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To my family, who make
the holidays so special




Away in a Manger




[image: Illustration] One [image: Illustration]


New York City, Wednesday, December 13, 1905


T is the Season to be jolly,” sang the carolers outside Grace Church, while across Broadway the brass band of the Salvation Army thumped out “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen,” in competition. It seemed as if the whole of New York City was suddenly caught up in the Christmas spirit. I maneuvered Liam’s buggy along the crowded sidewalk, checking to make sure that Bridie was walking close beside me. In such a crowd one couldn’t be too careful. Everyone seemed to be laden with packages and baskets of food items needed for holiday baking. It had been a year of optimism, with President Roosevelt elected for his first full term of office and the Wright brothers showing the world that airplanes really could stay up in the sky for more than a few seconds. We were definitely in the age of progress.


I pulled Bridie back from the edge of the street as an automobile drove past, sending up a spray of slush and mud. So much for the age of progress, I thought, as some of it splashed onto my skirt. It had snowed the night before, the first snow of the season, creating an air of excitement, until the sun had come out and started to melt it, making the sidewalks slippery, dirty, and difficult to navigate. As we reached the corner of Tenth Street the young crossing sweepers were busy at work, clearing a pathway through the slush so that we ladies didn’t get the hems of our skirts dirty.


“Merry Christmas. God bless you, lady,” they called out, holding out raw little hands covered in chilblains. I felt guilty that I hadn’t a penny or two ready for them, but the truth was that there were so many of them. How could I possibly choose one? And it was not only the crossing sweepers with their hands out. There were beggars of various sorts every few yards along Broadway, from hunched old women to pitiful children. Then there were those, like the crossing sweepers, one step up from beggars—the newsboys, the flower sellers with their tiny sprigs of mistletoe and holly. There were just too many of them. It hadn’t been a year of progress for all of New York, that was clear enough. Immigrants were still arriving in their thousands, cramming into the already jam-packed Lower East Side and trying to support their families any way they could—many by selling a few eggs, roasted corn, bootlaces from a pushcart. I passed a baked potato stand with its enticing aroma. Several young boys stood around it, holding out their hands to the glowing charcoal until the owner drove them away.


As we moved away from the choir of carol singers, who were warmly wrapped in scarves and cloaks against the cold, I became aware of another voice—small, high, and beautiful.


“Away in a manger, no crib for a bed,” it sang. “The little Lord Jesus laid down his sweet head.”


Bridie heard it too and tugged at my sleeve. “Look, over there,” she said.


I looked. A small girl was sitting in a doorway of Daniell’s Haberdashery Store, huddled against the cold in a thin coat. She held out a tin cup as she sang, but people passed her without noticing her.


“Do you think she’s an angel, come down for Christmas?” Bridie whispered to me.


She certainly looked like one. She had almost whiteblonde hair and big blue eyes in a little heart-shaped face and her voice was so pure and sweet that it brought tears to my eyes.


“We have to give her something,” Bridie said firmly, but I was already reaching into my purse.


“Go and give her that,” I said, handing over a quarter.


She looked at it critically as if she thought it ought to be more, then took it and darted through the crowd to drop it in the girl’s tin mug. The child looked up and gave Bridie an angelic smile. Her gaze fell on me and I had a strange feeling of connection.


Bridie made her way back to hang on to the buggy. “She looks so cold,” she said. “Couldn’t we give her some of my things? I know they’d be too big for her but at least they’d help her stay warm. Perhaps her mommy could make them into the right size for her.”


I looked back. “She probably doesn’t have a mommy,” I said. “No mother would let her little child stay out begging in this weather. She’s almost certainly an orphan.”


“How sad,” Bridie said. “To have nobody in the world to look after her. That’s not fair.”


“I’m afraid life isn’t very fair,” I said. I glanced back at the girl and saw that one of the crossing sweeper boys was now standing beside her. In all likelihood he’d take the money we’d just given her. It was very much a dog-eat-dog world in the lower levels of New York society. Then my gaze turned to Bridie, who had now blossomed into a sturdy eleven-year-old with the promise of becoming a beauty one day, and it occurred to me that she might well be an orphan herself now. I had brought her across the Atlantic from Ireland when her own mother was dying, and then Daniel’s mother had taken her in when her father and brother had gone down to Panama to help dig the new canal. That had been a year ago, and we’d heard nothing from them since. And the news that had come from that hellhole had not been good—men dying like flies of yellow fever and other tropical diseases. So it might well be that we were all the family Bridie had in the world.


Of course she’d been well looked after by Daniel’s mother, who had recently sent her to stay with me in the city, so that she could have a more normal education with girls her own age. It was also suggested that she could help me take care of Liam until I could find a proper hired girl to take the place of Aggie, who had died when our house was bombed. I would have taken Bridie in anyway, as I was now the closest thing she had to a mother, and I was glad when Daniel agreed to the arrangement. It was working very well. She was proving to be a willing little helper and good company.


“We’ll look through your things and see what we can find for the little girl,” I said. “And I’ll buy you some yarn so that you can knit her a scarf. Mrs. Sullivan says you’re a grand little knitter now.”


Bridie beamed with pride. “I like knitting,” she said. “And I like being here with you, taking care of Liam. I hope you don’t find a new mother’s helper too soon.”


“I don’t want you thinking that you’re only here as my helper, Bridie,” I said. “It’s important that you get proper schooling, and my mother-in-law wants to turn you into a young lady.”


She moved closer to my side. “But I like being with you best,” she said. “You’re the only mother I’ve got in the world.”


I felt a lump come into my throat. There was nothing I’d like better than to keep her with me, but I knew that eventually Mrs. Sullivan would want to educate her and then introduce her into society better than I could. Daniel had also been urging me to find a properly trained servant to help me around the house and with Liam. I saw his point. In his position with the NYPD, status mattered. We should be entertaining more, and a husband who could not provide his wife with the luxury of a servant would be frowned upon. Nonetheless I was in no rush—having grown up in a cottage on the West Coast of Ireland, I was used to hard work and found it easy enough to keep our small house clean. And for all Daniel’s urging, I could never see myself giving tea parties.


“The cattle are lowing, the baby awakes,” I heard the sweet voice still singing. “But little Lord Jesus no crying he makes.”


I turned to look back, puzzled. There was something about the song, or the way she was singing it, that didn’t seem right, didn’t fit. Something significant. Then I shook my head, not wanting to admit that Bridie had rattled me with her talk of angels. Where I came from in Ireland we were all too ready to believe in the miraculous. But this was New York and things that happened here were all too real.


We crossed Broadway, bumping the buggy over clumps of frozen mud and trolley lines, weaving between brewer’s drays and cabs and watching out for more speeding automobiles. My son, Liam, slept on blissfully the way that only babies can, his long dark eyelashes brushing his cheek. I gazed at him now, thinking how chubby and healthy he looked, in contrast to that little . . .


“Do you think she really might be an angel?” Bridie asked suddenly. “Perhaps she’s been sent down specially for Christmas to remind people to be good. We ought to give her more money. I’ve got two dollars saved up. She can have those.”


I looked down at her tenderly. “I thought they were to buy Christmas presents with,” I said.


“That girl needs the money more,” she said. “I still have time to make Christmas gifts.”


“You’re a very kind person,” I said, “but I’m afraid the world isn’t quite as simple as you think. If we give the girl more money she probably won’t be allowed to keep it. You saw that bigger boy. He’s probably her minder and the money will end up with an even bigger boy or even an adult in charge of a gang. They put out pretty children to beg because they are more likely to touch people’s heartstrings.”


“That’s terrible.” Bridie was frowning. “That girl looks as if she never gets enough to eat. Let’s at least make her a pie or something next time we come this way. No boy could take that away from her if she eats it quickly.”


“We’ll do that,” I agreed, “and we’ll see if you have any warm clothes that are too small for you now.”


Bridie gave me a satisfied smile, then tugged at my sleeve again. “And one more thing.”


“Yes?” I asked, expecting another charitable thought.


“Could we go and look at Macy’s department store one day? They say their windows are all done up to look like magic.”


“We can certainly do that,” I said. “Liam might be old enough to enjoy seeing them too. So might I.” And I grinned at her.
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As soon as we got home Bridie rushed up to her room and took out all her clothes. Most of them had been made for her by my mother-in-law and were quite unsuitable for a beggar child—fine fabrics with lots of lace and embroidery. But we did come up with a woolen chemise and some woolen stockings. Bridie wanted to add a fine knitted shawl but I shook my head.


“Mrs.Sullivan will expect to see you wearing that when she comes for Christmas. She went to a lot of trouble to make that for you. It wouldn’t be right to give it away. Besides, you might need it yourself if it gets any colder.” I put my arm around her, noting that she was growing so fast she would soon be up to my shoulder. “We’ll go to the dry goods store tomorrow and you can choose some yarn to knit her a scarf and mittens, all right?”


She nodded, smiling.


“Now we need to put all this away and get to work. Liam needs to be changed and fed, and I need to put Captain Sullivan’s dinner in the oven.”


I said the last with satisfaction. For once Daniel had no major case keeping him out late at police headquarters. He had been able to eat dinner with us most evenings and even had some time to play with his son. I just prayed that nobody committed a murder or any other dastardly crime before Christmas, so that we could celebrate the holiday together.


I was particularly looking forward to Christmas this year. It would be the first one that Liam could actually enjoy with us, now that he was fifteen months and walking on his solid little legs. I pictured his excitement as he unwrapped a package with a toy inside. And we’d have a tree with glass ornaments and turkey and plum pudding. I sighed with contentment. We’d been through a lot this year. It was about time our life ran smoothly for a while.


I put a shepherd’s pie in the oven, and was in the middle of feeding Liam his mashed carrots and milk pudding when the front door opened, sending a blast of icy air down the passage toward us.


“Papa’s home,” Daniel called. “Where’s that boy of mine?”


Liam squealed in delight, squirmed, and tried to stand up in his high chair, luckily prevented by the straps. Daniel came into the kitchen, his cheeks bright red from the cold. “Brrr, it’s chilly out there tonight,” he said. “If it snows again it will stick this time. That wind off the Hudson cuts through like a knife. Don’t tell my mother but I’m really glad for that scarf she knitted me.”


He grinned as he came around the table to kiss me, then turned his attention to Liam.


“What’s that you’re eating?” he said. “Milk pudding? My favorite. I think I’ll eat it all up.” And he pretended to put his face down toward Liam’s plate.


“No. Mine,” Liam said clearly, making us both laugh.


“And how was your day, Miss Bridie?” Daniel asked as she brought a wet washcloth to clean up Liam’s face.


“We met an angel,” Bridie said. “At least she looked as if she could be an angel. She was singing very sweetly.”


Daniel looked across at me and raised an eyebrow.


“We saw a beggar child on Broadway,” I said. “She was singing ‘Away in a Manger.’ She really did have a sweet voice, poor little thing. We’ve looked for some of Bridie’s outgrown clothes to give her, and Bridie’s going to knit her a scarf.”


Daniel frowned. “You want to be careful getting involved with people like that,” he said.


“Daniel, she was a little child. She was shivering in the cold and singing.”


“I’m sure she looked quite adorable,” he said. “That’s the whole point. We’re having all sorts of trouble with pickpockets this season. More than usual. Anywhere there’s a crowd. We suspect that one or more of the bigger gangs is involved. And a little child is exactly what the more sophisticated of the gangs would use.”


“How could she pick pockets when she’s sitting in a doorway?” I demanded, feeling my hackles rising now.


“She’s the diversion, Molly. Don’t you see?” he said patiently. “People hear her singing. They look across and see a sweet little girl and feel sorry for her. Some even put a penny or two in her cup. And while they are distracted a slick operator is taking their purse or going through their pockets.”


“Oh, dear,” I said. “I never thought of that. I suppose you may be right. How sad to use a child like that.”


“She may even have a home and proper clothes when she’s not working,” Daniel said. “The beggar child in rags may be all part of the act.”


I didn’t want to think it but I realized it could well be true. There were plenty of slick criminals in New York City. Plenty of evil minds who would give no second thought to using a child for their schemes. But at that moment Bridie said angrily, “She wasn’t a bad person. She wasn’t. You could see it from her face. She looked like an angel. In fact I believe she is an angel, come down for Christmas.”


Daniel ruffled her hair. “Perhaps she is,” he said gently. “And she may well be a thoroughly nice child who has no choice about what she’s being made to do. Anyway, let’s talk of more cheerful things, shall we? I have the day off tomorrow—barring any major crimes overnight. So I thought we might take a trip uptown.”


“Uptown?” I asked.


“I want to show Liam FAO Schwarz. You know,” he went on when I looked puzzled, “the big fancy toy store on Fifth Avenue? I hear they have life-size toy soldiers outside and a fantastic train set running right across their windows.”


“How lovely.” I beamed at him. “And Bridie just asked today if we could visit Macy’s store on Thirty-fourth. She’s heard the windows there are all decorated for Christmas.”


“We can do that too,” Daniel said.


“But I have to go to school tomorrow,” Bridie said. “We don’t break up for Christmas until the day after tomorrow.”


“I think they won’t mind if you skip a day or so of school,” Daniel said. “You’ve worked hard at your lessons. Besides, shopping uptown is educational.” He winked at me. “And we need to buy a tree sometime soon. We’ll need you to help choose.”


“Oh, yes.” Bridie’s eyes lit up. “Can it be a big one? Will we put it in the front parlor window?”


“It can and we will,” Daniel said. “Now I think we’d better take that young man out of his seat before he explodes with frustration.”


He unstrapped Liam and threw him up in the air, making the boy squeal with delight again.


“Careful. He’s just eaten,” I warned. “It may come back all over you if you do that.”


Daniel rapidly handed him back to me and I passed him to Bridie. “If you change him and put on his nightclothes he can come down and play with his daddy before dinner,” I said.


As she went upstairs with the baby I turned to Daniel. “She has grown into such a helpful girl,” I said. “She handles him so confidently. And he adores her.”


“That’s as maybe, but we still need a proper servant, Molly. You must see that,” Daniel said. “You can’t keep putting it off forever, just because of what happened. I know you have bad memories. But there are plenty of competent young women in New York City. And Bridie has to concentrate on her schooling and get an education with girls her own age. That was the understanding when my mother left her with us.”


I nodded. “You’re right. It’s just that I like having her around. She’s been like a daughter to me, Daniel.”


“We can ask my mother to visit some of the agencies with you when she arrives,” Daniel said. “She’s had experience in selecting reliable servants.”


“I’m sure I can find a girl quite easily, Daniel,” I replied stiffly. One thing I didn’t want was a servant girl selected by Daniel’s mother, who’d no doubt report back to the latter all my failings as a housewife and lady of society.


When I went up to kiss Liam good-night Bridie was sitting beside his cradle singing to him in her own soft and pretty voice. He was gazing at her, enraptured, and I paused in the doorway, not wanting to spoil the scene I was witnessing. Then Liam looked up and saw me, tried to scramble to his feet, encumbered by his long night-robes, and let out a wail.


“Oh, you terrible child. You were quite happy until you saw me,” I said. “And Miss Bridie can sing you songs much better than I can.”


I laid him down again firmly, stroking his head, and remembering, as I did almost every day of my life, how I had almost lost him.


“Go on singing,” I said to Bridie. “You sing so prettily.”


“That girl on the street,” Bridie said thoughtfully. “Did you notice—she was singing ‘Away in a Manger’ with the same tune we sang it to in Ireland, not the way they sing it here.”


So that’s what had struck me as odd. In America they have a different melody for the Christmas carol from the one we learned in Ireland. Was it possible that the little girl was a newly arrived immigrant?
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The next morning we awoke to find the world transformed to white. Snow was still falling softly and the cobblestones had vanished beneath a pristine white blanket. I made pancakes with bacon for breakfast, Daniel’s favorite, and then I dressed us all warmly for the trip uptown.


“Couldn’t we just take those things over to the little girl first?” Bridie asked.


“It’s Captain Sullivan’s one day off. We’re going on an outing today,” I said. “We’re going to see the store windows, like you wanted. Aren’t you excited?”


“Yes, but look how cold it is today. She’ll be freezing.”


I glanced across at Daniel. “All right. We can drop off the clothes on our way and catch the trolley right there,” I said.


“The trolley? I thought we’d take the El,” Daniel said.


I shuddered. “I don’t like traveling on the El ever since . . .”


Ever since the accident, I said to myself. The accident when the cars had plunged down from their rails and Liam and I had narrowly escaped death in a car that remained hanging from the tracks.


“Molly, that won’t happen again. And we’ll take the Third Avenue line, not the Ninth.”


“I know the trolley takes longer, but I’d still rather take it. And it goes right past Macy’s,” I said.


“All right. But you know it will be crowded. And cold.”


“I like to be able to breathe the fresh air, rather than be shut up in a carriage with all those unsavory smells,” I said.


“As you wish.” Daniel sighed, knowing he was beaten. He took Liam from Bridie. “Come on, son. We’re going on an adventure.”


Bridie darted upstairs to get the package of clothing, then followed us out of the front door. Our footsteps crunched over snow and I held on to Daniel’s arm as it was unsteady walking over hidden cobbles. The Salvation Army band was playing again as we came to Broadway. This time it was “See Amid the Winter’s Snow,” in an apt description of the scene we were witnessing. Snowflakes fluttered down around them, landing on their dark blue uniforms and settling on the peaks of their caps. Bridie was already peering ahead as I took her hand to cross Broadway.


“She’s there. See. In that doorway,” she called out excitedly, then broke away from me and darted through the crowd. The Salvation Army band was making such a din that I couldn’t hear whether the little girl was singing or not, but she certainly looked up in surprise when Bridie dropped the package into her lap then sprinted back to us again without saying a word. I saw the child’s puzzled, excited face as she began to undo the brown paper when we boarded our tram.


Macy’s windows lived up to Bridie’s expectations. She stared at each one, wide-eyed, her nose pressed against the glass until her breath steamed it over, hiding the scene inside. I have to confess if I hadn’t experienced the shop windows in Paris earlier in the year I might have been equally impressed. There were mechanical rabbits eating carrots, figures skating on a frozen pond, an old toy maker sitting at his bench making toys. They were wonderful automatons, with the toy maker’s eyes moving and his toys coming to life as he finished them.


Bridie would have stood there all day, I suspect. “Come on, my dear. We still have the toy shop to visit,” I said.


She had just torn herself away reluctantly to join us when a strange thing happened. Daniel gave a shout. A skinny youth looked up and took off at great speed with Daniel hot on his heels. It was a mercy that Liam had just started fussing in Daniel’s arms and he’d handed him over to me or I don’t know what he would have done. If it had been an out-and-out running race I suspect that the boy would have gotten away, but he was hampered by the crowd dawdling along the sidewalk as they examined the windows, then a trolley coming to a halt made him change direction and slow enough for Daniel to grab him.


“Got ya, my boy,” Daniel said, twisting his arm up behind his back.


“Let go of me,” the boy shouted. “I ain’t done nothing.”


“If you haven’t done anything, why were you running away?” Daniel demanded as the boy squirmed and fought.


“Wouldn’t you run if a crazy lunatic started chasing you? Get your hands off me. I’ll call the police.”


“Oh, that’s a good one. I am the police.” Daniel almost looked as if he was enjoying himself. “Captain Sullivan. So I’m not only the police, I’m one of the most important policemen you’re likely to meet.”


“I ain’t done nothing,” the boy insisted. “Let go of me. You’re hurting.”


“I saw your hand going into that lady’s bag,” Daniel said.


“Go on then, search me!” the boy said belligerently. “You won’t find nothing.”


“Of course I won’t. I stopped you in time. One more second and you’d have slipped her wallet under your jacket and been off through the crowd with her none the wiser.”


“You can’t prove that,” the boy said. “And you’d better be careful, going around and accusing people of things they didn’t do. There’s such a thing as wrongful arrest, you know.”


“Constable Macarthy!” Daniel boomed, and a stout man in uniform forced his way through the crowd toward them.


“A spot of trouble, Captain Sullivan, sir?”


“Do you recognize this young’un?” Daniel asked.


“Never seen him before, sir. What’s he been doing?”


“Helping himself to people’s wallets,” Daniel said. “No, there’s no point in searching him. I spotted him in the act of lifting a purse, but I suspect he’s smart enough to have tucked others into hiding places to be retrieved later—just in case he was ever caught. Is that right, young fellow?”


“I said to get your hands off me,” the boy snarled. “You’re going to be sorry, you know. I got friends.”


“Oh, no, I think it’s you who’s going to be sorry,” Daniel said. “I never forget a face and my men will be on the lookout for you now, all over the city. If you’re smart you’ll stay indoors until after Christmas. Handcuff him, Constable.”


“What do you want me to do with him, Captain?” the constable asked as the pair of them wrestled handcuffs onto the struggling and cursing youth.


“Take him to the nearest station house and get his name, address, and fingerprints,” Daniel said. “If he gives you any sauce, you have my permission to lock him up for the night until he can learn some manners.”


“You can’t do that. I told ya, I ain’t done nothing,” the boy said, looking slightly more worried now.


“If you cooperate like a good boy, then you’ve got nothing to worry about and you’ll be free as a bird in a little while,” Daniel said. “But if any of my men catches you picking pockets again, remember we’ll have your fingerprints on file and you’ll be heading straight to jail. Understand me?”


A crowd had gathered, standing not too close but watching with interest.


“What’s the boy done?” a thin clergyman in a black suit asked.


“Pickpocket,” Daniel said. “There are too many of them around this year. You should all make sure you keep a watchful eye on your cash.”


“But he’s only a boy,” the clergyman said. “Surely handcuffs aren’t necessary. If you’d let me have a word with him, I know I could make him—”


His speech was cut off by a scream from somewhere in the crowd and a woman cried out, “My money is missing. Someone’s taken my purse. Was that him too?”


“Either this one or one of his fellows,” Daniel said. “Who’s on this stretch of Broadway with you, Constable?”


“Dracott, sir. Over there on the corner of Thirty-fourth.”


“Then you take the boy away and I’ll send Dracott over to search likely hiding places to see if we can recover any more stolen wallets. We’re probably too late. Undoubtedly this hooligan has a friend who’s been following him to retrieve the stash. But from now on I want you to report to me every time there is a pickpocketing incident. This is prime territory over the holidays. You’ll need backup.”


“Thank you, sir. I’ll take the boy now then, shall I?”


“Yes, and come right back. We’ll need as many eyes as possible watching this crowd.” He turned to the throng now surrounding him. “You can all help. Keep vigilant. Yell out if you see someone’s pocket being picked. We need to put a stop to this right now.” He moved within a few inches of the boy’s face. “Don’t forget. I’ll be watching out for you. So will all my men.”


The boy shot Daniel a look of pure venom as the constable marched him away. The crowd parted to let them through, then drifted away, back to their Christmas shopping. Daniel straightened his jacket and made his way back toward us. I didn’t often have a chance to see him in action and again I marveled at his powerful presence, his calm demeanor. Then I remembered that every one of these encounters might put him in danger, every day of his life.


“It’s just as I thought,” Daniel said as he joined us and took Liam back from me. “This is something bigger than the usual opportunistic kid trying to take advantage of the holiday crowds. I’ll wager he’s part of an organized gang. Did you see the swagger? He wasn’t even scared of me. He reckons he’s got protection. And the constable hadn’t seen him before. Our men usually know the potential troublemakers on their own patch.” He glanced back as the constable with the still struggling, cursing boy was swallowed up into the crowd. “I want to find out who’s behind this and nip it in the bud. I want to know if they are recruiting boys off the street or if they are using known gang members. That’s the problem—I can’t assign extra men for what’s essentially petty crime. But if it’s one of the known gangs, I hate to see them extending their reach, and if it’s a new gang, then I want to know about that too.” Then he turned and gave me an encouraging smile. “Sorry about that. I’m supposed to have a day off, aren’t I. Come on, let’s enjoy ourselves. Toy store then a hot chocolate, I think.”


I tried to feel as gay and carefree as before, but there was now a tension in the air that wouldn’t quite go away.
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Is it far to the toy store?” Bridie asked. “My feet are cold.”


“Too far to walk on a day like this,” Daniel said. “We’ll take the Sixth Avenue El. Come on, there’s a station right over here.”


He took my arm to steer me toward the elevated railway. I hesitated, still reluctant to travel after what had happened. But I told myself not to be silly. Just because one train had plunged off the tracks once didn’t mean it would ever happen again. We crammed ourselves into a crowded carriage and I was certainly glad when we reached Fifty-eighth Street and I could breathe the fresh crisp air again.


Here uptown there was a different atmosphere. The stores were swankier and almost every window was decorated with Christmas displays, electric lights, and even illuminated Christmas trees. Then we came at last to Fifth Avenue and Daniel said, “There it is. FAO Schwarz. What did I tell you?” He said it as if he was a conjurer who had produced this for our pleasure.


There was a crowd around the store windows and at the door two red-coated soldiers stood at attention as if this was Buckingham Palace in London. Liam had been snuggled drowsily against Daniel’s shoulder but perked up at the sound of Daniel’s voice, and when he saw the real-life soldiers his eyes opened wide. We stepped inside and were greeted by a cacophony of sound. On one table a host of mechanical toys were moving around—bears turning somersaults, soldiers marching, drummers beating drums. And around the perimeter of the table a train set ran, hooting mournfully as it went over a bridge. Liam wriggled to get closer, staring wide-eyed.


“You’re not quite old enough for that sort of thing yet,” Daniel said, holding on to him. “But I can’t wait for the day when I can get you a train set.”


“We know who wants to play with the trains,” I teased, and watched him grin.


“What should we get him for Christmas, do you think?”


“Don’t discuss it in front of him,” I said, giving Daniel a cautionary frown. “He has to think that it’s coming from Father Christmas, or Santa Claus, or whatever you want to call him.”
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