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"For he shall give his angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways."

Psalm 91:11 (KJV)









  
  
Prologue




In 1933, the menacing tentacles of the Great Depression had entwined themselves into every aspect of American life. My hometown of Jeffries, a railroad hub in north-central Indiana, was no exception. That year, when some 15 million Americans were unemployed and half of the country’s banks had failed, all hope for better days had disappeared, leaving in its wake the despair that accompanies unrelenting poverty. 

In the weeks leading up to Christmas, despair had indeed heaped itself onto my family. Yet Christmas unfolded as a time of love, joy, and gratitude, creating indelible memories that warmed many family Christmases thereafter.

All these decades later, my memories flow easily even as my hand struggles to keep up with my thoughts. I always settled into these glorious memories whenever I heard carols played on a piano, or smelled the aroma of cookies baking waft from an oven, or felt fresh falling snowflakes kiss my cheeks. Now I work to capture those memories on paper, so generations to come might find hope in the depth of their own despair, to expect miracles in the darkest of times.

So many seasons of my life have passed since nine-year-old me crept onto the porch of a stranger. One minor act of kindness brought a wonderful new friend into my life, an incredible woman despite the tough hand life had dealt her. Oh, how I marveled at her grace, her beauty, her talents. I remembered her dancing eyes as they looked into my soul, sparking my desire to reach for my best self, just as she had done despite the odds stacked against her.

For my older sister, Gem, that Christmas brought the sweet taste of a first kiss, more glorious and romantic than she’d ever imagined it. Fred, the first boy she ever loved, became the only man she’d ever love. He orbited her world for decades, touching her life with his sweetness now and again. Each goodbye left her breathless and numb for months or years at a time. Her only consolation was that she knew he’d find her again. On that Christmas, when perfect first love bloomed from a perfect first kiss, Gem was Fred’s one and only, and he was hers.

My youngest sister, Thea, had no memories of her own of that Christmas, so Gem and I wove hers from our own, painting her the mental pictures of the many miracles that unfolded before us, and her special place in them. Through the years, my sisters and I re-told the story of that Christmas hundreds of times, adding our adult insights and fresh details that revealed themselves throughout our lives.

Bits of memories flicker in the twilight as I gaze from my window onto the quiet boulevard in Jeffries, where I await the dawning of another Christmas Day. Our family’s story of that glorious holiday in 1931 defined so many aspects of our lives. As darkness falls, the multitude of stars across the night sky rival the number of heaven's angels, I await the glorious Coming.

Gem passed away a decade ago. Thea died too young. Now the story of our Christmas of 1933 is mine alone to tell. I share it with you here.

With love,

Anna Ghere








  
  
Chapter 1




Holding the skirt of my favorite blue dress high above my knees, I ran the last block of Walnut Street with my coat billowing behind me. The coal smoke belching from the chimneys smelled of winter. As I turned onto Jackson Street, I ran headlong into a stiff October wind that chilled me to the bone before rattling its way through the last of the lifeless leaves clinging to the sugar maples that lined the street at perfect intervals. 

There's nothing colder than the ashes of love. Those words slipped across my mind at the most unexpected moments. Where did I first hear them? Not in a feature film I watched with my sister Gem at the Clinton Theater. Not from a book my cousin Charlie read to me while curled up in our window seat. I resolved the words came to me in a dream some weeks ago, drifting up the cold air return to pierce my sleep, but for a moment. I wondered if those ashes were colder than an Indiana autumn wind. Tugging my coat around my body, I kept running.

I felt the ground pitch and shake beneath me as the 4:20 entered the Wanatah Depot. Out of breath, I gulped the cold air into my lungs. "Popo, I'm coming," I whispered.

My patent leather shoes, now a season too tight, clattered along the sidewalk as I picked up speed, leaving a whirl of dead leaves in my wake. On Friday afternoons, I took my place on the platform alongside the station master to await my father's arrival from another long week selling feed and seed to farmers across the state.

Today, I'd gotten a late start, losing track of time watching Mother prepare my sister Thea's birthday supper of stewed chicken and dumplings with all the fixings, plus chocolate cake with a thick layer of frosting for dessert. Mother had called her special supper "a real celebration." It had been a hard year for her. It was good to see an aura of contentment return to her face as she moved gracefully about her kitchen chores toward our perfect family meal.

While Mother prepared for the celebration, my brothers, sisters, and cousin gathered around the big Zenith radio in the green room listening to the National Barn Dance on WLS out of Chicago while taking turns playing checkers on the floor. After beating my cousin Charlie, I'd ignored his demands for a rematch, choosing instead to climb atop a stool in the kitchen to watch Mother drop the thick dumplings, one at a time, into the simmering stew pot. I could almost taste the egg sac, rough in my mouth. On this special day I was sure everyone would get a small bite of the delicacy, but Mother always saved the chicken liver and gizzard for Popo, who would make a lip-smacking production out of eating them while praising Mother's cooking as the rest of his family chuckled at his antics. Anticipating Thea's birthday supper, heightened by the sweet smell of chocolate cake wafting from Mother's oven, distracted me from my Friday afternoon vigil-by-the-clock.

"Aren't you meeting Popo at the Wanatah Depot this afternoon?" Mother had asked me, as she pulled her round cake pans from the oven, careful to set them carefully on the counter to prevent the layers from falling. "You'd better get moving if you're going to make it on time."

"Did you hear it?"

Mother had nodded. Two long whistle blows followed by a short toot and another long blow signaled the train was approaching its last street crossing before the depot.

As I jumped down from the stool and raced for the front door, Mother followed me. "Be sure to wear your winter coat, young lady. It's cold outside today. I don't want you catching your death."

This year's mild Indiana autumn had finally bowed to a Canadian front, amping up its frigid fury each time it licked across Lake Michigan. Despite the cold, I focused on being on the depot's platform for my father's grand exit from the passenger car.

"Remember," Mother had called from the doorway as I ran across the yard, still struggling to get an arm into one of my coat sleeves. "I'm serving supper promptly at six o'clock, so remind your father not to linger. And button that coat!"


      ***I watched the passenger train pull into the station as I ran across the tracks toward the platform that ran along the northbound rails. As one foot landed between the rails, I caught my other heel on the other rail, which caused me to slip across the slick worn steel and fall onto my hands and knees in the gravel along the track.

I sat up, tears of frustration flowing down my face, and picked off the stones clinging to my hands. One minute I was crying, the next I felt my father's arms lift me from the gravel and pull me to him.

"Is my girl okay?" Popo held me close, stroking my hair.

"I missed you on the platform," I now sobbed, allowing my emotions to wash over me.

"You didn't miss me, Angel. I'm right here."

Burying my face in my father's warm neck, he soothed me a moment, then carried me to the platform and sat me on one of the wooden benches that lined the outside wall of the depot. Taking his white handkerchief from the inside pocket of his long coat, he knelt in front of me and dabbed at the slight wound on my knee, brushing away the last stones clinging to my skin.

Popo held the hem of my dress in his hand. "Look here, Angel, I don't think you tore your dress. I'm glad because it's my favorite. It matches your eyes."

Folding his handkerchief in half, he wiped my wet cheeks. "Now your tears won't freeze." I offered him a weak smile, knowing that was what he wanted to see. "We'll have your mother put something on that knee when we get home. I'm sure she can fix you up, good as new."

I nodded, a sense of joy flooding over me at the undivided attention of the father I so adored. Popo brushed my bobbed blond hair from my face and smoothed it down in back.

"What's this?" Popo held up a crisp brown maple leaf he'd pulled from my hair, then opening his hand, he let a gust of wind lift the leaf from his fingers and carry it down the train platform.

I sniffled, unable to hold back another smile. Popo smiled back before sitting down on the bench next to me, his hand covering mine. We sat in silence, as was often our way, and watched as the conductor assisted several passengers aboard, readying the train to continue its journey north to Chicago. We sat as the train shook and rattled past us, watching until it was out of sight. Then we sat a while longer.

Finally, Popo stood and smoothed his coat. "Someone's going to be disappointed if we don't stop by."

"Miss Roxy! She's probably wondering what happened to us. We should go. Mother said supper is at six. We don't want to be late."

"Nor would we want to walk past the Blue and White Café without stopping to say hello to everyone."

My father summoned the porter, who retrieved his leather satchel from inside the depot where he'd left it earlier. "Do you have a present for Thea?" I eyed Popo's familiar satchel, hoping he'd let me in on his secret.

"You'll have to wait and see, little Miss Nosey." Popo held out his satchel where I could see the bulge of the gift tucked inside.

Then he straightened his worn felt fedora and held out his hand to me. "Let's go see Roxy. I could use a cup of hot coffee right about now."

With that, the two of us departed the train depot hand-in-hand. We walked up Jackson Street toward the center of town, the wind at our backs.


      ***The supper rush had already begun when Popo and I arrived at the Blue and White Café. Many of the town's men, especially widowers, appreciated the hot home-cooking offered by the café's proprietor, Roxy Lockwood. Railroaders working either the east/west-bound Nickel Plate line or the north/south-bound Wanatah line found Roxy's food and hospitality especially satisfying. On late afternoons like this one, the oily odor of the railroaders' overalls succumbed to the pleasing aroma of vegetable soup, pot roast, and Roxy's special spicy mincemeat pie, which she offered on her menu as soon as the weather cooled. It was one of the first signs of autumn in our small town of Jeffries.

As soon as we walked in, Roxy called out from behind the counter and offered a quick wave. "Where have you been?" Without waiting for Popo's response, she pointed. "There's a table toward the back. I'll be right with you."

Popo nodded a thank you, then guided me down the narrow aisle between the row of high stools at the counter and the single line of tables along the wall. Nestled between the Clinton Theater and the National Bank building a half block off the public square, the inside of the Blue and White Café always reminded me of a cave. Sunlight poured in through the plate glass door and window at the front of this busy eating establishment, but beyond the second or third stool at the counter, the room fell into perpetual shadow, lighted only by a sparse row of bare bulbs along the ceiling. On weekend nights, Roxy often opened her basement room to capture the overflow of departing patrons from the Clinton Theater, who stop in for a cup of coffee and a slice of her delicious pie before calling it a night.

My father walked toward our designated table, greeting his many friends and acquaintances.

"Good to see you."

"How's the family?"

"Have you heard if Joe Pence recovered from that fall he took the other day?"

Popo always commanded the spotlight when he entered the diner.

I sat down on the chair Popo pulled out for me and sighed, wishing we'd arrived in time to find a couple of empty stools along the counter. I preferred sitting there where I could better see the comings and goings and take the occasional spin on the stool when Popo was otherwise engaged with one of the café's patrons. Too short to touch the tarnished brass foot rail that ran the length of the lunch counter, I'd content myself by dangling my feet while Popo absorbed the local news.

I decided it didn't matter that we were sitting at a table where I couldn't see over the patrons' heads. We had Thea's birthday celebration to get to, so I knew we wouldn't stay long.

"What will it be?" I heard Roxy's gravelly voice behind me. "How about a hot cider or a cup of cocoa?"

"I think my daughter prefers a bottle of pop, even on the coldest days of winter. Am I right, Angel?"

The thought of those cold ashes crossed my mind again. "Cocoa, please. It's chilly outside today."

Popo chuckled. "Unpredictable as are all my girls. I'll have coffee, please."

"No pie?" Roxy looked astonished. "I saved a piece of Dutch apple just for you."

"Roxy, now don't you tempt me with pie today. It's little Thea's third birthday, so if I know what's good for me, I'll save room for the feast Maggie is preparing. I'll have to pass on the pie, just this once." Turning, he asked me, "Is pie on the evening's menu?"

"Cake."

"Well, of course. Birthday cake. Chocolate, I hope."

I nodded.

"Any news from Indianapolis, Mr. Ghere?" Roxy listened intently, her curly hair spilling out around her face from the loose bun she'd fashioned that morning. With her arms folded over her white apron soiled with the day's specials, Roxy listened to Popo's account of the week, biting her lip as she took in every detail so she could pass it along to someone else later. Her carnation pink lipstick looked fresh and perfect, accenting rather than softening her thin, weathered face. Popo once told me that Roxy was a beautiful woman in her youth, but too many years of long hours at the Blue and White had taken their toll. I always thought about that whenever Popo spoke to Roxy, his eyes affixed to her animated face. I think he still saw the beautiful young woman of long ago.

"Order up." Roxy turned toward the serving window and nodded. Paul, Roxy's latest husband, worked six days a week alongside his wife.

"I'm coming, hon." Giving the table two quick raps with her knuckles, she added, "It won't be but a minute."

When Miss Roxy was back behind the counter, calling out a string of orders, I asked Popo why Miss Roxy never had children.

"I suppose it just didn't work out for her."

"I think Miss Roxy would have been a wonderful mother."

"Yes, you're right, but she would have brought the child with her when she was working. That child would never have known for sure who its mother was."

God may not have blessed Roxy with children, but He blessed her with a steady stream of husbands, some better than others. "Roxy's been working in her family's diner since she was thirteen," Popo added. "The only time she's ever taken off work was for one of her honeymoons."

"That's funny, Popo. Does Miss Roxy have a lot of money?"

"She has enough. As long as the railroads are running, she'll always have enough."

My family had enough children, I thought. We had enough animals and enough friends, but we didn't have enough money for new shoes or coats or "frivolous things," as Mother called them. I wanted to ask Popo if we were poor, but I knew the answer. His saying we had enough wouldn't change things.

The chatter of Roxy's customers muffled the clatter of forks hitting plates. Popo said his goodbyes to a couple of gentlemen who were vacating a nearby table. Upon hearing Popo's voice, Old Man Gregory, who had taken a seat three tables away, twisted his chair to face the back where we sat, his pale blue eyes appearing huge through his thick spectacles.

Old Man Gregory called out to my father, his powerful voice cutting through the din. "Augie, my friend? Is that you?"

"Yes, Will, I'm here with my daughter, Anna. Would you care to join us?"

Old Man Gregory put his hands on the table and pushed himself up. He made his way to our table and sat down next to me. "I just now heard your voice, Augie. Are you in later than usual? Was the 4:20 late today?"

"Annie fell and scraped her knee… it slowed us down a bit. It's Thea's birthday, so we can't stay long. Maggie's got some big doings planned."

"Ahh, yes." Old Man Gregory looked at his hands and nodded, as if remembering a time when he went home to his family for special occasions. He was alone now. "You're a lucky man, Augie. Marvelous cook, that Maggie. When I stopped by last week on my debit route, she offered me a slice of her special honey-poached quince pie and a cup of coffee. Best I'd ever eaten, and that's saying something when you consider where I'm sitting right now. That Roxy serves some tasty pie herself, that's for sure."

Popo agreed.

The two men continued their talk, Old Man Gregory telling Popo the latest news in the county, and Popo adding a few tidbits he'd picked up in the state capital. I sipped the cocoa Miss Roxy had delivered and listened patiently to the two men exchange stories.

"Hey, Mr. Ghere," Roxy called from behind the counter a few minutes later. "Maggie just called to remind you she's serving dinner in fifteen minutes. You do not want to miss Thea's birthday supper."

"Sounds a bit like a threat." Old Man Gregory chuckled at Popo's comment. With that, Popo gulped the last of his coffee, stood, and said goodbye to his friend. As he paid our bill, Roxy turned to me.

"Annie, will you and your friends and family be coming to our party after you go begging on Tuesday night? Paul and I are decorating the basement room again. We've got several new games planned and we are serving Coney dogs to everyone who attends."

"Coney dogs?" I think my eyes were the size of saucers.

Roxy smiled. "Yes, we're serving Coney dogs this year. I take it you'll be here?"

"Yes, I'll be here. I'll let everyone know."

How could I resist Coney dogs? Popo told me that on Roxy's third honeymoon (Paul was her fifth husband), the happy couple traveled to New York City. While there, they took the subway to Coney Island, where they came across a small hot dog stand at Surf and Stilwell, where the two enjoyed their first Coney dogs. After Roxy returned to the Blue and White Café, then owned by her parents, she spent days perfecting the seasoning for her own Coney sauce. Then she spent her savings on two steamers, one for the buns and one for the dogs. Her parents told everyone their daughter had lost her ever-loving mind… until their customers started ordering the New York delicacy left and right. Roxy offered her Coney dogs with any combination of mustard, onions, and cheese on top, all for a nickel. She'd served them at the Blue and White ever since.

As I waited, I looked at the candy in the glass case beneath the cash register. Roxy always carried a nice selection of candy. Necco Wafers were Gem's favorite. I once asked my sister which of the eight flavors she like the best. She told me she liked them all the same, but I thought they all tasted like chalk. Charlie, Thea, and I preferred Chuckles—except for the liquorish ones, which we always gave to Gem.

When Popo and I walked out onto the sidewalk, I noticed the marquee on the Clinton Theater was lit up. Someone replaced all the burnt-out lightbulbs that plagued the sign for months. When I pointed it out to Popo, he said two words, "New owners."

The top line on the marquee read, "Welcome" and the second line read, "42nd Street." I wanted to linger a moment to ask Popo about the film, but I knew we had to hurry. Thea's birthday supper would be on the table any minute.








  
  
Chapter 2




Gem stood in the front doorway with Thea in her arms when we arrived home with five minutes to spare before supper. "Popo, Popo!" my youngest sister called out loudly to our father, her arms outstretched. Setting his satchel by the door, he peeled off his coat, adding it to the heap on the rack, and took his baby daughter from Gem's arms, kissing his oldest daughter's forehead in the same effortless motion. After taking off my coat, I peeked into the dining room. 

The table was set with the family's fine china. Mother and Aunt LoRetta, Popo's sister, moved back and forth from kitchen to dining room, placing bowls and platters of food on the table.

My family often did without, as did most families we knew. Special occasions seemed to ease the Depression's iron grip on us, if only for a short while. Mother had a knack of knowing how and when to stretch what little we had so we could enjoy the occasional "Feast Fit for a King," as Aunt Lo had dubbed our special times together. I watched as the two women worked in harmony on the meal's ultimate presentation.

Handing Thea back to Gem, Popo excused himself to wash up. "You, too," Mother instructed. As I soaped up my hands at the kitchen sink, the fresh scrapes in my palms stung. I took a dishcloth and wiped away the dried blood on my knee and left the kitchen, vowing not to mention my wounds to Mother. I didn't want to ruin the celebration.

Everyone took their regular seats around the large oak dining room table. Popo waited patiently at the head of the table while everyone settled in: my brother Gus, my cousin Charlie, me, and Thea to his left, and my twin brothers Cory and Blinn, along with Gem and Aunt Lo to his right. Mother sat at the opposite end of the table from Popo, the place closest to the kitchen.

After Aunt Lo said grace, the birthday festivities began without further ado. When the noise level permitted, Popo relayed the latest news from across the state—who had died, who had gotten married, and, occasionally, who had gone to or been released from jail during the previous week.

Mother's commentary was all about family—Gus's date with Vivien Wentworth, Gem's top grade in history, Belva's latest shenanigans in the barn, and my Aunt Iris's incessant telephone calls to her complaining about whatever was on her mind at that moment. As Mother delivered her latest stories about Popo's brother and his insufferable wife, my father rolled his eyes.

"If the Mississippi River ran between us, she'd still have her nose in whatever was going on over here. Just ignore her, Maggie, or she'll make you believe you're the crazy one."

Popo took a bite of his chicken gizzard and smacked his lips before continuing. "Where is my only brother and his delightful wife this evening?" Sarcasm fit Popo's personality like a glove.

Mother sniffed. "I didn't invite them. After a long week of work, you didn't need the aggravation."

"Am I correct in assuming that you didn't want my brother and his wife eating us out of house and home?"

"You are correct."

"Then what is my beloved sister doing here?" Popo nodded toward Aunt Lo. "She, too, has quite an appetite."

"I'll have you know, dear brother, that I played an important role preparing this supper."

Everyone laughed, including Aunt Lo. When everyone around the table turned their attention back to their dumplings, Aunt Lo made an announcement.

"Speaking of roles, I've been asked to direct the Christmas pageant at Holy Cross Church again this year. The Widower Pastor Burke thought I did such an excellent job last year that he insisted I take on the job again. Last year's production was the talk of the town for weeks—maybe months!—afterwards. Everyone who came into the library talked about it."

Charlie and I often go to the library after school with our friend, Bernard Thompson, but we hadn't heard anyone talk about the pageant.

I looked at Popo and shrugged, which made him smile broadly and shrug back. Popo and I had the same odd sense of things... that's what Mother always said.

"In the coming weeks, I'll let you children know what parts I'll expect you to play in the pageant." With that, Aunt Lo returned her attention to the last dumpling on her plate.

A collective groan went up around the table, one that excluded Charlie, who was happy to be a part of Aunt Lo's nonsense (that's what Popo called it) again this year.

"Count me out." Leave it to my brother, Cory, to be the first to decline a role in my aunt's little production.

"Tell me, sister dear, are there any eligible bachelors over at Holy Cross these days?" Popo looked at his sister and winked.

"Yes, brother dear, there are several, including the Widower Pastor Burke." With a coy smile on her face, she returned his wink.

As Mother and Aunt Lo cleared the plates from the table, Popo retrieved Thea's present from his satchel. She squealed with delight when he presented her with a doll, a lifelike girl with painted-on wavy blond hair and bright blue eyes. The doll wore a flared green dress with a striped bodice, ankle-high lace stockings, and red shoes that matched the stripes in the bodice. It only took a moment for Thea to become enchanted with her gift.

Mother gasped when she returned to the dining room with the cake and saw the doll. "Augie, you shouldn't have. It must have cost a fortune."

Popo eyed his youngest daughter with her special gift. "It looks just like her, so how could I resist? I also bought several fabric remnants. I thought you could make the doll an entire wardrobe."

Mother nodded as she set the cake down in front of Thea amidst the oohs and ahhs of anticipation from the others. Then she walked around the table, placing proper dessert plates in front of each of us, with Aunt Lo following with proper dessert forks. Even the snooty Gheres perched atop their high horses on the other side of Prairie Creek would have approved.

Once everything was in place, Mother pulled a Diamond match from her apron pocket and, with a quick flick of her thumbnail, set it aflame. Then she lit the three candles that topped the triple-layer chocolate cake. We all dutifully joined in, singing an off-key version of "Happy Birthday," throughout which Thea poked at her new doll's eyes.

"Now blow out your candles, sweet girl," Mother urged. Thea continued to poke at her doll. "Like this." Mother demonstrated to Thea how to do it. "Blow out your candles."

I took an impatient breath as I watched the wax from the candles roll down the small candlesticks into the thick layer of frosting. "Thea, blow out your candles." Mother insisted. "Everyone is waiting." 

One candle flickered out. "Now," Mother rapped the table next to the cake with her palm. "Blow out your candles, young lady!" With that, she pulled the doll from Thea's hands, which caused my sister to cry out.

"Mother, stop!" I blurted out in complete frustration. "She can't hear you!" With her eyes glued to my face, Mother handed the doll back to Thea, which immediately calmed my sister.

"Anna, what did you just say?" Mother asked, finally breaking the uncomfortable silence.

I looked around the table, hoping for support from my siblings and cousin. Gem's eyes were wide, and Blinn and Cory seemed frozen in place. Popo leaned forward, his mouth agape. Aunt Lo's right hand covered her mouth, her left open at the base of her neck. The look in her eyes told me that a piece of a giant puzzle had suddenly fallen into place in her mind.

I took a deep breath and spoke quietly, my voice now as controlled as Mother's. "Thea can't hear you. She's deaf."

There, I'd said it. I'd pointed out the pink elephant in the room that had somehow eluded all the adults for months. Mother's hand gripped the back of her chair, a support to hold her upright.

"Gem, is this true?"

My sister nodded once, then looked down at her plate. Mother looked around the table, receiving somber nods from Gus and the twins.

"I see. And none of you thought to tell me this?" My brother, Gus, finally came to my rescue. "We thought you knew."

With that, Charlie was on his feet, racing to his little cousin's side. "Thea isn't completely deaf. Watch."

Charlie leaned down and spoke loudly into Thea's right ear, reciting words from her favorite book by heart. "'Next day was gloriously fine, and the sun shorn on all the great dock leaves. The mother duck with her whole family went down to the moat. Splash! into the water she sprang.'"

Thea giggled, still poking at her doll's eyes. I saw the moment Aunt Lo's hand fall from her neck, her face beaming with pride at Charlie's recitation. Charlie was Mother's sister's son and Aunt Lo was Popo's sister. Despite their lack of a shared bloodline, Charlie and Aunt Lo were kindred spirits, two completely different people bound through eternity by their love of the written word.

"'Quack, quack, she said, and one duckling plumped in after the other. The water dashed over their heads, but they came up again and floated beautifully. Their legs went of themselves, and they were all there. Even the big ugly gray one swam about with them.'"

Charlie blew gently into Thea's ear, then kissed her cheek. "What do the ducks say, Thea?" he asked, speaking loudly into her ear.

"Quack, quack."

"Yes, Thea, that's what the ducks say." Charlie's eyes filled with tears.

I saw a single tear rolled down Mother's cheek. Was it grief or disappointment? Or both?

"Mother, I… "

"Not now, Anna." Mother turned to my aunt and said, "LoRetta, would you do the honors of cutting and serving Thea's birthday cake?" Then turning to me, Mother issued her orders. "When everyone is finished, I want you and your sister to clean up the kitchen."

Her command had been icy, and for the second time today I felt chilled to the bone. As usual, Mother had refused to dignify her anger by yelling at me. I would have preferred to bear her anger just to get it behind me. Instead, her utter disappointment hung in the room like a dark cloud.

"I have a headache coming on. I'm going to bed." Then Mother leaned down and blew out the remaining two candles on Thea's birthday cake and left the room.


      ***Charlie and I were the first to realize Thea had lost much of her hearing. That day was hard to forget. It was the first lovely spring Sunday after the long, dreadful winter in which my sister and I had suffered the red scourge (that's what Aunt Lo always called it). Mother had asked Charlie and me to look after Thea in the green room while she made pies for supper.

Long and narrow, the green room extended along the west side of our house. Originally built as a porch, my parents had converted it into a room for Father Blinn when he became ill and had to move into town from his farm to be closer to Doc Becker. According to Mother, Father Blinn had insisted that the wall facing the creek have several windows. "No dreary sick rooms for me!" he'd declared. Since he was paying for it, almost the entire west wall had windows, regardless of how much coal it took to warm the room during the winter. The toilet under the stairs was installed about the same time.

My mother's hands had been full during those eighteen months Father Blinn lived with his daughter and her growing family—Popo, Gus, the twins, and baby Gem. I'd been told Mother Blinn preferred the quietude of the farm, which by that time was being run by Aunt Rachel and Uncle Madison... she rarely visited her ailing husband.

In early spring, the windows captured every sunbeam and directed it into the cheerful room. I pointed out the window. "Look, Charlie. The leaves are sprouting."

With Thea still in his arms, my cousin moved next to me. We both loved gazing at the narrow patch of woods that lined the edge of Prairie Creek. We could still see Aunt Lo's painting shed behind MaMaw Ghere's house, but once all the walnut, American elm, and sugar maple trees turned green, it would hide the shed from us for another season.

"Look there… on the ground." Charlie pointed out the window. "It's a robin."

Seeing the first robin meant we'd made it through the winter. Before too many more days passed, the trees would be host to a variety of birds: cardinals, blue jays, sparrows, goldfinches, and woodpeckers raising their own families.

After a few moments of wonder, Charlie sat Thea on the floor in a sunbeam, took up his perch in the window seat, and began chattering about the new book he'd gotten from the library on Friday called "Little House in the Big Woods" by Laura Ingalls Wilder.

While Thea played, I joined Charlie in the window seat, hoping to get a look at the book's pictures.

As Charlie read, I heard Mother call out to me from the dining room. "Anna, please come here."

When I returned to the green room a moment later, I was carrying Mother's large silver bowl. It was in the dining room when she went there to place potholders on the table where she cooled her pies. She'd asked me to set the bowl on a table in front of one of the windows in the green room. As I entered the room, Charlie looked up from his book.

"Listen to this."

Before he could continue, I caught my foot on the edge of the rug and fell with a hud, the airborne bowl landed a split second later right behind where Thea played on the floor.

Charlie jumped up and rushed to my side. After he'd pulled me up from the floor, he'd looked into my eyes to see if I knew what he knew. Thea hadn't responded. She hadn't jumped, hadn't gasped, hadn't turned her head to see what had caused the loud noise behind her.

Mother called from the kitchen. "Is everything all right in there?" Even Mother had heard the crash.

"Everything's fine!" Charlie picked up the bowl and placed it on the table where it belonged. Then he knelt behind Thea and clapped his hands near one ear, then the other. Thea continued to play with her toys. Realizing the gravity of the situation, my cousin pulled me by the arm to the window seat where we sat for the better part of half an hour, our eyes glued on Thea.

Finally, Charlie asked me, "Should we tell Aunt Maggie?"

"I don't know. Winter was so hard on her." I thought about how sick Thea had been and the red rash that had covered Mother's hands and neck. I thought about how she'd been alone, for the most part, taking care of Thea and me.

"I don't know," I finally muttered. "I'll tell Gem. She'll know what to do."

The children's grapevine came alive with the news of Thea's hearing loss, racing from one of my siblings to the next, each concerned with what another major blow might do to our mother. Over time, Charlie had quietly figured out that Thea responded when he spoke directly into her right ear. He'd sit with his little cousin tucked under his arm, reading her favorite books and teaching her to say words. He taught Gem and me how to help Thea learn. Even my big brothers took their turns. It had all seemed perfectly reasonable at the time.

At least now, Mother and Popo knew the truth.
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