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    IN LOVING MEMORY


    My grandmother, Helen Dowd Gretchen


    March 4, 1904–August 15, 1993

  


  
    

  


  
    



    



    



    



    



    “Ar scáth a chéile a mhaireann na daoine.”


    —Gaelic Proverb


    It is through the shelter of each other that we survive.

  


  
     

  


  
    



    FLY


    Obedient songbird, meant to delight


    Sing me a song, happy and bright


    Don’t sing of the woes that trouble your kind


    Or sing me a song that tells me I’m blind


     


    Sing me a song that tells me I’m right


    That’s all I want to know, that I’m right


    Never challenged or questioned


    Obtuse, you may say


    But ignorance is sweet, as Adam did pay


     


    Knowledge is evil


    Eve surely taught


    Making things murky


    Getting you naught


     


    Sit there and sing, stop being a pest


    I’ll beat you and flog you,


    Or what’s better yet?


    I’ll tether your soul, yes, that’s what I’ll do


    Cage you and keep you, control you; I will


     


    Rise up, weary birds


    Songbirds unite


    Give up, not ever


    We’ll march, and we’ll fight!


     


    —Helen O’Donnell, 1915
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    PROLOGUE


    November 20, 1915


    I looked back one last time at Rochester, New York, home of my childhood, as the train pulled away from the station bound for Chicago. My stubborn eyes began to water, and I lowered my head, trying to hide my tears.


    “Boys don’t cry,” I told myself. “You mustn’t cry, or they’ll surely know.”


    My mind raced. What if no one was there to greet me in Chicago? What would I do? Where would I go?


    Through murky eyes, I glanced down at the bulky men’s boots on my feet. Rosalie Kelly had worn them on her 150-mile march from New York to Albany with the other brave suffragists a few winters back. They had belonged to one of the most courageous women I knew. Just thinking about that made me feel stronger, more assured, and my vision sharpened.


    I pulled the heavy pillowcase Olive had packed onto my lap. Inside were chunks of bread, strips of dried meat, The Woman’s Bible: A Classic Feminist Perspective by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a journal, and a pencil. I chuckled when I saw The Woman’s Bible, a Kelly household favorite. Olive quoted from it often. I opened the cover and found the message she had scribbled inside.


    Helen,


    Fly upwards, toward the heavens, and when your wings become tired, and you feel you can’t go another foot, go higher anyway. And when you really can’t go another inch, stop and look in your pocket, have a butterscotch, and think of me, for I’ll always be there.


    Remember, a caged bird will never know its true potential. Fly high.


    Your best friend,


    —Olive


    I checked all my pockets and found a butterscotch that Olive had snuck into my jacket. I held the golden-wrapped candy to my nose and imagined how sweet it would taste. With all the strength of Job, I slipped it back into my pocket.


    I could go further.


    “Tickets!” the man called down the aisle.


    I kept my head down and mouth shut as I nervously reached into my jacket and handed him the small piece of paper. My palms began to sweat when the man stared at me longer than seemed appropriate. He looked at my bag and then back at me again.


    “You got work in Chicago, lad?” the man asked.


    Olive had told me to speak to no one.


    “Your girlish voice will surely give you away,” she had said.


    What would happen if someone discovered I was a girl of thirteen years traveling alone? Would they send me back?


    “Going to meet my pa,” I muttered in a voice I barely recognized.


    The man looked at me again and hesitated. He knows, I thought. I closed my eyes, put my hand in the pocket with the butterscotch, clenched it tightly, and said a quick prayer.


    My breath caught.


    Then—click—I heard my ticket punch. The man moved on to the seats behind me.


    I exhaled deeply.


    I removed Pap’s cap and scratched my itchy head. The touch of my short hair startled me. I turned to look out the window to keep anyone from seeing my tear-filled eyes. Everything outside was moving so fast. It reminded me how quickly the past four years had gone.


    Once content to live in the shadows of others, I now found myself set ablaze, determined to pursue my own hopes and dreams, no matter the cost.


    Olive had suggested I write my story on the long ride. I put my cap back on, fixed my vest and jacket, and pulled out the pencil and pad. I opened the small journal to the first blank page and pressed the sharpened tip to the crisp white paper.


    The words came easily as my heart melted onto the pages, thinking about Magnolia Street.

  


  
    ONE


    October 7, 1911


    Gram opened my bedroom door, saying, “Today is the big day.” After months of hearing Grandma talk about Uncle Peter’s anniversary in the priesthood, the special celebration was finally upon us.


    “We must make sure everything is perfect when guests arrive, so your uncle will be pleased. Wash up and dust the downstairs for me. Grandma is moving a bit slow this morning, and Pap is out running errands with Nell.”


    Nell was my grandfather’s old Dutch Harness horse who pulled his coal truck. Pap’s soul mate, Gram would say.


    “Gram. Do I have to?” I moaned as she poured steaming water into the large bowl on my washstand.


    I was nine and a half years old and still hadn’t been assigned chores by Grandma. Friends, relatives, and even Uncle Peter had told my grandparents I was spoiled. Gram didn’t like this and would firmly retort, “She’ll be cooking and cleaning for the rest of her life, and by God’s good grace, may she have a long one.”


    After losing two of her children, her response usually shut people up, and housekeeping was never expected of me.


    I turned to the blue frock hanging in my closet that Gram had been sewing for the past four weeks. A smile lit up my sour face as I forgot about dusting and imagined showing off my new dress to my hero, Uncle Peter, and all the guests later in the day.


    “Gram, can I put my new dress on now?” I begged, springing from my bed and tugging on her well-worn apron. “Oh, please, Gram,” I insisted.


    “No, Helen. It will get dirty,” Gram said.


    “No, it won’t. I promise,” I said, ignoring Gram’s annoyed tone. “Please?”


    “Helen, stop!” she bellowed, startling me.


    I stood pouting as Gram touched her shoulder. She grimaced.


    “Helen, I need your help today. Please wash up and get yourself downstairs.”


    I quickly cleaned myself. Grandma rarely complained or asked for help. I put on my play clothes with some assistance and picked Sadie off the bed before heading out of my bedroom door.


    Santa Claus had given me Sadie two years prior, and I named her after my mother, the lovely woman in the framed photograph hanging on the parlor wall. My doll was made of porcelain and had red hair and blue eyes just like mine, with a big bow on top of her head that I would match with whichever dress I chose to put her in for the day.


    I didn’t get along well with other children and as a result, Sadie was my only friend.


    I started down our wooden stairs while Gram made my bed and tidied up after me. My nose filled with the aroma of some of Gram’s specialties, and when I turned the corner I found a room fit for nobility. I had never seen our home look so elegant. The red flowers sitting on the lace cloth of the dining table were the perfect finishing touch. Uncle Peter would be pleased.


    Father O’Donnell, as he was known in our Irish parish, was not only my grandmother’s favorite son (though she tried to hide it) but also one of my favorite people. Gram always said he was a man of great importance, and with any luck, he’d get us all into Heaven.


    A loud crash of pots and pans startled me while dusting. I rushed into the kitchen.


    My grandmother was lying on the floor, motionless, and food was everywhere. I pushed the dinner goose that had landed on her to the floor and shook her firmly to awaken her. I ran to the larder for the smelling salts, hoping Gram had only fainted, but they didn’t rouse her. I poured ice water onto her face, but still, she didn’t move.


    I panicked and ran outside, screaming for help. But who would help me? Neither Uncle Peter nor Gram allowed me to speak to the Kellys next door, and the Hamilton children down the street still hated me from a year ago at the quarry when I fibbed to save my own behind.


    It took only a minute for Mr. and Mrs. Kelly to run over. I had no idea why the Kellys were “not our type of people,” but it had been made clear to me that I was never allowed to be friendly to them or their granddaughter, who came to visit with her mother occasionally. On those days, Grandma insisted I play inside.


    On the ride to Rochester General Hospital, Mrs. Kelly tried to cheer me up by turning around every few minutes, saying, “All will be okay, darlin,” in her thick Irish accent.


    I believed her, of course. Grandma had to be okay.


    A brightly colored cardinal flew into the carriage and perched beside me on the edge of the surrey, staring as if it, too, was saying, “It will be okay.” The little thing’s knowing eyes seemed to look straight into my soul. I reached out to touch the crimson bird, but it flew away.


    As I held Grandma, I looked at the woman who had become my mother. She had fed, clothed, and dutifully cared for me when I was sick. Gram could always make me laugh and was a wonderful storyteller, two things I loved about her.


    For a moment, I became lost thinking of her tales of the fairy folk who lived on the Emerald Isle, our homeland, and how these beings traveled through tunnels underneath the earth to visit the Irish in America.


    When I was five, I climbed to the top of Nell’s barn and immediately regretted it. I stayed up there long enough to count every missing shingle before Gram finally came outside. I called her name. She dropped the laundry and nearly fell to the ground. Uncle Peter had to climb up with Pap’s rickety old ladder to peel me off the roof. I earned a spanking “for my own good,” but by bedtime, Gram had softened. As she tucked me in, she giggled and said, “You know, for a moment, Helen, when I first heard you calling my name from the top of that roof, I thought the fairies were finally making contact.”


    I was taken from my fond memory when we went over a large bump, and Gram’s head lifted from my lap, almost hitting the floor.


    When the carriage jolted to a halt, Mrs. Kelly jumped down, ran into the tall brick building, and came out with two men dressed in white who helped put Gram onto a little wheeled table. The orderlies walked fast, and we did our best to keep up. I followed the squeaking table with Grandma into a cold room with a lonely crucifix on one of the walls.


    The only window in the room was shut. I grew alarmed. Some classmates had said that after a person dies, a window in the room where the body lies must be open for at least two hours so the spirit can escape. I prayed that Grandma wouldn’t die, but what if she did and then was unable to find the gates of Heaven?


    I cried out for someone to open the window. Instead, a nurse directed me to leave the room. Mrs. Kelly met me with outstretched arms. I hesitated only momentarily, accepted the old woman’s hug, and then sat on the bench with Mr. and Mrs. Kelly. When I peered down at my lap and saw what looked to be part of a carrot and maybe an onion stuck to my dress, I started to cry again.


    Mrs. Kelly held me for hours until Uncle Peter and a dazed-looking Pap finally arrived. I ran to them and threw my arms around Uncle Peter.


    “It was awful, Uncle Peter. I was all alone. The Kellys were kind and brought Gram here.” I hoped my explanation would soften his anger about them being involved in this whole thing.


    Pap came over to hug me. The sweet, sharp smell of whiskey hit me before his arms did. At that moment, I knew that while I was trying to awaken Gram, get her to the hospital, and wait with strangers, Pap had been drinking in town. I pulled away as my heart stiffened and looked up just as Uncle Peter walked into Gram’s hospital room, walking right past the neighbors.


    “Bob, Noreen, thank you. You can go on home now. I’m sorry for your trouble.” My grandfather’s words were weak yet sincere.


    “No trouble at all, Tom. We were happy to help.” Mr. Kelly patted my grandfather’s back. I was surprised that they were as friendly as they were, knowing darn well the ruling on the Kellys in our house.


    Before Mrs. Kelly walked away, she turned to me with her warm brown eyes and said, “I’m prayin’ for ye, Helen.”


    I wanted to hug her again but, knowing better, I just stood there watching them walk down the empty hallway.


    When the doctor came out of Grandma’s room with a glum-looking Uncle Peter by his side, telling us that there was nothing he could do, I searched Uncle Peter’s face and then Pap’s, trying to make sense of the words.


    Uncle Peter walked away while I held my breath, waiting for Pap to say something. Pap reached for my hand and squeezed it tight. Tears streamed down his ashen, wrinkled face.


    “She is with your mother and Uncle Albert now,” he said between sobs. I had to gasp for air as the lump in my throat grew.


    Dear sweet Jesus. My grandmother was dead!


    Uncle Peter had told me once that strong men didn’t cry. Pap didn’t care about nonsense like that, though. If he was happy, he laughed and smiled. If he was angry, he yelled or screamed, and today, well, today, he was sad, and he was crying loudly and without shame.


    I turned to see Uncle Peter sitting on the bench, shaking his head back and forth, holding back tears.


    My uncle drove Pap’s carriage home while Pap moaned like a wounded animal the entire way. In between crying, I thought back to walking into Gram’s hospital room to say goodbye. I saw that the window that had been closed was now open, and relief filled me, knowing Gram would make it to the pearly white gates she’d always dreamed of.


    I became lightheaded, and my stomach ached when we pulled up to our house on Magnolia Street. We climbed down from the surrey and staggered to the porch. Uncle Peter held my hand.


    Gram’s dirty apron was squashed up in a ball in the corner. Mrs. Kelly must have known that Grandma wouldn’t want people to see her with that old apron on. We walked into the house, and Sadie was sitting on the dining room chair where I had left her. My thoughts shot back to earlier that morning when Gram entered my room, and I was beyond thrilled about the day’s events.


    “Today is the big day,” Gram had said.


    Boy, was it.


    The dressed-up buffet and table with all the silver and glass Grandma had been busy making shiny all week, never to be used, seemed to glare at me, while the flowers made me cringe thinking of all the times I had left similar stems at my mother’s and Uncle Albert’s gravestones.


    I followed Pap and Uncle Peter into the kitchen. The vegetables that had covered the floor when I left were now in the roasting pan in the sink. The floor was all clean, and the goose was gone. I couldn’t imagine who would have cleaned up.


    Then I remembered. Guests would be arriving. I grabbed Sadie off the dining room chair and ran upstairs. I crawled into the inviting sheets and blankets with Sadie in my arms. Downstairs, I heard the big clock on the mantle in the parlor bong five times.


    Uncle Peter started screaming at my grandfather about drinking today instead of being there for me and about how we could never let the Kellys into our lives, although he never offered a reason why. I heard fists pounding on the dining room table and became frightened, for I had never heard my uncle so angry.


    Pap repeatedly tried apologizing, but his words were slurred, tangled up in sobs. Finally, Uncle Peter went silent. After a long moment, Pap’s broken voice filled the room.


    “What will I do without Mary?” he cried.


    Footsteps creaked on the stairs. Uncle Peter stepped into my room, looking shaken. “Helen,” he said softly, “I’ll see you in the morning. Please know, I love you to the stars and back.”


    “Yes, Uncle Peter, and I love you past the stars.” That was our usual clever exchange, one we’d come up with years ago under a starry sky.


    My uncle rushed down the stairs and slammed the front door. Soon, deafening cries emerged from the kitchen, and fear filled me.


    What would Pap do without Grandma?


    What would I do?

  


  
    TWO


    October 8, 1911


    I awoke to the sound of furniture shifting below and voices I didn’t recognize. My head glanced out my window, and I noticed a lovely cardinal hopping from branch to branch. I got up to take a closer look.


    Outside, I saw two strange men leaving our house. It took only a minute for me to remember yesterday. It hadn’t been a dream.


    My heart dropped.


    I gathered Sadie and tiptoed to the top of the stairs, still in my nightdress. The house was darker than usual, the air heavier. We cautiously walked down into the shadowy parlor. All the curtains had been drawn. The mirrors were covered. The large clock wasn’t ticking, and I realized I hadn’t heard its familiar chimes since yesterday.


    I pulled back the heavy curtain and saw the men outside talking to my grandfather. Then, I noticed an odd smell and stillness in the air. I froze, and a cold shiver ran up my spine. I turned around to see a large box on the floor. Inching closer, I wondered if my eyes were playing tricks on me.


    There, lying in her casket, was my dear grandmother, looking as if she were off in dreamland. I screamed loud enough for the Hamiltons down the street to hear. Instantly, Uncle Peter ran to me.


    “Helen, for goodness’ sake!” he yelled.


    “How did this happen? How did Grandma get back here?” I shouted, running to hide behind him.


    “Your grandmother will be here for a few days so friends and family can say goodbye to her,” he knelt down. “Helen, I’m sorry. There will be some dark days ahead.”


    I’m pretty sure my uncle thought I would be crying, but at the moment, I was too scared to be sad.


    “Uncle Peter, why on earth would we want to have Grandma’s body in the house when she is dead?” I asked, my eyes bulging.


    Keeping a dead body in the house just seemed like a bad idea. I knew the story of Lazarus. What if Gram woke up and walked into my room while I was sleeping? I loved Grandma more than anything, but the thought gave me chills. I would need to put a chair in front of the door until she was gone.


    “Helen, wakes are an important part of the grieving process.” Uncle Peter walked over to the drapes and closed them tightly. “There are going to be a lot of people here today. Please don’t be too weepy and help your Aunt Carrie in the kitchen.”


    But I wasn’t listening anymore. My eyes were fixed on Gram’s body. She wore rouge and lipstick and one of her favorite church dresses. Her Sunday Mass black veil was tucked into the coffin, just above her folded hands.


    “Go and get ready for today. Put on your church clothes,” my uncle said.


    I couldn’t stop watching, half-expecting her to move. Uncle Peter released my sweaty hand and gave me a light swat on my bottom.


    “Now, go on.”


    I ran back up to my room to get dressed and washed up. I reached for the ceramic pail under my bed to pee, but when I lifted the lid, it was full. Grandma never let me empty the pot. I remembered all the times Pap had opened the window and tossed it out when Grandma scolded him for being lazy.


    The pot was heavier than expected, and as I carried it to the window, I slipped. I stared in horror as it spilled across the wooden floor and seeped into the cracks.


    On my hands and knees, mopping it up, I noticed my closet door creaking open behind me like it was inviting me in. I walked over and saw the matching dresses, one for me and one for Sadie, hanging just as they had the morning before. Maybe no one would care if we wore them today.


    I got the two of us dressed and then paused in front of the large gold mirror at the base of the stairs. The dress fit just right. Sadie’s too. Gram had stitched every seam with care. My hair still held curls from the salon Gram had taken me to only days ago.


    Pap saw me and stepped forward, wrapping me in a firm embrace.


    “You look beautiful,” he said.


    Then he stepped back and met my tear-filled eyes.


    “Helen, you and me, we’ll make it through the day. We’ll make it through—” My chest became heavy as Pap’s words became stuck in his throat. I knew he was trying to convince himself of this, not me.


    Aunt Carrie swept in later that morning, clad in mourning black, her sobs muffled on Pap’s shoulder. Uncle Will scooped me up and then offered his hand to his brother, Peter, which he ignored. Instead, Uncle Peter folded my aunt into a warm hug.


    Hidden beneath the dining-room table, my favorite place to overhear adult conversation, I remembered Uncle Peter’s rude comments about Aunt Carrie as she kissed my cheek. I then noticed Uncle Peter trailing her into the kitchen.


    A knock sounded at the door, and I shot up the stairs out of the way. Uncle Will opened the door to Mr. Kelly, who was carrying a golden-roasted goose. I guessed it to be the same bird that rested on Gram’s chest yesterday, and my stomach turned.


    The Kellys were both smartly dressed in their Sunday best, no doubt expecting to join the wake. Pap stepped forward, thanked them warmly, and took the bird without inviting them in. His quiet “God be with you” drew a surprised look from my Uncle Will.


    As they turned to go, Mrs. Kelly said, “Ar scáth a chéile a mhaireann na daoine.”


    I’d heard those Irish words before, although I didn’t know what they meant. Later, Pap told me, “It is through the shelter of each other that we survive.”


    “Pap, why didn’t you invite them in?” Uncle Will asked, puzzled.


    Pap didn’t answer. Uncle Will shook his head and disappeared into the kitchen. But I knew. Gram would’ve sat up in her casket if the Kellys had come inside.


    I stepped off the stairs and took Pap’s hand. He kissed me and went to the barn to check on Nell, with his head hanging low.


    Gram often complained about how much Pap loved that old horse.


    “You treat that horse better than you treat me!” she used to say.


    Pap was good with all horses, not just Nell, and many a morning, Gram would roll her eyes at how she had been awoken in the middle of the night by some man looking for Pap to come and help with his sick horse. Pap was a spirited, kind-hearted man, an old softie, Gram would say. And although he would do anything for a person or, in his case, a horse in need, he had a problem with the drink.


    “Helen, into the kitchen with you,” Uncle Peter ordered, “You need to help your aunt.”


    I stepped into the kitchen to help, as I had been told. I intended to be polite and ask Aunt Carrie if she’d sewn her mourning dress. I knew she was a seamstress, like Gram, but she handed me an apron before I could get the words out.


    “Peel potatoes, please.”


    “Goodness, I don’t know how,” I said, taken aback by her request. Gram never let me use knives.


    “What? Helen, that’s disgraceful.” I watched as she sliced long, ribbon-like curls from the skin.


    I gave it a try. After twenty potatoes, I proudly looked at the pile and untied my apron, ready to flee. My aunt glanced over at me.


    “Helen, I may need more help later.”


    I rolled my eyes.


    “Hmm,” she murmured.


    “Is that the dress your grandmother made you?”


    I stiffened, unsure whether I was in trouble for wearing it or for not wearing black like all the ladies.


    “It is, ma’am,” I said, giving a curt nod.


    “Helen, please call me Aunt Carrie. You know your grandmother was so excited to see you wear that dress.” Tears welled in her eyes as she took my hands. “I’m very sorry, Helen. It’s not fair. Life is often not fair.”


    I wanted to say something kind, after all, she was trying to be nice, but Gram’s old words, unrefined, uncouth, and brash, rang in my head. It seemed I wasn’t supposed to like my aunt.


    “Thank you,” I said, quickly slipping out of the room.


    Uncle Will and Aunt Carrie didn’t visit often. I’d seen them only a handful of times, but I remembered how Aunt Carrie was supposed to have a baby when I was seven. Grandma said the baby died in her stomach and went to Heaven to become a cherub. I had always longed for brothers, sisters, or cousins, and the news saddened me.


    The day was difficult. People came and went, whispering their goodbyes over Grandma’s body. In the evening, Sadie and I hid under the dining room table. Two women were talking.


    “How unfortunate she didn’t get her mother’s good looks,” one said. “That Sadie O’Donnell, she was a stunner.”


    “She’s still young,” the other replied. “She has her mother’s beautiful hair.”


    Goodness! They were talking about me. I ran upstairs, not caring who saw.


    The kids at school often called me ugly, but Gram told me they were jealous. It was true. I was ugly.


    Later, Aunt Lib—Pap’s sister who only came over on special occasions—came upstairs looking for me, carrying a small gift. She didn’t seem sick, yet she had lived at the state hospital ever since her sister Margaret died years ago. She always mentioned my mother through glassy eyes, then smothered me in her heavy arms and wide, soft frame, pressing me close whether I liked it or not.


    I knew Aunt Lib was one of the relatives who told Gram I needed more housekeeping chores. Because of that, I wasn’t fond of her and may have accidentally told her so, once or even twice. On those occasions, Gram didn’t go lightly on me.


    When I saw her, I burst out crying.


    “Helen, dear child,” she said, engulfing me in a hug I couldn’t escape.


    “Thanks, Aunt Lib,” I sniffled, unwrapping the gift. It was chocolate, my favorite. I popped one in my mouth, then asked, “Aunt Lib? What becomes of ugly women?”


    “What? Why would you ask such a thing at a time like this?”


    I’d forgotten Grandma had died. I felt guilty. “I’m sorry. It’s just… I overheard two women say I wasn’t pretty.”


    “That’s bunk! Who would say such a thing? Why, I’ll knock their socks off.” She sat down beside me and took my hand.


    “They didn’t truly call me ugly. The lady said I didn’t get my mother’s good looks. Aunt Libby, why is it so important for women to be beautiful?” I wiped my wet face.


    “Listen, Helen. People will try to cut you down your whole life, and they will if you let them. Would it matter if you were ugly? Would God love you any less? Would your family love you any less?”


    “No, I guess not,” I said.


    “Don’t go worrying about what folks think of your looks. You’re a beautiful girl, two eyes, two legs, and a smile that lights a room. Real beauty comes from inside. Your mother had it, a light that shone through her. If you look inward, you’ll have it too.”


    “Thanks, Aunt Lib,” I sniffled.


    “Why don’t you go to bed? You have another long day ahead of you tomorrow.”


    “Will you say prayers with me like Grandma used to?” I asked.


    “Certainly.”


    We both closed our eyes.


    “May you see God’s light on the path ahead when the road you walk is dark.


    May you always hear, even in your hour of sorrow, the gentle singing of the lark.


    When times are hard, may hardness never turn your heart to stone.


    May you always remember when the shadows fall, you do not walk alone.”


    “That’s a beautiful prayer,” she smiled.


    “Gram taught me that,” I said.


    She gave me a wink. “It’s a beautiful reminder, Helen, that God is always with you. Now remember, tomorrow is a new day.”


    The next afternoon, Sadie and I sat under the dining room table again, hidden from sight, watching everyone’s feet. Uncle Will was talking to someone about Patrick Long.


    I had heard that name before. Patrick Long was my father! I listened intently. This man told my uncle that he and Patrick’s wife had just had another baby, bringing the total to four children.


    “I’m happy to hear that. Patrick deserves to be happy. Nice fella,” Uncle Will replied.


    Nice fella? Whenever I asked Grandma about my father, she would make a face and say, “Helen, he left you as soon as your mother died, and that is all you need to know. We don’t talk about your father,” yet Uncle Will not only knew him but liked him. This got me wondering.


    The remaining nights of the wake, I stayed up late. After Uncle Peter said the closing prayer and rosary, Aunt Carrie would bring out beer, whiskey, and food for Pap, my uncles, and two relatives who were to stay up all night with Gram.


    The idea of people staying up to watch Grandma seemed like a good idea to me, but as soon as I saw the beer and whiskey, I knew Grandma, dead or alive, was more than able to slip past two drunk men up the stairs to my bedroom while I slept. The chair in front of my door would stay.


    On the final night, I sang along as Uncle Will’s guitar wove through the room, and every face turned toward the music, everyone but Uncle Peter, whose chair stayed empty during those late nights. When the last chord faded, Pap blinked back tears and lifted his whiskey high.


    “To Mary!


    Together, we all held our glasses high.


    “To Mary!” everyone shouted.

  


  
    THREE


    October 15, 1911


    Uncle Peter took my hand and led me to Gram’s casket. My unbuttoned jacket flapped open in the breeze as I staggered forward, clutching Sadie in one arm and a rose in the other. Around me, the sound of sobbing blurred with the sting of my own tears.


    I kissed the rose, just like Uncle Peter said to do, and placed it gently on the lid of Grandma’s new home. Pap’s hand brushed mine, trembling as he cried beside me. Two more roses fell.


    As I was led away, I turned back, kissed my fingers, and blew Gram one last kiss. The same way she did from my bedroom door every night.


    “Goodbye, Grandma,” I said, my voice barely a whisper.


    “Helen, are you with us?”


    Sister Mary Regina’s grating voice hit me like a smack on the back of the head.


    “Yes, Sister!” I said quickly, straightening in my seat and looking back at the board.


    I wiped the tears, hoping no one had noticed.


    That my teacher hated children was no secret. When she wasn’t drilling us on arithmetic or the Bible, she was cracking a ruler across our hands for the slightest mistake. The dunce hat was the worst of it. You wore it in the corner, facing the wall, until dismissal. I glanced around at my fifteen uniformed classmates, each one stiff as a board, eyes forward, pencil in hand.


    I didn’t have a single friend in the room.


    The thought of Gram lying dead in the parlor haunted me, and with Pap back at work, I was terrified to go home. The house would be empty.


    Quiet.


    Just me and Gram’s ghost.


    But when I trudged through the front door, ready to lock myself in my bedroom, I heard Uncle Peter calling from the kitchen. His blue eyes looked grayer than I remembered, but he wore a pleasant smile.


    “I thought you could use this today,” he said, handing me a peppermint stick.


    Then came the real surprise.


    “An old school friend of mine and his wife in Scranton have invited us for the weekend,” he said. “We’ll take the Black Diamond. It will be a train ride you’ll never forget. Aunt Lib is coming to stay with Pap.”


    My eyes became wide. I’d never ridden on a train. Even Prudence Hamilton, the bratty girl down the street whose father owned the hardware store, had never been on a train. Wait till she found out. And skipping school, just for a day, felt like a sin and a miracle rolled into one.


    When I awoke the next morning, I dressed in the outfit Gram had made for the party. I tucked my thick hair under my hat, hiding a nest of snarls I’d uncovered the night before.


    I half expected a horse and buggy out front, but waiting at the curb was a sleek black Ford, gleaming in the sun. I’d never been in a car, and when the driver opened the back seat door for me I dove in eagerly with Sadie in hand. This trip was shaping up to be something truly memorable.


    When the Black Diamond pulled into the station it had only three cars, not nearly as many as I’d imagined, but it still looked proud and majestic, like a train that had traveled over hill and dale, making passengers’ dreams come true. Inside, the burgundy seats were soft and plush, and the wood walls had strange carvings, twisting creatures I’d later meet again in nightmares. The floor swirled with gold and green patterns like the cover of a beautifully illustrated fairy tale. It felt like stepping into a moving palace.


    I wished Gram could see it. She would’ve said it smelled too much like cigars and cigarettes, but I bet she would’ve loved being treated so proper. I looked forward to each whistle blast as we neared the crossings, where gates came down and red lights flashed. Buggies and automobiles lined up, waiting for our train to pass. Some people waved, others gave a salute, and for a moment, it felt like we were royalty, speeding through the world like members of a king’s family.


    When we dined in the Pullman’s elegant car, I sat up straight and crossed my ankles, just like Gram taught me to do. I wanted to make Uncle Peter proud.


    Dr. and Mrs. McClatchy were waiting for us at the train station. I didn’t like Dr. Brian from the moment I met him. Maybe it was his too-thin mustache, or the way he kept dabbing at his red nose with a wrinkled handkerchief, but something about him made my stomach tighten. His wife, on the other hand, was welcoming and gracious, and I immediately warmed to her.


    She had a large, round belly that couldn’t be hidden by the fabric of her dress, and when Dr. Brian joked about his wife’s condition and mentioned that the new baby would be coming around Christmas time, I could see the sparkle in Mrs. McClatchy’s green eyes. This was news to Uncle Peter, who turned all smiles and gave the soon-to-be mother a big kiss on the cheek.


    Their home was grand with a fire crackling in the sitting room near the piano. A handsome cake and a shiny pie waited on the dining table. Mrs. McClatchy eagerly offered my uncle a piece of each.


    Later in the evening, she impressed us with her piano skills. Uncle Peter and I were completely enchanted.


    At some point, I must’ve drifted off on the sofa, lulled by the fire and the music and the lingering rhythm of the train. When I woke and found my throat dry, I inched toward the kitchen for a drink.


    The hallway was dim, but the sound of Uncle Peter’s voice and the cigar smoke creeping towards me led the way.


    “And now that my mother is gone, I have another task,” Uncle Peter said.


    “What’s that?” Dr. Brian asked.


    “One of the last things I said to my sister Sadie was that I would spend the rest of my life watching Helen, guiding her to be a demure, God-fearing, Bible-following woman. I need to take care of her until she finds a husband.”


    It sounded like one of the men stood, so I quickly snuck back to the parlor where Mrs. McClatchy was finishing a song. I grabbed Sadie from the sofa and asked if I could go to bed.


    After Mrs. McClatchy tucked me in, I sat in the dark, holding Sadie, thinking about what my uncle said: “A demure, God-fearing, Bible-following woman.”


    I had no idea what the word ‘demure’ meant, but my heart felt full knowing Uncle Peter would always protect me and keep me close to God.


    The next day, Mrs. McClatchy and I stayed home, busy in the kitchen preparing dinner and making an apple pie for dessert. Later in the afternoon, when our chores were finished, Mrs. McClatchy announced she had the perfect activity to keep us entertained. She led me into her bedroom, where she pulled out her makeup and showed me some of her beautiful clothes, far more glamorous than my mother’s old, moth-eaten dresses that I played with from the trunk in Gram’s attic.


    Mrs. McClatchy sat me down at a vanity table with a large mirror, its surface scattered with hair adornments and makeup. She picked up a brush and began working on my locks. It only took two or three strokes before the brush snagged. I anxiously awaited her scolding as she lifted my hair and discovered the tangled mess I’d been carefully hiding.


    “Helen, you will have to start brushing every day. The longer you let this go, the worse it will get. You wouldn’t want to have to cut your beautiful hair.”


    She worked patiently with a comb for several minutes, and when she was finally done, my hair was snarl-free. I felt a kinship with her. She’d been so gentle, so motherly to me.


    Mrs. McClatchy dusted my face with powder, added a little rouge and red cream, and helped me into one of her gowns, pinning it to fit. The boots made me taller, and a dab of rose water behind my ears made me feel like a princess.


    When I looked in the mirror, the freckles that usually dotted my face had vanished. The girl staring back looked like a young woman and a pretty one at that. Feeling regal, I descended the staircase with all the poise I could muster, my head held high as I tried not to trip in my new, grown-up clothes. But the instant Uncle Peter’s eyes landed on me, my heart sank. I knew I was in trouble.


    “What on earth? Go and take that makeup and those clothes off immediately!”


    I turned to Mrs. McClatchy, who had worn a proud smile only moments earlier but now seemed to be fighting back the tears.


    “I’m so sorry, Peter,” she uttered, walking over to me and grabbing my hand. “Helen, let’s get you out of these things.”


    As Mrs. McClatchy escorted me back to her room, the image of Dr. Brian laughing at me flickered through my mind.


    “Helen, I’m sorry. I had no idea this would upset your uncle. We must be gentle with him right now. He’s still grieving. Men don’t cry the way women do.” Her voice was sympathetic, but her watery, red eyes revealed how she truly felt.


    As she smothered my face in a pleasant-smelling cream from a jar, I looked in the mirror in horror and began to sob. A clown was staring back at me with the salve, makeup, and tears blending to create a patchy mess.


    How could this be? Only moments earlier, I had been beautiful! Anger, humiliation, and confusion filled me, and I stewed for the rest of the day, wondering why my uncle had done what he’d done.


    At dinner that night, things felt awkward, and I was most unhappy when my uncle asked me to say Grace for the evening meal. I was still upset from earlier, but the thought of the apple pie, with that glistening baked jam on top, helped keep my spirits up.


    At the end of our meal, Mrs. McClatchy stood up, holding her pregnant stomach, and said she wasn’t feeling well. I saw Dr. Brian roll his eyes and lean back in his chair as she walked from the room. My uncle’s face turned concerned. Mrs. McClatchy hadn’t said a word during dinner, and I wondered if she was mad at my uncle.


    “Time for bed!” Uncle Peter said.


    It was only 7:00. Much too early for bed.


    He gently grabbed me by the shoulders, urging me from my chair. “What about the apple pie?” I whined, eyeing the enticing dessert on the counter.


    “You’ll get as big as a house if you keep eating the way you’ve been, then no man will want you, and what shall I do with you?” he said with a slight chuckle. “Say Goodnight to Dr. Brian.”


    I did as told and walked to my room, trying mightily to push down the sting from his words.


    “Go right to bed now, Helen. I’ll see you in the morning. Sleep well. We have a long day tomorrow. I love you to the stars.”


    “Yes,” I replied, avoiding my usual answer.


    “I love you to the stars, Helen,” he said firmly, waiting for our familiar exchange.


    “I love you to the stars and back,” I said, though I didn’t mean it.


    I closed my eyes and tried not to think about the pie, or the way Uncle Peter’s eyes had gone cold, or how Mrs. McClatchy had looked like she might cry.


    That night, I dreamed Grandma came to visit. Her hair looked like she’d just come from the salon, and she was smiling. At first, I was overjoyed, but then my chest tightened when I realized she had come to say goodbye.


    She kissed my forehead and whispered, “Helen, you are strong and brave. You’ll be okay.” I reached for her, but she turned and walked away.


    “Don’t leave me, Grandma. Come back!” I shouted.


    I woke with a start, my heart pounding. I reached for Sadie and panicked. She wasn’t with me.


    I feared being scolded for bothering the men if I went to fetch her, but I quickly realized I couldn’t sleep without her. I decided to sneak into the parlor. Perhaps the men would be busy in the study or the kitchen.


    Light from the hallway glowed beneath my bedroom door. I carefully hopped down off the bed, quietly opened the door, and tiptoed down the hallway. When I arrived in the parlor, I neither heard nor saw anyone. Sadie was sitting on the window seat where I had left her, and I ran to grab her.


    Suddenly, I heard, “Why, Helen.”


    I nearly jumped out of my skin!


    Sitting in a chair in the corner of the room was Dr. Brian, having a cocktail, reading a book. Uncle Peter was nowhere to be seen.


    “I’m so sorry, Dr. Brian. I forgot my doll,” I said, undoubtedly red from his discovery.


    “What a nice surprise.”


    “Where is my uncle?” I said, worried about the inevitable reprimand that was to come.


    “He needed some air and will be back shortly,” he said, putting his drink and book on the table next to him as I stood, frozen in place, unsure of what to do next.


    “It’s okay, my dear. You and I need to get better acquainted anyway. You look lovely in your nightdress with your long hair flowing down your back. I’m reminded of how delectable you looked today, dressed in my wife’s clothes. Come over here, Helen.”


    His last sentence was more of an order, and since I didn’t want to upset anyone or get into trouble, I did as I was told. I came closer as he looked me over from head to toe. He picked me up, turned me around, and placed me on his lap. He then began to bounce me up and down.


    “Do you like that?” he asked.


    “Yes, sir,” I lied.


    His closeness to me seemed odd, but I couldn’t be disrespectful or embarrass my uncle. Expressing my true feelings would most certainly backfire on me.


    “I’m tired, sir, and would like to go to bed,” I said respectfully.


    Dr. Brian’s face was so close to my ear that I could feel the heat from his breath and smell the whiskey on his lips. He made strange sounds as he bounced me up and down on his lap. His hands moved from my waist to my thighs, and I felt his hands pushing my nightdress up. I closed my eyes, held motionless, when suddenly I heard a door open.


    Dr. Brian quickly threw me off his lap.


    “Now grab your doll and get back to bed,” he said loudly and sternly.


    “Helen, what are you doing up?” My uncle demanded as he entered the room.


    “I forgot Sadie and couldn’t sleep without her,” I said, feeling flushed and out of sorts.


    “Come now. I will tuck you back in,” my uncle said. “Sorry for the bother, Brian.”


    “No bother at all,” Dr. Brian said, calmly looking at his book.


    In the morning, Dr. Brian didn’t join us for breakfast, which I was grateful for. We walked to St. Andrew’s Church, and then Dr. Brian drove us to the train station. He acted as if nothing had happened, which made me wonder if I’d imagined the entire interaction. I was sad to say goodbye to Mrs. McClatchy. However, I hoped I would never see the doctor again.


    On the train, I wrestled with saying something to Uncle Peter about Dr. Brian. Finally, I got my nerve up.


    “Last night, when I went in to get my doll, Dr. Brian had me sit on his lap,” I said.


    “That was very nice of Dr. Brian, especially since you were supposed to be sleeping and you were bothering him.” Uncle Peter continued reading.


    “Well, it didn’t feel the same as when I sit on your lap, or Uncle Will’s, or Pap’s lap. I didn’t like it.”


    “Helen, that is because we are family. Dr. Brian is one of my best friends, and I know he cares deeply about you because you’re my niece. That was all. He was trying to be nice.” Uncle Peter turned from his book and looked at me with a sour face. “Is that all you can say about our wonderful weekend, young lady?”


    “Uncle Peter, I had a very nice time. Thank you for taking me along—us along,” I said, giving an extra squeeze to Sadie.


    He smirked and asked, “And what will you say when people ask about the McClatchys?”


    “They are nice people, and we had a wonderful time, sir.” This seemed to be what he wanted to hear.


    “Very good,” he said. “No more strange talk, do you understand? They are nice people.”


    “Yes, Uncle Peter,” I said.


    The words, “no more strange talk,” echoed in my head. I wanted to say more. That it felt wrong. That I didn’t like it. But the way Uncle Peter sat back in his seat, arms crossed and jaw tensed, told me he wouldn’t listen. The conversation was over.


    Maybe good girls weren’t supposed to say when something felt bad. My stomach sank, like I’d done something wrong.

  


  
    FOUR


    October 15–October 31, 1911


    As soon as we walked through the door back home at Magnolia Street, I was greeted with, “Take off that finery. Holiday’s over, young lady. Now grab a pail and wash all the windows.”


    I may have strutted up to the house with a bit too much self-importance, all dressed up and fresh from the automobile ride, but Aunt Lib’s tone still knocked the breath out of me. Only a week ago, she had been so lovely. Remembering it was Aunt Libby who repeatedly told Gram I needed more chores, I realized I was doomed.
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