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			Dedication
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			n loving memory of Evelyn Rosser.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			A

			melia hadn’t seen another car on the two-lane country highway for fifteen minutes. She did see a tractor coming from the opposite direction, but the driver turned down a rough road before she  reached him. Never one to enjoy visiting elderly relatives, she had known about this assignment for weeks but had put it off. Now that she had a Saturday with no plans and no excuses, she made the drive to the nursing home.

			As she turned into the parking lot, Amelia thought about seeing her Grandma Genny that last time. She had spent her final years in a nursing home much like this one. Remembering the smells of antiseptics and wet beds still turned Amelia’s stomach. She remembered how confused her grandmother had been, and Amelia wondered if she would be able to get the information she needed today.

			She pulled into a parking spot and cut off the engine. After rummaging in her backpack in the front seat, she found and removed her digital recorder. She pressed RECORD and spoke into the microphone:

			Testing. Testing. It’s November 3, 2012 at 9:30 a.m. I’m sitting in the parking lot outside of the Dogwood Meadows Nursing Home. I’ve come here to interview my Great-Great-Aunt Frankie. My mom told me that Aunt Frankie is a big talker, so I’ve brought a recorder.  This is for an assignment from my creative writing teacher. We’re supposed to find an elderly relative and ask him or her questions about growing up. Then we’re supposed to compile all of our information into an essay that shows—and I quote—“a common thread throughout the narrative.” I’ve got a list of questions here but to start with I’m going to ask Aunt Frankie if there’s a memory from her childhood that she thinks about every day. Then we’ll see where that takes us. Okay, I’ve got my coffee and my notebook. And I’ve got to get this done before Thanksgiving break so—I’m going in.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			N

			obody in town could re-sole shoes like my daddy. Many a time I remember him comin’ home late of an evenin’ on account of that sweaty pile of shoes and boots in the back of his shop. Daddy always said that Nadine Henderson could make a pair of shoes last longer than what you’d think was humanly possible. She did wear a ladies’ 11 ½ extra wide, so you could hardly blame her for keepin’ ’em a good while. Why, she had to drive clear down to Nashville to get them big shoes! Anyhow, Daddy was workin’ at pryin’ up her cracked outsole when Little Jack came tearin’ in. He banged open the door so hard he knocked off the little brass bell that hung just above the header, and it skittered across the floor like it were scared, too. I jumped off the barrel where I was sittin’ and pullin’ tacks off some old work boots. I scattered them bent tacks all over the shop, he scared me so. Daddy hollered at him and told him to speak up, but Little Jack could only stand and breathe hard. I still remember his big white eyes and his ribs pokin’ out the sides of his overalls. We was stuck to the floor, waitin’ for him to talk, and then the words he spoke were like a bucket of ice water in my face. He said, “Mister Frank… he dead…yor boy…is dead.”

			Morgan’s Hat, Tennessee

			October 10, 1936

			Matt had pitched hay since he was first able to walk. Left hand gripped above the right. Dig deep, swing high. He knew the rhythm of the motions like an experienced swimmer knows his strokes. He was a hard worker, but his mind wandered easily. He would allow his natural grace and athleticism to direct his pitchfork so he could think about the girl in town with the upturned nose and curly brown hair, or the truck he was fixing, or any other ideas that floated into his mind.

			Lining the outside wall of the barn there were tidy bundles of hay made during the hot, dry months of late summer, and Matt’s job today was to move the last of the old hay from the loft to make room for the new. With one final scoop, he heaved a forkful down just as the barn door opened, and a shadowed figure entered.

			Matt heard an unfamiliar cry of bewildered irritation. This was not one of his seven younger brothers or sisters who he had just cloaked in dry straw. This was a woman’s voice—young; most definitely annoyed. Matt slid down the ladder, his bare feet clutching the smooth sidepieces. In an instant, he was brushing hay off a young woman’s shoulders. She was in her early twenties, wearing a pale yellow dress dotted with yellow and green flowers. The dress had stylish puffed sleeves nearly as high as her chin and a nipped-in waist, flattering to her petite figure. Perched on her head was a lime green hat, bowl-shaped and perfectly suited for catching each tiny twig of hay. Matt couldn’t help but think she looked like some sort of autumnal queen with her golden crown. She noticed his amused expression as he regarded her hat, so she quickly took it off and slapped it against her leg. Her red hair spilled out of its hair pins, leaving unruly curls all about her forehead. One curl danced in front of her right eye. Matt was so struck by the force of her beauty and the afternoon sun streaming through her burnished curls that it took every bit of willpower for him to stay his desire to touch that red coil.

			The young woman blushed, her cheeks coloring nearly the same degree of red as her hair. “I’m Anna, Ernest’s wife,” the young woman declared as she held out a small, white hand by way of introducing herself. “You must be Matt.”

			Matt was struck dumb by her words. Sunlit dust swirled around them both. Was he standing in the eye of a tornado or still on the bleached pine floor of his father’s barn?

			“Ernest has told me so much about you,” Anna said politely, with her best city manners. Matt stared at the small piece of straw glued to her red lips for what seemed like an eternity until he collected himself enough to speak.

			“We didn’t ’spect ya’ll ’til tomorrow,” he said slowly. “I’m awful sorry ’bout mussin’ up your clothes—Anna.”

			Matt hadn’t intended to say her name just then, but with a pause, two syllables, and a warm rush, his words for this redheaded stranger held more meaning and emotion than all the conversations he’d had with the girls in town in his entire life.

			“I told Ernest that I wanted to walk a little,” Anna mumbled, two hairpins between her teeth as she attempted to fix her tousled hair. “Maybe I should get on back to the house. Your mother said if I saw you I should tell you to come in and wash up for supper.”

			“Yes’m,” was all that Matt could say. As they began to walk toward the house together, Anna introduced several awkward topics for conversation.

			“Do you like working on the farm?”

			“Yes’m.”

			“Ernest said he mostly worked with your father fixing shoes growing up. Do you ever do any shoe repairs up at the shop?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Ernest seems to like his job. He said you’re the one who got his truck running. Do you like fixing trucks?”

			“Yes’m.”

			“What’s that growing on the far side of the garden?”

			“Pumpkins.”

			“They’re awfully big. Are they hard to grow?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			Their awkward, lopsided conversation continued in this manner all the way to the house, consisting mostly of Anna asking questions that Matt would answer with a shy, brief reply. As they approached the back porch, Ernest swung open the screen door to meet them. He advanced on Matt with a firm handshake and an arm proudly gripped around Anna’s waist.

			As they stood facing each other, any observer would see two brothers with different physiques and tastes in fashion. Ernest wore a thin moustache perfectly resting on his upper lip. His hair was oiled to a fine sheen that complemented his dark eyes and lashes. He was several inches shorter than Matt, with a slighter build. His charcoal suit pants were neatly tailored to show off his trim lines. Looking at his brother, Matt realized that Ernest had made a calculated effort to impress his family, and as his mother beamed at Ernest, he realized that the effect was working.

			“Good to see ya, Ernie,” Matt said as he pushed his way through the group to enter the house. As he passed his mother, she nodded in the direction of the wooden stand just inside the door, where he saw a pitcher of water and a faded blue towel. His grimy appearance must have seemed more obvious than usual, compared to this prodigal in his Chicago clothes.

			With his long legs, Matt took quick strides to reach the room he shared with his four brothers. He splashed cold well water on his face and dried it on the towel, which was now more brown than blue. Then he used the towel to wipe down his chest and arms. He ran a wet comb through the golden hair on top of his head and used his fingers, then his palms, to smooth down the browner sides. He put on a shirt and his other pair of pants, and suddenly wished he had a mirror. If he had seen his reflection, he would have noticed a muscular man of almost thirty, tanned from spending the summer in the fields. He would have paused to notice how different his eyes were from those of his brother Ernest—his pale blue to Ernest’s deep brown.

			With no other reason to stay indoors, Matt finally re-emerged from the house to join his family. Even before he reached the door, he could hear the laughter that always accompanied one of Ernest’s visits.

			“No, Anna, he’s not dangerous. He’s just…”

			“Dumb as a bucket of rocks,” George, age twelve, piped in.

			“George, you hesh up. You know that Rufus Haskell can’t hep how he is,” said Momma.

			“He just spends most of his days mowing the medians down by the square,” Ernest continued. “It’d be helpful to the city if his push mower had a blade in it!”

			Ernest’s southern drawl was still evident, but five years in Chicago had cleaned up some of the country words and phrases from his vocabulary, like the basket in a percolator sifts through the coffee and leaves behind the grounds. Matt imagined all the y’alls and reckons sitting there at the back of Ernest’s throat, waiting to be used, when he realized that Ernest was addressing him.

			“Matt, tell the one about Rufus and Miss Bennie Lee,” said Ernest. “Anna, you’ll get a kick out of this one.”

			“Nah, Anna doesn’t wanna hear that…” Matt mumbled.

			Shy as he was in public, in his family circle, Matt was known as the entertainer. He had a natural musical ability, and he was an excellent storyteller. He could amuse his younger brothers and sisters, especially George, Frankie Jane, and Della Mae, for hours with tales both true and fictional. Though unaccustomed to having a stranger present during story time, Matt eventually cleared his throat and began the story.

			“Well, it seems ole Rufus was pushin’ his mower down by Vine Street, when he saw he’d gone off ’thout his belt. He kept a-pullin’ his trousers up and pushin’ that dang mower and stoppin’ to pull his trousers up again. He’d put on his daddy’s ole trousers that morning, and everybody knows that Big Daddy Rue was so big it was easier to go over him than go ’round him. Anyhow, Rufus walked over to the school to see ’bout getting some rope to tie up his britches. That just happened to be Miss Bennie Lee Waddle’s first day of teaching. She grew up in Alabama and had never been, well… formally intr’duced to Rufus Haskell. He walked up to the window closest to the teacher’s desk and pounded his fist on the glass. Miss Bennie Lee was scared nigh out of her stockin’s by this rough-looking bag of bones. She yelled to him, ‘What d’ya want?’ thinking he was a-comin’ for her pocketbook. Rufus yelled back, ‘I’s needin’ some rope—’bout dis long.’ Right then, Rufus held up his hands to show the length of rope he was a-wantin’ and he dropped them britches down to his toes. Poor Miss Bennie Lee fainted clear away and hit her elbow on the side of her desk on the way down. When the children came in for school that morning, they found their new teacher a-sittin’ on the floor and cryin’ like a newborn baby.”

			Though most of them had heard the tale many times, by the close of Matt’s story they were all wiping their eyes and holding their sides from laughing. Only Anna retained her composure. She was unacquainted with this folksy kind of humor and considered certain parts of the story to be inappropriate.

			“That poor woman,” she said, as much to herself as to anyone listening.

			“Miss Bennie Lee?” said Momma, “Oh, she got over it mighty quick. We’ve got some real char’cters in Morgan’s Hat.” She affectionately patted Anna’s hand. “Gad night a-livin’! I’m out here a-jawin’ with you younguns and your daddy’s gonna be home and hungry ’nuff to eat the south end of a northbound skunk.”

			The screen door slammed behind her. Frankie Jane, not quite nine years old, used the change in subjects to begin her interrogation of Anna. She liked to tell stories just like her oldest brother Matt, but there was a definite difference in how they collected their material. Matt would sit back and silently watch people to form his stories, and Frankie Jane liked to interview them, often to the point of intrusion.

			“Anna, Della Mae and me wanna know ’bout you. We heard you and Ernest met up in Chicago, but is that your home? I mean, where did you hail from?”

			Chicago

			1923 & 1929

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			A

			nna was like a big sister to me and Della. Not at first, mind you…at first she was a little uppity. Momma and Daddy took to her just like white on rice, though. I reckon she made Momma think of her Clara. In fact Anna and Clara had the ’xact same birthday. They would-a been the same age if Clara had made it past three. You know what? I hadn’t thought about Anna’s first visit to Morgan’s Hat in years. She just changed so much. When we met her—they was just newlyweds—she seemed to love Ernest so pow’rfully…but, you know, he could make a dead woman blush. He was what we used to call a tomcat. He knew how to treat the womenfolk. It didn’t hurt none that he looked just like a movie actor. But there was somethin’ between him and Anna that wasn’t your ordinary married love—it was like she was holdin’ on to him for dear life, and he petted her like a prize puppy. Anna’s face would just start a-glowin’ when she looked up at him. Reminds me of a paintin’ I once seen in Memphis of a man named Tom Lee. He saved a bunch o’ people from drownin’ when their steamboat sank. He couldn’t swim but he kept a-rowin’ back to get more people. The painting was of a girl lookin’ up at Tom Lee as he pulled her into his rowboat. That’s the look I sometimes saw on Anna’s face. It made me feel a mite strange to see it—like we never got the full story ’bout her.

			Sisters of Saint Regina Home for Girls

			Chicago

			September 21, 1923

			Anna sat in the front row of the silent classroom while Sister Jeanne-Marie perched behind her desk, facing the girls. The Sister was unusually tall and thin, with a narrow, beak-like nose that began its descent down her face between her eyebrows. Anna secretly imagined Sister Jeanne-Marie spreading out her long arms with the draping sleeves of her habit hanging at her sides, making her look every bit like a somber black stork. This was one of the many daydreams that crept into her head unbidden during the quiet times of the school day. She never shared these thoughts with a soul. If Anna had been braver, she might have kept a diary, but she was afraid of who might get hold of any incriminating evidence. How this would be incriminating, Anna was never quite sure, but she tiptoed around the Sisters of Saint Regina for fear of breaking any unknown rules.

			There was a scratching of pencils as the girls completed their geography tests. The map at the front of the room was draped with a white sheet, in case one of the girls with exceptionally good eyesight was able to read the European capitals and use this information on her exam.

			Sitting at their desks with heads bowed in concentration, the girls looked relatively identical. All of the girls at Saint Regina’s orphanage wore the same uniform: laced-up black boots, long navy skirt, white blouse with pressed round collar, and navy cardigan. Anna liked the predictability of the uniform. With the beginning of another school year, she had been given a new set of clothes. Sitting at her school desk now, Anna slowly bent her ankles. She enjoyed the satisfying squeak of the leather of her new boots. This was her fifth new set of fall school clothes from the sisters. Her first set came when she was five; four months after her arrival at Saint Regina’s. She was nine now, and life in the orphanage seemed like all she had ever known.

			Looking down at her test, Anna spied Germany. She filled in the appropriate capital and then paused to listen to the music class next door. The teacher was simultaneously teaching and playing the piano, and Anna heard her say, “Girls, this is Chopin’s Berceuse Opus number fifty-seven…” The high notes tinkled like bells down the octaves as the low notes kept a steady beat. Anna listened to the soothing lullaby until it ended. Then a vague but recurrent memory tried to surface; a beautiful face with brilliant golden hair came into her mind as she studied the map on her test. The vision was accompanied by the pulsing sound of a phonograph cylinder starting to spin and then a moment of thundering music. The face always sank back into a black fog before Anna could focus on it. When it disappeared, she reflexively glanced at the faded scar on her hand. These thoughts always confused and disturbed her.

			Anna shifted her eyes to France, assuming this would conjure up more pleasant thoughts. Most of the sisters at Saint Regina’s were from France, so the lessons concerning their homeland were delivered with great pride and passion. Sister Jeanne-Marie was from Verdun. She often described the picturesque beauty of the Meuse River that flows through the city under stone bridges and past turreted buildings. Then she shared in hushed tones about the battle against the German forces that killed most of her relatives. The war had ended less than five years ago and was still an ever-present part of most of the sisters’ prayers. “Ah… André…” Sister Jeanne-Marie let slip once before snapping back to her more professional teaching demeanor. “Et ils sauront que je suis l’Éternel, Quand j’exercerai sur eux ma vengeance,” she quoted easily. “Irene, translate for me this passage from the book of Ezekiel.”

			Irene had shyly stood by her desk and said, “And they shall know that I am the Lord…when I exercise my vengeance upon them.” She looked up for approval, then lowered her eyes and took her seat.

			“Bon! That is correct,” the sister had replied with relish as she wiped a stray tear from her cheek and re-assumed her full, towering height. Anna shivered slightly and wondered about this mighty Lord waiting with thunderbolts of vengeance to rain down on the Germans who had no doubt killed Sister Jeanne-Marie’s André.

			“C’est fini,” tweeted Sister Jeanne-Marie. Anna pulled her thoughts back from the events of the previous class and scanned her paper. All of the girls laid their pencils down and passed their tests to the front of each row. After collecting them, the Sister stacked the papers on her desk and stood by the long blackboard. There were three framed pictures hanging along the top. The first was a black-and-white headshot of President Harding. The second was a painting of Jesus, praying earnestly in the garden before his death. His hands were pressed together as he looked desperately into the heavens. The last portrait was of Saint Regina—the orphanage’s namesake. She was a shepherdess from the third century who refused to denounce her celibate lifestyle and marry. She was eventually tortured and beheaded by her would-be betrothed. Anna always thought that the painting of the pretty saint—with the round cheeks and smiling eyes—looked like Sister Genevieve, one of the younger sisters at the orphanage. In the painting, Saint Regina wore a brown tunic and a hood that looked soft, like lamb’s wool. She had her hands together in prayer, too, but without Jesus’ look of despondency. Anna struggled to understand how Sister Jeanne-Marie’s vengeful God, the suffering Savior in the painting, and the righteous virgin saint could all be working toward the same end. The Sisters’ faith remained a mystery to Anna, but asking would admit doubt. It was easier to attend Mass, pray the right prayers, and memorize the scriptures the Sisters laid out for them.

			“I have a new photograph to add to our wall today, girls,” said the Sister as she removed the photograph of the president. “As you all know, President Harding died last month when he took ill on a cross-country trip.” Sister Jeanne-Marie lifted a new, framed photo from her desk and hung it in President Harding’s vacant spot. “And as with every tragedy, we face it and move on. So…this is President Calvin Coolidge.”

			Anna looked at the new black and white photograph of another balding man with lackluster eyes and joyless expression. She wondered if the three pictures represented adulthood: suffering and sacrifice or bland monotony. It didn’t seem to Anna that being an adult held much happiness.

			The end-of-class bell rang and the girls exited the room, single file. At the same time, Sister Genevieve was leaving the classroom across the hall where she taught French. She turned to Anna and smiled. She was the only one of the nuns from Saint Regina’s who smiled easily and with regularity.

			“Bonjour, Anna, ça va?” asked Sister Genevieve. Her brown eyes twinkled even in the dim stairwell.

			“Oui, ça va,” answered Anna, softly. Several Sisters passed by them and glowered faintly. Most of the Sisters enforced a strict code of silence in the hallways. Sister Genevieve was more lax about this rule, as she was with many others.

			“I am needing your help in zee sewing room. It would take but a few moments?” said Sister Genevieve in her lilting cadence. Whether she asked a question or not, at the end of every sentence, Sister Genevieve’s voice swung up slightly, a chorus of tinkling bells to Anna’s ears.

			“Yes, Sister.” Anna’s heart fluttered. She was thrilled to be given a special responsibility by her favorite teacher.

			Anna followed the Sister down a flight of stairs to a large room with three long rows of sewing machines. Each sleek, black machine sat on a wooden table with a wooden chair scooted neatly beneath it. Though empty, the room still smelled of hot rubber from the bands that kept the wheels whirring on the sides of the machines. Stray threads wafted up in gusts and then settled on the wooden floor as Anna and Sister Genevieve passed each table.

			“Did you remember all of your European capitals?” she said with an endearing imitation of seriousness.

			“Yes, Sister. I hope so.”

			“As long as you remembered Belgium, you have no worries.” Sister Genevieve winked and squeezed Anna’s hand.

			“Brussels?” asked Anna.

			“Bon!” said Sister Genevieve.

			The Sister picked up a box of rags and cast-off clothes and set it on one of the tables. “Mother Angelique asked me to examine zees box zee church collected and see what can be given away to zee poor,” said Sister Genevieve. “Let us make deux piles. Une for zee poor families and une…” She picked up a dirty, threadbare shirt and tossed it on the floor. “Une pile for zee garbage.”

			Anna and Sister Genevieve worked together silently for a few minutes, adding to their piles.

			“Sister, may I ask you a question?” Anna asked, timidly.

			“Of course. What is on your mind, ma petite princesse?”

			Anna asked, “How did you decide to become a nun?”

			The sister smiled and stopped working for a moment. “My father was a very famous artist in Belgium. When fighting began with zee Germans, he sold all he could and bought us tickets to come to America. He took ill on zee ship and a few months later, he died.”

			“Oh, Sister, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked…”

			“It is all in zee past, princesse,” she said, soothingly. “Mama took in washing and did what she could to help us, but she too died, almost a year later. I had no one, so I came to Saint Regina’s looking for help. I was sixteen. I could only live in the orphanage for a few more years but Mother Angelique—me Secourir—taught me how to be a teacher, and here I stay!” she said with triumph. “To teach sweet young ladies like you, Anna.”

			“I wonder…do you ever want to leave Saint Regina’s?” Anna’s real question was: What is so frightening out there that we should want to stay forever inside these walls? But she was too afraid to find out.

			“Living in Belgium and when I first come to America, I am like most any girl. I like pretty clothes. I like to read books.” Sister Genevieve whispered,” I even have un petit ami.”

			Anna was shocked. “A boyfriend? Really, Sister?” Sister Genevieve giggled as if she was sixteen again.

			“His name was Gil. I met him at zee Art Institute. We spent many afternoons together looking at paintings and sculptures. But when mama died, he could do nothing for me, so we say au revoir.” A pained expression cut across the sister’s face and Anna knew not to press the topic.

			Anna returned to her task. After a moment, she lifted a small doll out of the box. It was entirely made of cloth, with yarn for hair and small black buttons for eyes. It looked very old, but it was in good condition—nothing was torn or mismatched. Anna stood holding the doll for several seconds, turning it slowly in her hands as if it were a rare and priceless relic from some ancient civilization, until Sister Genevieve said, “Would you like to keep it, Anna?”

			“Sister?”

			“The doll. She looks like she is needing a good home. Do you have any dolls?”

			“No…but—may I?” Anna hugged the doll to her chest, feeling maternal devotion and responsibility—new emotions, but welcome.

			“Oui. Zat will be your payment for helping me with zee box.” The Sister placed all of the items that they had deemed worthy of distributing in the now-empty box. As she lifted it, the petite Sister stumbled slightly under the weight.

			“Sister…” Anna leaned forward to help hold the box.

			“I am fine, princesse. Zee dust is making my head spin.” Sister Genevieve placed a hand on her forehead, a line of perspiration blossoming along her hairline. “Maybe I will lie down until my next class.”

			Anna carried the box to the door. “Thank you—for the doll,” she said quietly after she placed the box outside of the sewing room. The Sister gave her a smile and walked unsteadily toward her cell.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			F

			or years before Anna came along, Della was my only sister. Though I’m shamed to say that you wouldn’t ’spect I liked her much on account of the way I treated her when we was young. There’s only two years ’tween Della and me—twenty months to be exact—so you’d think I wouldn’t have been able to get away with trickin’ my little sister much. But she was ’bout the most gullible creature God ever made from dirt! Take the time our Aunt Hattie sent us gifts for Christmas. I was ’bout six, so Della was four at the time. I’m pretty sure both the gifts was hand-me-downs from her grown children, but it was smack in the middle of the Depression, so gettin’ any kind of present was somethin’ special. I remember Della got the most beautiful doll—she called it Honey. Aunt Hattie’s first husband worked in a doll factory in Louisville, and that’s where Honey was made. She had a hard, painted face with painted-on blue eyes and a little pink smilin’ mouth. Her arms and legs was made of cloth and she had little stitched boots and brown hair painted to look like a Marcel wave. She was really somethin’. Me, on the other hand, I got a box half full of Tinkertoys. I always thought Aunt Hattie confused me with the boys—bein’ that my name was Frankie—but then I knew for sure. I was so jealous of that doll, I couldn’t hardly see straight. One day, Della was playin’ with Honey out by the road, and I decided to play a trick on her. I walked right up to where they was and I said, “Oh, Della, what happened to Honey?” She looked at me real odd and said nothin’ was wrong. Then I commenced to talkin’ ’bout Honey’s bad colorin’ and clammy forehead until I had Della believin’ Honey really was sick. I worked all day on her like that and by afternoon I had Honey takin’ her last breath. We gave her a real nice funeral and buried her right by the mailbox. When we come back in the house for supper, Momma asked why our fingernails was so dirty. Before I could stop her, Della told Momma we buried Honey. Momma knew in a wink I was to blame, and she had me go and dig Honey up. We never did get her all the way clean, but that didn’t stop Della from lovin’ that old doll. She changed her name to Lazarus ’cause I told her it was a miracle, and she was raised from the dead like Jesus’ best friend. It’s funny what we get attached to. Sometimes it don’t make no sense. I reckon that doll made Della feel safe or somethin’. Maybe it was on account of the fact she never had another doll, and she was tryin’ to hold on to the only one she ever got.

			Sisters of Saint Regina Home for Girls

			Chicago

			September 6, 1929

			Her muslin dress was two inches too short and thinning at the elbows, but Anna stood tall and proud by her well-made bed. She cupped her right hand over her left and pulled in the fingers of her left hand—something she had done since she was a child—to conceal, as much as possible, the long, pink scar on her palm. She threw her shoulders back, like a cadet ready for inspection. She had learned early how to earn praise from the Sisters. “C’est bon,” they would say with a nod and continue with their morning inspection in their sweeping black robes. Then she would work hard at her chores to search out even more praise. Years of following rules had convinced Anna that her worth came from striving for perfection.

			Anna was almost fifteen. Would anyone remember that tomorrow was her birthday? When Sister Genevieve was alive, she would look for any excuse to slip Anna a wrapped piece of candy or a small cookie to celebrate a special day. The thought of this sweet young woman quietly pressing a gift into her hand made Anna’s back bow slightly. Sister Genevieve was the one who had held her as she cried for her mother on that first day. She had been the one to bathe Anna for the first time in months. Anna had been four, and Sister Genevieve had been a teenager. Anna scolded herself for not learning more about her. She sighed as she imagined her birthday meal: stewed cabbage and watery gruel.

			Sister Genevieve would have winked and told the girls in her most formal-sounding French that their meals were la cuisine minceur, food for staying thin. There was little joking in the orphanage now. The rooms were overcrowded with girls whose families could no longer afford to feed them. So many parents were unemployed and financially devastated in Chicago. It became a point of pride for some girls to claim that they weren’t actually orphans; their mothers would soon return for them. Anna might have been able to make the same claim, but she was wary of questions. From the little she had heard from the Sisters—when they thought she wasn’t listening—it didn’t sound as if her mother would ever be back.

			Along with the other older girls, one of Anna’s responsibilities was to keep the younger ones in line. She silently walked down the stairs, head held high, always mindful that she was an example to them. A few of the new girls thought she was stuck-up, but she was just adamant about following the Sisters’ rules. The muted gray and brown sea of girls’ dresses made for jostling waves down the stairwell toward the dining hall. This was a change from the breakfast routine of the past. The new girls were unfamiliar with the idea of decorum and threw elbows whenever a girl merged in front of them. Anna knew this first-hand; she had the bruises to prove it. At the bottom of the stairs, she overheard Mother Angelique speaking in hushed French just inside her office.

			“Comme il faut,” she said sadly. “What a shame.”

			Anna leaned in to hear more, just as Sister Bernice pushed her toward the door with the other girls. “Allez, mes petit filles! Allez!”

			Anna wondered what the sadness in Mother Angelique’s voice meant. She felt panic rising. What if some of the girls had to leave? What if she had to leave? The overcrowding of the dormitories was often suffocating, but she knew little else than what was inside these walls.

			After one of the Sisters said grace, they all sat down on benches at the long tables. Bowls of boiled rye flour that the Sisters called bouillie were placed before them. Anna set the bowl to her lips and tilted it back. Swallowing it in one gulp was the only way to finish it. The Sisters imposed a strict policy about silence during meals. They wanted the time to be used for prayer and meditation, but Anna used this time to worry and chew the dry skin on the side of her lip as she looked around at her tablemates.

			Across the table was Irene; she rubbed her red eyes incessantly, as if she hadn’t slept well. She desperately needed glasses that the Sisters would never be able to give her, so Irene mostly kept to herself as she gradually became more invisible. To Irene’s left was a set of twins about five or six years old. They were dully moving their spoons in the gruel with little intention of eating it. They were new to the orphanage. Anna silently scolded them for wasting their breakfast and smirked as she thought how soon enough they would be gulping down anything set before them. Dorothy was seated next to Anna. She had oily hair and a drawn face. Though at seventeen she was the oldest girl at the orphanage, she looked middle-aged. Dorothy absentmindedly picked at a sore on her arm.

			The seat on the far end of the table was empty. This was normally reserved for Elise—the closest thing Anna had to a best friend. Elise was only a few months older than Anna, but she acted as if she was her senior by many years. She had come to the orphanage when she was ten, full of stories about the outside world. She and her mother had lived above a run-down furniture shop that was a front for an illegal bar. Elise claimed to have met Jake “Greasy Thumb” Guzik and other gangsters in the Chicago Outfit. She lived to shock Anna.

			Two new girls whispered and giggled until Sister Bernice slapped the table with a yardstick. Anna jumped. Red-faced, the girls stopped talking and half-heartedly turned back to their breakfast. Who are these new girls? thought Anna. Looking around, she realized that many of the girls in the orphanage were thin, nameless figures to her. All of them had the sallow cheeks and cloudy eyes of undernourished children. Anna felt too numb to care about each one; she was overly occupied with her own concerns. How long could she hold off turning eighteen, the age when the girls had to move on? She simultaneously longed to leave the orphanage and to stay forever. Her instincts told her that the monotony and numbness of this place was not actually living, but she felt ill-equipped to face a world that seemed to hold only more worries and dangers.

			Her mind leapt back to Mother Angelique’s voice in the stairwell. Who had she been talking to? Why had she seemed so hesitant to heed whatever command or suggestion had been given to her?

			As if she had read Anna’s mind and her need for answers, Mother Angelique entered the dining hall and walked directly to Anna. “Anna, come with me, s’il vous plaît,” she said with a warm whisper in Anna’s ear.

			Anna followed her to her office. Though she had been there many times, she felt the weight of the heavy curtains and dark furniture pressing down on her this morning. Mother Angelique sat in her chair and shuffled through some papers on her desk. Then she began in a direct voice: “Anna, it is time for you to leave Saint Regina’s. There is a movement to break up the larger orphanages and move some of the girls into cottages just outside of the city.”

			“Oh, Mother Angelique! I’m just fifteen. Don’t you think some of the other girls—”

			“I do not have confidence in many of these girls, but I know that you will do well. I am sending you to a home run by a good, Christian woman named Mrs. Sanders. She will teach you some skills and provide for you. I ask you to remember all that the Sisters have taught you, say your prayers, and mind your manners.”

			At this point, Mother Angelique finally looked up and met Anna’s gaze. “Mrs. Sanders has asked that you be sent at once, and I see no reason to object. Go and pack your things.” Anna fought back tears, and her knees shook; she was afraid she might stop breathing at any moment.

			“Dieu vous bénisse, ma petit fille,” Mother Angelique said this simple benediction softly, betraying an emotion that Anna had never seen in her. Mother Angelique had been given a directive—place the older girls or lose funding—so decisions had to be made quickly.

			Dismissed to the hall, Anna took the long way back to the dorm rooms. As she walked past the silent row of classroom doors, she shivered. The silence felt ghostly—like an abandoned town. She imagined herself growing up in these rooms—sitting up straight, raising her hand to answer the Sisters’ questions, passing in the countless tests that she didn’t need to have checked because she knew all of the answers were correct. She felt betrayed by the realization that her blameless character had been her undoing after all. Perhaps if she had struggled with her chores more and fought with the other girls, Mother Angelique would have kept her close at hand.

			Anna climbed the stairs to gather her few belongings. In the dorm room, she spotted Elise, packing her things into an old carpetbag. “Are you leaving, too?” Elise asked.

			Anna nodded and wiped a tear on her sleeve. She stacked her second dress, a nightgown, and a few undergarments on her cot. On top of these she laid an ancient-looking rag doll. She tied the entire bundle with a piece of twine, then stood looking at the doll through a blur of tears as she remembered the afternoon she had spent with Sister Genevieve. Anna sighed deeply as she pulled on her faded navy cardigan. Dejected, she dropped to her cot.

			“I couldn’t be leaving this place any sooner,” Elise sneered. “No more porridge and praying for me. No sirree! I’m going to live with some lady named Mrs. Sanders.”

			Anna looked up, hopefully. At least she would be with someone familiar. “That’s where they’re sending me, too,” Anna squeaked.

			“It won’t be so bad,” Elise reassured her. “Mother Angelique said that Mrs. Sanders has a typewriter and will teach us how to be secretaries. Just you wait and see! Before you know it, we’ll be able to get jobs and do whatever we want.”

			They carried their things downstairs to the foyer and waited for Mr. Johnson to take them to their new home. Elise chattered on without stopping, only waiting now and then for Anna to nod. She talked of grand times that she and Anna would have, but Anna’s thoughts turned again to Sister Genevieve.

			She had seen her both the first time and the last time in this exact same spot in the foyer. Her earliest memory of the sister was a secret from the others. No one knew that Anna had hidden away a few recollections of her first moments at Saint Regina. Actually, they were only pieces of memory: the sound of her crazed mother screaming, the feeling of a warm bath, and the taste of hot soup made of chicken and rice with chunks of carrots and celery. These memories were hers alone. She wasn’t even sure if they were real, but she folded them neatly and stored them inside.

			She never spoke of that night. Nor did she disclose to anyone how she felt the last time that she had seen Sister Genevieve—when her favorite teacher had been taken away. Of course, no one ever asked her how she felt anyway, so these feelings and facts were safe from discovery. Sister Genevieve had struggled with bouts of illness for years. The other Sisters told the girls that she had weak lungs, and asked for their prayers. Finally, after Sister Genevieve had labored with a high fever for several days, Mother Angelique had submitted to the Sisters and called a doctor, who recommended that she go to the hospital immediately. Anna had stood, rooted to the polished wooden floor and holding the doctor’s hat for him in the foyer while he examined Sister Genevieve. Then Anna had returned the hat to the doctor as he left, leading the way for Mr. Johnson, who carried the Sister to a waiting car. Though Sister Genevieve had been terribly frail, she gripped Anna’s hand with a surprising firmness as Mr. Johnson brushed past her. “Anna, à Dieu vat!” she said with a hoarse whisper.

			It’s in God’s hands, thought Anna cynically, recalling the Sister’s parting words. As she waited for her ride, Anna leaned against the long windowpane next to the heavy oak door of the orphanage, her cheek pressed against the cold glass. Contemplating her departure for the unknown wilds of the outskirts of Chicago, she wanted to ask Sister Genevieve: If God’s hands can hold us, why couldn’t he hang on to you tighter? With questions marks looming in her future, Anna didn’t see Sister Genevieve or herself or anyone else in the hands of a caring, mindful God, but spinning without plan or purpose in a world where only the strong survive.

			“Here’s the car,” Elise squealed, pulling Anna out of the doorway. Anna took a look back at the place she had called home for ten years—more than half her life. And now she was leaving without a hug or even a wave good-bye from the Sisters. All her memories before age four being spotty, these serious and secretive women were the nearest she had to a family. Now she feared that she would be completely on her own.

			Anna looked down at the cloth doll tied up along with the only things she owned. For the first time, she wondered why she had never given it a name. She slipped it out from the under the twine and dropped it on the ground before getting in the car. Anna felt a shifting in her life, an almost imperceptible tremor.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			M

			ost children today have plenty o’ dolls and toys, I reckon. I know my grands have got heaps o’ playthings—most they never get ’round to doin’ much with. Extras weren’t that easy to come by when I was growin’ up. I got my first job when I was fourteen and I made twenty-two cents an hour. I was real good at arithmetic, so I kept the books for Mr. Padgett down at the grocery store. He used to tell me, “Frankie Jane, if Adell was as quick as you with numbers, I’d let her keep my cash drawer any day.” Adell was his daughter and my best friend, but she couldn’t add two plus two. Anyhow, I was still livin’ with momma and daddy back then, so I could save up most of my wages. I’d buy fabric real cheap, and I’d have a dress done up in one evenin’. I tried to help out my parents—you know, they had so many children—but by the time I was old enough to bring home anythin’, most of the boys was moved out. It was just me and Della and George by then. I was the knee baby, and that was a kind of puzzlin’ place to be. I wasn’t the baby—that was Della. But I wasn’t a boy, so I couldn’t tell nobody what to do. I always knew they loved me, but I also felt I had to get them to look on me as a real useful person. That’s all a person really wants, you know, to be loved and to have a job. FDR said, “Happiness lies not in the mere possession of money. It lies in the joy of achievement.” I guess I was always lookin’ for that kind of happiness. Heaven knows, I didn’t find it by addin’ up a column of dry goods for Mr. Padgett, but havin’ a job was kinda like havin’ direction.

			Cicero, Illinois

			November 19, 1929

			Anna soon learned that Mrs. Sanders wasn’t above using her position as a cottage mom to her advantage. She was a resourceful widow with three daughters of her own, and when she heard that the city would pay her $16.50 every month for each orphan she took in, she saw a golden opportunity. She and her daughters had been paying their bills by distilling whiskey in their cellar at night. They mostly slept during the day, making deliveries difficult. With more helpers, they would be able to increase their output.

			When Anna and Elise had been at their new home for less than a week, they began their shifts in the sweltering cellar. Mrs. Sanders led them down the rickety wooden stairs into a small room carved from chalky limestone. Anna’s job was to keep the pot that held the milled grain and water boiling, while Elise frequently checked the copper coils and poured the condensed alcohol into barrels when the jars were full. The heat and late hours made Anna drowsy, but Mrs. Sanders forbade them to sleep. “You’ll burn the whole house down if you don’t pay attention to your duties, girls,” she said. She allowed them to leave the small outside door open while they worked, so they wouldn’t pass out from the fumes.

			The girls never asked questions about the whiskey. With Elise’s background, though, she could fill in any details about speakeasies and gangsters. “I’ll bet Al Capone will be drinking this stuff some day with one of his lady friends. She’ll be wearing a long silk dress, all curvy and low-cut. And she’ll have a muskrat fur coat and buckets of diamonds—you know, like Norma Shearer in The Divorcee.” Elise posed with one hand on her hip and the other hand thrust forward, ready to accept a gentleman’s kiss. “What would Sister Bernice think if she knew we went to the picture show? She’s probably never even seen a talkie!”
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