that time can heal even the most serious grievances. For years, I asked you, begged you, to try talking, therapy, anything to repair your relationship, but you refused. So, I’m taking matters into my own hands, and from the grave, no less.

          From the time we moved to Mill River, we lived frugally. I worked as hard as I could to provide for you and save what little was left. Over time, those savings multiplied, and getting into the real estate business helped me learn how to invest and grow my money. You might not have known it until now, but each of you girls stands to inherit a substantial amount from my estate.

          There is a catch, however.

          You know that I own several rental properties. Two of them are across the street from my house and Ivy’s place. You’ll remember those houses, I’m sure. One was owned by the Johnson family, and the other by the Weiders. You girls used to go over and play on their kids’ tire swing and trampoline. The houses are small and simple, but they’re clean, comfortable, and nicely furnished.

          Of course, I can’t predict when during the year you’ll be reading this letter, but I expect each of you to move into one of the houses no later than two months after you do. Mr. Gasaway can meet with you to choose a move-in date. You can work out between yourselves who gets which house, or Mr. Gasaway can flip a coin, if you can’t manage even that.

          Inside each house or on each property, I’ve left a clue for each of you to find. The clues are two different objects. One will reveal the location of the key to my safe-deposit box, and the other is something that will help you obtain it. You’ll have to cooperate to find the clues and use them to locate the key – which is, in fact, the key to my treasure, and to each of you sharing in it. (I admit that this plan sounds childish, but perhaps that’s appropriate, given that I am trying to remind you of the bond you once shared.)

          I put in my safe-deposit box a copy of my last will and testament, which directs that my estate be divided equally between you. You will have two months to work together to find it. In short, you’ll be neighbors. You’ll also be partners in a sort of treasure hunt. It may not be pleasant or easy for you, but it is my great hope that you’ll uncover good memories to help take away the bad. Ideally, you’ll come out of this experience on speaking terms, and maybe even as real sisters again.

          If you both do not follow my instructions and present Mr. Gasaway with the key to my safe-deposit box by the two-month deadline, or if you both attempt to challenge my wishes in court, I have directed him to execute the second version of my will, which distributes my estate in its entirety among a variety of worthy charities. If only one of you refuses to follow my instructions or attempts to challenge my wishes in court, Mr. Gasaway will execute the third version, which leaves my estate in its entirety to the other sister.

          I know what I’m asking of you. You will have to uproot yourselves and move back to Mill River, at least temporarily. I also know you should both be able to manage this. Rose, dear, you’ve told me many times that Sheldon’s income alleviates the need for you to work, so there should be no job preventing you from coming. And Emily, honey, you’ve always been self-employed, and you’re good at so many things. I know you’ll have no problem finding a temporary job somewhere nearby.

          When it comes down to it, girls, I can’t force you to do this. I also know that, even if you do as I ask, the end result might not be the reconciliation for which I fervently hope. But I pray that you two will spend some time together and see reason, or at least come to understand what I’m trying to do for you. You might think I was a foolish old woman, but know that there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you. I’ve loved you both so much from the moments you were born. Even now, with what I’ve arranged, I have only your best interests at heart.

          Your loving mother,

          Josephine Collard DiSanti

        

      

      For a long moment, no one spoke.

      “This is complete CRAP!” Rose screeched, before lowering her voice to a hiss. “There is no way that we’ll go along with this – this little treasure hunt or whatever the hell Mom called it.”

      Emily looked at Jim Gasaway. “Can she… could she really insist on this?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jim replied. “I will say that your mom’s is one of the more unusual estates I’ve seen, since she’s effectively put everything in a holding pattern for now, but it’s all legal and binding. I’m confident that it would stand up in court, if it comes to that,” he added, looking pointedly at Rose.

      “Girls, you should know that Jim’s the best lawyer around, and he’s an expert in handling complex trusts and estates,” Father O’Brien said quietly.

      “So, we’re just supposed to drop everything in our lives and move up here to look for a key?” Emily said. “I can’t believe Mom would do this to us.”

      “Maybe she was losing it,” Rose agreed. “And what about her precious brokerage? Who’ll be running it until her estate is finally settled?”

      “I’ll be monitoring the books, and there’s an associate broker on her staff who has the authority to approve transactions,” Jim said. “Your mom was pretty careful to have contingency plans in place.”

      Sheldon sat up straight and turned to Rose. “Look, I think this is a total crock, too,” he said in a low, pleading voice. “But, we’ve got two months. We can look into this further, get another legal opinion, once we get home. Let’s just do what we need to do, and then we can get out of here.”

      “I think Sheldon’s approach is reasonable,” Ivy said. “Jim, maybe we should just decide on a move-in date, give each of them a set of keys to a house, and let them go for now. They can think it over for a while and still have plenty of time to make arrangements once they come around.”

      “Fat chance,” Rose snapped.

      “You will,” Ivy said with a sweet smile.

      Emily rolled her eyes and turned to Jim. “Whatever,” she said. “Doesn’t matter to me which house I get.”

      “WE should get the bigger house,” Rose said. “We’re a family. She’s just one person.”

      Jim Gasaway fished around in his pants pocket and removed two sets of house keys and a quarter. “The houses aren’t all that different in size,” he said. “But, it’s probably best that we consult Mr. Washington. Why don’t we let Alex call it? Would that be all right?”

      “Could I?” Alex asked with a hopeful grin. He looked at each of his parents. Rose said nothing, but Sheldon bent to whisper something in his ear. Emily shrugged her shoulders.

      “Okay, then, Alex,” Jim said, “heads or tails. On the count of three – ready? One, two, three!” He tossed the coin up high, almost to the ceiling.

      “Heads!” Alex yelled, and the room was silent except for the sound of the coin landing on the wood floor.

      “Looks like it’s tails,” Jim said as he peered down at the quarter, and Father O’Brien saw Alex frown and shrink back against the sofa. “Emily, which house do you want?”

      “I suppose I’ll take whichever one is bigger,” she said, smiling. She reached out her hand for the keys that Jim held out to her.

      Rose jumped quickly to her feet. “You get the keys, Sheldon,” she said. “I’m going to gather up our things in the living room.” Rose rushed out of the office.

      “Well, that went better than I expected,” Ivy muttered to herself.

      “As for your arrival,” Jim said to Emily, “I assume the more time the better, for both of you. Today’s May fourth. Why don’t we make it easy and just say you and Rose will both be back here on the first of July?”

      Emily stood with one arm across her middle as she stared at the small set of house keys in her hand. “Whatever. I will try to do what Mom asked,” she said in her a sad voice, “but honestly, I don’t think it will make any difference. There are some things that just can’t be fixed, and with what happened between Rose and me…”

      Sheldon sighed and shrugged. “July first.” He gently squeezed Alex around the shoulders before accepting the keys that Jim offered. “We should be going,” he said. “We’ve got a long drive ahead of us, but I’m sure we’ll be consulting our attorney —”

      There was a sudden loud crash somewhere outside the office, followed by Rose shrieking, “No, no, oh my God, Mom!”

      “Oh, dear,” said Father O’Brien. He opened the door quickly, and the four of them hurried out of the office toward the sound of the commotion.

      The tidy, solemn living room had been transformed. At one end, Ruth Fitzgerald and the few remaining people who had come to pay their respects stood in a group. At the other end of the room, the small table holding Josie’s memorial display was lying on its side. Covered in a mixture of ashes, broken glass, and a greenish liquid were the opened bronze urn, the photographs of Josie, several floral arrangements, and Daisy Delaine.

      “Miss Rose, I’m so sorry, Miss Rose, I was only trying to give you a jar of my grief potion,” Daisy stammered, trying to get to her feet.

      “Oh, my God,” Rose said again. She blinked and stumbled backwards. The front of her black dress was now covered in gray powder, and her stiletto heels made sharp cracking noises as they crunched down on bits of glass. She brushed at her face frantically and glared at Daisy. “How did you… do you realize what you’ve done?”

      “Oh, Miss Rose, I lost my balance and fell against the table,” Daisy tried to explain. The stout little woman was on her hands and knees now. She gasped when she pushed herself into a kneeling position and looked down to see a piece of glass protruding from the palm of her right hand.

      “You clumsy idiot!” Rose screamed down at Daisy. “I swear, Ivy,” she continued, whirling around. “Couldn’t you have gotten an urn with a screw-top? Or at least seen that whatever cheap container this is was properly sealed?”

      “But Miss Rose, I never would’ve… I didn’t mean to do it. I’m so sorry, Miss Rose,” Daisy cried, cradling her hand. Tears began leaving darkened streaks down each side of Daisy’s ash-coated face.

      Father O’Brien and Jim hurried toward Daisy, stepping gingerly through the mess until each of them could grab one of her arms. Together, they eased her to her feet and helped her over to Ruth.

      “Daisy, dear, come with me. Let’s go get a better look at that cut,” Ruth said, putting her arm around her. “Are you hurt anywhere else?” Jim kept his hold on Daisy’s other arm and walked with them to the kitchen.

      “Rose,” Ivy said, “I know you’re upset, but it was an accident. There are fresh towels in the bathroom. You can wash up while I find something clean for you to wear.” She approached Rose and reached out to touch her elbow, but Rose jumped away.

      “I don’t need your help,” Rose said. “Move it, Sheldon!” She marched to the front door, threw it open, and walked out.

      “I am so sorry about that… about everything,” Sheldon said to Ivy. “You know how worked up Rose can get. She’s been upset for days, and today was especially tough. We had better get out there, but please let… Daisy? Please tell her, from me… from us, actually… that accidents happen, and there is nothing to forgive.” After a final glance around at the mess in the living room, he put his hand on Alex’s head and gently steered him out the front door.

      “I’m sorry, Aunt Ivy.” Emily slipped an arm around Ivy’s shoulders. “I know you went through a lot of trouble to try to make this nice for Mom. To do what she wanted.” Emily paused a moment, and her eyes filled with tears as she looked down at the ruined ashes. “I don’t have to leave for a few hours. I’ll clean this up.”

      “Thanks, kid,” Ivy said, and Emily left in search of cleaning supplies. Ivy looked at Father O’Brien and shook her head. “What a disaster.”

      Father O’Brien nodded. “And poor Daisy, bless her soul, she never meant any harm. She’s probably beside herself, and she may need to see a doctor for her hand.”

      “She’s still in the kitchen with Ruth,” Ivy said, as Emily returned lugging a bucket of cleaners and paper towels, along with Josie’s old Kirby vacuum. “Would you check on her? Em and I can tackle this mess.”

      “Of course,” he said. Before he left, Emily pulled the table back into an upright position and tenderly picked up the bronze urn and its lid.

      “I didn’t pick out that urn,” Ivy said bitterly to her great-niece. “It’s one your mom chose for herself, years ago, when she decided it was time to get her affairs in order.”

      “It’s more like a vase. It doesn’t have a threaded top like it should, but it’s still beautiful. Let’s try to salvage what we can of her ashes. That way, we could still use it, like she wanted,” Emily said. “And, don’t let Rose get to you. I know she can say horrible things, but trust me… what comes out of her mouth isn’t worth a damn thing.”
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      While Ivy greeted customers and did her best to reduce her holiday inventory, Josie spent the remainder of the day in a haze of misery. She held herself together until Rose and Emily were asleep in the attic bedroom. Quietly, she came downstairs and found Ivy settled into the recliner in the living room.

      Ivy looked up from the book she was reading. “They fell out okay?”

      “Yes.” Josie sank into the sofa across from her. “I think I’d like to open the package now.”

      Ivy nodded and left the sitting room. She returned a moment later with the box that the mailman had delivered for Josie earlier in the day. “I’ll be in my room, if you need me,” she said quietly.

      When her aunt was gone, Josie looked down at the package. With a trembling finger, she traced the words on the shipping label – package contains cremated remains. please handle with care and respect. The return address was for a funeral home in the Bronx.

      She stood up and took the package into the kitchen to cut through the tape. The cardboard shipping container held a sealed envelope and a rectangular metal box, which she lifted onto the table. Josie opened the envelope and unfolded the paper it held, but she saw only “Certificate of Cremation” and “Anthony Paolo DiSanti” before her eyes filled with tears and the paper slipped from her fingers.

      Josie couldn’t breathe. She found her wool coat on the rack by the side door, stumbled outside, and started to walk.

      The sidewalk was covered with a dusting of new snow, and Josie’s shoes were the first to leave footprints. She pulled up her hood and occasionally used the sleeve of her coat to wipe her face. Two blocks ahead, at the intersection with Main Street, the glimmer of Christmas lights caught her attention.

      When she arrived at the intersection, the white town hall building was on her left. To her right, the small row of shops she remembered seeing the night before ran along one side of the street. Across from them, set back off the road, was St. John’s. It was after eight o’clock, and the shops along Main Street were long closed, but she thought she saw a few lights on inside the little stone church. Emotionally exhausted, her face numb from the frigid air, Josie crossed the street and walked up the steps of the church to the front door. To her surprise, it was open.

      Josie entered cautiously, easing the door closed behind her and enjoying the warmth that met her cold face. She was in a small, dark foyer. Ahead of her were two large double doors that led into the sanctuary. She could see that the altar was well lit, but the light faded gradually so that the pews in the row closest to the door were almost completely shrouded in darkness. Josie slid into one of them and sat down.

      She was grateful to be alone in this quiet, warm, dark place. Time was irrelevant. She wanted to somehow slip into the darkness and escape her grief, but when she closed her eyes, she was haunted by the words “cremated remains.” As she slumped forward, tears dripped onto her lap. Josie didn’t hear how her gasps and sobs echoed slightly in the sanctuary. She focused only on trying to survive the seemingly endless torrent of agony that poured out of her.

      Josie didn’t know how long she had been sitting there crying when she heard the pew creak under the weight of another person. She turned to see a priest seated next to her.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said quietly. “I was just getting things ready for tomorrow’s mass when I heard you. I wanted to see if I could be of any assistance. My name is Michael O’Brien. I’m the pastor here.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Father, I didn’t… I mean, you’re probably closed. I was just out walking and got cold,” Josie stammered. She stood up abruptly and wiped her eyes.

      “If I’m here, the front door is always open, no matter the time,” Father O’Brien said. “I can see you’re upset. Perhaps you were meant to find my open door.”

      Josie glanced down at Father O’Brien. He was tall and lanky with a receding hairline and looked to be older than Ivy. Although she had made up her mind to head back to Ivy’s, there was something about this priest that kept her from leaving. He seemed to radiate compassion. Josie hesitated only a moment longer before she lowered herself back down into the pew.

      “I’m not sure why I came in here,” Josie whispered. “I haven’t been in a church in… well, I can’t remember the last time.”

      Father O’Brien smiled. “Everyone is welcome here,” he said simply.

      Something about his voice, his presence, was so comforting. Josie looked at her hands clasped in her lap. “My husband died last week,” she whispered, “in a fire. We… I… have two little girls, and the fire took almost everything we had, so I came here, to Mill River, to stay with my aunt.” Josie took a deep breath. “I’m so afraid, Father. I’m lost without him. I feel like I’m sinking lower and lower. And my aunt… the one we’re staying with… I don’t even know her. She’s all the family I have left. She’s been so welcoming, but I still feel like a horrible burden to her, being such a wreck and bringing my kids to live in her house. I don’t know where to go from here. I have to take care of my girls, and I don’t know how I’m going to be able to do that. I feel like I’m drowning.” It was as if every thought that had tortured Josie since Tony’s death gushed out along with her tears.

      “I’m so sorry, my child,” Father O’Brien said. “Could I… could I ask your name?”

      “I’m Josie.”

      “Josie.” Father O’Brien paused a moment, perhaps to collect his thoughts. “I know you’re hurting right now. The way you’re feeling is very normal after the loss of a spouse. You’re still in the earliest stages of the grieving process, and feeling overwhelmed and afraid is very much a part of that.”

      Josie bit down on her lip, trying to keep some semblance of composure.

      “It’s always harder for people who have lost someone during the holidays, too,” Father O’Brien continued. “I’m so glad you came here tonight. It’s important now that you have people around you to support you. You say you’re staying with an aunt here in town?”

      “Yes, my aunt Ivy. She runs a little bookstore a few streets over.”

      “Ivy Collard is your aunt?”

      Josie nodded.

      “I’ve known her for years,” Father O’Brien said, smiling. “She’s… what is the word I want… feisty? Sassy? But, you’ll not find a more caring, giving person.”

      “She seems that way. Ivy is my mother’s older sister, but she and my mom never got along. Before yesterday, I hadn’t seen her since my mother’s funeral, and I’ve never really spent any time at all with her. Until now.”

      “You needn’t worry about being a burden to her. I know Ivy well enough to know that she would never feel burdened by helping you and your girls, especially at a time like this. You should try to open up and talk to her. Give her a chance to be there for you.”

      Josie thought about those reassuring words. Perhaps this kindly priest could answer a question she had asked herself what seemed like a million times during the past several days. “Father, how long will it take until I can get through a day without falling apart? Until I can think about my husband without feeling as if my heart will explode?”

      “It’s different for everybody,” Father O’Brien said, “and impossible to know. But, I can tell you that time will ultimately help ease the hurt. It may not take it away completely, but one day, you’ll feel strong again. You’ll be able to remember all the wonderful things about your husband and feel happy to have created those memories with him.” He hesitated for a moment, smiling a little to himself. “Part of Psalm 34, which is one of my favorites, says ‘the Lord is close to the brokenhearted, and saves those who are crushed in spirit.’ I truly believe that, Josie. And I think that maybe in this fragile time, you and your daughters ended up in Mill River for a reason. Your wonderful aunt is here. The town’s full of kind and loving people. It’s a good place for children to grow up. And the natural beauty of the area! In the fall, I sometimes think that the good Lord takes a paintbrush and colors the trees one by one.” He placed a hand lightly on her shoulder. “I’ve been the parish priest here in Mill River since I was a young man. I know the town very well. As hard as it is right now, you’ve come to a place where you will heal. It will take time, but you’re not alone. Ivy will be there for you, and so will I, anytime you need me.”

      Josie sat very still, taking in Father O’Brien’s words. “Thank you, Father,” she finally said, and she rose, a bit unsteadily, to her feet. “I should get back. I left after my girls were asleep for the night. Ivy’s there, but they don’t know her very well yet. If they wake up and I’m gone…”

      “Of course,” Father O’Brien said. He stood up as well and walked the few steps to the front door with her. “You’ll be in my prayers.”

      “Thank you again, Father,” Josie said. She managed a small smile as she pulled her hood up over her head and slipped outside.

      Back at The Bookstop, Josie let herself in through the side door and hung up her coat. She retrieved the certificate of cremation from the floor where she’d dropped it and lowered herself onto a chair at the breakfast table. Her hand was unsteady as she ran it over the box of Tony’s ashes. Carefully, she slid the box from the table and hugged it against her chest.

      “Josie?” Ivy’s hushed voice carried into the kitchen.

      “In here,” Josie said.

      Ivy appeared in her bathrobe in the doorway to the kitchen with a look of pity on her face. “I was a little worried when I realized you’d left,” she said, coming to sit in the chair next to Josie. “I figured you needed some air, maybe some time to think.”

      Josie opened her mouth to say something, but she was suddenly overcome. Unable to stifle her sobs, she tucked her chin down until it rested on the top of the box in her arms.

      “Oh, honey,” Ivy said, as she moved closer. Josie leaned into her aunt’s arms as Ivy held her, stroking her hair, rocking slightly, in much the same way as Josie had comforted her daughters so many times. “I know this was a hard day for you,” she said after a few minutes. “You’re gonna have lots of hard days, but you’re gonna get through this. And I promise I’ll be there to help you every step of the way.”

      Her aunt’s words and the thought of what Father O’Brien had said about Ivy only made Josie cry harder. When she was finally able to speak, she looked at her aunt through her blurry eyes. “I don’t know what to do, how to go forward,” she whispered. “Honestly, I feel like it’s such an imposition on you, having the girls and me here. We’re pretty much strangers to you. And I keep worrying about raising the girls on my own, being able to provide for them. I don’t know how I’m going to do it without Tony. Every time I think of him… I can’t think about him. It hurts too much.”

      “Look here,” Ivy said. “First, we may not know each other, which is a damn shame, but it’s something we’re gonna change. And you’re still my family. Right now, there’s nowhere else you and the girls belong except here with me. You’re no burden. Second, did you and Tony have anything saved? Did he have life insurance?”

      Josie sniffed and nodded. “The insurance check is being processed,” she whispered. “And we were trying to save enough for a down payment on a house.”

      “All right, then,” Ivy continued. “You don’t have to worry about working right now. If you’re here with me, you won’t have much in the way of expenses. You should be able to get by on what you have for quite a while. Plus, your girls are so little, and they’re going through a lot, too. They’ll need you around ’em for the time being. We’ll figure out what you can do for work once you’re ready. But right now, you’re not. Right now, you’re raw and grieving, and you’ve got to give yourself time to heal.”

      Josie was starting to feel a bit calmer. At least she was no longer breathing in ragged gasps.

      “And the last thing,” Ivy said, in a quieter tone, “is that you have to think about Tony. Talk about him, too. It’ll hurt something fierce, but you have to allow yourself to cry, to feel. You can’t keep it all bottled up and expect the sadness to go away. It won’t. If you keep it inside, it’ll eat away at you until there’s nothing left.”

      “Rose and Emily hate seeing me cry,” Josie began, but Ivy was already shaking her head.

      “With children, you’ve got to tell them the truth in terms that they can understand. Teach them that crying’s natural, and okay. Tell them you miss their daddy and you feel sad, and crying helps you feel better. In time, you’ll cry less and they’ll understand why you do when you do. It’s just a part of life. It’s how you’ll get through this, for yourself and for the girls.”

      Josie could feel the memories and the grief swelling behind the emotional barrier she was maintaining, and deep down, she knew her aunt was right. The empathy and emotional engagement of her aunt were surprising to Josie because her own mother had had little of either. When Josie was growing up, her mother’s answer to almost every difficult situation had been to pour herself another drink and retreat to her bedroom. As she listened to Ivy, Josie found herself marveling that someone could be so closely related to her mother and yet so different.

      “You know, you’re very good at sorting things out,” Josie told her. “Mom could never make sense of difficult situations. She always left that to me. I guess I learned after a while how to get her out of trouble, but I’ve never had to do that for myself.”

      “Abby was a good person underneath, but her drinking kept her from doing a lot of things,” Ivy said. “Kept her from coming home to visit, from keeping a good job and being the kind of mother you should’ve had. And that kept me from getting to know you while you were growing up.”

      “Well, as you say, we’ve got the chance now,” Josie said. She used her sleeve to dry her eyes. “We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
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