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For all the extraordinary teachers,




who do so much more than teach







Dear Reader,




Several months ago, at dinner with a group of my closest friends, I shared that I’d been invited to create a short story for a Mother’s Day series, and since they’re all moms themselves, I half-jokingly pressed them for “an absolutely brilliant idea” for me to write. That’s when one of them wisely asked if there was a minor character in a novel of mine whom I loved and wished I could have explored further.




The answer came to me instantly: Poppy.




In The Ways We Hide, based on stunning true accounts, Fenna Vos is an illusionist whose unique skills lead to her recruitment by MI9, a highly classified section of British intelligence—or what I call the “go-go-gadget” team of WWII—to design escape-and-evade devices to thwart the Germans. But long before the war, during a traumatic period of her childhood, she found a much-needed friend in a child named Poppy, a snip of a girl with infectious energy and a tender heart.




Although Poppy appeared in the novel but briefly, her impact on Fenna’s life was tremendous, as can often be the case with people who pass through our lives for even a short time. Later in adulthood, Fenna wonders about her long-lost friend and where the journey of life took her. Well, I’m delighted to say Poppy’s Story is the answer to that question and was an utter joy to write.




Though set in 1962, her tale has no shortage of parallels to our current world, which at times can feel chaotic and overwhelming. But just as universal is the importance of strength found in hope, friendship, and the stories of our lives.




Happy reading and warm wishes,




Kristina McMorris







October 24, 1962
Brownsboro, Virginia
The air-raid siren wailed through the classroom, sending children scurrying like mice outrunning a broom. After more than a dozen years of teaching, Poppy Turner could guide her students in a disaster drill with no less ease than leading them in the daily Pledge of Allegiance.
This time, however, the alert quickened her pulse.
“That’s right, children. Duck and cover, precisely as you’ve all been trained.” She projected an assured tone while waving her second graders into position: each to kneel beneath their wooden desk, forehead pressed into one arm on the seat, free hand braced over the back of the neck. “It’s only practice, now. Nothing unusual.”
The last bit defied reality, of course. Nothing had been usual since President Kennedy’s grim television broadcast just two nights prior, when he revealed the discovery of Soviet ballistic missiles in Cuba. With the push of a button, nuclear warheads could very well rain down across America.
Once more, Poppy fought off a shiver at the thought of the grade school’s location, in a suburban town a short bus ride from the heart of Washington, DC—a primary target. But then, which US city would be safe, with Cuba a mere ninety miles from Florida’s coast?
“Mrs. Turner . . .” The small, strained voice reached through the drone of the siren, underscored by a tug to Poppy’s belted dress. Framed by blonde braids, the girl’s face angled upward from her chair with a look of fear that drew Poppy to squat at her level.
“Yes, Claudia?”
“Will our desks really keep us safe? From all the bombs.” Her eyes, dark and doe-like—similar to Poppy’s—shone with desperation.
“Without a doubt.” Poppy smiled with confidence to further sell the fib; for that’s all it was. A clear distinction separated a fib and a lie, the intent of the former being to protect others from harm. Poppy was well versed in the difference, for reasons beyond the classroom.
Claudia nodded tightly and placed her head back between the vice of her arms.
Over the siren, Poppy called out to the rest, who were all in position, “Very good, everyone! It won’t be long now.” Till the end of the drill, she meant, though maybe as likely the world.
She was about to take cover under her desk, up at the front, per protocol, but given the shaking of Claudia’s slight frame, she instead knelt, embraced the girl, and hoped the tremble in her own limbs went undetected.
“Shhh,” she soothed. From this simple offering, one she’d often yearned for in her loneliest moments of childhood, she felt Claudia’s quaking lessen.
At last the siren stopped.
The quiet of the classroom was never more welcome to Poppy’s ears. She released a breath.
“Recess!” one of the boys yelled.
It took a moment for Poppy’s gaze to find the wall clock. “Uh, yes. Time to get your coats on!” Like bees to a hive, kids flew past the blackboard and swarmed the coat closet, abuzz with excitement. Or relief. Perhaps both.
Claudia scuttled off to join them, but not before tendering Poppy a grateful look. Then Poppy too climbed to her feet. She bent to swipe the dust from her stockings, and a small wave of nausea rolled through her. A stark reminder.
The students hurried into the hall, funneling toward the nearby door that emptied onto the playground.
Poppy held the corner of a desk and inhaled. Exhaled.
It was Wednesday, she recalled. Her day to supervise the second and third graders at morning recess. She’d enjoy the task if not for her woozy state, thankfully sure to pass with a little food. Until then, at least the distraction could ward off an assailing thought: this was no time at all to be pregnant.

A crisp autumn breeze set loose strands of Poppy’s black shoulder-length hair, bound hastily by a headscarf, as she registered the disadvantage looming above. The overcast sky might well cloak any warning of a Russian attack.
Bundled in her coat at the edge of the playground, she ate another cracker from her pocket and maintained deep, if subtle, breaths. The queasiness was just subsiding when one of her students dashed her way, gripping his elbow. Poppy willed herself to straighten. “A fall off the teeter-totter?” She kindly omitted yet again.
Benny nodded, his freckled face pinched.
She checked his arm. “Can you move it up and down?” He did. “Side to side?” The same, without trouble. “Well, it appears you’ll be tip-top in no time.”
“But, Mrs. Turner,” he whimpered, “this is the arm I write with.”
She battled back a smile. “Fortunately, we won’t need to amputate anytime soon.” A glance past him supplied a diversion. “How about you help your little brother on the swings? Looks like he could use the remarkable strength of your one good arm.”
Ever eager to display his usefulness, Benny acquiesced with a nod and shuffled away. By the time he reached his brother, the injury appeared all but forgotten.
“Heavens to Betsy, my boy is nothing if not dramatic.”
Tinged with a Virginia accent, the approaching voice drew Poppy’s focus to Marjorie Vlastelicia, better known as Mrs. V. Bonus points were always offered on her fifth graders’ spelling tests for writing her name correctly—save for both her daughters years earlier, given their unfair advantage.
“For the record, he inherited the theatrics from his father’s side.” She flitted her hand toward the older of her two sons.
“Obviously.”
A glint flashed in Marjorie’s hazel eyes. Despite her somewhat edgy exterior, reinforced by an updo as taut as her features, her affection for her family went without saying. In her late thirties like Poppy, she was the first teacher Poppy had befriended at this school. The gal had since become her trusted confidante—for most things.
“My students are off in music class, screeching on their recorders.” Marjorie exaggerated a wince. “I can take this shift for you.”
It was a generous offer, and particularly tempting today, yet Poppy couldn’t risk raising suspicions. “Thanks a million, but I’m fine.”
“Oh, go on, take a load off.”
“Honestly, I don’t mind. The fresh air is nice.”
“True. Though resting would be better”—Marjorie finished in a murmur—“considering your condition.”
Poppy’s eyes snapped toward her friend, a reflex she swiftly padded with casualness. “I don’t know what you mean.”
Marjorie arched a brow, accentuating a confession-inducing gaze honed from years of teaching, further mastered from mothering teenage daughters. A CIA agent couldn’t be more skilled.
As if on cue, happy shrieks intervened. Poppy redirected her attention to the playground, clinging to the slimmest chance that Marjorie would be deterred. A fruitless hope.
“I’ve been waiting for you to come clean—with great restraint, I might add. But seeing as you’re being stubborn, shall we start with . . . your brief bouts of looking out of sorts? Or how you’ve become averse to the scent of coffee in the teachers’ lounge? To be fair, it was never all that pleasant anyhow. But now, you’ve even gained a seemingly inadvertent habit of touching your stomach.”
With a downward glimpse, Poppy discovered her hand doing just that. She pulled it to her side, stiff and straight as a yardstick. Sensing the heat of a telling flush scaling her neck, she lowered her chin and worried just how many folks were aware.
Quietly, she dared ask, “Has it been that noticeable?”
“To others? Not likely. Remember, I have a herd of four; I’ve developed a built-in radar.” Marjorie’s lips slid into a grin. “Gracious, your darling Everett must be over the moon. How long—” She broke off. “One sec.” Glancing away, she hollered at Kyle Severson, a softhearted rascal, about taking turns on the monkey bars, allowing Poppy to gather her bearings. The rumored fact that she and Everett had been patiently trying for years to start a family had largely kept inquiries on the topic at bay, including through countless pinochle nights with Marjorie and her husband, both long privy to a doctor’s promise to Poppy that it was just a matter of time.
When Marjorie turned back, Poppy pleaded in an undertone, “Please don’t say anything, to anyone.”
Marjorie’s levity transformed into confusion for only a moment. Then she flicked her chin toward the school. “You know, for all Mr. Ritter’s quirks, he really is a rare gem about these things.”
The principal, unlike many, had an established record of permitting pregnant teachers to maintain employment, at least until the last month or two.
“Oh, I know. It’s . . . not him. I just haven’t . . .”
As Poppy fumbled to explain, Marjorie came to a realization. “You’ve not told Everett.”
Albeit after a pause, Poppy confirmed with a shake of her head, quick to add, “I’ll be telling him. Soon. The few times we’d suspected it happened, he was just so delighted I’ve been cautious of raising his hopes.” While only half the story, the reason was genuine. Still, Marjorie’s look of compassion swelled Poppy’s accumulating shame.
“Of course.” Marjorie nodded before tentatively asking, “How far along?”
A history of irregular monthly cycles, paired with wariness of the truth, had delayed Poppy from seeking confirmation until just two weeks ago. “So far as the doctor could tell . . . a little over four months.”
“Four months? Gee, that’s marvelous!”
Poppy brought a discreet finger to her lips. They were surrounded by little bodies with big ears.
Though beaming, Marjorie reined in her volume. “Well, trust me, if you think Everett will be tickled, wait until you tell your class. Their squeals will be earsplitting.” She gripped Poppy’s sleeve. “And be prepared: their questions will be endless, lasting all the way to the delivery. Which, incidentally, they’ll ask relentlessly to be present for.”
“I appreciate the warnings.” Poppy tacked on a small laugh, though in the beat that followed, Marjorie studied her as if puzzling over her class’s papier-mâché projects.
Marjorie leaned in with a conspiratorial voice. “Rest assured, if you’re fretting about your age, you most certainly shouldn’t. You’re already past the first trimester. And anyway, scores of women are having children far older than you these days. It’s becoming all the rage.” She winked, and Poppy managed a smile.
There was accuracy in the assurance but merely to an extent; most of those women were on their third or fourth, even sixth, child by then. Not their first.
And yet, more concerning than that was how the doctor’s proclamation—“the grandest of news”—had triggered within Poppy an undeniable surge of dread.
What woman wouldn’t feel joy at the news of becoming a mother?
Aside from herself, she could think of only one.

Poppy was three, from what she’d been told, when she was found in the alley beside an orphanage. Four years later, at the weekly Saturday showcase run by the orphanage director—when the Great Depression caused an influx of abandoned children—Poppy had been washed and shined up for couples to peruse as if choosing the perfect kitten from a litter of a hundred.
A brief smile her way had too often spiked her hopes, only for the couple to vanish, more enticed by the infant floor upstairs. So that by the time Mama and Father—as she would come to call them—knelt before her to warmly admire a magic string trick she was practicing in a corner of the playroom, she hadn’t anticipated their decision to take her home.
To her own surprise, she’d balked. The orphanage was no palace, but without a single memory of her life before it, she viewed the light outside her familiar cave as blinding. It took the selfless assurances of her dearest friend, Fenna, to summon enough strength for Poppy to pack her scant belongings and depart with the genial couple, who would raise her as their only child.
A newly forged family, they resided briefly in nearby Grand Rapids before moving to Illinois. Poppy missed her friend deeply, but when her letter to Fenna was returned by the orphanage, she took comfort in imagining Fenna adopted by a couple just as lovely. This certainly made it easier to thrill with Mama over their “nice, fresh start” in a suburb of Chicago, where Father opened his own law practice and Poppy was privy to the area’s fine schools. Only later did she wonder if the couple had also sought to outrun the stigma and questions related to her adoption.
How we became a family is no one’s business but ours, Mama told her more than once, the first time brightly pointing out in a mirror that they even shared the same nose. You see? It was always meant to be!
Poppy had struggled to find the resemblance—in any of their features really, with her own being rounded and Mama’s more angular. But she’d nodded with zeal regardless, relishing the sense of belonging and of being truly loved.
Would you just look at her, Mama whispered to Father at Poppy’s doorway one night when they thought she was asleep. The girl’s cuter than a june bug and sweet as pie. How any mother could have simply thrown her away is beyond me.
In that moment, Poppy swore to herself she would never forget how lucky she was to have been saved.
Over the years that followed, Mama kept busy with social to-dos and charitable causes, adored by all who knew her. Some said her heart had to stretch to make room for the countless people and things she held dear, and during Poppy’s junior year in high school, that heart just gave out. Mama’s Chicago friends naturally fretted that Poppy might inherit a similar condition, a startling reminder of a truth that had become the family’s secret.
It occurred to Poppy then that perhaps Mama’s medical issues had led the couple to adopt, both for Mama’s health and to spare any child of theirs from suffering her fate. Still, Poppy never voiced the question with Father, despite his endearing and approachable nature. The doting woman had been her mother in all the ways that mattered; it seemed dishonoring to even speak of the shared bloodline they lacked.
For that very reason, in the week following the funeral, when Poppy tearfully sorted through Mama’s hope chest and discovered a file from the orphanage—specifically a letter from the woman who’d given birth to her—she showed no one. Dated roughly a year after her abandonment and bearing the postmark of a small town in southern Michigan, the note was short. The lady apologized to Poppy, said she’d cherish her always, wished her a good and joyful life, and signed it simply Adeline. There was no return address nor any mention of an intent to retrieve her someday, no explanation for discarding her in an alley like a stray mutt. It was understandable that the orphanage, as well as Mama, had never passed the message along.
Nonetheless, unanswered questions had proceeded to itch at the back of Poppy’s mind. To the point that a year later, aware that churches were the social centers of most communities, she sent a letter to each one she could locate in the postmarked town. She claimed to be a niece seeking to reconnect with an aunt who’d historically gone by Adeline Miller—the surname being the one scribed on the inner tag of Poppy’s childhood coat.
Three responses arrived, all disappointing. But the fourth letter caused Poppy’s hands to tremble. A retired church secretary recalled Adeline filling in as an organist on occasional Sundays prior to marrying, thereby becoming Mrs. Charlton Sutcliffe—the uniqueness of the name a benefit to Poppy’s quest—and relocating to Maryland. A successful search appeared within reach!
But then, despite this, or because of it, a vision of Adeline’s life built over the thirteen years that had passed, surely complete with a family that would have no interest in a stranger upending their happy home, struck Poppy like a punch to the gut. Moreover, if by some small chance Adeline welcomed her in, would Poppy’s compliance be a betrayal of Mama? All for a faceless name on paper.
Besides, Adeline had moved on with her life. Poppy decided that she should too.
In fact, when applying to Mary Washington College, a teaching school connected to the University of Virginia, she debated whether its proximity to Maryland should steer her away. Yet she swiftly buried the notion, along with her early childhood, never making mention of either. The Second World War was raging by then; her ancient concerns didn’t warrant troubling her friends, and especially not the servicemen she dated at war’s end, including Everett. Even after they wed and settled in Virginia.
It was only two weeks ago, when her doctor’s confirmation spurred her shameful dread, that Poppy felt a rekindled need to privately confront her past. Thus, a quiet search produced Adeline’s current address, indeed in an adjacent state as suggested. Not at all, however, in the sort of home Poppy had imagined. In light of this, she had yet to visit or even decide if she ever would.
But that was a worry for another day. She had a more pressing task at hand . . .
Now that Marjorie knew of the baby, there would be no more delay with Everett. Poppy would tell him.
Tonight.

An accountant by trade, Everett spent his days analyzing, calculating, rooting out the core of an issue when things didn’t add up. He’d done the same in the war, serving stateside in the army as a chemical engineer. Poppy considered this now, seated across from him at the supper table. Whether he’d revel in her news wasn’t in question. Rather, would he sense something was off, as Marjorie had?
Further daunted, Poppy continued to work up her courage.
Between bites of cottage-cheese salad and tuna-noodle casserole, she kept Everett chatting about his workday and colleagues, their wives and families, their holiday plans. Silently, she sieved a tinge of comfort from the smell of honeyed crescent rolls in their cozy bungalow home, layered with jazz tunes from the RCA that handily bridged minor lulls between topics.
Then Everett stopped midsentence. “Jeez, I’m rattling on like an old wreck.” His eyes gleamed with a chestnut hue almost identical to his neatly trimmed hair. He reclined slightly, causing a subtle creak from his chair at the shift of his medium build. The sleeves of his starched white shirt remained fastened, same for his black tie, and as always, he kept his elbows off the table; even among his blue-collar family, his mother was strict about such things. “Tell me about school today. Anything exciting happen?”
Poppy’s thoughts flashed back to the children huddled beneath their desks, to Claudia’s desperate eyes. Everything else seemed trivial.
“We had an air-raid drill.”
“Oh yeah? How’d the kids do?” From his casualness, he might well have been inquiring over the rehearsal of the annual Christmas play. While disaster drills weren’t out of the ordinary, the current urgency of their purpose was far from it.
“A few were rather shaken.” Including me hovered on her lips just as he replied.
“Well, if anyone can make those children feel safe, sweetheart, it’s you.” He reached over and squeezed her hand, conveying confidence in her strength. So much so she didn’t have it in her to negate the compliment.
Instead she smiled, trying not to let his assurances gall her. Even after Kennedy’s broadcast, his response was logical and matter-of-fact. That wasn’t to say he possessed a cool demeanor; he was a terribly kind and caring man. It was just that little ever rattled him.
Ironically, when they first met through mutual friends, his grounding nature had been one of his greatest allures. Poppy’s early childhood had been anything but steady. At times, however, more than providing comfort, his levelheadedness made her feel alone in her fears.
Like now.
Once back in the kitchen, retrieving their dessert, Poppy inhaled a fortifying breath. She would deliver her news, she’d decided, along with Everett’s favorite: pineapple upside-down cake. Often whipped up for special occasions, it would exhibit that she too found the doctor’s confirmation worthy of celebration.
Granted, to buffer scrutiny, when appropriate, she could always comment on it being an unsettling time to bring a child into the world. Everett well knew that, at the government’s urging, she’d already joined others in stocking up on emergency supplies—canned food, bottled water, a wireless radio; some were even preparing bunkers. All to say, the concern was genuine and valid.
Though would it be enough to veil her true feelings? Not from just him but also her in-laws, and especially her father—as a seasoned attorney, a detector of all things hidden—on their next regular phone call? Add to that, their collective friends and business associates, to whom the announcement would spread faster than wildfire?
“I forgot to tell you,” Everett said as Poppy pushed herself to return and set the plates on the table. “I read in the paper that some illusionist—a gal real skilled at escapes—is coming through town in a few weeks. Word has it she even used to be a spy during the war. Anyway, I thought you might like to go.”
Lowering onto her seat, Poppy strained to absorb the offer. With civilization on the brink, how could they possibly make such carefree plans?
He used his fork to cut into his cake. “You put on magic shows as a kid, didn’t you? For the other kids in the neighborhood, I think your father said.”
As Everett swallowed a bite, she replied, “That’s right.” She’d learned the tricks from a treasured Houdini book Fenna gave her at the orphanage, a farewell gift now stowed deep in a box.
And there it was: her past again resurfacing.
“So what do you say? Is it a date?”
She mustered a pleasant nod. “Sounds perfect.”
He smiled, then after another bite, his fork went still. “Hey, speaking of the war. Did the model plane arrive yet?”
“Oh . . . oh, yes.” A package marked SEARS, ROEBUCK & CO. had greeted her at the door when she got home. “I left it for you in the den.”
“Swell.” He sighed. “I should have just enough time to get it ready for Little Mo’s birthday. The Spitfire’s his latest favorite. I can’t wait to see his face.” Everett, being the youngest of three brothers, was a much-beloved uncle. As a bonus, having nieces and nephews had lessened the pressure from his parents for them to start their own family. It also evidenced the tremendous father Everett would make.
Poppy used that certainty now to assemble her announcement.
He was finishing off his cake when she opened her mouth to speak, but a man’s voice interjected, and she turned. On the radio upon the sideboard, a broadcaster overtook the airwaves in a dramatic, nasal tone.
“Off the shores of Cuba,” he said, “a blockade by the US Navy continues to ratchet tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union. Premier Khrushchev has given little indication of backing down. How this conflict will end is anyone’s guess.”
His clipped words held all the intensity of a commentator’s observations during the final round of a title fight, only with immeasurably higher stakes. It was a game of chicken, less between two countries than a handful of men—a standoff with potential repercussions too gruesome to fully imagine.
Everett rose, strode over, and clicked off the radio. “That’s enough of that.” After a beat, he checked his watch. “At any rate, I’d best get ready to call it a day.”
Poppy glanced at the wall clock, its face surrounded by a silver sunburst. Only half past seven. Then she remembered: “Your trip.”
“Got an early train to catch,” he reminded her. “And I still need to pack.”
“Goodness. Your conference—I’d nearly forgotten.”
“After wrangling two dozen kids all day? I’d say you get a pass.” He smiled. “Want a hand clearing the table? You could relax and enjoy your dessert. It was delicious, by the way.”
She looked down, finding her piece still whole.
He approached, ready to pick up the dishes.
And her throat cinched.
He’d soon be gone to New York. This was their last opportunity to talk before his return late Friday.
“Sweetheart?” he said and cocked his head.
I’m pregnant.
Two words. She needed merely voice them and watch his face morph with surprise then sheer glee. He’d sweep her up in his arms before it would dawn on him to treat her with care. Gently he would set her on her feet and touch her stomach. He’d savor the moment in awe, expecting the same from her. Rightfully so.
All the while, her doubts would only escalate. They’d thicken like fog to a suffocating point, fueled by the single question that had been plaguing her for weeks:
Was Poppy destined to be like Adeline—disconnected, unloving, capable of walking away from her own child?
She had no answer to this, incredibly, yet realized there was one way to find out, or at least to try.
Hopefully Mama would understand.
Poppy shook her head as if to shed her daze. “Sorry. My mind was wandering.” When it came to breaking the news to Everett, what was another day or two? “You go and pack. I’ve got everything here handled.”
“Are you sure?”
She smiled. “A hundred percent.”
He leaned down and kissed her, delivering a faint waft of his woodsy aftershave. “Thanks, honey.” He brushed her chin with his thumb. “You’re a real catch, you know.”
“So I hear,” she said, and he chuckled.
Then he disappeared down the hall, leaving her to contemplate her own impending mission.

En route to Maryland, Poppy kept both gloved hands on the steering wheel and worked to level her nerves, most vitally for safety. She wasn’t accustomed to driving her husband’s Bel Air for a two-hour stretch, all while deciphering an unfamiliar map and beneath a sky portending rain. Her daily commute entailed a short bus ride to and from school, which today she had skipped, having phoned in sick—the way she’d feel in reality if she didn’t hazard this trek.
From the car radio, Sam Cooke crooned “I’ll Come Running Back to You.” Irked by the pertinent lyrics, Poppy hastened to change the station, only to land on Vince Edwards singing “Why Did You Leave Me?”
She groaned. Another turn of the dial summoned “Kookie, Kookie,” featuring the star of 77 Sunset Strip. The tune, about his obsession with his comb, was ridiculous as could be, but Poppy welcomed its irrelevance and the diversion from all thoughts save for navigating the road.
At last, on the fringe of Martinville, she spied what appeared to be her final turn on the right. To confirm, she spared yet another glance at the map beside her, its mess of red and blue squiggles like a diagram of human veins and arteries, and just as crucial.
She went to engage the brake steadily but pushed too hard, jolting the car and her along with it. Pulse in an instant sprint, she eased off the pedal and slowed to a near stop.
A weathered signpost stood under the canopy of an oak tree, its foliage brown and withering.
HUMBOLDT NURSING HOME
Her lungs tightened. This was the place.
When the landlady of Adeline’s last residence had provided the address, she’d given no insight into which ailments prompted the move. Left to Poppy’s imagination, the possibilities had contributed to keeping her away and were even more daunting now that she was here.
Muscling through her trepidation, she curved onto the long, grass-flanked driveway to reach a nondescript series of connected two-story buildings. A trio of parked cars lined the edge of the pavement’s circular end. She rolled up behind them and switched off the engine. The pair of fuzzy dice dangling from her rearview mirror continued to sway. Said to bring luck, they were a tradition passed down by wartime pilots. Today in particular, she hoped there was truth in the claim.
You can do this. You can do this.
About to exit, Poppy caught her reflection. From her perfectly applied peach lipstick to her updo adorned with a pillbox hat, she looked prim enough for afternoon tea with the queen. Suddenly frustrated by her own efforts, she was tempted to zoom straight home, but she couldn’t. She had to know. For a purpose beyond herself.
With her clutch purse held tight to her buttoned coat, she climbed out of the car and strode through the entry doors. The scent of disinfectant assaulted her nose. Squeaks echoed from the hallway on the right, from a wheelchair traversing linoleum. A nurse was pushing an older woman in a hospital gown with a blanket over her legs.
Breath held, Poppy scanned the patient’s features—white-blonde hair, light-blue eyes, sharp cheekbones—and found no resemblance.
She exhaled and approached the reception desk, where a lone nurse looked up from her paperwork. Her features were young and dainty, hair swept loosely in a low bun. “Hello, ma’am,” she said.
“Good morning.” Or was it early afternoon? Not important. “I’ve come for a visit with Mrs. Sutcliffe.” To sidestep any question of familial ties, Poppy added, “I’m an old acquaintance.”
It was far closer to the truth, sadly, than a lie.
“How nice.” The nurse smiled. “You’re one of her students?”
“No. I just—” Poppy’s thoughts snagged on the implication.
“Oh. Sorry.” The gal fluttered a hand in a don’t-mind-me fashion. “Given her other visitors, I just assumed.”
“You’re saying . . . she was a teacher?” Poppy stared, processing. Soon after the adoption, her struggles with reading had prompted Mama to find a devoted teacher who specialized in word blindness, later inspiring Poppy to pursue a teaching career herself.
But could there somehow, unknowingly, have been another draw?
“She taught for a good many years,” the nurse affirmed. Then a crinkle split her brow, suggesting suspicions over just how well Poppy knew the patient she had come to see.
Poppy quickly recovered with a light shrug. “Unfortunately, we lost touch for quite a while.” Also the truth.
“Ah. I see.” The crinkle ebbed and the nurse’s smile reappeared.
“Do you happen to know which grade she taught?”
“It was piano, actually.”
Poppy recalled the letter from the church secretary, her mention of Adeline substituting for the Sunday organist on occasion. And the pieces clicked together.
Two meager pieces, anyway, of a lifelong puzzle.
“I . . . hope you don’t mind my asking”—Poppy sought to prepare herself—“but how is Mrs. Sutcliffe doing? In a medical sense.”
“She’s doing quite well, physically.” A confounding point, until the nurse added with a regretful look, “Her mind less so, I’m afraid.”
It took Poppy a moment to translate the diagnosis. “Senility . . .” The word emerged raspy, her mouth gone dry. She swallowed. “How bad is it?”
The nurse proffered a tender smile. “I’d say some days are better than others.”
Poppy tensed at the ambiguity. “And today?”
“From what I’ve seen? It’s a rather good one.” Sincerity threaded the nurse’s optimism. She regarded her watch. “Looks like her rest time is coming up. She should be out enjoying the fresh air until then. Just sign in here.” She gave Poppy a pen, which she used to sign a visitor sheet. “If you head down this hall, you’ll see doors on the right that open to the garden.”
“Thank you.” Poppy returned the pen, and only then did she notice a quiver in her hand.
“I’m sure she’ll appreciate seeing you. Visits are good for the soul.”
Poppy nodded, taking care to temper her hopes.

Hedgerows and clustered floral bushes largely disguised the fence enclosing the sizable yard. A scattering of bathrobed patients strolled about, some accompanied by nurses or visitors. Others rested on the outdoor chairs dotting the lawn and pathways.
Poppy’s heartbeat picked up, like a homing device closing in on a target, as her focus bounced from one female patient to the next, then the next. And that’s when she saw them: dark-brown eyes, a rounded nose and chin, ebony hair like Poppy’s, though cut to chin length and laced with silver. The features otherwise were so eerily similar to her own, a chill zipped down her spine.
It was her.
It was Adeline.
Alone on a park bench, she was looking off into the distance. The collar of her blouse peeked from the pale-pink cardigan enwrapping her moderate figure. House slippers covered her feet.
Poppy’s heart was now hammering in her chest, powered by an unexpected clash of resentment and yearning. She proceeded to tread onward. The closer she got, the stronger the sensation grew of peering into a fun-house mirror. She was glimpsing a future version of herself, one she had gravely feared. Now, in this place, even more so.
She’s a childless widow, the poor dear, her landlady had remarked about Adeline, depicting a far different scenario from the one Poppy had always pictured.
She scrapped the thought. Her approach would be like Everett’s: logical, unshakable.
“Mrs. Sutcliffe?”
There was no shift in the woman’s gaze, not even a twitch in her layered hands on her lap, each finger long and slender. A pianist’s hands.
Poppy had a sudden vision of them poised on the keys of a piano, guiding children through notes and measures. She saw Adeline pressing pedals their feet couldn’t reach, praising students for jobs well done.
A pang of jealousy shot through her, and her jaw clenched. She reminded herself that this was precisely why she had waited decades to visit. Because she didn’t need to question if she’d have been better off with this woman, not when Mama had been everything Poppy needed and more.
“Mrs. Sutcliffe,” she repeated, more adamantly. “I’d like to speak with you, if that’s all right.”
No response. Had the nurse downplayed the stage of her condition?
Poppy went to try again when Adeline spoke.
“I adore roses,” she said softly, vaguely, as if simply ruminating. “Yellow is my favorite . . .” She angled her face toward Poppy then. “Which is yours, dear?”
Poppy froze, taken aback—as much by the endearment as the first answer that came to her. Yellow flowers were her most beloved too.
Adeline waited with expectant eyes.
“White.” Mama’s favorite. A small defiance.
Adeline was looking downward now. “I need my scarf,” she said, concerned and searching.
“Mrs. Sutcliffe, the reason I came—”
“I must have left it in my closet. I’ll catch my death without a scarf.”
Sensing her imminent departure, Poppy found relief upon spotting the plaid accessory pooled on the bench at Adeline’s hip. She rushed to point it out.
“It’s there, right beside you.”
“Hm? Oh, yes.” Adeline sighed. “Thank you.” She smiled with marked warmth. Then, after donning the scarf, she struggled to wrap it about her neck.
Instinctively, Poppy reached out and assisted her. She’d been aiding students with the same for years, and in that instant, she recognized the circular nature of life: an aging woman needing the exact help she had required as a child.
A plume of compassion arose in Poppy. Though just as fast Mama’s words floated back: How any mother could have simply thrown her away is beyond me. So often at the orphanage, Poppy had prayed for help from this very woman, above all for her to return.
She grasped her clutch, all sympathy gone, and took a seat on the bench, leaving a gap between them. “Mrs. Sutcliffe, I came here to ask you about your family. Do you remember . . .” Throat thickening, Poppy forced another swallow. “Do you remember your daughter?”
Straightaway Adeline insisted, “No, no. Charlton and I didn’t have children. He’s on a trip, you see. You would love sweet Charlton. He’s a real card.”
The care in her tone, her blissful ignorance of his death, tugged at Poppy without warning.
“Pardon the interruption.” A stout woman touched Adeline’s shoulder. In a suit jacket and skirt, she bore a clipboard and supervisor’s demeanor. “Just letting you know a nurse will be by in five minutes to take you to your room to rest.” She then moved on to another patient.
Poppy’s opportunity was waning. She twisted to wholly face Adeline and clarified. “Mrs. Sutcliffe, I was talking about the daughter you had long before marrying Charlton.” She dared to add, “I was talking about Poppy.”
There was a subtle flash in the woman’s expression before she glanced away. “Poppy?” she said and squinted, perhaps straining to view a blurred image in her mind.
“Yes. I need to know . . . why did you leave her?”
Adeline shook her head slowly, forehead knotting. “I wouldn’t leave a child.”
Poppy stiffened in her seat. “But you did.” She caught the spike in her own tone—a mix of anger and hurt, from a wound deeper than she’d ever admitted even to herself—and took a balancing breath; agitating the woman would get her nowhere. “The child was only three when she was found in an alley. Because you left her. Why?”
Adeline fell silent, still peering at nothing.
“Did you love your daughter—ever?” Once the words left Poppy’s mouth, she recognized that this, Adeline’s answer to this question, would matter the most. “Adeline?”
Finally the woman replied, verging on a murmur. “It was a mistake . . .”
A mistake.
“What was?” The first implication that rushed to mind—giving birth to Poppy—wrenched her gut. She charged on anyway, because at least she would know for sure: “What was a mistake?”
“He told me that he loved me.” Adeline again spoke airily, as if thinking aloud. “But once I was in the family way, he up and left. A neighbor in the tenements, she promised to watch my child. But when I came home from work, the woman was drunk. She was enraged I wouldn’t pay, so she called the services on me with all sorts of lies . . .”
As the rest trailed off, Poppy’s mind spun. “You mean, they took me—they took your daughter away?”
“Without someone to care for her, I couldn’t work. There was no money for rent, for food. When the service workers came, they demanded I let her go, to give her a better life.”
Poppy wanted to believe what she was hearing, direly so. Her long-held guard, however, scrutinized a point: the explanation didn’t align with her being found in an alley. She had known that story for as long as she could remember, initially ingrained in her by . . .
She struggled to remember. The orphanage director? Or was it strictly from the other children?
Granted, as a teacher, she knew firsthand how kids’ tales could change from one telling to the next. And the director was certainly known to embellish while attempting to reel in potential parents.
The possibility, even likelihood, that Poppy’s life in myriad ways had been defined by a fabrication flooded her with emotion. Deep inside, a binding she wasn’t aware existed suddenly released. She could take a full breath, perhaps for the very first time.
“All these years,” Poppy confessed, not bothering to steady her voice, “I thought you didn’t want me. That maybe I wasn’t worthy of your love.” Moisture pricked her eyes as Adeline’s apology letter, wishing her a good and joyful life, gained new meaning. Now pondering if there had been other, unseen letters—wanting Poppy back, even trying to find her—she placed a gloved hand on Adeline’s, and through the thin cotton barrier, she soaked in the warmth from the woman’s skin. Adeline didn’t react, but neither did she pull away.
“Adeline,” Poppy told her at last, “I’m your daughter. I’m Poppy.”
The woman tilted her head with interest, making clear her connection to the name. “Poppy?”
“That’s right.” Poppy smiled as a tear broke free and slid down her face.
After a thoughtful pause, Adeline’s lips curved upward. “Poppies. Those are my favorite flowers. Are they yours, dear?”
Poppy mentally stumbled. She searched Adeline’s eyes for any hint of recognition. Finding none, she sensed the moment—and Adeline—slipping away. “Stay with me, Adeline. Please.” She strove to remain calm. “Tell me more about your daughter. About losing her when she was just a little girl, all those years ago.”
“My daughter?”
“Yes.”
“I had a baby.”
“You did.”
“And a beau,” she said, as if just now remembering. “He didn’t want my child.”
“Yes. Yes, that’s right.” Growing hopeful, Poppy supplied, “And so he left.”
Adeline abruptly frowned. She extracted her hands from Poppy’s. “No.”
“But . . . I thought . . . you said—”
“He lost his job.” Adeline gazed forward once more, aimed at an indistinct spot. “He insisted we couldn’t afford a child. I begged him, but then the baby got sick. There was no money for medicine, he said, and he had such a temper. I didn’t have a choice . . .” She stopped there, dangling the conclusion.
The shock of a second account, so different from the first, sliced through Poppy, a blade to the chest. She felt torn open.
Sure, Adeline had been forced in both cases, but was there truth to either one?
“Excuse me.” The young nurse from reception stood before them. “I’m afraid it’s time for Mrs. Sutcliffe’s nap.”
The courtyard was nearly vacant. They were among the few stragglers left.
“Wait,” Poppy managed, and regained a light hold on Adeline’s hand. “Which story happened? Tell me at least one of them is true.”
Confusion filled Adeline’s eyes, as if she were trying to comprehend a language foreign to her ears. Then she lowered her gaze sharply, scouring the bench. “I . . . I need my scarf, or I’ll catch my death.”
The nurse touched Adeline’s arm. “Mrs. Sutcliffe, you’ve got your scarf on already. You see?” Guiding an appeased Adeline to rise, she offered to Poppy, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but our patients do best when we keep them to their schedules. Perhaps you can come back another time.”
Drained of all words, Poppy watched them walk away. Once they disappeared into the building, she sank back on the bench, shattered. She could return a hundred times and end up with an equal number of tales, and still be at a loss.
In the deafening quiet, she glimpsed her hand set unwittingly on her stomach. At the thought of the child inside, deserving of a loving mother, Poppy’s fear and shame further mounted. So when drops fell from her chin, she couldn’t tell if they were rain or tears.

Another school day, another air-raid drill.
Having a second one this week, even on account of the escalating standoff, seemed excessive to some among the faculty. Still, Principal Ritter insisted it brought many students comfort: to be proactive, to feel ready. To do something.
Surely he was right. And yet, since yesterday’s visit to the nursing home, Poppy couldn’t help dwelling on the hopelessness of it all.
“Welcome back.” Marjorie’s voice yanked her from the dimness of her thoughts, turning her around from the windows of her vacant classroom. In the doorway, Marjorie gestured at the glass panes, toward the stained-glass designs made of colored paper and cellophane. Creative facades, like so much else. “Want some help?”
Poppy glanced at the lone art piece in her hand, the loops of tape she was applying. “I’m actually just finishing up.”
“Splendid. Then my timing is impeccable.”
Poppy smiled, though in truth she had counted on recess to afford her a moment to herself. With Everett due back late tonight, her goal was to get through the day and on to the weekend, when she at last would disclose her news.
Thus, as Marjorie strolled closer, inwardly Poppy grumbled before resuming her task.
“How are you feeling?” Marjorie leaned against a nearby bookcase.
“I’m fine. I was just a little under the weather.” It was the standard reply she had given the other teachers that morning who asked the same about her absence.
“No, I mean . . . how are you feeling?” The reminder of how much Marjorie knew only doubled Poppy’s desire for solitude.
“I’m fine,” she repeated, with a dash more effort. In the awkward quiet, she fixed her attention on adhering the art project to the window, firmly. Assignments on her desk awaited grading, a spelling exam required preparation. Valid excuses to politely ask for privacy.
“They’re a wonder, aren’t they?” Crossing her arms, Marjorie peered at what Poppy presumed to be the art display, until she continued. “Not ten minutes ago, they were hunkered under their desks, braced for some god-awful missile strike. Now look at them. Running about, happy as clams.”
Muffled by the glass, laughter and squeals drifted from the playground, where children were playing tag and hopscotch, hanging from the monkey bars, pumping away on the swings. Indeed Marjorie was right, and observing the youthful capacity to so easily adapt—same as back at the orphanage, actually—seized Poppy with both envy and awe.
Not that it changed reality. Nor Poppy’s inability to save any of them.
At the sight of Claudia giggling with friends, a confession eased out. “The other day, during the drill, Claudia asked if her desk would keep her safe. I told her it would. When really it’s all just an illusion.”
“Well, sure it is.”
The response was so matter-of-fact; Poppy blinked in disbelief. “How—” She stopped there, not trusting herself to be tactful.
But Marjorie ventured to guess. “How can I be this nonchalant? As both a teacher and a mom?”
Poppy edged out a nod.
“Because a long while back, for precisely those reasons, I decided I wasn’t going to lose sleep over things well beyond my control. I’d drive myself batty otherwise.”
The theory, no doubt, was sensible. If only Poppy could apply it with the flip of a switch.
Marjorie unfolded her arms and stepped closer. “Honey, what’s truly going on? I know there’s something more. You can tell me.”
Their cherished friendship, paired with the sincerity in her eyes, verified as much. Under a burden of exhaustion, the wall inside Poppy, built layer upon layer since childhood, a defense that had gradually boxed her in, began to crumble. Through the opening came a cascade of words she’d never imagined uttering.
“Do you remember asking me years ago if Everett and I had considered adoption?”
Marjorie’s forehead wrinkled from the detour, yet she mulled it over and nodded. “You said you didn’t have the heart to look at all those children and choose only one.”
“Because I used to be among them.”
Marjorie’s eyes widened, if only a fraction. Then she offered with a gentle look, “I had no idea.”
“No one does. Except my father and Mama, of course.”
“Everett?”
Reluctant, Poppy shook her head.
Marjorie took this in. She lifted a shoulder. “Maybe it’s time you changed that.”
She made it sound so easy. But wherever would Poppy begin? How would she divulge the truth without his seeing her life—and her—as a lie? Once he knew the extent of her secrets, he might view her differently.
As if reading her thoughts, Marjorie tenderly squeezed her arm. “He loves you, Poppy. Deeply. Sharing this part of yourself won’t change that. If anything, he’ll admire you even more.” She added, “I know I do.” Her fervent contention caused Poppy’s eyes to mist.
But then a notion circled back, a concern that outweighed all else. “The thing is, I doubt I’ll ever learn for certain why my mother gave me up. What if . . .” She pushed past the sudden lump in her throat. “What if I’m just like her? What if I’ll be a terrible mother?”
A smile teased the edges of Marjorie’s lips, yet there was no chance for offense before she answered. “Heavens, Poppy. Every mother-to-be worries she won’t do things right. If you weren’t concerned, then I’d really be worried about you.”
Poppy pondered this and couldn’t help but smile.
“Besides, look at them out there.” Marjorie released her hold and swung her gaze toward the window, leading Poppy’s eyes to follow. “You’ve already been mothering children, literally hundreds of them, for years—including mine, by the way. And I can vouch, for that alone, you deserve a medal.”
The smirk in her tone, reinforced by the sight of Benny back on the teeter-totter, caused Poppy to laugh under her breath. After a moment, Marjorie sighed and mused, “No question, the world can be a chaotic, frightening place. But that doesn’t mean we can spend our whole lives under our desks.”
Poppy savored the carefree joy in the children’s faces, a source of inspiration and hope, as Marjorie added, “So that’s where we come in as teachers. And mothers,” she stressed, drawing Poppy’s gaze. “We help them feel safe, and in many ways . . . well . . .”
“It’s enough,” Poppy finished.
Eyes glimmering, Marjorie placed a comforting arm around Poppy’s shoulders and nodded.

At home that evening, the hours of waiting for the front door to open passed at an excruciating crawl. Darkness gradually arrived, leaving a table lamp to cast the living room in an amber hue.
Planted on the davenport in her nightgown and robe and with the entry in view, Poppy stared, unseeing, at the pages of her book. A television program would have better consumed the time, but the networks had already signed off for the night with the national anthem.
For a while every sound, from the house’s settling creaks to the rumbling of passing cars—none of which proved to be Everett’s taxi from the station—spurred Poppy to perk up with anticipation. To the point that when the front-door handle finally jiggled, she thought she only imagined it, until it opened.
She straightened as Everett closed the door behind him.
“Hey, you’re still up.” He beamed, setting down his suitcase, then tossed his hat and coat on the entry hooks. But as he approached in the quiet, concern shadowed his features. “Is everything all right?”
Again, the two words rose to her throat; this time, she didn’t shove them down.
“I’m pregnant,” she said. Just that. And he froze midstride.
“Are you sure?” he breathed.
She gave a nod. “The doctor confirmed it,” she said, and pressed herself to add, “two weeks ago.”
As predicted, the shock in his face gave way to delight, but rather than sweeping her into his arms, he paused. “Wait. Two weeks? Why didn’t you . . .”
She shrugged a shoulder, and with courage boosted by Marjorie, she admitted, “I was scared.”
Contemplative for a moment, he settled beside her on the sofa. “Of course. I understand.”
A dark snip of a laugh escaped her. She tightened her lips and lowered her gaze.
“What?” he prodded gently. “What is it?”
She shook her head and finally told him, “Everett, you’re not scared of anything. Ever.”
Now he was the one who bit out a laugh. “Boy, do I wish that were true.”
Determined, she angled toward him. “The world might end any day and . . . and you’re making plans for us to see a magic show.”
“Only because I didn’t want you to worry.”
He met her eyes then, and it hit her that she wasn’t the only one harboring secrets.
Encouraged by the discovery, and the lingering questions between them, she defied any compulsion to hesitate, and at last she told him everything. She spoke of the orphanage and her mother—about the letter and the search and visiting the nursing home. About never knowing the truth of her past. About the shame.
Through it all, he listened.
Once she was done, he kept silent for a seemingly endless stretch, digesting all she had shared. She braced herself as he looked at her, waiting for judgment. Rather, he wiped away her tears and pressed his lips to hers, conveying a connection deeper than any she had ever known. One of pure acceptance and being fully seen.
But the conversation didn’t end there. They talked for hours more, and she listened in turn. Related to his own worries of a father’s protective duty, he spoke for the first time about his wartime service, about the buddies he had lost, his guilt over not being there to fight alongside them, to save them. That burden haunted him now, amid the current crisis, more than ever.
By dawn, as she fell asleep with Everett curled up beside her, his hand resting gingerly on her stomach, it was clear that truly sharing their lives meant tackling their fears together, as a couple.
As a family.

Framed by the kitchen window, a soft orange glow emanated from the retiring Sunday sky. As Poppy finished drying the dishes from supper, notes of a clarinet sailed from the radio in the den, where Everett was putting the final touches on the Spitfire for Little Mo, and in plenty of time for the party on Tuesday. No doubt, after the cake was eaten and gifts unwrapped, the event would become a dual celebration. For that’s when Poppy and Everett would reveal their news to the family, a moment she no longer dreaded. Still, until then, she would continue to relish the special secret they shared.
She added the last of the cleaned plates to the stack, then gazed out at the backyard. As the sun dipped below her yellow rosebushes, a vision formed of Adeline: on a bench in the garden, cozy in her scarf.
All at once, Poppy suspected more trips to the nursing home lay ahead, surely even accompanied by Everett. The specifics of her ties to the woman were no longer crucial. As the nurse had said, visits with Adeline were good for the soul.
How right she’d been, in so many ways. For Poppy had since come to realize: while she might never know Adeline’s real story, what did it truly matter? Poppy had long been writing her own.
A sharp thud sounded through the house. She gasped and spun toward the source. Deciphering it, she went to the front door and swung it open just as the paperboy steered his bicycle around the corner. A fresh issue of the Chronicle lay askew on her doormat. The late edition meant urgent news that couldn’t wait.
Though apprehensive, she swiftly unfolded the paper. Delaying the truth wouldn’t change it. The headline shouted in bold black letters:
KHRUSHCHEV AGREES TO REMOVE MISSILES
The Soviets had yielded.
A wave crested over her, a tide of relief. Clutching the paper, she was turning to holler to Everett when another sensation struck, halting her. A strange, bubbly feeling pulled her focus to her middle. Beneath her apron, flutters brushed her insides, like those of feathery wings. Like butterflies.
She cradled her stomach, astonished. A life was growing within her. The realness of that fact sent an indescribable warmth through her chest, spreading to every limb.
“Well, hello, there . . . ,” she whispered, and smiled, reveling for once in the thrill of the unknown and a profound sense of promise.
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