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To my three children—Chris, Ethan, and Sarah.
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PART ONE


INCIPIENT
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The ancient Greeks believed that fire was one of the four basic elements that composed all things in the universe . . . Fire is not, in fact, a substance. When you gaze at the leaping flames of a campfire, you’re observing not an object, but a process—a chemical reaction.


—National Fire Protection Association Reporter’s Guide:
All About Fire
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THE DAY BEFORE


JANUARY 2009


My heart races when the handsome Native guy enters the diner. He’s tall and lean, and he glides past my early-morning regulars as if modeling what metrosexual men wear. He smoothly removes a stylish black knee-length wool coat to reveal a black cotton turtleneck and Levi’s jeans. He looks a few years older than me. My silver-haired coffee crew would still call him a young man.


Mr. Model sits in my section, causing the butterflies in my stomach to drop like canaries in a coal mine.


Yesterday he sat at the counter but turned in his barstool to stare at me. I—or, rather, my ample breasts—have been stared at since I was eleven. My heavily winged eyeliner, multiple ear and facial piercings, and arm tattoos are supposed to discourage men from taking things any further. It’s a passive form of predator avoidance. Since the Native guy seemed even more intrigued, I escalated from passive to aggressive defense. I rolled my eyes contemptuously and followed up with a withering glare, while ignoring the jittery nausea of my instantly wary gut.


It worked, mostly. Mr. Model turned his attention to the laminated menu, but not before grinning at me. I kept an eye on him until he finally left. I hoped that was the end of the matter. The lingering turmoil in my stomach said otherwise.


Today, my body repeats the topsy-turvy gut reaction. I approach the booth with a full pot of freshly brewed coffee. My grip tightens around the black plastic handle.


Anything can become a weapon in my hands.


“Good morning, Lucy,” he says pleasantly.


I stiffen. My work apron has a name badge attached above my right boob, but he hasn’t looked at it. I always know when guys stare at my chest. Even the ones trying to hurt me get distracted.


Not this guy.


He turns the coffee cup right side up. His warm smile seems genuine. Cats enjoy playing with their prey, do they not?


I pour the coffee and wait for him to speak.


“Would it be possible for you to take a break and join me?” His voice is calm and without an obvious regional accent.


My first break at the Pleasant Diner is after the morning rush. Most of the silver-hairs have left by then. My last few customers have their checks, which the counter server can ring up.


I glance at my dad’s square Seiko watch—barely able to see the time through the scratched-up crystal but never doubting the hands I can still make out. It’s ten forty-five a.m. on the dot.


Mr. Model knows my work schedule.


I assess my options. Risk and reward. Do I smash the glass decanter against his skull and run? I’d gain a head start but risk escalating the cat-and-mouse game. Or I could get this over with and figure out my next move.


They don’t want me dead. Not initially, at least.


Running my fingers through spiky, dyed black hair, I sigh my surrender.


“Fine. But I need to clock out first.”


His shocked expression makes no sense; I gave the answer he wanted. Instead he reacts as if he just saw a ghost.


I head to the back of the diner, where an alcove leads to the restrooms and the kitchen. Along the way, I tug at Nancy’s apron and ask if I’m good to go on break. She’s never denied me, but it’s a courtesy thing.


“Sure, sweetie.”


Nancy is something of a legend. She’s been here the longest besides Tim, who is both cook and owner of the old-fashioned railcar diner. A few of the silver-hairs were classmates of theirs.


Whereas I call myself a server, Nancy is an OG waitress. She proudly owns the waitress label. I added the OG part and was delighted when she laughed and didn’t need me to explain that original gangster meant old-school proper respect.


“Keep an eye on me, okay?” I say while still within earshot.


“You got it.”


Tara, who works the counter, enters the kitchen as I hang my apron in my locker. We aren’t supposed to wear our aprons while on break.


“The hot guy came back,” she says. “He asked about you, not that I had much to say.” Her snark is loud and clear.


Ignoring her, I grab the iPhone from my backpack and return to the booth.


I’m glad I’ve never gotten too chummy with Tara in six months of working at the diner. Even Nancy wouldn’t be able to say a whole lot about me if asked.


Taking a seat opposite the hit man, I fiddle with my phone beneath the table.


“Hello, Lucy. Thank you for meeting with me.” He smiles amiably, unfazed by my silence. “My name is John Jameson. I’m an attorney and I wanted to meet you regarding a special project I’m working on.”


I almost channel Tara’s snark. Special project indeed.


Nancy approaches with a coffeepot to refill the guy’s mug. She does a double take when I motion for coffee. She knows I prefer tea.


“Thank you,” the attorney says to Nancy. He is polite. Not just his words, but because he makes eye contact with her while saying it.


She takes an exaggeratedly long time to fill my coffee mug. Nancy would make a bad spy. Mr. Jameson waits for her reluctant departure to speak again.


“Do you have any questions for me?” he asks after a sip of black coffee. His elegant wristwatch is silver, or more likely platinum, with two faces set to different time zones.


I stare back in sullen, tough-girl mode.


He reacts with an apostrophe of a smile that I’m not expecting.


I glance at a Greyhound bus zooming north on the business spur before heaving a sigh and meeting his eyes.


“Just get on with it. I’ve got better things to do today.”


“Well, I don’t. You’re the highlight of my day,” he says without sarcasm.


His expression matches the sincerity of his tone. Alert brown eyes, lighter than my own. Nice smile—no feral grin or anything sketchy. The morning light shines on the left half of his face. It’s not in his eyes, but I pull down the filtered shade anyway. No wrinkles or frown lines. If he really is an attorney, then he’s a bit older than I thought. His thick, dark brown hair, no gray, is pulled away from his face and gathered into a braid. I noticed his hair yesterday—the shiny braid that ends halfway down his back.


He waits for me to finish my inspection. There is nothing fidgety about him.


I’ve encountered attorneys before. Mostly court-ordered ones who were supposed to look out for my best interests. They were usually fresh out of law school, but already jaded about juvenile delinquents. The experienced lawyers—the well-dressed ones—always worked for the other side.


Mr. Jameson carries himself like a seasoned attorney—minus the cockiness. I can’t quite figure him out. Nothing screams hit man, creeper, scammer, or dangerous and yet . . .


I’ve been wrong before. Which is why my iPhone is recording our conversation and Nancy keeps me in her periphery.


“What. Do you. Want.” I leave unsaid: . . . and please speak clearly for the record.


“I’m an attorney who helps current and former foster kids who might be Native American find out whether they are indeed tribal and, if so, see if they would like to reconnect with their family and community. Is that something you’d like to pursue?”


The coffee mug slips in my hand. Hot liquid zings the spot directly above my heart. My hand is still shaking when I set the mug down.


I wouldn’t make a good spy today.


Attempting nonchalance, I scoff. “Never heard of anyone doing that.”


“Me neither,” he admits.


“Sounds expensive. And I don’t have money for that.” I focus on the coffee stain.


“I don’t charge anything. My work is funded by grants and donations.”


“Yeah, right,” I say, blotting the dark spot with a paper napkin.


There’s a spot-remover pen in my work apron. Glancing around, I catch Nancy’s eye and point to the stain on my shirt. We provide our own red tops at the diner. Thrift stores are hit or miss, and I’d rather not spring for a new shirt.


My plan was to keep him talking. Get as much information as possible and find out what he wanted from me. But my gut roils; I’ll need a bathroom soon. So I let him have it.


“Your jeans and turtleneck might be off the rack, Mr. Grant-Funded Do-Gooder, but your black cashmere coat is tailored like a second skin and those black lace-up boots look like Doc Martens but have a Prada triangle.” Rising, I motion for him to stay put. “I don’t know what game you’re playing . . .”


I grab my iPhone, stop recording, and lean over to snap a picture. I focus the shot to capture every follicle on his copper-colored face. It’s only then I notice an odd line down the right side of his cheek. A scar. I snap the picture before removing the phone between us, so we are practically nose to nose.


“I know you’ve been following me since New Year’s Eve. It. Ends. Now.”


He flinches as if slapped.


“I’ve only been in town for two days, Lily.” Something catches in his voice.


“It’s Lucy. Not Lily.” I snap my fingers in front of his face. “Pay attention.”


I bolt. Instead of looking back at the guy, I focus on Nancy taking an order from the booth nearest the alcove. She hands me a single wipe packet of stain remover as we cross paths.


“Do you need me to call for help?” Nancy doesn’t bother whispering.


“No. He’s leaving.”


I bypass the restrooms and push through the third door, which swings into the kitchen. It has a window the size of a picture frame to see anyone approaching from the other side. I use it to spy on Mr. Jameson.


He shakes his head, and a faint, sort of amused smile crosses his face just for a moment. Then he pinches the bridge of his nose and exhales before rising. He leaves something at the table before retrieving his coat. His back is to me while he puts on the expensive coat and leaves.


After I salvage my work shirt—thanks to Nancy’s stain-remover wipe—I return to the booth. Clearing the table, I notice one mug is missing. In its place Mr. Jameson left a twenty-dollar bill for Nancy and a business card for me.


The card has a black bird graphic and unfamiliar words: Gaagaagi Noodin. The back of the card lists a cell phone number and an email address, and there’s a handwritten message: Lucy, come home where you are loved.
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THE DAY OF


JANUARY 2009


Yesterday when Mr. Jameson admitted to following me, but for only two days, I didn’t want to believe him. Because if he was telling the truth, then it meant someone else was stalking me. Last week at a friend’s New Year’s Eve party, I’d felt the hairs on the back of my neck stick up like porcupine quills. Instinctively, I’d removed the plastic gold tiara with 2009 emblazoned in purple sequins and looked for the exit. Even without a midnight countdown, the party was over for me.


After Mr. Prada Boots left, presumably with a souvenir mug, I spent the rest of my shift trying to figure out a way to stay in Mount Pleasant.


My furnished apartment was the first space I’d had to myself in years. It was one of several apartments in what had once been a lumber baron’s mansion. According to my landlord, a history buff, the original owner had swindled local Native American families out of their land with the help of a corrupt Indian Affairs superintendent. The grand three-story home was somewhat decrepit now, especially the exterior. I navigated piles of unsalvageable lumber, broken bricks, and discarded metal pipes to reach my unit at the back of the redbrick manor. Slanted steps led to my private entrance, where a butler’s pantry had become an entry hall and galley kitchen. The mansion’s dining room served as my living and sleeping area. A closet had been converted into a tiny bathroom.


Every scenario I played out in my mind led to the same conclusion. I needed to remove all traces of myself from the space I’d rented and loved for the past six months.


I’d always kept the place tidy. Miss Lonnie, my first foster parent, had taught me that housekeeping was one of many basic survival skills. Channeling red-hot rage, I rubbed Liquid Gold into the cherrywood paneling and ornately carved trim. Bar Keepers Friend and a soft toothbrush made the brass light fixtures shine. Distilled white vinegar had the bathroom looking its best, as if the secret to keeping my cozy little life were hidden in the grout. A paste I’d concocted from baking soda, hydrogen peroxide, and a few drops of ammonia showcased the exquisite veining in the marble countertops and windowsills. I saved the curved wall of stained-glass windows for when my mood had cooled into the soft, pale aqua of resignation.


By this morning, the apartment was an exquisite jewel that my landlord would rent for twice what he charged me.


Leaving, I lock the door behind me for the last time. I brush away boot imprints from each snow-covered step I descend. Wearing my backpack and holding a trash bag in one hand, I walk backward through the side yard to the front while dragging a rusted rake to erase my tracks from the freshly fallen powder. The snow makes it easier to imagine the elaborate gardens that once surrounded the mansion. I focus so intently on a broken-limbed, headless statue atop a cracked fountain that I roll my ankle on a slippery metal pipe.


Limping and wincing, I climb the front steps to the main entrance. In the front hall, opposite the staircase leading to the second and third floors, is a tarnished brass cabinet with eight mailboxes. I check my mailbox before sliding a fingernail to lift the label marked 1D—L.SMITH. Finally I slide an envelope with my keys, a goodbye note, and my final rent payment in cash into the landlord’s mailbox.


People think the key to making a clean getaway is to plan every detail. It isn’t. A perfect escape requires an element of chance. After work today, I’ll walk to the Greyhound bus station and purchase a ticket for the farthest destination. Then I’ll get off somewhere along the way. A random place that is a secret even from myself.


I leave the haunted-looking mansion, slinging the trash bag over my shoulder. Foster kids always leave places this way. In the childwelfare system, trash bags serve as luggage. Mine is filled with cleaning supplies and excess possessions I’ll donate to the thrift store after my shift. Paying it forward for the next person starting over.


My backpack contains the barest of necessities: deodorant, soap, a toothbrush, toothpaste, two changes of clothing, and a pair of running shoes tied to the top handle. It also holds my most valuable possessions: the last of the books my dad gifted to me each birthday. I started with thirteen cherished books.


I’ve become so good at leaving places that I’ve even created a goodbye ritual.


This time, it’s my hardcover copy of A Wrinkle in Time that I leave behind. After kissing the inscription (To Dolce Lucy on her 8th Birthday), I place the book in the Little Free Library a few blocks from where I used to live. I limp the rest of the way to work in the predawn darkness, my lashes stiff with mascara and frozen tears.


If my coworkers notice my backpack bursting at the seams, no one mentions it. I change into my running shoes and leave my snow boots inside the locker. Each time I wear the top-quality boots, I recite a silent prayer of thanks to whoever donated the Sorels in my size to the Salvation Army.
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Nancy doesn’t understand why I blink back tears at the mini cake she presents to me after I clock in.


“Oh, sweetie. It’s just a silly little treat for after work,” she says with a sniffle. Nancy doesn’t let anyone cry or laugh alone in her presence. “Your six-month anniversary here at the diner. It’s just that . . .” She pauses to dab an eye with a tissue. “You’ve come so far. Remember, sweetie? You never smiled or made chitchat with customers. Some of them were scared, but you got regulars now.”


I’m not thinking about my work anniversary or the diner, but the last birthday cake anyone made for me.


Miss Lonnie surprised me with a fluffy white cake with pink royal icing made from maraschino cherry syrup. She’d decorated the cake with fifteen maraschino cherries and fifteen colorful candles. I hadn’t expected her to know it was my birthday. Or to know my favorite cake.


“I pay attention to the little things,” Miss Lonnie said. “You don’t talk much, but your big brown eyes say what you like and don’t like.”


Nancy interrupts the memory.


“Let’s have a bite now and save the rest for when we clock out.” Wiping tears away, I nod.


Nancy’s calloused hands grab two forks. We dive into the teacupsized celebration cake. The treat is free to customers if they mention a birthday, anniversary, or random accomplishment. You need to listen, though, because not everyone makes an announcement. It’s about paying attention to the little things.


I don’t taste the barely thawed cake. My memory conjures vanilla, cherries, a hint of almond, and a texture that melts in my mouth like cotton candy.


“You sure do remind me of someone, Lucy.”


If I had a dollar for each time Nancy mentioned my resemblance to someone she can’t quite place, I’d be able to afford a brand-new winter coat.


Nancy reminds me of someone, but there’s no mystery about who it is. She and Miss Lonnie are both older white women; each has a former-hippie vibe. Nancy has mentioned a church mission to Haiti. Miss Lonnie was in the Peace Corps in Costa Rica. Both believe in an honest day’s work and have the weathered hands to prove it.


Miss Lonnie had me wash dishes every evening while she scrubbed her gas stovetop and the aged white Frigidaire appliances until everything looked brand-new. After the dishes were put away, Miss Lonnie had me do the final step—wiping down the avocadogreen Formica countertops—before turning out the kitchen lights.


“Doesn’t that feel good,” she’d say in the faintest Southern drawl each evening with her hand on the light switch. “A clean kitchen. Everything in order and ready for tomorrow. Makes your dreams restful, I swear.”


Miss Lonnie was right. At least for a little while.
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It’s an ordinary Friday at the Pleasant Diner located in Mount Pleasant, which is also home to Central Michigan University and a Chippewa tribe casino. We open at six a.m. and close at two p.m., five days a week. Closed on weekends. Nancy and Tara arrive early to prep; they both leave as soon as we close. I stagger my arrival by an hour and stay later to wipe down all the tables and mop the floor. Nancy and I handle the breakfast and lunch crowd at the booths and tables, while Tara works the counter that runs the length of the diner. Tim is here all the time, from open to close.


First up, the silver-hairs who come for coffee and a slice of Tim’s homemade prune coffee cake. Their coffee must be hot, just this side of scorching. And you’d better never let the cup be less than half full. They don’t tip well, but they’re consistent. It adds up.


“Got a grandson who’d be the nicest boyfriend for you,” a customer says.


Last week, an old-timer mentioned a granddaughter. “Hey, I don’t judge,” he added with a chuckle while raising his hands in mock surrender.


I always give a polite smile and a nod before moving on to the next customer.


Silver-hairs want everyone paired up like Noah’s Ark. All they know is I’m a hard-working young woman with spiky black hair, wide-set brown eyes, tall and sturdy, with a large chest. Perhaps a bit heavy-handed with the black eyeliner. A few too many piercings and tattoos. But someone who keeps her cool even when one of them gets ornery.


If they knew everything I’ve done, they’d hide their grandchildren.


“Hey, turn that frown upside down,” Nancy says, gently nudging me. “We’ve got the rest of that cake waiting for us.”


Fridays always whiz by. Everyone is eager for the weekend. They even eat faster than on Mondays or Tuesdays, I notice.


Nancy was right about my having regular customers. A group of college students drop by. This crew of CMU students is theater majors, always talking about that semester’s production. Drama in the fall. Musical in the spring. Vocal, dance, and theory all in between. One guy has the latest gossip from every Broadway show, even though we’re a million miles away from New York City. He’s the same guy who says I look like a suntanned, Goth Audrey Hepburn, so I knew he wasn’t hitting on me after he called me “gorgeous” the first time they sat in my section.


Three high school kids show up even though it’s during school hours. They periodically skip classes only to spend the time complaining about the place. I’m tempted to mention they could get a GED and bypass the horrid school, but most people live for the complaint and not a solution. They go on and on. One girl takes issue with the entire concept of high school.


“It’s just a social experiment containing hormonal teens in a building with underpaid chaperones.”


“Try living in a group home,” I mumble while collecting their half-empty plates. “Lord of the Flies, but with less tenderness.” I get a laugh from the table, and an extra three dollars—one from each—in my pocket.


My favorite regulars are a young couple who are saving for the down payment on a house with a yard. Harley and Max tip what they can—a decent amount coinciding with payday every other week and a bit less on the off weeks. They work at the Indian casino, where employees get free meals. On their day off, they sit in my section and share a bowl of soup.


Soup is not a meal; it’s a first course. Miss Lonnie’s words echo.


I strain the broth and heap ladles of beef, vegetables, and wide egg noodles into a pasta bowl rather than a soup bowl. In addition to two soup spoons, I bring extra bread rolls and butter.


“We lost out on another house,” Harley informs me. Her sad mood contrasts with the vibrant headscarf tied around her immaculate Afro puff.


“I’m sorry. That sucks. Maybe the next one will be even better?” I try to sound hopeful as I set the bread basket in front of them.


“Maybe.” She reaches for a hard roll as Max rises abruptly and excuses himself. Harley watches her short blond husband walk toward the restrooms. “I cried this time, Lucy. It had an old farmhouse sink with the drainboard, just like my grandma had.”


It hits me that I won’t be around when Harley and Max get their happy ending. I went to their New Year’s Eve party and would have been invited to their housewarming. I would’ve scoured the thrift store for oversized art books meant for a coffee table. Something about roses or amethysts for Harley and one capturing Max’s passion for art deco design.


It sucks to leave without saying goodbye.


Good people say goodbye.


“I’m really sorry,” I say.
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Nancy mentions the cake for the tenth time. She’s right. It is special. Six months was a good run. She and I will celebrate the milestone.


Only I will know it’s actually a farewell treat.


I slam a check on the table. The two men, my last customers of the day, snap to attention. One scowls at me. He’s mirroring my expression, I realize.


“Oopsie-daisy,” I say, smoothing into a toothy smile.


Nancy locks the front door as soon as they leave. Tara’s out the back door by the time Nancy flips the sign in the window from open to closed. Usually I do it, but Nancy stayed for anniversary cake.


“C’mon, Tim,” she yells through the pass-through window between the counter and the kitchen. “Bring that cake from the cooler. The one with two bites gone.”


He mumbles something like, “All right already, don’t get your support hose in a bunch.”


“What did you just say?” It’s her mock-outrage voice. “Must be some holiday, having cake for lunch,” he covers.


“Yeah, yeah. That’s what I thought.” Nancy winks at me.


It’s the world’s tiniest cake, but the three of us take more than an hour to eat it. Of course Tim the cook had to bring ice cream and the remaining half of a Dutch apple pie.


“That coming out of your paycheck?” I ask him.


“I guess so, since none of y’all clocked out.”


I used to be scared of Tim. I probably didn’t speak a full sentence to him for my first month working at the diner. Then he asked why I liked to wear so much eyeliner that I resembled a raccoon. I laughed. That broke the ice. Tim is “good peoples,” as he likes to say when he has a good feeling about someone.


After we finish all the treats, they tell me to go home.


“But I’ve got to wipe everything down and—”


“We got this.”


Nancy shoos me toward the back door. Tim props it open so he can haul bags of trash to the dumpster behind the diner after his hour-long smoke break.


I remember the rest of my meager possessions in the trash bag behind the dumpster. Tim had better not toss it in with the rest. I turn back to thank Nancy, for the cake, for everything. My eyes well up as the OG waitress wheels the mop bucket past me.


Isn’t this how it always goes? Just when I start to breathe again . . .


The universe finishes the thought with a blast, immediately swallowed by a whooshing that plugs my ears and rips the next breath from my lungs. My arms and legs flail long enough to register that I’ve cleared the opening where the door once was. I’m on fire, I think. A shooting star pinwheeling through space. My left leg snaps as I land. A scream reverberates in my skull. The pain is fiery and icy cold at the same time. The air tastes metallic and smells of burning flesh.


I remember the odor all too well.


Someone is next to me. A crumpled life-sized rag doll with a red polo shirt and an apron with a pocket of stain remover wipes spilling onto the asphalt. I close my eyes and grip the leathery hand that served me cake, pie, and ice cream.


The ringing in my ears quiets enough for me to hear her.


“I see it now, Lucy,” Nancy says, taking odd, shallow breaths between words. “You look just like your mother.”
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POST-BLAST DAY ZERO


JANUARY 2009


I float in a warm pond on a starless night. I need to stay calm. I breathe through the hollow stem of a bulrush. A familiar voice calls my name, pleading for me to come back. I sink farther when the fury she’s fighting to suppress ignites and spreads like wildfi re. My breaths lengthen as my heartbeat slows. I thank my dad for teaching me to swim, dive, and hold my breath. And my birth mother for showing me how to disappear without a trace.
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When I surface, I’m in a hospital bed. The droning of machines, icy-cold air, an itchy gown, a sinus-clearing lemony antiseptic scent. My left leg hurts, a dull ache that sharpens the longer I consider it. One eye opens a minuscule amount, enough to sense daylight and trigger a headache. I close it quickly, hoping the throbbing pain will subside. I remain still. I’ve done this before. Pretend I’m not here. Listen for any sounds, decipher the clues. My ears are more reliable than my eyes anyway.


Announcements are made over an intercom in the hallway. Someone enters the room; heavy heels click to my right. The person halts only a few steps in. She gasps. The crying that follows comes from both sides of my bed. The deeper voice is on my left: someone who must have been sitting next to me. He rushes toward the person whose cries meet his at the foot of my bed.


“Daunis,” the man says. It’s an unfamiliar name from a familiar voice. Mr. Jameson knows the woman; love and longing are conveyed in the way he repeats her name. “Daunis. Daunis. Daunis. It’s really you.” His voice hitches at the last part.


“Jamie,” she whispers.


I’m tempted to open an eye and immerse myself in their love spell, but it’s not worth a migraine or getting caught.


“I knew we’d get our someday,” he says in a sexy growl.


Oh brother. Mr. Jameson—or, rather, Jamie—has got it bad for the chick.


Who is she? This Daunis woman?


“I, um, uh,” she falters, as if unsure how to answer my unspoken question.


They must break apart—her from him, because he would never let go first. She clears her throat. Her voice is deeper now, stronger, more in control. “Miigwech for calling me.”


I know that word. ME-gwetch. It means “thank you.”


Her hard heels step toward the right side of my hospital bed. Mr. Jameson softly shuffles a step behind. Probably wearing the Prada boots again.


“Oh my god. It’s her,” Daunis says. “She’s lighter than Lily. But . . . the shape of her chin. The resemblance. It’s really her.”


She has a slight exaggeration to her vowels that reminds me of a regular customer who was Canadian.


“The instant I saw her, I knew,” he says. “When she spoke, I heard Lily’s voice. Lucy sounds so much like her. But just to be thorough, I took a coffee cup she drank from and had an associate run a DNA test. I kept the comb from the funeral home. The one you used to fix Lily’s hair. I never knew why I kept it—” His voice breaks now. “It’s really her. Lucy Smith.”


They cry together. Over me. And someone named Lily.


Was she my birth mother?
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WHEN I WAS SIX


1996


I never knew my mother. My dad spoke of her three times in my life: when I was six, nine, and twelve. He didn’t survive to my fifteenth birthday, so we couldn’t keep to the pattern of my learning something new about her every three years.


The first time, I asked my dad why I didn’t have blue eyes like him.


“Your mother had huge, dark brown eyes,” he answered as nonchalantly as if I’d asked what was for dinner.


I suddenly realized that I came from two people. Mothers existed; they were in the park where my dad took me to play. My classroom had a “mother,” but she was mine as much as she was everyone’s.


My dad knelt to stare into brown eyes that came from my own mother. He unsuccessfully attempted to smooth the cowlick that made my bangs aim for the sky.


“She was your birth mother,” he said gently. “That means she was pregnant with you but stopped being a mother as soon as she gave birth to you.”


“Why did she stop?” I asked.


His eyes filled with tears. “Not every woman wants to be a mom.” He stood abruptly and glared down at me. “Some women should never become mothers.”


His sudden anger—something I’d never witnessed before—scared me from asking anything else.
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I had a good dad; this was reinforced when my Catholic school classmates talked about their fathers. Mine didn’t smoke cigarettes, drink alcohol, or use swear words. My dad was strict, but he never spanked me. He even obeyed traffic laws as fervently as the Ten Commandments.


We were Catholic. My dad was gentle like Joseph, the stepfather of Jesus. He served as an usher at mass every Sunday. We attended Holy Childhood of Jesus Catholic Church, located near our house in Harbor Springs, Michigan. He taught English to middle school students at St. Francis Xavier in nearby Petoskey and tithed a portion of his salary back to our parish.


He wasn’t just a godly man; he was also fun, smart, and athletic. We made pizza every Thursday night. We read for two hours every evening after dinner. He suggested titles and discussed themes. We watched movies that were rated G or PG. And only a few television shows, because most were mindless and promoted bad morals. We swam laps at the indoor community pool during the school year and spent summers at the country-club pool. We lived by our routines, but they never felt like a chore. I was never bored. I had my dad, and he had me.


My dad was devoted to me. He wasn’t like the other parents—mostly moms who tossed their kids into the country-club pool so they could drink white wine from ice-filled plastic tumblers, show off their barely opened novels, and stare at my dad whenever he emerged from the pool. He swam with me, taught me the proper form for every type of stroke, and tossed pennies for me to recover from the deep end.


My safety was his top priority. Raising me to be a good person was his mission.


The brief times when he left my side, the women cozied up to me.


“Your dad is such a handsome man. Is he dating anyone?”


“I need help with my breaststroke. Does he ever do private lessons?”


My extreme shyness usually prevented me from replying.


One lady kept mentioning her divorce and my dad’s resemblance to Gregory Peck as Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird. She persisted until I finally spoke.


“My dad says divorce is a sin. He would never date a sinner.”


[image: N/A]


When I was nine, we went to Traverse City for our annual shopping trip. I needed new school uniforms and new dresses for church. Plus we stocked up on underwear and socks. There was an outlet mall we would try first. High-priced stores were a last resort.


At one store, I left the dressing room to show my dad the dress I liked the best. He wasn’t there; it wasn’t like him to leave me alone. Maybe he had wandered to the men’s section, thinking I would take much longer to try on six dresses.


Leaving the other pricey clothes in the changing room, I walked along the tile that led me to the brand-name suits. But a security guard grabbed my arm and questioned where I was going. His deep voice sounded furious as he asked for my name. I was stunned speechless; my dad had said if I was ever in danger to find a policeman or person in a uniform and alert them. Policemen were there to help us. They kept us safe from bad people who broke the law.


“You goddamn Indian kids are always stealing stuff,” he hissed.


“That casino was supposed to make you all rich. But here you are, running around in stolen clothes.” He jerked my arm, gripping it even harder. “You’re even too dumb to remove the tag.”


I’d never been spoken to in that way. I had been asked before if I was Native American, especially in the summer when my tan skin darkened to practically copper. But I always said no—if I said anything at all—because my dad had told me that we were Dutch and Italian.


“Lucy?” my dad called for me.


“Dad?” I replied, before bursting into tears.


The security guard dropped my arm and took a step back like he was embarrassed. A few seconds later, my dad wrapped me in his shaking arms. He was frantic, practically hyperventilating.


“Thank you, Officer. Thank you for finding her.” My dad’s voice cracked.


“Just doing my job,” the security guard said before backing away and fleeing.


“Oh, my sweet Lucy. I had a bathroom emergency. When I came back, you were gone.” Then he held me at arm’s length and scowled. “I can’t keep you safe if you leave.”


Back in the dressing room, removing the dress I no longer wanted, I saw that my upper right arm had a bright red band from the security guard’s grip. My stomach flipped over, and I felt sweaty and shivering cold at the same time. I was supposed to go to people wearing uniforms if I was ever in trouble. I never ever got in trouble. My dad rarely raised his voice at home, and I always minded my teachers’ instruction. Not because I thought they would tell my dad, their coworker. I just knew following the rules was the right thing to do.


I vowed to follow my dad’s every instruction and never leave his side.


On the drive home, a question gripped my stomach as tightly as the guard’s hand.


“Was my birth mother Indian? I mean Native American?”


“No,” he said quickly. “Why would you ask?”


The shame in my gut bubbled back up again. “In the store. Someone asked.”


“Just because you tan easily, it doesn’t mean you’re Native American.” He seemed upset.


“You said we were Dutch and Italian. What about her?” I held my breath, seeing stars.


“She was Italian too,” he said.


I instantly felt clearheaded relief, though I didn’t know why.
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I loved summertime. Every July 3, we celebrated my birthday at a secluded beach north of Harbor Springs. My dad bought discounted fireworks off-season from the local Indian tribe, one huge colorful burst for each year of my life. As far as I knew, it was the only time he ever broke the law. He danced around a bonfire, singing a corny song he made up:




Dolce Lucy. Changed my life.


Dolce Lucy. Made me a dad.


Dolce Lucy. Heart of my heart.


Dolce Lucy. I’m so glad.





My dad would pat the top of my head and say, “I thank God for you every single day.” Then I’d open my birthday presents. He saved the special one for last. Each year he gifted me a book that featured a dad and daughter in the story.


On my eleventh birthday, my dad broke down while singing. He fell to his knees and sobbed. Frightened, I rushed to his side. He collected himself and said I was growing up too fast. I was about to begin seventh grade, having skipped kindergarten.


“I’m not ready,” he kept saying.
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A month later, my dad told me he had colorectal cancer. He needed surgery to remove the tumor along with a section of his large intestine and bowel. Using anatomy books from the library, he explained what would happen in surgery. He would have a colostomy bag to contain the feces that no longer had a normal exit route.


I used my allowance to purchase a journal for documenting everything about the cancer. During our weekly library visit, I searched for medical books and magazines. My entries included the title, author, and publication date, along with the date I read the information. With my journal in hand, I spoke like a medical intern doing an oncology rotation.


Years later I realized we’d used medical information like kindling to stay warm because the logs that might have provided more lasting comfort seemed too heavy to carry.


My dad arranged for me to stay with my third-grade teacher, Mrs. Sobecki, and her husband during his hospital stay in Petoskey. Before bringing me to their home the day before surgery, my dad measured my wrist. He used a pointy screwdriver called a bradawl to make extra holes in the black leather watchband of the Seiko gold watch he wore every day.


“Keep this safe for me,” he said, helping me put the watch on. He pointed to the cream-colored watch face. “See? It has your middle name on it: Dolce. Dolce Lucy. Sweet Lucy.”


He smoothed my cowlick and smiled. It was the only part of me that was disobedient.


My dad recuperated just as he said he would. He returned to work a month into the new school year, right on schedule. Since he was also my English teacher, I saw even more of him than usual that school year. Everything returned to normal, just as he had promised.
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My classmates turned their attention to our new math teacher, who’d replaced an elderly nun who’d fallen ill and retired early. Miss Mapother had freckles and didn’t wear makeup. Her long strawberry-blond hair was pulled into a severe bun at the nape of her neck. Her petite frame was dressed simply: black skirts below the knee, gray or beige turtleneck sweaters, pantyhose or opaque tights, and black clogs. Although Miss Mapother looked like a pretty college student, she was stricter than any other teacher at St. Francis Xavier. Her clipped voice was serious; she never joked or talked about her personal life. Most boys got over their initial crushes and called her the “Un-Fun Nun” behind her back.


The math and English classrooms were next to each other. My dad didn’t like any deviations from his daily lesson plan, but he didn’t mind when Miss Mapother knocked on his classroom door with questions. He even left his doorway perch between class periods to chat with her in the hallway.


The Sunday before Christmas, Miss Mapother sat in the church pew with us and whispered her prayers with conviction. My dad invited her to join us for brunch afterward. Sunday brunch at a local restaurant was part of our weekly routine. It was the only time we dined out. He requested a table instead of our usual booth. Miss Mapother silently observed as my dad and I discussed the readings and homily from mass.


She joined us the following Sunday as well.


When school resumed in January, classmates asked if my dad and Miss Mapother were dating. In lieu of words, I shook my head. I’d read a few historical romances, and our Sunday brunches weren’t like the dates depicted in those novels. No flirty banter or pining gazes. I was sure Miss Mapother didn’t have clothes like the women on the covers—firm corsets, dainty gloves, and fine, billowing fabrics that seemed translucent in the moonlight.


In February, Miss Mapother came over for Pizza Thursday. My dad and I changed into our pizza-night outfits. I wore sweatpants and a sweatshirt. My dad always wore jeans and his baseball jersey from his time playing for Central Michigan University. Miss Mapother arrived in the same plain skirt and sweater she’d worn to school that day. I remembered a boy in a lower grade saying her chastity belt must be triple-locked. Although I’d been given permission to call her Bridget while she was in our home, I kept forgetting because she looked and acted like the classroom Miss Mapother. She sat in the rarely used rocking chair, instead of joining us on the picnic blanket in front of the sofa. We ate homemade pizza and watched my favorite movie, The Trouble with Angels. It was an old movie about two mischievous girls—Mary Clancy and Rachel Devery—at a Catholic convent school.


I was the “weird kid” in school who had skipped a grade and rarely spoke except to give correct answers. My classmates routinely referred to me as a geek, a nerd, a brainiac, and a humanoid replicant. One boy called me an “awkward turtle,” which thankfully never caught on. But during that first Pizza Thursday with my dad and Miss Mapother, I considered the possibility that I was more socially adept than either of them.


Bridget took me shopping for my first bra. Although I was only eleven and a half, I had experienced a growth spurt that added inches not only to my height but to my bust as well. She selected white, cone-shaped brassieres, and lectured that bras were no longer optional for a girl as developed as me. Chaste young women did not call attention to their breasts.


She left powder-scented deodorant in the main-floor bathroom next to my bedroom, and gave another lecture that it was my responsibility to ensure I didn’t perspire. Boys became sexually aroused by the odor of female sweat. The first day I forgot to use deodorant, Bridget sniffed in an exaggerated manner. I felt my nose tingle as the tears welled up.


Bridget purchased a box of extra-large sanitary napkins, warning that menstrual products would be needed any day now. Once I started menstruating, I requested tampons so I would not miss swimming days. She replied that pure young women didn’t violate themselves by inserting foreign objects into their vaginas. Maybe, because I was growing up, my dad had invited her into our lives to give me an example of what a Catholic woman should be?


Instead it felt like I was living in a convent, minus the hijinks that Mary Clancy and Rachel Devery managed to get into in The Trouble with Angels.
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In March, my dad had surgery to remove more of his colon. Instead of me staying with Mrs. Sobecki, Bridget came over for the week. She wore a ruffled flannel nightgown and slept on the sofa. We had Pop-Tarts for breakfast and went to restaurants for dinner every evening.


My dad started chemotherapy after the second surgery. His nausea began several hours after each chemo treatment. The only food he was able to eat without vomiting was Bridget’s homemade chicken dumpling soup, which she brought over in a vibrant red Dutch oven.


I asked Bridget to show me how to make the soup and was surprised when she demurred by saying it was her only contribution. In fact, she did a lot for my dad—taking detailed notes at his medical appointments and organizing his medications in a daily pill box.


By then I had added her to my nightly prayers, reciting each helpful act I’d observed.


The day after my twelfth birthday my dad asked for my permission to marry Bridget and have her become my mother.


“My stepmother?” I clarified.


“Technically yes, to start. But I think it would be a good idea for her to adopt you.” He looked at his feet.


“What about my birth mother?” I wasn’t sure how adoption worked.


He coughed and kept his eyes downcast. “Well, your birth mother voluntarily terminated her parental rights when you were born.”


Voluntarily terminated sounded like an abortion. My dad had taken me to a Right to Life rally on the capitol steps in Lansing when I was eight years old. I’d held a sign that read i am not a mistake. i am a miracle.


Abortion was murder. Murder was a sin. So was lying or coveting your neighbor’s possessions. I knew the Ten Commandments and the beatitudes as well as I knew my multiplication tables and the four rules for using a semicolon.


I had a revelation while my dad waited for an answer to a question that felt more like an announcement. What if the commandments were listed in order of importance? After all, the sixth commandment was Thou shall not commit adultery, and the ninth commandment was Thou shall not covet thy neighbor’s wife. The lesser sin was desiring the wife; the bigger sin was acting upon that desire. Bearing false witness, lying, was a sin, but it was a smaller one than murder, or not honoring your father.


So I lied and said I wanted Bridget to become my stepmother.
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WHEN I WAS TWELVE


2002


After they married, I discovered what went into my stepmother’s homemade chicken dumpling soup. A garbage bag split when I heaved it into the trash can next to the garage. I picked up the items that landed outside the bin. There were two empty soup containers from a catering company in Charlevoix.


I didn’t understand why my stepmother had lied about making the soup herself. It wouldn’t have been a big deal to tell the truth. After all, I was grateful she’d provided something that my dad could tolerate after the chemo.


Instead of asking about the soup, I decided to stay quiet. My dad had been losing weight since his original surgery, when his diet had changed drastically. There were many foods he couldn’t eat: whole grains, anything with nuts or seeds, dried fruit or fruit with skin, smoked or fatty meats, and gas-producing vegetables. He subsisted on bland foods like white rice, unseasoned pasta, yogurt, mashed potatoes, and mildly seasoned tofu. He drank nutritional shakes every day. If I were to upset my stepmother about the soup, she might stop providing it.


We had to adjust to our new living situation. My stepmother was living with us now, having brought very few possessions with her. I’d never been to her apartment in Petoskey, but I pictured it as austere as a nunnery.


She slept upstairs in my dad’s bedroom but still used my bathroom on the main floor. My dad had asked for bathroom privacy. He irrigated his colon and cleaned his colostomy bag every evening. A two-hour process of flushing his colon while he sat on a folding chair in the walk-in shower. When I went online to research the process and take notes for my cancer journal, I learned that my dad took twice as long as what the medical sites described.


Having lived with my stepmother for a few weeks, I understood why my dad might have needed a break from her. She was everywhere. There was no escape.


She woke early to get herself ready and to “fix” breakfast for us. I wasn’t sure why she needed extra time. Her outfits were always the same. Preparing breakfast meant plating prepackaged hard-boiled eggs, single-serve yogurt cups, and breakfast bars and shaking the nutritional drink for my dad.


During the school day, I would hurry past her classroom to avoid conversation. In her math class, I never made eye contact and prayed to God the entire time that my stepmother would ignore me. By the end of the day, she tenaciously intercepted me before I reached my dad’s classroom. She asked about my day, which seemed harmless. But she used the information to show my dad how well she knew me. It felt like a disingenuous tactic. She never used the information to deepen a relationship with me.


My favorite part of the day was our quiet reading time after dinner. It was two hours of sitting next to my dad on the sofa, leaning against him while we read. When he wanted to get my attention, he would poke my upper arm while slowly saying, “Poke.” That meant he wanted to talk about what I was reading.


Sometimes I caught my stepmother staring at me with a curious expression. If I positioned my book just so, I could block her from view and pretend everything was like before.


Each night at eight thirty p.m. my dad patted my shoulder three times—which I translated as I love you. Then he went upstairs to irrigate his colon. I would say good night to my stepmother and retreat to my bedroom. Unlike my dad, I didn’t have my own bathroom oasis. She had mostly taken over the one we shared, leaving her written reminders about cleanliness. I found myself gagging at the smell of baby powder when I would use the deodorant she provided for me, but I worried about being seen as ungrateful if I asked for a different scent.


Life continued this way for the rest of eighth grade. My dad and I still went to the community pool three times a week, but most days he was too tired to swim with me. In addition, he was concerned about prepping his stoma to maintain a waterproof seal. We invited my stepmother to join us, but she didn’t like the chlorine smell at the community pool. Instead she preferred to go for long walks or run errands by herself. I thanked God for this small miracle every time I’d don my swimsuit.
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That summer, I turned thirteen and didn’t spend much time with my dad and Bridget. Several neighbors hired me to babysit, and many wanted me along to teach their children to swim at the country-club pool. I thought my parents would grow closer in my absence, but they remained like colleagues who happened to live together. Although I hadn’t read many romance books, none depicted anything resembling the way my dad and stepmother interacted.


In August I asked my dad for permission to attend high school in Harbor Springs rather than Petoskey. St. Francis Xavier went only as far as the eighth grade. I didn’t want to ride with my parents to Petoskey every day. I wanted time away from my stepmother. I wanted a high school experience where I wasn’t the weird girl. I wanted friends.


“Would you come straight home after school?” my dad wondered, not immediately turning down the request.


“Yes. Or I could walk to the library downtown and do homework until you and Bridget came home.” I imagined the possibilities. “Or maybe I could join the swim team?” I anxiously smoothed my cowlick, as if flat bangs would sway my dad.


My dad mulled it over in his careful measured way, where he really did look like Gregory Peck as Atticus Finch in the movie To Kill a Mockingbird.


My stepmother weighed in. “She’s only thirteen, Luke. Would it be appropriate for her to be in a swimsuit around high school boys? All of them are older than her.”


My dad decided I could attend the local school. Swim team was out. He brought me to the school office and completed the registration paperwork. We received a tour.


The first day of school, the high school principal sought me out.


“Lucy, I forgot to include a 506 form in your registration packet. This is for your parents to fill out.”


She handed me an orange card. It read:




U.S. Department of Education


Office of Indian Education


Title VII Student Eligibility Certification





“I’m not Native American,” I said, handing the form back to her.


“Oh.” She sounded surprised. “We provide the form to every new student . . . so, um, well, okay.” Her cheeks turned bright red as she took the card from my outstretched hand.


It seemed wasteful to bring the form home only for my dad to throw it away.


Since after school I would walk to the public library downtown, to do homework until my dad and Bridget returned from Petoskey, I needed a cell phone for emergencies. My classmates showed off their flip phones. I was content with a basic, green-screened Samsung phone that contained exactly two phone numbers.
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