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			Dedication

			     

			For all the girls who run. 

			May you find the home you are looking for. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			April 1932

			Nora

			This was all Olson’s fault, Nora thought bitterly, trying to fight back her tears. They had been happy enough with Ma in the shelter and then the little apartment. But then he had come along and ruined it all. It was Olson’s fault, and no one else’s. His fault that they had been taken away by these terrible people. 

			Nora peered out the rain-splattered window at the landscape rolling by. Not even the fact that this was her first time in an automobile could abate her rising panic. Though she was all of eight years old, she had never been outside Chicago, and she began to feel more and more afraid as the horizon opened up, the motorcar chugging along. So much open space. It was frightening. 

			“Where are we going?” Nora finally managed to ask. 

			The man driving said nothing, but the lady next to him barked, “The Park Ridge School for Girls,” without even bothering to turn around. Nora could only guess what that meant and clutched Patsy’s hand, though she knew her little sister wouldn’t be of any real help. Patsy had somehow fallen asleep, her head nestled in Nora’s lap. She was six years old, but still acted like a baby. Still even sucked her thumb. 

			Nora wiped the tears that would not stop rolling down her cheeks. Ma had tried to hide them in an armoire, but the woman had found them anyway. Patsy had managed to escape the woman’s clutches and had run to Ma, but the woman had simply pried her off, despite Patsy screaming and Ma crying and begging. In the end, the woman had had to employ the silent man she’d left leaning in the hallway to help her carry the kicking, wailing Patsy down the stairs. Nora, watching with horror, had decided she wouldn’t struggle. Ma had grabbed Patsy’s little cloth doll and stuffed it into Nora’s pocket, fiercely instructing her to watch over Patsy until she could come get them. 

			Nora couldn’t get Ma’s eyes out of her mind. She had never seen them that frantic—that scared and trapped. It made Nora cry all the harder.

			The car stopped, and Patsy stirred. Nora peered out at a cluster of stark brick buildings. “Park Ridge School for Girls” was chiseled above the front door of the main one. 

			The tall, angular woman opened the back door. She stood there expectantly, but when the girls didn’t move, she snipped at them. “Come on, out you go. It’s not so bad here. Plenty of fresh air, good food. Better than that rat-infested hovel you were in. Should be grateful, I’m thinking. Not all girls get to come here, you know. Most have to go to Dixon, which is a lot worse. You got lucky, so come on.” She crossed her arms and tapped her foot. “Come on! Get out, or Larry’ll drag you out.”

			“We’re here, Patsy; wake up.” Nora gave her sister a nudge. Patsy whimpered and sat up, clutching the ragged doll Nora had given her.

			Nora scooted out and pulled at both Patsy and the little carpet bag they had been allowed to bring. Ma had blindly shoved some things in it, but Nora had no idea what. Shivering, she looked around at the dreary grounds. The rain had stopped, but the sky was still dull, everything soggy and ugly. 

			“Come on,” the woman repeated brusquely and marched up the wet concrete steps. Nora’s throat ached as she took Patsy’s hand. For a brief moment, she considered running . . . but where would she go? 

			“Come on; let’s get this over with,” the woman said, pulling open the thick wooden door. Nora climbed the steps, Patsy in tow, but hesitated before stepping into the yawning black interior, the result of which was a swift push. 

			Nora and Patsy stumbled inside, Nora righting them before they fell. They were in a type of common room with thick, old wood everywhere and a winding staircase at the back, under which a set of pocket doors had been partially left open. In the room’s corner, under a low, slanted ceiling, sat a massive desk guarding two more closed doors. On the walls were long rectangular photographs of groups of girls, all dressed in what looked like sailor dresses and black boots. None were smiling. 

			Patsy clutched at Nora’s dress as she hid her face and simultaneously inserted her thumb in her mouth. Nora’s right leg was trembling the way it had while they hid in the armoire. The way it did sometimes when Mr. Richardt, their neighbor, was around . . . 

			Brushing past them, the woman stiffly pointed to a wooden bench set along one wall. Nora obediently sat, pulling Patsy down next to her, while the woman began to pace around the room, drawing out a little watch on a chain from her pocket every so often and looking at it impatiently.

			“I don’t like it here,” Patsy whined. “I want to go home!” 

			“Shh!” Nora said sharply, shrinking back from the woman’s icy stare. 

			“Mr. Ackerman!” the woman called out loudly. “Mr. Ackerman?”

			Nothing stirred. After a few moments, however, an oldish-looking man slipped through the pocket doors under the staircase. He had snow-white hair and a large flowing white moustache and wore an old-fashioned white shirt with puffy sleeves. A black vest hung precariously on his rounded shoulders. He seemed startled to see them, and for a fleeting second Nora thought he might retreat. 

			“There you are!” the woman said, stopping any further potential thoughts the man might have had on that subject. 

			“Oh, Miss Whitlow, not today,” the man groaned. “Today’s not a good day, and Mrs. Harvey won’t like it. Can’t you come back a different day?” he implored, scooting behind the desk, as if wanting to maintain a safe distance between himself and Miss Whitlow. 

			“Certainly not. Don’t be ridiculous. Where is Mrs. Harvey? I’ve got two new ones.” She gave Nora and Patsy a triumphant nod. 

			Mr. Ackerman afforded himself a quick look. The corner of one of his eyes twitched relentlessly. 

			“Well, she’s out back.” He slowly scratched his head. “Been a bit of a disturbance this afternoon, you see.”

			“A disturbance? What sort of disturbance?” 

			Mr. Ackerman glanced back at the girls. “Well, I don’t think I should say. In the present company, that is.”

			“Oh, for Heaven’s sake! Where’s Mrs. Dubala, then?” 

			“Well, she’s most likely out back, too . . .”

			“Who is it, Jacob?” a loud voice boomed as the pocket doors banged open. A large bull of a woman stormed through. 

			“It’s Miss Whitlow.” Mr. Ackerman tried to shift out from behind the desk, but the bulk of the woman blocked him. She stared at Nora and Patsy, hands on her hips. 

			“What’s this?”

			“You know very well, Mrs. Dubala,” Miss Whitlow said evenly, not at all cowed by Mrs. Dubala’s hostility. She fished in her handbag for an envelope, which she then thrust at Mrs. Dubala. “Court order. Just this morning. You should have already received a telephone call from the circuit court.”

			“Well, we didn’t.” 

			Mr. Ackerman shuffled from side to side, still trapped behind the desk.

			“I can’t help that,” Miss Whitlow went on crisply. “It’s my job to round them up. And that’s what I do. Now here they are. My part of it’s done.”

			“We’re full-up. Not a single bed open.” Mrs. Dubala said it coolly, as if the two were engaged in a card game and Mrs. Dubala had just put down an ace.

			“Not my business, I’m afraid,” Miss Whitlow responded, laying down a trump. “Clearly, you have a problem in your communications.” She waved a hand at the desk. “If you have issue with Judge Schaefer’s ruling, I suggest you take it up with him. Good day.” She turned on her heel and strode toward the front door. 

			“They permanent?” Mrs. Dubala called out. 

			“Probably, from the look of it,” Miss Whitlow answered without looking back. 

			Nora felt a strange panic at the disappearance of Miss Whitlow, even though the woman had not given them one drop of kindness. Mrs. Dubala seemed infinitely worse somehow as she stuffed her thick fingers into the envelope. Roughly, she pulled out the letter inside. Her tiny black eyes darted through it. “Stand up,” she barked as she read.

			Nora stood, pulling Patsy to her feet as well. 

			“Leonora and Patricia De Lor-en-zo,” Mrs. Dubala sounded out. She shot them a glance. “That you two?”

			Nora nodded. She considered telling her they were never called those names, but she didn’t dare. 

			“When it rains, it pours, eh, Jacob?” Mrs. Dubala snapped irritably as she tossed the letter onto the desk. 

			Mr. Ackerman made a move to pick it up and insert it neatly back into the envelope, which she had also tossed on the desk. “Yes, ma’am, I reckon so,” he answered meekly. 

			With one deft movement, Mrs. Dubala grabbed a bit of Nora’s hair, roughly pulling her head down. With the other hand, she did the same to Patsy, who let out a little yell. 

			“Just as I thought. Lice,” she said with disgust, then wiped her hands on the apron that squeezed around her large stomach. “I hate Italians. Take them to the bath chamber.” 

			“Then what?” Mr. Ackerman asked. “Ain’t no openings, just as you said.”

			Mrs. Dubala sighed, thinking. “Take them to Solomon,” she said finally. “They’ll have to share a mattress on the floor.”

			“Mrs. Morris ain’t gonna to like that. Maybe we should ask Mrs. Harvey.”

			“You do as you’re told, Jacob. I’ll handle Mrs. Morris.”

			With a heavy sigh, Mr. Ackerman finally managed to squeeze his way past Mrs. Dubala’s large girth and led the girls out. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			April 1932

			Nora obsessively smoothed her navy uniform skirt one last time and tucked a stray bit of hair behind her ear. Then she chanced a glance at Patsy and quickly swiped her sister’s thumb out of her mouth. 

			The girls had indeed been placed in Solomon Cottage under the direction of the grim Mrs. Morris, who was twice as bad as Mrs. Dubala. Though Solomon Cottage was for eight- to twelve-year-old girls, Mrs. Morris made no exception for the fact that Patsy was only six, having fervently protested taking the two of them in the first place. Mrs. Dubala had insisted, saying that as sisters they could share a bed, and, anyway, there was no other place. This command from on high naturally did little to put Nora and Patsy in Mrs. Morris’s good graces. 

			After the two of them were sent to bed without dinner two nights in a row—Nora for not properly tying the red neck bow of their uniforms and Patsy for sucking her thumb while Mrs. Morris was speaking—Nora began to learn the endless rules, which no one ever bothered to explain. Sometimes a few of the girls would whisper hints or reminders, but others seemed to enjoy watching the two new girls get punished. Worse than any of this, however, was that Nora still didn’t understand why they were even here. Why Ma didn’t come to get them. 

			Obviously, there had been some terrible misunderstanding. House of prostitution, Miss Whitlow had said the night she came to get them. Nora had barely heard it in the confusion, but she had pondered it many times since, trying to make sense of what had happened. She didn’t know what house of prostitution meant, but whatever it was, Miss Whitlow made a mistake. They weren’t a house of anything. 

			Visitors were only allowed at the Park Ridge every other Sunday, the girls explained, and it was their “tough luck” that they had just missed one the day before they had gotten there. Nora had painfully counted down the days until the next one, today, and had spent the whole of this morning not only doing her required chores and Patsy’s—she couldn’t take any chances—but also making sure their uniforms were perfect. 

			“Don’t suck your thumb, Patsy!” Nora hissed as she heard Mrs. Morris clipping down the hallway now. No matter how many times Nora reminded her sister of the rules, Patsy never remembered them. But then again, Patsy barely understood where they were, much less what was expected of them, and cried every night for Ma. 

			“Stand up straight!” Mrs. Morris barked as she entered the long, low bedroom. All giggling and chatter ceased instantly as the girls stepped into place, shoulder to shoulder in front of their beds, their arms held stiffly at their sides, eyes straight ahead. 

			Nora bit her lip and focused on the wall across from them as the matron clipped closer, praying that Patsy was doing the same. Knowing her, however, she was probably staring up at Mrs. Morris with those big blue eyes. 

			Though they were sisters, the two girls looked nothing alike. Nora was tall for her age with thick black hair and dark eyes, while Patsy was tiny and fair. Often Nora wished she had taken after their mother, as Patsy obviously had, but instead she had been dealt their father’s looks. She hated her black hair and frequently tried to hide it by tying it up in a bun, but strands of it were always coming loose. She was tempted to pull them back, but she made herself stand still. 

			“I won’t have you shame me like you did last Visiting Day,” Mrs. Morris quipped, walking down the row. “Imagine the horror of having Mrs. Harvey—Mrs. Harvey!—comment on the state of Solomons’ shoes. ‘Awfully scuffed’ were her words. ‘A-w-f-u-l-l-y scuffed!’ 

			Nora tried not to breathe.

			“Margaret, your handkerchief is sticking out of your pocket. Honestly!” Mrs. Morris moved to the next girl, Abigail, but apparently found nothing. “Agnes, your tie is crooked. Again.” Out of the corner of her eye, Nora saw Agnes hurry to adjust it as Mrs. Morris continued down the line. 

			Fortunately, or unfortunately, she found no other faults to decry before she came to the end, where Patsy and Nora were trying their best to stand at attention. Mrs. Morris hovered in front of them. 

			“Patricia De Lorenzo, stand up straight,” she finally snapped. Mrs. Morris refused to call them by anything but their full names, which was a problem for Patsy, who had never been called Patricia in her life. Her non-responses had already earned her the reputation of being willful, as well as inattentive, distracted, and flighty. When Nora had finally worked up the courage to inform Mrs. Morris of their nicknames, Mrs. Morris had punished her by putting her on extra dish duty up at the main hall. 

			Nora braced herself. 

			“Your shirt is untucked,” Mrs. Morris continued. “Your stockings are falling down. And good Lord—your shoes are scuffed!” 

			Nora bit her lip again. She was tempted to look over, but she didn’t dare. She had polished Patsy’s shoes herself just this morning! 

			“I’ve a mind to cancel Visiting Day for you,” Mrs. Morris snipped. “Girls who can’t keep themselves presentable don’t deserve to have visitors.”

			“No!” Nora blurted before she could think.

			“What did you say?” Mrs. Morris asked slowly, stepping in front of Nora. 

			Nora tried not to cower. “Please, Mrs. Morris,” she begged, staring at the silver buckle on Mrs. Morris’s thin black dress belt. “I . . . it was my fault. I . . . I forgot. I’ll polish them right now. Please don’t cancel visiting day. Please let us see our Ma.” She made herself look at the woman’s pinched face, if only for a moment, before dropping her gaze again to the buckle. 

			Mrs. Morris did not immediately respond, and in the ensuing silence, Nora felt her right leg begin to tremble.

			“Very well. But see that it doesn’t happen again. You can stay behind and sweep,” she said, pointing a long, bent finger at Patsy. “And don’t do it for her, Miss Goody-Two-Shoes,” she snipped at Nora. Nora wanted to argue that the cottage floor was already immaculate in preparation for Visiting Day, but she stopped herself.

			“Yes, Mrs. Morris,” Nora answered. Patsy looked up at Nora questioningly, but Nora gave her a small shake of her head. Patsy looked back up at Mrs. Morris. Nora could tell she was about to put her thumb in her mouth, so she quickly reached out and grabbed her hand.

			“And you can carry the trash to the burn barrels behind the main hall.” 

			“Yes, Mrs. Morris.” 

			“If there’s time after that—and only after that—you can join in Visiting Day. If anyone turns up, that is.”

			As soon as the girls of Solomon Cottage were released to the main hall, Nora ran to the supply closet in the kitchen and grabbed the tin of black polish and the rag, already full of black smudges. She scooped out some of the thick polish with a clean corner and quickly ran it across Patsy’s shoes. “Pick up your feet when you walk, Patsy,” she scolded. “Otherwise, they get scuffed.”

			“They’re heavy,” Patsy complained, affectionately patting Nora’s bent head. 

			Nora knew what Patsy meant. The thick black ankle boots did feel heavy compared to the worn-out Mary Janes they had been given at the shelter; before that, they had usually gone without anything, roaming around barefoot.

			“Well, you’ll get used to them. You’ll be thankful in the winter. Now, come on! Ma’s coming today. You sit there while they dry, and I’ll sweep.” 

			Patsy obediently wiggled herself up onto a chair while Nora did the most precursory of sweeps and then led Patsy out back, expecting that the garbage would have already been done this morning. The sight of newspapers stacked up and overflowing rotting food in the crates, then, both surprised and infuriated Nora when she remembered that this chore had initially been assigned to a girl named Priscilla, who was not only very mean but, Nora was slowly learning, Mrs. Morris’s especial pet. 

			Nora stood for a few moments, fuming, before she hurried over and grabbed some of the newspapers. This was no time to be angry. It was already ten o’clock, the official start of visiting hours, and Nora didn’t want to keep Ma waiting. 

			“Here, take these,” she said, thrusting them into Patsy’s little arms while she picked up the heavy crate. “And don’t drag your feet!” she scolded, wishing she had saved the polishing for last.

			As it turned out, they were only fifteen minutes late to the main hall, Nora slowing their steps as they entered the building, not wanting to be punished for running. Mrs. Morris was thankfully nowhere in sight, so Nora took Patsy’s hand and led her toward the main parlor. She paused in the doorway, not wanting to simply barge in. Instead, she looked for Ma, and when she didn’t immediately see her, took a few tentative steps inside so that she could see into the corners. 

			Ma wasn’t anywhere. 

			Biting her lip, she retreated back to the little lobby, wondering what to do next. She could see through the big open doors to the grounds beyond, where some girls were strolling with their families, and wondered if Ma might be there. As strong as the urge was to dash outside, she made herself stand her ground, calculating that Ma, after waiting only fifteen minutes, wouldn’t have just gotten up to stroll the grounds on her own.

			She glanced over to the main desk. Mr. Ackerman was leaning back in the desk chair, his thumbs resting behind his suspender straps. He looked to be enjoying this easy assignment. 

			“Mr. Ackerman?” Nora asked timidly. The man did not respond, seemingly caught up in a daydream, his right eye twitching. Nora cleared her throat. “Mr. Ackerman?” she said, more loudly than she meant to. 

			Mr. Ackerman plopped his chair down and observed them over the top of his spectacles, which had slid down his nose. “Yes?”

			“I’m . . . we’re looking for our mother. Is she here, do you know?”

			Mr. Ackerman blinked his eyes sleepily. “Don’t reckon so, if she’s not waitin’ there,” he said waving a wrinkled hand absently toward the lobby. “Name?”

			“Nora DeLorenzo.”

			“No, not you. Yer Ma.”

			“Oh, it’s Mrs. DeLorenzo. Gertie DeLorenzo,” she said, hope filling her chest as Mr. Ackerman picked up the guest book splayed in front of him and turned it around to read it.

			“Nope. Not yet,” he said, tossing it back down. “See?”

			Nora looked at the signatures under today’s date and was relieved to see that they hadn’t missed Ma after all. 

			“You sit over there and wait,” he said, nodding toward the benches along the walls where other hopeful girls were sitting. “She’ll be along.”

			Nora pulled Patsy toward the benches where they had sat just two weeks ago, dumped by Miss Whitlow, but there was no more room. They would have to stand, Nora realized, not daring to sit on the floor even though there were no teachers around. Maybe they went into town, happy to have a break from their charges. Or maybe they were all sitting in a lounge somewhere discussing who the worst girls were.

			Maybe it was better they were standing, Nora thought as she leaned against the wall. From this vantage point, they were the first to see people enter the building. Ma would be here soon anyway, and then she would fix this. Nora was sure of it. 

			A woman with a bruised face nervously entered, and the girl beside Patsy let out a little squeal of delight as she got up and threw her arms around the woman’s waist. Nora watched, her stomach clenching, as the woman bent and kissed the girl on the head, tears in her eyes. She wondered if Ma would cry when she saw them. The woman was whispering something in the girl’s ear, probably some exchange of love, but Nora made herself look away before she could see the girl’s reaction and turned her attention to more practical matters. Hurriedly she plopped herself down in the girl’s empty place and squeezed Patsy in beside her, who immediately began to swing her feet. Nora considered stopping her, trying to remember if there was a specific rule against that, but she finally just let her go. No one around them seemed to care. 

			Nora watched as the woman and the girl walked out into the grassy quad, trimmed neat and perfect by the older girls in Wordsworth. Nora noticed now that not only was the woman’s face bruised, but her arm was bandaged, too. 

			Since their abrupt arrival at The Park Ridge School for Girls, Nora had been able to piece together that all of the girls here came from broken homes, a fact which only served to further confuse her. Their home hadn’t seemed broken. Nothing had been wrong. Which is why, Nora thought bitterly, it must have something to do with Olson. Ma was different when he was around. Always fretting, roughly trying to braid their hair before he came, and telling them to smile and be nice. Pretending to laugh at his jokes, which weren’t even funny. At least to Nora. 

			Well, whatever the reason they had been taken, Nora was sure that it was a big misunderstanding. No, Ma would sort it out and maybe even take them home today. It was the reason Nora had yet to unpack the carpet bag. No need. 

			Seven hours later, Nora was still sitting on the bench, her eyes strained and bleary as she watched the clock’s second hand slide into place onto the twelve, the hour hand firmly on the five. The lobby was deserted now, but Nora could hear a few people in the parlor next door, saying their goodbyes. She willed them to stay where they were, to give Ma a few extra minutes to turn up. Someone had closed the big, thick outside doors hours ago, but Nora could see from one of the tall, narrow windows that the sun was setting, coloring the sky with oranges and pinks. Patsy rested heavily on her, asleep, her thumb in her mouth. 

			Nora dared not look at Mr. Ackerman, afraid that if she caught his eye he would shoo them off. He had already suggested several times that they go wait in their cottage. “I’ll come git you if yer ma turns up. No need to sit on that bench all day. Go on an’ git some fresh air.” But Nora hadn’t wanted to leave, even for a second. She couldn’t take the chance that there would be yet another mix-up. 

			Nora winced, then, when she heard his chair creak and what she assumed were his knees cracking as he stood up. She kept her eyes on the clock as he shuffled toward them. Her throat began to ache. 

			“’Fraid visiting hours is over, girls. Best get on back to yer cottage before yer matron finds you missing.”

			He stepped directly in front of Nora, blocking her view of the clock. 

			“Can’t we wait just a little bit longer, Mr. Ackerman?” she asked timidly, her voice hoarse from lack of use. 

			“’Fraid not.” He thumbed over his shoulder at the window. “Almost dark. Be suppertime soon. Best git on.”

			“But . . . but . . . I know she’s coming. Please.”

			Mr. Ackerman scratched his head. “Don’t think so, by the look of it. Go on, now.” He made a shooing gesture. “You know what Mrs. Morris’s like, an’ I got ta lock up.”

			Nora looked around desperately and saw someone else’s mother pass through the lobby, her heels clicking on the black-and-white checked tile. She gave them a pitying look before opening the big lobby doors, which then closed softly behind her with a thud. That was it; she was the last one. Tears stung Nora’s eyes. Oh, where could Ma be? Something terrible must have happened!

			“Sure she knew about Visiting Day and such? Maybe she is un-in-formed,” Mr. Ackerman said, drawing it out, as if it were a difficult word to pronounce.

			Uninformed? A new fear suddenly gripped Nora’s heart. Did Ma not know about Visiting Day? Maybe that was the problem! But could Ma really not know where they were? The force of this realization nearly crippled Nora. 

			“I . . . I don’t know,” Nora mumbled, hastily wiping her eyes. 

			“Why don’t you write her a letter? Girls here is always writing letters. It’s my job to give ‘em all to the mailman every day. Lot more goin’ out than comes back, though.” 

			A letter? Nora had not thought of writing Ma. But then again, she hadn’t thought she would need to. 

			“Come on, Patsy.” Nora gave her sister a little shove. “We’ve got to go.”

			“Is Mama here?” Patsy said sleepily, sitting up. 

			“No, she’s not. But we’ve got to go.”

			Patsy instantly let out a loud deep wail, causing Nora to grit her teeth. “I want Mama!” Patsy cried and then began to sob. 

			“I know that, Patsy,” Nora said sternly, holding her own tears at bay. “But she couldn’t come today. Come on,” she said in her best grown-up voice as she took Patsy’s hand and pulled her off the bench. “She’ll come next time,” Nora promised and led her out, determined to have a letter written before she went to sleep. 
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			May 1932

			As it turned out, Nora wrote a total of three letters before the next visiting day, each one more pleading than the next.

			    

			April 19, 1932

			Dear Ma, 

			Where are you? We are at a place called The Park Ridge School for Girls. It is very far away. The teachers are mean. When are you coming to get us? Visitors can only come every other Sunday but I think you can come take us home any day you want. Patsy cries all the time and sometimes I can’t get her to stop. We both miss you. Please hurry.

			Love,

			Nora

			    

			Nora had no idea how long it would take for a letter to get to Ma, so, after only a few days with no reply, she decided to write another.

			    

			April 23, 1932

			Dear Ma,

			Did you get my last letter? I forgot to say that I love you and that you are the best mother ever. I’m trying to take care of Patsy like you asked. I’m sorry for anything bad I did, Ma. Sorry that I wasn’t nicer to Mr. Olson. I’ll be the best girl in the world when you come get us, Ma. You’ll see. Please come two Sundays from now. It’s the Park Ridge School for Girls. Do you know how to get here? I love you, Ma. Please come get us. We’re scared here.

			Love,

			Nora

			    

			And then a third. 

			    

			April 27, 1932

			Dear Ma, 

			I don’t know if you will get this in time, but I forgot to say that the school is on Prospect Avenue. Do you know where that is? And visiting hours start at ten. We’ll be waiting for you. We love you, Ma. We miss you. Patsy still cries at night. Sometimes I do, too.

			Love,

			Nora

			    

			Nora was about to insert this last missive into an envelope when Patsy interrupted her by handing her a drawing from under her pillow. 

			“Here. Thend this to Mama, too.” Patsy said. They were alone in the long, low bedroom.

			Nora examined the drawing. It was a picture of a carnival. Neither of them had ever been to a carnival, of course, but plenty of times they had sat and watched the one in the parking lot of St. Sylvester’s every Fourth of July from behind the fence. Once they had asked Ma to go, but Ma had frowned and said, “Carnivals aren’t a nice place for little girls.” It was an answer which had confused Nora, as she saw plenty of little girls, and boys, for that matter, running around happily. 

			“What’s this?” Nora asked, pointing to the drawing.

			“Thas where Ma is,” she answered, not bothering to take her thumb out of her mouth.

			“No, it’s not, Patsy. Don’t be silly.”

			“Yes, it is.” Patsy stared at her with her big innocent eyes. 

			Nora sighed. “Fine.” She supposed it wouldn’t hurt to include it. Maybe it would make Ma smile, which she rarely did, except when Olson was around. But she didn’t want to think of that now. 

			Time dragged along, Nora religiously counting down the fourteen days until the next visiting day when Ma would surely come and take them home. Nora was tempted to be more lax in following the rules, knowing that it would soon not matter, but she didn’t dare lose visiting privileges and thus remained vigilant, not only of herself but of Patsy. In fact, she watched Patsy like a hawk—keeping her in line, secretly doing her chores for her, endlessly polishing her shoes. 

			When other girls sometimes made friendly overtures, offering to share a bit of candy they had squirreled away or asking them questions about where they were from, Nora did not reciprocate beyond the simplest of answers. So much effort and concentration was required to keep her fear at bay that she had very little left inside of her to share, even if she wanted to. In any case, there was no need to make friends. They would be gone soon.

			When not doing chores, the girls were required to attend school, which served to take up time, if nothing else. Nora was mildly interested, though she didn’t put forth much effort, and all Patsy seemed to do in her baby class was draw pictures and sing songs. Back at the apartment, Nora had only spottily gone to school, as most of the time she had stayed home to watch Patsy while Ma was working. Next year, though, Ma had warned her several times, Patsy would be old enough for them to both go. “You need to at least know how to read,” Ma had said. “Some people don’t, you know, and life is hard for them.” 

			Despite her sketchy attendance, Nora had already learned to read and write. She liked to read, in fact, but there was never anything much around to read, just one old storybook that Ma possessed. It had scribbles in the margins, but Nora could still read the words, which she did, over and over, during many a rainy day in the apartment. 

			Nora was secretly thrilled, then, when she was handed new books by one of her Park Ridge teachers, though she feigned indifference. They were lovely. Not new, exactly, but not frayed and tattered like the storybook. One was called Swiss Family Robinson and another was called Black Beauty. She liked that title. Black Beauty. She wondered if she would be allowed to take them home after Ma came to get them. Probably not . . . 

			Nora adjusted her tie and gave Patsy one last look-over, licking her fingers and smoothing down a lock of Patsy’s hair that seemed to have a mind of its own. Visiting Day had finally arrived again, and Nora was leaving nothing to chance. She had carefully repacked the few possessions that had managed to creep out of the carpet bag in the almost month they had been here, including Patsy’s ratty doll. It was an old thing, given to Patsy by one of their neighbors, Mrs. Kennedy. It was made of dishcloth and had once been white, though it was gray now and patched in various places. It no longer even looked human, with only one button eye and a line of x’s where the mouth should be. Nora had often wondered why Mrs. Kennedy hadn’t stitched the mouth into a smile. Would the appearance of happiness have taken that much longer? But Patsy didn’t seem to care, carrying it everywhere. It even smelled like her. It was the first thing Nora made sure she packed, knowing what a fuss Patsy would cause if they left without it.

			“No sucking your thumb, Patsy,” Nora warned, knocking it out of her mouth. “Ma’s coming today, and we have to be ready.” She attempted to say it authoritatively, but it came out more pleading than anything else. She tried not to think about why Ma had not responded to any of her letters. Perhaps she meant to surprise them? 

			“But thas what you said the lass time.” Patsy’s lower lip stuck out. 

			“Well, that’s because she didn’t know about Visiting Day. She does now. So stand up straight, and don’t make Mrs. Morris mad!”

			Nora gripped her sister’s shoulders and roughly placed her in line beside a girl named Celia and then stepped in place herself just as Mrs. Morris entered the room. 

			“Stand up straight!” Mrs. Morris barked, which Nora recognized now as her opening command. All of the girls shuffled into place and sucked in their chests. 

			“Fortunately, none of you managed to shame me last time in front of Mrs. Harvey. God only knows how. But don’t think that means I’m paying one bit less attention this week. Agnes, straighten your tie, for Heaven’s sake,” she snipped at the first girl in the row. 

			Mrs. Morris again proceeded down the line, making comments here and there, but nothing too extreme, and Nora dared to hope that she was perhaps in a lenient state of mind today. Mrs. Morris gave Celia only the most cursory of glances before moving on to Patsy. Nora bit the inside of her cheek. 

			“Eyes straight ahead, Patricia. Pull your stockings up!” 

			For once, Patsy obeyed, though Mrs. Morris remained in front of her. Nora could feel the perspiration beginning to build under her collar and on her upper lip, but she remained rigid, eyes forward. Finally, Mrs. Morris moved on. Nora forced herself not to exhale and instead held the air in her lungs, making her chest burn a little. She kept her eyes locked on Mrs. Morris’s buckle. 

			Finally, Mrs. Morris let out a little sigh. “You’ll do, I suppose,” she muttered, the disappointment in her voice obvious. 

			Nora quietly released the breath she was holding, her heart pounding. 

			Mrs. Morris turned to walk back up the line. “Now, girls, you must all—” she began and then stopped not far from Patsy. “What is that?” she hissed, and Nora, despite the rules, could not help but turn to see what had caught Mrs. Morris’s attention. Her stomach clenched when she saw the limp leg of Patsy’s doll sticking out from under her pillow. 

			Oh, Patsy! When had she gotten it out of the bag?

			“I told you to get rid of that filthy thing!” Mrs. Morris made a sudden move towards the bed. “I’m sure it’s crawling with lice, just as the two of you were. No wonder we can’t get rid of them!” 

			Before she could reach the doll, however, Patsy ran and grabbed it, pulling it tightly to her chest. 

			“Give me that!” Mrs. Morris demanded, holding her hand out.

			Nora rushed to step protectively in front of Patsy. “I . . . I washed it, Mrs. Morris. It’s clean now.”

			“No wonder Solomon is called ‘the lice cottage,’” Mrs. Morris hissed. “I’m the butt of the other matrons’ jokes, I’ll have you know. Give me that!” she demanded, giving Nora a little shove out of the way. 

			“No!” Patsy cried loudly and hurdled over the nearest bed. Within seconds, she had bolted out of the bedroom.

			“Patricia De Lorenzo! You come back here!” 

			The only response was the bang of the cottage’s front door.

			“Right,” Mrs. Morris snapped. “The closet it is,” she said matter-of-factly, which caused an immediate eruption of horrified murmurs. “Go get her,” she commanded Priscilla.

			“Yes, Mrs. Morris,” her pet said sweetly and shot out of line, her face one of glee. 

			Panic erupted in Nora’s brain, and she didn’t know what to do first. She wanted to run and find Patsy herself, but there was a larger threat to face . . . the closet. Nora had heard about it from the other girls, several of whom claimed to have been locked inside it overnight for various infractions. It was the old coal chute in the cellar, but the girls called it the Carrie Cort, after the first girl who had found herself imprisoned there. Up until this moment, Nora had suspected it was just a tall tale meant to scare the new girls. Now, however, she was accordingly filled with terror. 

			“Please, Mrs. Morris,” Nora begged. “Please not that. I . . . it was my fault. I . . . I should have gotten rid of the doll. I know it now. Please don’t put Patsy in the . . . in the closet.” She wasn’t sure if she should call it the Carrie Cort out loud. In complete desperation, Nora sank to her knees in front of Mrs. Morris, causing a few snickers.

			“Get up, you stupid girl. Of course, she’ll have to be punished. She needs to learn a lesson. I’m tired of being trifled with. Get up, I said!”

			“Got her, Mrs. Morris!” yelled Priscilla as she came back into the room, pulling a kicking, screaming Patsy behind her. Roughly, the girl released her with a shove. 

			Nora quickly got to her feet and ran to Patsy.

			“Oh, Patsy, why?” she asked angrily, only to feel a wave of compassion at the sight of the little girl’s tear-stained cheeks and heaving chest. “Shh,” Nora said, putting her arms around her. “It’s okay.” 

			A hand grabbed her by the back of the collar and pulled her away from Patsy. “That’s enough,” Mrs. Morris spat. “You,” she said, pointing at Nora, “will spend the day peeling potatoes. And you”—Mrs. Morris snatched the doll out of Patsy’s hand— “will spend the day and the night in the closet. Here.” She pinched a tiny bit of the doll between her finger and thumb and handed it gingerly to one of the girls. “Throw this on the burn pile for Mr. Ackerman.” 

			“No!” screamed Patsy and drew back her leg to kick Mrs. Morris, but Nora, seeing what was about to happen, leapt back in front of her. “You can’t take that! It’s mine! Stop her, Nora!” 

			“Patsy, shh.” Nora again wrapped her arms around the struggling girl. “Don’t worry. We’ll get it back. Shh.” Nora couldn’t think straight. Everything was happening at once and going from bad to worse. 

			“Come on, you,” Mrs. Morris said, grabbing Patsy by the arm. 

			“No!” Patsy screamed, trying to pull back, her legs locked stiffly. 

			Mrs. Morris slapped her firmly across the face. “That’s enough, you hellion. Shut your mouth!” 

			Stunned, Patsy immediately stopped fighting and was pulled along by Mrs. Morris toward the cottage’s small pantry, where a door was cut ingeniously into the floor. Priscilla ran ahead to pull it open, revealing the yawning black cavern of the cellar. With a nod of appreciation to Priscilla, Mrs. Morris banged down the wooden planks, pulling Patsy behind her. The girls all rushed to follow, leaving Nora somehow to bring up the rear, unable to push her way through the throng of girls. 

			By the time she reached the dirt floor below, Patsy had already been imprisoned and was beating on the door of the old coal chute. 

			“Let me out!” she screamed. “Let me out!” 

			Between her extreme fear and the moldy air, Nora suddenly felt like vomiting. She looked around desperately for someone, anyone, to appeal to, but there was only Mrs. Morris and the girls lined up on the stairs, their eyes big with morbid excitement in the glow from the pantry light above. 

			“I hope you both learn a lesson from this,” Mrs. Morris shouted over Patsy’s screams. “And don’t think you’re going to sit down here and mind her,” she said to Nora. “You get upstairs and start the potatoes. The show is over,” she barked at the girls huddled on the stairs. “Get on with your work before visiting hours begin, or I’ll rescind them for the whole cottage.” 

			Visiting hours! Nora’s heart sank. In the current crisis, she had forgotten. 

			The girls scurried up the stairs, and after giving Nora one final glare, Mrs. Morris stomped up herself. At the top, she switched off not only the one bulb that hung from the low cellar ceiling, but the pantry one as well, so that the only light to be had was what trickled in through a little window, no bigger than a bread box. 

			“Nora!” Patsy cried, her voice so high-pitched and frightened that Nora winced. “Nora, are you there?”

			“Yes, I’m here, Pats,” Nora shouted.

			“Nora! Get me out! I’m scared. It’s dark in here! Nora!” she screamed, high and long, like a wounded animal. She banged wildly on the door with her little fists. Nora put her mouth close to the door. 

			“Patsy!” she shouted. “Patsy, calm down!” Her voice shook. “Patsy, I’m right here. I’m right here. Just on the other side of the door.” There was no use trying to open it—it was padlocked shut—but Nora jiggled it all the same. 

			“Nora! I’m scared!” 

			Nora frantically ran her fingers along the thick planks of the door, searching for she knew not what . . . a hole maybe? But there was none. She slid down onto her knees and wedged her fingers under the door, wiggling them. “Here, Patsy. Take my fingers.”

			“I can’t see them.”

			“Down at the bottom of the door. Reach down. Feel them?” She wiggled her fingers wildly until she felt the soft tips of Patsy’s hand. “See? I’m right here. That’s not so bad, is it?” she asked, trying to calm herself as well. “It’s just like the armoire at home. Remember? How we used to hide sometimes? It’s just like that.”

			“But there might be spiders in here!” Patsy cried, the panic welling up again. 

			“There’s no spiders, Patsy,” she said sternly, but couldn’t help but imagine them crawling all over her little sister. She shuddered. 

			“I’m scared, Nora. Don’t leave me here. Please. Don’t leave me!”

			“I won’t, Pats. I won’t,” she promised, though her arm was already beginning to ache, strained as it was with her fingers wedged under the door. She lay down on the dirt floor—what did it matter now if her uniform was dirty?—so that it was easier to hold onto Patsy. She laid her head on her arm and listened to the girls leaving the cottage one by one, banging out the screen door into the fresh, warm air. Nora longed to be one of them, free, but she couldn’t possibly leave Patsy here alone in the dark. But what about Ma? She couldn’t just leave Ma standing alone in the lobby. What would she do when they didn’t turn up to greet her? Would she turn around and go back home? Oh, Ma! Surely not! 

			“What about Mama?” Patsy asked suddenly, as if reading her thoughts. “How will Mama find us down here?”

			“I don’t know, Patsy.”

			“I want Mama!” Patsy screamed, and for a moment, Nora was tempted to do the same. 

			“I’ll figure it out. But you have to be quiet,” she scolded. “Be brave.” 

			“I don’t want to! I want Mama. And Baby,” she cried, referring to her doll.

			“Patsy, calm down. Crying isn’t going to help. Be quiet, and I’ll tell you a story,” she offered desperately. She said it to silence her, but now Nora wondered if it might have a second purpose. If she could get Patsy to fall asleep, she might be able to sneak off to the main hall. 

			“Once upon a time there was a . . .” Nora paused, trying to decide which story to tell. . . “there was a very good girl who was made to do all the chores by her evil stepmother. Her name was Cinderella. But she was very beautiful, and all the woodland creatures loved her and helped her do her work . . .” 

			Nora told the whole of that story and then another and still another until she was pretty sure Patsy had finally fallen asleep, because there was now no sound from inside the Carrie Cort besides a light wheeze. 

			Nora, still lying on her stomach, allowed herself to feel a moment of relief before considering what to do next. What if Patsy woke up, and she wasn’t there? She would be hysterical, Nora knew, and memories of what had happened the last time she had left Patsy alone back in the apartment began to surface . . . 

			She shuddered and pushed away that horrid memory, but the thought of Ma, sitting in the front parlor, looking at the clock, pacing around, was nearly as terrible. Slowly, Nora pulled her fingers from under the door and stiffly sat up. Patsy remained quiet. She would be fast, she decided, and got to her feet. She paused, though, when she heard the cottage door open and footsteps above. Maybe someone had forgotten something? Nora decided to wait until whoever it was left, but the footsteps came closer, toward the pantry. They stopped just above her. 

			“Nora?” called a soft, hesitant voice. Nora didn’t completely recognize it, but she thought it might be Celia, the girl who slept next to them.

			“Nora?” the voice repeated. “Are you there?” 

			“Yes,” Nora whispered, not wanting to wake Patsy.

			The sound of the girl’s faint footsteps was easily absorbed by the deep stone walls. Nora peered through the dim light and saw that it was indeed Celia.

			“Here you go,” she said, thrusting Patsy’s doll at Nora. 

			Nora looked at it incredulously. 

			“Mr. Ackerman said to give it to you. He’s nice, really. But don’t let Mrs. Morris see.”

			“Thanks.” Nora didn’t know what else to say and avoided looking at the girl’s heavily freckled face. 

			“And I thought you might like some company. I was in there once myself, so I know what it’s like,” Celia said. 

			“But what about your mom? Or your dad? Don’t you want to visit with them?” Nora asked. 

			Celia twisted a lock of her dishwater hair. “My mom is dead, and my dad ran off.” 

			“Oh.”

			“Usually my Aunt Rita comes, but she’s sick today.” Celia shrugged.

			“Our mother is coming,” Nora said firmly.

			“That’s good.” The two girls stared at each other, Nora really seeing Celia for the first time. There was nothing remarkable except for a small dimple in her chin. And her eyes. They were a warm hazel and held a kindness that made Nora feel calm somehow. 

			“What are you going to do about her?” Celia asked finally, nodding toward the Carrie Cort. 

			“I . . . I don’t know. I can’t just leave her.”

			“Well, you can’t stay down here forever. Don’t forget about the potatoes.”

			The potatoes! 

			“I . . . I guess I forgot about that,” Nora mumbled, fear rising up her throat again.

			“Want me to do them for you?” 

			“Oh!” Nora couldn’t believe anyone would be this kind. “You . . . you wouldn’t mind?”

			“Sure. I don’t have anything better to do.”

			“But won’t Mrs. Morris find out?”

			“Nah, she’s on the desk today. Don’t know why. Maybe it’s because Mr. Ackerman is supposed to be burning that,” she said, gesturing to the doll still in Nora’s hands. 

			Mrs. Morris was on desk duty? How would she find Ma now? Mrs. Morris was sure to see her creeping around the main hall instead of doing the potatoes. And what would happen if Mrs. Morris got to Ma first? Would she tell her that her girls were being punished? Tell her to go home and not to bother? Oh! She had to get out of this cellar . . . had to fly across the quad and find Ma before Mrs. Morris had a chance. She would just have to risk it. 

			Before she could even put her plan into action, however, Celia spoke in a voice that was much too loud. “How you gonna find your ma, though, if you’re stuck down here?” 

			Nora quickly raised her finger to her lips to shush Celia, but before she could say anything, she heard a tiny mewing voice from inside the Carrie Cort. 

			“Nora?” squeaked Patsy, and with this tiny sound, any hope that Nora had of finding Ma was bitterly crushed. “Nora?” Patsy called, louder this time.

			“I’m here, Pats,” Nora said heavily, her own eyes finally filling with tears. She couldn’t fight them any longer. 

			“Sorry,” Celia said quietly, seeming to sense her error. “I didn’t know she was sleeping . . .”

			Nora didn’t say anything. Her throat was aching. 

			“Listen, I’ll try to get the potatoes done real fast, and then I’ll sit down here with your sister. Then you can go look for your mom. How about that?” she suggested. 

			Nora gave Celia a sad little nod. She knew she should probably thank Celia, but no words would come out. 

			“Nora! I want to get out!” cried Patsy. 

			“I’ll come back as fast as I can!” Celia banged up the wooden planks. “Don’t worry!” she shouted down through the gaping hole, but Nora, alone in the dark, save for Patsy, helplessly entombed in the Carrie Cort, could do nothing but worry. She sank to the ground, trying to fight her own terror. 

			“Nora?” 

			“Yes, I’m still here, Pats,” Nora answered wearily.

			“Did you send the letters to Ma? Did you put in my carnival picture?”

			“Yes.” It was a simple, meaningless question—one of Patsy’s many, but this one struck an odd cord, causing goosebumps to suddenly appear down Nora’s neck. “Why?”

			“Ma will know.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
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			May 1923

			Gertie

			“Step right up, step right up, ladies and gents! See the finest show on Earth. Only a quarter to get in. That’s right. Twenty-five cents is all it takes to see the wonders of the known world! You’ll be amazed, educated, titillated and stunned. In short, you’ll be astounded. You won’t regret a single penny. It will be the talk of your friends and neighbors for years! Don’t miss out on this chance to see what few people on Earth have ever seen!”

			The announcer stood before them on a small dais, loosely gripping a podium. He was tall and thin and dark. Swarthy was the word that came to Gertie’s mind, with equal parts fascination and fear. Yes, that was it. Swarthy. He was dressed in an old-fashioned black frock coat with tails, under which was a shiny gold vest and a red sash. Gold braiding ran down the side of his pantaloons, which were tucked neatly into shiny black knee-high boots, and a matching shiny black top hat graced his head. He looked marvelous. 

			“A quarter apiece gets us in to see everything?” Pa asked with a slight tone of incredulousness as he pushed his own dull brown derby back on his head, revealing his thinning hair beneath. Having just come from church, they were all dressed in their Sunday best. Each of the Gufftason children had managed to make it to the wagon this morning before Pa had had to take up his switch. It wasn’t an idle threat; all of them, even Felix, the runt, had felt the lash of Pa’s belt, or worse, a hickory branch more than once. 

			“No, my good man,” the showman replied, stepping gracefully from behind the podium. “But I can see you are a man of sense. A man of business, perhaps. A mere twenty-five cents allows you to enter these magnificent gates and see for yourself all that lies within,” he said, gesturing widely. “Plenty to see, I guar-an-tee it.” 

			Gertie tried to see beyond the makeshift fence that had been erected around what the showman was proclaiming to be almost hallowed grounds. She could see the top of the carousel and hear its melodious music. Also in view were several large red-and-white striped tents, and Gertie shivered to think what they might hold. How was it possible that all this could have been built in a matter of days in what had essentially been an empty field on the edge of Eddyville, Iowa? The thought of it took her breath away. Such a wonder of ingenuity and modernity.

			Gertie had never been to a carnival before, but she had seen the poster in town, a little shiver rippling through her as Carl and Ernie pulled at her dress. All of it looked just splendid, but what had especially intrigued Gertie was the performers, the singers in particular. Patsy Montana and the Cowboys would be there, which she could hardly believe. They were her very favorites.

			The Gufftasons were too poor to own something as extravagant as a radio, but their neighbors, the O’Reillys, two shacks down, had one. Keystone had only recently been wired, and the O’Reillys had been the first to purchase a contraption that actually required electricity. Pa said it was an awful waste of money, but Gertie marveled at it and crept over to the O’Reillys most evenings to listen. 

			At first, Gertie had been disappointed that all Mr. O’Reilly seemed interested in listening to was The Grand Ole Opry and The Rodeo Boys, both of which weren’t to Gertie’s liking. She would much rather listen to Amos and Andy or Your Hit Parade, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. As time went on, however, she came around and grew nearly as enchanted as Mr. O’Reilly was with the lore of the West. Adventure. Gold. Train robbers. Noble steeds. Shiny rifles. Heroes. This was the stuff that fueled her imagination now, and she chattered about it endlessly, so much so that Maman said she’d never known a girl so given to flights of fancy. But they weren’t flights of fancy, at least in Gertie’s mind. She honest-to-goodness meant to see the West someday! Get away from this Godforsaken mud pit. 

			“There’s lions, an ape or two, a tiger that’s one hundred percent guaranteed to be ferocious, and even a man-eating grizzly,” the showman continued. “That’s all to be eyeballed for the price of a quarter. You should count yourselves lucky, in fact, because in Des Moines we’re charging two. But you all here are lucky. Blessed I’d even say.” He shifted his gaze from Pa to Maman, but she quickly looked away. “No,” the showman continued, “you won’t find no better deal nowhere. A whole afternoon’s entertainment, and one which you’ll be talkin’ about and discussin’ for years.”

			“That include the carousel?” Pa asked, squinting up at the man, the creases in his face deep and chiseled. 

			Gertie desperately wanted to ask about Patsy Montana, but she didn’t dare speak.

			“Now, my good man,” the showman continued, “the carousel is an extra five cents. But you won’t want to miss it. Straight from the Chicago World’s Fair. Won’t get no better thrill. But suitable for the ladies, of course.” He tipped his hat at Maman, who was still staring at the ground and gripping Pa’s arm. “Eminently suitable. And for those who might be looking for an extra thrill,” he went on, looking at Carl and Ernie, “those that don’t frighten easily, that is, you might want to buy a ticket to the House of Freaks.” 

			Gertie held her breath. She would positively love to see the House of Freaks! 

			“Now, I’ll bet you my very life, you ain’t never seen what lies inside that bastion of exotica,” the showman said, then hunched forward in a conspiratorial sort of way. “I tell you, not one hundred yards from where you’re standing, there exists such curiosities as the bearded lady; the sword swallower; the floating, talking head; the snake woman; the three-legged man; the two-headed baby, and, of course,” he said, standing up straight and gesturing widely, “the Great Romanov, fortune teller extraordinaire. These are just a few—let me repeat, ladies and gentlemen—a few of the freaks, the oddities of nature, the truly strange, the abominations that can be beheld inside. Only an extra dime to see over fifty-two unbelievable, anatomically misshapen, and in some cases downright grotesque monstrosities!” 

			“No, Anders,” Maman spoke up suddenly. “I’m not going. I won’t be a part of this.” She tugged on his arm. “Especially on the Sabbath.” 

			Gertie, who had been practically salivating at every word that came from the showman’s mouth, felt her stomach clench. Maman hadn’t wanted to come in the first place, saying all manner of evil could be found at a place such as this, which, shamefully, had made Gertie want to come all the more.

			“Now, now, now,” the showman interrupted. “The House of Freaks certainly ain’t for everyone, that’s to be sure, but there is plenty of good wholesome fun to be had, all the same. Cotton candy and popcorn, too. Why, not just a moment ago, a preacher and his wife bought two tickets and went right in, happy and excited. Wished me a fine good day, they did. Mighty kind of them.” He absently rubbed his nose.

			“Reverend Chambers?” Maman asked. 

			Gertie held her breath, and as she did so, the showman suddenly flicked his gaze at her. It was as if he could see right through her, and she felt naked and exposed. Just as quickly, however, he shifted his gaze back to Maman. 

			“I do believe that was his name. Said he was heading for the lemonade stand and then to the bandstand to hear some of the fine musical acts we have lined up. I reckon if the minister and his good wife thought it proper . . .”

			“Please, Maman,” Felix whined, pulling at her skirt.

			“Yes, please, Maman,” chimed in Carl and Ernie. 

			“Come, Lisbet,” Pa said gruffly. “We’re here now. And I’d like to get a look at that bear. We won’t go anywhere near the freaks. Reckon that’s all a lot of hooey, anyway.” He kept his eyes on the showman, as if he expected some last-minute trickery. 

			“Alright, then,” Maman muttered with a deep sigh, her forehead crinkled. She refused to meet the showman’s eyes and instead looked furtively at the crowd milling about, as if perhaps to spot Rev. Chambers herself. 

			Pa fished quarters from his pocket and begrudgingly paid the entrance fee for just the nine of them, as her oldest brothers, Arnie and Bjorn, were coming separately. After all, they were already down the mines and earned their own money, though neither of them had yet reached twenty. They were expected to give their wages to Pa, but he allowed them to keep a bit. 

			Gertie fiercely wished she had her own pocket money. She had begged to be allowed to get a job in town, but Maman had insisted she attend school, which she herself had not been allowed to do, something she had always regretted, she always said. Maman’s mother had died when she was still very little, so she’d had to stay home and cook and clean for her father and brothers. Though this old story did not sound particularly nice, Gertie had long ago decided that it was preferable to her situation. She hated school with a passion and longed to be done with it, but her mother had been adamant. Gertie thought this unfair, especially as neither of her older sisters, Signe and Astrid, had been made to finish; they had gotten married instead. 

			The Gufftasons shuffled through the gates. Only Gertie looked back at the showman, but he had already turned his attention to the next group of people. 

			“Where do we go first, Pa?” Kerstin asked. 

			“Yeah, Pa,” Frida added. “Can we go see the tigers?”

			“I want to go on the carousel!” Carl shouted.

			“For shame!” Mama chastised. “Pa’s already paid for all of us to get in. You should be happy with seeing the sights. We don’t need to be riding on that machine.” 

			Pa stared sternly at each of them in that way of his that made them tremble. But instead of adding to Maman’s reprimand with his own particular brand of chastisement, which was swift and quietly ferocious, he instead fumbled for something inside his tiny inner jacket pocket, which was difficult on account of his permanently blackened fingers being so thick. Finally pulling out a small stack of dimes, he placed one in each of their hands. An astonished round of gratitude followed. 

			“When it’s gone, it’s gone,” he said emotionlessly. “I’m gonna take Maman to see that there bear.” He held out his arm to Maman as if they were at church, which was the only time he ever did. 

			Maman took it with what seemed a trace of hesitation and then held out her other hand. “Come, Felix; you stay with us.” 

			“Can I come, too, Pa?” Frida asked. Pa gave a gruff nod, and Frida hurried to grab Felix’s other hand. 

			“The rest of you stay out of trouble. Meet back here at sundown. Understand?” 

			“Yes, Pa!” they all said excitedly. 

			“Let’s go to the carousel,” Carl suggested as soon as they had disappeared.

			Ernie and Ingrid and Kerstin excitedly agreed. 

			“But doesn’t anyone want to see the House of Freaks?” Gertie asked. No one answered, instead filing after Carl, who was walking toward the spinning carousel. Not knowing what else to do, Gertie followed, but after a few steps, she shouted her question again. 

			“Ingrid, don’t you want to see the House of Freaks?” Gertie asked, tugging the sleeve of her sister’s dress. 

			“No, I want to go on the carousel and then buy some popcorn,” she said defiantly and pulled away. 

			They had reached the whirling machine now. With its bright paint and flickering electric lights, it was certainly a thing of beauty. Slowly, the Gufftasons shuffled to join the line that wrapped all the way around it, feeling the churning music in their very chests. The melody was louder here, and even Gertie was mesmerized as she watched the ornately carved animals spin past. There were horses, a bear, a giraffe, a dolphin, and even a dragon, each bearing an innocent child with only a leather strap holding them down. Gertie decided she would mount one of the steeds . . . 

			But, no! she cautioned herself. She didn’t want to spend her dime on the carousel, spinning endlessly and going nowhere. She would spend her money on the freaks and then seek out the bandstand. 

			She gazed back toward where the tents were staked, wondering if she dared go see the freaks all by herself. As she did, however, she unfortunately spotted Warren Klein, who stood a ways off, stupidly gazing at the carousel like all the rest. 

			Having no desire to speak to the likes of Warren Klein today, Gertie tried to nonchalantly step behind Kerstin. Warren was her classmate at school, the boring type who was studious and well behaved, and he would only ruin things now by trailing after her and stuttering uncontrollably. Much to Gertie’s annoyance, he seemed to have lately taken a fancy to her, which confused her, as she was never very nice to him. She preferred the naughtier boys who were much more amusing. 

			Nevertheless, Warren had started to bring her a sweet each day and now carried her books for her as far as Holler Ridge, where the Gufftasons turned off the main road and descended down into Keystone. It was just a simple thing, but it was enough, plus the fact that he lived in town, to at least cause Gertie to consider. 

			But now was certainly not the time to entertain any of Warren’s clumsy efforts at . . . at whatever he was trying to do, and thus she stood very still behind Kerstin. Her older sister, though, noticed her immediately and smoothly stepped to the side. 

			“Why! Look who’s over there, Gerd. It’s your beau.” 

			“He’s not my beau!”

			“Why not? He seems alright to me, and he sure is sweet on you. You can’t exactly be choosy, you know.” 

			Ingrid and Carl giggled. 

			Gertie bit her lip and crossed her arms across her chest. She knew Kerstin was referring to her skinny body and her almost non-existent breasts. But she knew she had a pretty face, not like Kerstin, who had a big mole on her upper lip. “Neither can you, Kerstin! I don’t see anyone knocking for you.” 

			Kerstin scowled and then turned to where Warren was still looking about helplessly. “Yoo-hoo!” Kerstin called out sweetly. “Warren!” 

			Gertie shoved her, but it was too late. Warren had spotted her and was walking over with a big grin and his hands thrust deeply in his pockets. Gertie gave Kerstin one last scowl before Warren hurried up. 

			“Hello, G-Gertie!” He stood awkwardly in front of her.

			“Oh, hello, Warren,” Gertie answered weakly, trying to compose herself after her brief shoving match with Kerstin. 

			“Well, go on,” Kerstin urged. “Don’t you have more to say to your beau than that?” 

			Gertie felt her face flush and saw that Warren’s did, too, despite his thick mask of freckles. Carl snickered.

			“Just leave me alone!” Gertie snapped at no one in particular and turned and stomped off. 

			“Gertie! You’ll miss the carousel!” Ernie shouted. 

			Gertie continued marching across the grounds, not really knowing where she was going, though she was aware that Warren was walking silently behind her, easily keeping pace. She was bristling with irritation, absolutely full up with it, though she couldn’t rightly decide with whom. Though it burned her to admit it, she knew that Kerstin was right, that Warren was a good catch and that she could do worse. Much worse. Hadn’t one of Mr. O’Reilly’s boys trapped her behind the mercantile only a few weeks ago and . . . well, it was lucky that Ingrid had come along when she did. Even now, she was horrified by what he had tried to do. No, she refused to get tied down with anyone in Keystone. 

			Keystone wasn’t even a real town, just a ramshackle collection of buildings surrounding a dirty hole in the ground, no different than any other of the many mining camps scattered across southern Iowa. It was ironic that Keystone’s mine was called “The Paradise,” as the camp sprawled out around it was anything but. It consisted of a tiny mercantile, a blacksmith, a defunct tavern, and about twenty or thirty dwellings—or “the shacks” as they were called by people in Eddyville. 

			Eddyville was the closest proper town to the Keystone and boasted 961 souls, or at least that’s what it said on the sign coming into town. Most people in Eddyville looked down on anyone from “the shacks,” and Gertie couldn’t blame them. Keystone didn’t even have sidewalks, only planks of wood sunk into the mud. Once upon a time, she had envied her oldest sisters and dreamed of having a little house in town just like theirs. But now, thanks to Mr. O’Reilly and his radio, Gertie wanted something more than a house in town—something different. To see California, maybe, or the Yukon, even. 

			Only once did it occur to Gertie that she was already living in a sort of frontier town, but she had quickly shooed that thought away. Keystone was not at all like the fabled West of The Rodeo Boys. Keystone had not a jot of adventure, not to mention treasure or glamour. All it had was mud and misery. And as far as Gertie could tell, the men were not heroes on noble steeds, but brutes, given how often the women in Keystone walked around bruised. 

			No, she had decided. She would not get tied down here. She would not get serious about anyone, and that included Warren Klein, who was still following her as she stumbled over the uneven ground. Not even if Warren had strangely begun to consistently invade her dreams, which positively unnerved her. At least she thought it was Warren. 

			The dream was always the same. A boy calling out to her to wait for him. To take him home. His pleading was always desperate, and it tore at her heart so much that when she awoke she was always left feeling helpless and trapped. She could never quite make out the boy’s features, as they were fuzzy and indistinct, but it seemed to be Warren. Did that mean they were connected somehow? That they were meant to be together? But surely that was wrong. She knew she didn’t love Warren, though she suspected by the way he looked at her that he might love her. Or thought he did, anyway. How could anyone really know? Maybe she would grow to love him, the way Maman had with Pa. 

			Maman always told the story of how her marriage to Pa had practically been arranged back in Sweden after Pa had finished his duty in the cavalry. Gertie thought this barbaric, but Maman said that it hadn’t really been so bad. They were little more than strangers when they married, but they had grown to love each other in their own way. “Sometimes others can see things you can’t. Anyway, here we are, eleven kids later,” she said with a little smile. But Gertie didn’t think that was proof of anything, certainly not love. 

			Pa, thankfully, was not the type that beat his wife, but Gertie often heard equally disturbing things coming through the thin wall that separated the only two bedrooms of their shack. Every night it was the same. Pa begging and Ma saying no until finally Pa got his way. Every night! It disgusted Gertie. She used to cover her head with her thin pillow, alternately hating Pa and then, in later years, Maman. Why didn’t she just give in and get it over with so that they could all get some sleep? 

			“Gertie,” Warren finally called out, startling her. 

			Reluctantly, Gertie stopped and looked around, careful not to meet his eyes. They were standing very near the bandstand, a gazebo-type structure erected where the land gently sloped into a depression. Rows of brown wooden folding chairs balanced unevenly on the rough ground before it, and though its strings of electric lights barely showed up amidst the brightness of the sun, Gertie thought it looked marvelous. 

			A big red-and-white-striped tent was pitched to the left, which various carnies dashed in and out of. Only a few people sat in the chairs waiting for the show to start. Or maybe they were just taking a rest, Gertie thought, from all the activity. She wondered when Patsy was scheduled to go on—

			“G-Gertie,” Warren repeated gently. 

			Gertie pulled her gaze away from the stage. He was wearing the same red plaid shirt he always wore, but for once he was not wearing his overalls. “Yes?” she asked, leaning against an old crumbling fence that ran along this bit of the ridge. 
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