















Praise for The Island of Worthy Boys



Connie Hertzberg Mayo has written a wonderful novel about the tensions and rewards of friendship, in all its guises. With her two fascinating protagonists, Charles and Aidan, and her portrait of the extraordinary real-life figure Charles Bradley, head of the Boston Farm School, Mayo has called up a vivid world of delinquents, school life, adventure in the streets, and unexpected mercy in a harsh world. Her book is an engrossing and exciting tale of late-nineteenth-century New England—a marvelous addition to Bostonian literature!


—Ursula DeYoung, author of Shorecliff


An accomplished debut novel with intriguing characters and vibrant dialogue, The Island of Worthy Boys takes readers on a fascinating journey through the streets of late-nineteenth-century Boston and into the little-known world of Thompson Island’s Farm School for Indigent Boys. With sparkling descriptions and a well-paced plot, Mayo tells the tale of Charles Wheeler and Aidan Sullivan—two boys on the run—and their escape to the farm school, where secrets abound and the boys’ friendship endures the ultimate test. The Island of Worthy Boys will captivate both fans of Boston history and lovers of historical fiction.


—Kristen Harnisch, author of The Vintner’s Daughter


As a native Bostonian, I took extra pleasure in the clarity of details of place and time captured in this wonderful story of friendship and survival between two orphaned boys. Mayo takes you back to the narrow, grimy streets of old Boston and navigates a current of harrowing events with assurance, wisdom, and great heart.


—Jessica Keener, author of Night Swim


Mayo transports us to nineteenth-century Boston, giving us the street level cacophony of street markets and teeming crowds in a way that offers a refreshing perspective on a beloved urban geography.


—Tim Weed, author of Will Poole’s Island


The Island of Worthy Boys is the story of a friendship between Charles Wheeler and Aidan Sullivan. Bound by a terrible secret, the boys escape to the Boston Farm School on Thompson Island. Mayo renders a historically rich tale that will not only capture readers of historical fiction, but a wider audience for its humanity, compassion, and spirited prose style.


—Sarah Anne Johnson, author of The Lightkeeper’s Wife


A poignant and moving tale of two boys who fall on hard times in nineteenth century Boston. Hunger and desperation help to forge a bond between the two that is nearly indestructible. However, when the unthinkable happens they go into hiding, living in constant fear that the ghosts of their past will return to exact revenge and seek justice. A thoughtful and enlightening story filled with historical appeal and an ending that is both unexpected and satisfying.


—Tamar Ossowski, author of Left


Connie Mayo’s fast-paced novel, The Island of Worthy Boys, transports you to the pungent gritty streets of nineteenth-century Boston where two unlikely delinquent heroes lurk. Fair warning: they will steal your heart. Mayo’s dramatic flair, psychological insight, and mastery of nineteenth-century Boston make for a remarkable debut novel that reads like the work of a seasoned pro. Unforgettable.


—Katherine Keenum, author of Where the Light Falls


Once I started reading, I couldn’t stop. Set in gritty 19th century Boston, Connie Mayo tells a story of have-nots trying to navigate a world of violence, prejudice, disease, and bleak prospects. Through a series of misfortunes and lies, two young boys—a thief and his look-out—wind up in the care of a man who can change their fate, for better or for worse. An extraordinary tale of tested friendships and tested hearts. A great gamble of believing in the value of those society has forsaken. A story of the past that is just as relevant today.


—Susan Henderson, author of Up from the Blue


From the first pages of Connie Mayo’s The Island of Worthy Boys, I found myself caught up in the unlikely friendship between Charles Wheeler and Aidan Sullivan—the first a street-wise ruffian, the second a thoughtful, desperate boy—and the things they must do in order to survive. The book is rich with historical details, and the promise of trouble keeps the pages turning. It’s full of heart, too.


—Michelle Hoover, author of The Quickening and Bottomland
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In memory of Charles H. Bradley, Superintendent of the Boston Farm School, Thompson Island, from 1888–1922


I wish I had known you.





AUTHOR’S NOTE



WHILE THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION, THE BOSTON FARM SCHOOL did exist on Thompson Island, under a variety of names, from 1833 until 1975. Superintendent Charles Bradley, his wife Mary Bradley, and their son Henry were real people (and they did have a St. Bernard, although his actual name is lost to history). By all accounts I could find, Bradley was a particularly enlightened and kind superintendent. Evidence of his dedication is abundant, including the fact that he died on the island at the age of sixty-three after being superintendent for thirty-four years.


I have tried, unsuccessfully, to locate any living relatives of the Bradleys.


All other characters in this book are fictitious; any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental.




“In great establishments for children, there are half-grown boys and girls who exercise a perverse and depraved ingenuity in corrupting those younger than themselves. This is one of the many insidious perils of large reformatories. They spread a physical and moral contagion; the morality in large establishments is commonly greater than elsewhere, and the standard of morality is low. Routine and indifference prevail, and the minds of children become enfeebled and corrupted.”


—Charles Loring Brace


“What Is the Best Method for the Care of Poor and Vicious Children?” Journal of Social Science II (1880)





PROLOGUE



September 1889 • Boston Harbor


THE STEAMBOAT PUFFED AND CHUGGED THROUGH THE HARBOR, cleaving the gunmetal water in front and churning it white like boiling laundry in the back. The boat was at the halfway point in its ten-minute trip, with its bow pointing toward the leafy island and its stern saying good-bye to the gray buildings of Boston.


Built to hold twenty, the Pilgrim had only three passengers this morning: one man piloting the boat, and two boys who were an age somewhere between knee pants and shaving razors. The pilot and the blond boy were squinting in the sun, looking for the island to come into view, but the other boy saw only the damp bottom of the boat as he gripped the seat, white-knuckled, face ashen.


Bored with a trip he had made a hundred times, the pilot thought about his charges. The Weston brothers, the superintendent had said. That didn’t happen often, two accepted at once. Funny, how the pair of them looked as different as chalk and cheese. That one Charles—quite a scrapper with that upturned nose, leaning over the edge of the boat into the breeze, grinning and catching the salt spray on his face. Was he actually tasting the spray? Happy fellow. Too bad the brother wasn’t like-minded. Back at City Point, that one, Arthur, had looked around in a panic with huge brown eyes, lashes long as a girl’s, and that was the last he’d shown his face. The boy had planted his chin on his chest the minute he sat down in the boat, and hadn’t moved since. Hope he’s not ill, the pilot thought. Might they quarantine him? Won’t do to be getting the other boys sick.


“Charles, how fares your little brother there?” the pilot called out.


Charles looked over to the pilot while putting an arm around Arthur. “Nothin’ a little dry land won’t fix. He’s a mite nervous ’bout the water.”


Arthur shrugged his brother’s arm off his shoulder and hung his head even lower. Odd. Why wouldn’t he take comfort from the only kin he’s got left? But the pilot only had time to puzzle over this for a few moments before they arrived. Ah, well, he thought as the boat bumped against the wharf and he wrapped a hairy rope around the pier post. Who can fathom what goes on inside a family?


Charles and the pilot helped Arthur out of the boat and walked him well away from the water. Right away the color began to return to his face. The pilot went back to the boat and retrieved the two sacks that held all of the boys’ worldly possessions, and when he plunked them down, little clouds of dust puffed and then settled on their boots.


Their eyes all raked up the hill to the imposing brick building at the top. “Welcome,” the pilot said, hands on hips, “to the Boston Asylum and Farm School for Indigent Boys.”





PART I



Mainland
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Washington Street, Boston





CHAPTER 1



April 1889 • Boston


CHARLES WHEELER WAS VERY, VERY HUNGRY.


This wasn’t the mosquito buzz of hunger that he felt in most of his waking hours, familiar as his one pair of dirty trousers. It wasn’t the hunger that hit him like a boxing glove when he woke up in the morning after dreaming of roasts with gravy and tarts with fruit fillings that ran between his fingers. No, this was the grinding hunger of a missed meal. Or what passed for a meal.


A year ago, when he first started living on the streets, Charles went for hours without thinking about food. He could swipe a few apples off a cart, duck into an alley to eat them, core and all, and feel so full that if another apple had rolled into the alley, he would have stuffed it in his pocket for later. But now his twelve-year-old body was hungry all the time. It had grudgingly come to accept a schedule of small but regular deliveries of food, but today, with the routine disrupted, his hunger blotted out everything else.


If he had anything at all in his stomach, he would be down by the waterfront, relaxing and watching the boats unload their cod and haddock as he leaned up against a greenish pier post. But for thieving at this time of day, there was only one place to be: Washington Street. The sidewalks here were so crowded that foot traffic spilled out onto the cobblestone street, slowing the progress of carts and carriages, and you had to yell to be heard over the thrum of the crowd and the occasional neighing of horses. Awnings reached out from building fronts, signs shouted from every flat piece of facade, gaslights stood in defiance of the mass of humanity flowing around them. This was where Boston was most alive, and with all these distractions abounding, there was no better place to steal and get away with it. So Charles’s lack of success today was driving him a bit mad.


When he was this hungry, his eye fell on boys his age—with shoes, with shirts that had no holes at the elbows and pants clean enough to tell their color—and he imagined with bitterness how they would head home at the end of the day. How their mothers would have supper waiting, curls of steam rising from the serving platter, and how those boys didn’t even mutter a thank-you before they bolted from the table, didn’t appreciate food appearing when they wanted it. Charles knew this because several years ago, this had described him as well, though he didn’t see himself in these other boys. He just felt resentment smoldering in the pit of his stomach. He hated these boys, spoiling their appetite at the penny candy store in the late afternoon, climbing into their beds every night with a full belly.


Early this morning, he had gnawed around the blackened parts of two raw potatoes he’d found behind a grocer’s shop, but since then, he’d eaten nothing. Not for lack of trying, of course. But every pushcart vendor seemed to read his intentions from twenty paces, and every trash barrel behind a restaurant had already been picked clean by some guttersnipe.


Around midday he’d changed strategies and turned his attention to the acquisition of money, but that approach was proving equally fruitless. Twice this afternoon he’d seen a promising situation while scanning for unguarded funds, but in both cases, it required stealing from a woman, and he had yet to cross that line. In the winter, this was a particularly hard rule to follow, since he often saw ladies with their reticules resting just inside their fur muffs, practically begging to slip out. But still he’d stuck to targeting men, and now as the sun slid down behind the buildings, he saw the mark he’d been looking for.


The man carried several cloth sacks and was negotiating the price of flowers with a street vendor. His red hair and fair complexion suggested a recent boat trip from Ireland, which made him an appealing victim, since Charles was of the firm opinion that the city was lousy with Micks. Until the day she died, Charles’s mother had complained bitterly about how all the dirty bogtrotters took the washerwoman jobs away from decent Americans such as herself, and Charles had never thought to question this judgment. Now that petty crime was his means of survival, he reasoned that stealing from the Irish was ideal—in a way, it was returning what ought to have been American money into his American pocket. And maybe if enough Micks got their pockets picked here, they’d go back to Ireland where they belonged.


When the man pretended to walk away from the cart until the vendor called him back for a better price, it brought a smile to Charles’s face. If he wasn’t mistaken, the man had a clubfoot. Perfect, Charles thought. Won’t even try to chase me.


Hands in pockets, Charles casually zigzagged his way over to the man, scanning for the police as he strolled. Seeing none, he pretended to look in a window at the sign for “Painless Dentistry” as he kept tabs on the conversation behind him. While the men argued on about the fair market price for roses, he became distracted by the advertisement, as he had a tooth on his right side that was aching more every day, and he knew from experience that the pain would only stop once the tooth was out. Maybe he could acquire enough cash to see what this new Painless Dentistry was all about. With a jolt, he remembered what he was supposed to be doing, just in time to hear the man say to the vendor, “All right, all right, ’tis a hard bargain you drive, but I haven’t time for this.” Charles counted two breaths to give the man time to bring out the cash, and then he slowly turned around.


Like a beautiful dream, there the man struggled: trying to balance his sacks on the vendor’s cart, pulling some bills off a small roll, bowler hat slipping down his brow. The vendor blew air through his teeth in impatience and looked over his shoulder. Daylight had faded, but the lamplighter had not yet made it to this street. The timing was perfect. Charles moved in quickly and yanked the roll of money out of the man’s hands.


He ran for only a few joyful strides before a horrible feeling swept over him like a wave of cold water. Half a block ahead, a policeman stared him down with a menacing glare. For a heartbeat, it was just the two of them alone on the busy thoroughfare, neither of them moving, the policeman getting a good look at the filthy street Arab that had just grabbed an innocent man’s earnings, Charles unable to move his legs or even hide the stolen bills behind his back.


When the policeman took a step toward Charles, the spell was broken. Charles bolted across the street with the policeman in pursuit. From his constant scouring of this part of the city, Charles knew the layout of all the streets—better, he hoped, than the copper chasing him. He could hear the slap of the policeman’s leather shoes on the pavement behind him, but Charles’s bare feet didn’t make a sound as his toes hugged the rounded cobblestones for traction. When he thought there were enough pedestrians behind him to obscure the copper’s view, he dashed into an alley and stopped short before he ran into a pile of broken furniture and barrels. Quickly, he crawled behind a busted-up ash barrel toward the back of the pile and tried to slow his breathing, striving for silence and a limit to the amount of ash he was inhaling. In the near pitch dark, he tried to count off how many bills were in the stolen roll.


As his breath began to come more slowly, the only other sound in the alley was the squeak and rustle of rodents, Charles grinned. There were six bills, so a minimum of six dollars, perhaps more if they weren’t all ones. A fortune! He could eat for weeks, perhaps even get his tooth taken care of. On a rainy night, he could pay for a spot in a flophouse. And shoes, he could get shoes! Five minutes from now, he would walk out of this alley as rich as he’d been in recent memory.


Charles had spent his take several times over in his mind when he heard someone run into the alley. The furniture around him started to move, and a figure wormed its way into the pile, ending up in front of Charles’s barrel. He could just barely make out the shape of this person, who looked to be a boy around his size. The boy was balanced on his haunches, breathing hard, and clearly had no idea that Charles was there.


Now Charles had to noodle this new development. It was a safe bet that this boy was running from the police, which meant that any minute now the law could come charging into this alley. He quickly began to hate this intruder. After Charles had gotten away free and clear, ready to stride out onto the street to enjoy the fruits of his labor, this arsehole was about to ruin it all! What policeman would believe that two boys hiding in the same pile of trash were not in on the same crime? But much as he wanted to give the boy a rude shove and a few choice words, any noise could give them both away. His best hope was that the boy would eventually leave without ever knowing he shared his hiding space with another. So Charles would wait. It would be hard, pushing all that anger down, but it was worth it. Five minutes, maybe less. The boy would leave, and Charles would never see him again.


After a minute, the boy relaxed his tense posture a bit and covered his eyes with his trembling hands.


“Jaysus,” he whispered.


And of course he’s a goddamned Mick, Charles thought, and his rage boiled over. Forgetting his resolve, he gave the boy an enormous push, causing him to tumble out of the pile of trash and skid onto a patch of decaying produce.





CHAPTER 2



AIDAN SULLIVAN SLID ON THE PATCH OF DECAYING PRODUCE BUT WAS able to stop himself before his head hit the brick wall.


He stood up slowly, trembling, not sure what had just propelled him out of the pile of furniture. Out of the exit hole that Aidan’s body had made emerged a figure, fists clenched. Aidan almost laughed in relief. Even in the dim light he could see it was just a boy that had shoved him, maybe not even as tall as he was.


“What the hell are you lookin’ at, you stupid eedjit!” shouted his assailant. “You nearly got us both hauled off to jail!”


“I had no idea anyone was in my pile of furniture.”


“YOUR pile of furniture! I was there first, obviously!”


“Well, obviously I didn’t know that, or I would have chose another pile of furniture.”


Even in the dim light of the alley, Aidan could see that the boy was poorer than Aidan, which was saying something. At least Aidan had shoes and a spare shirt drying on the line behind his West End tenement—that is, if his mother was well enough and sober enough to get out of bed today and wash their few pieces of clothing. Still, as bad as things were at home, as much as he’d lately had to resort to some money-earning activities that he couldn’t tell his mother about, it unnerved him a bit to see up close, in this boy, how much worse things could get.


Just then, the lamplighter lit the gas lamp at the mouth of the alley. “Hey,” said Aidan, now that he could see more in the light, “I know you. You’re Charles. Charles . . . Wheeler. We were in school together a couple of years ago. Aidan Sullivan, remember me?”


“Well, ain’t this a lovely reunion. Now get the hell outta my alley before I knock you into next week.”


“Yeah, I’ll never forget the time you got put in the corner when the teacher was droning on, and then he heard you say, real quiet-like, ‘Shut yer clam hole, already.’ Oh brother, the boys was laughing all day about that one!”


“Listen, I see a clam hole that needs shuttin’ right now, and I’m gonna shut it for you if you won’t.”


“All right, all right,” Aidan said as he took a step back. He now remembered the epilogue to the clam hole story, where Charles bloodied the nose of one of the laughing boys after school, misinterpreting their laughter as somehow making fun of him, when in truth they were just delighted at any insolence toward their teacher.


“You know what?” said Charles. “I’m late for a very important engagement with my supper. I’m just gonna take my . . .” A look of concern, then anger, washed over his face. He started pawing his way through the trash in the alley.


“Whatcha looking for?” asked Aidan.


“I don’t need no help from the likes of you,” muttered Charles, working through the furniture pile. “Just keep your goddamn hands off my money.”


Aidan glanced down, and right next to his foot was a roll of bills. As he picked it up to give it to Charles, Charles raised his head.


“You bastard!” yelled Charles as he charged.


As they struggled in the alley, Aidan could tell that Charles was all fury and no technique. Aidan defended himself against the rain of blows until he saw his opportunity to throw the one punch he knew how to throw, one he’d actually been trained how to throw. He landed a perfect left hook, and Charles fell back against the pile of furniture.


For a couple of beats, all the two boys did was catch their breath. Charles finally broke the silence.


“There is one thing I do like about you, Sullivan,” he said, and he spit a rotten tooth into his hand. “I like that you’re a southpaw.”





CHAPTER 3



AIDAN PICKED UP THE WAD OF BILLS AND HANDED IT TO CHARLES. “I wasn’t makin’ off with it, you know.” It occurred to Aidan that not much had changed since their school days, when Charles had always been inclined to assume the worst of others and illustrate that assumption with his fists. Aidan recalled talking to a boy in their class whose succinct comment, “Bit of an arsehole, that one,” summed up what most boys thought of Charles.


“Now you tell me,” said Charles, and he spit some blood off to the side. After a futile attempt to shake vegetable slime from the bills, he pocketed the money. “All right, let’s call it even. Since you saved me from payin’ for a dentist, I’ll forgive you for almost sendin’ me to jail.” He strutted out of the alley.


“Charles!” Aidan called out, and Charles spun around. “Uh, I ain’t had my supper yet either,” Aidan stated quietly as he examined the grout between the sooty bricks in the wall, picking at it with his fingernails.


“And what is your point, Sullivan?” Charles asked in exaggerated tones.


“Well, if you know a place to get some supper, it’s my treat.” He looked at Charles, ready for the smart remark, the rejection. The truth was, he missed being with other boys since he’d had to stop going to school. A month ago, his mother’s cough had worsened to the point of interfering with both her drinking and the sewing that paid their rent. That was when Aidan had known things were getting bad. When Maeve had asked him to return the unfinished piecework to its owner, he knew he needed to find a job, and that was the end of school. Charles wasn’t much like Aidan’s friends there, but he was better than nothing.


Charles crossed his arms and cocked his head to the side as he considered Aidan. “You know, if you’re fool enough to want to spend your coin on my supper, I ain’t fool enough to stop ya. I’m mighty hungry tonight, mind you. And I’m in the mood for a big dessert. Really big.”


“Me too. Best part of the meal,” said Aidan with a smile, and he let Charles lead the way.
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They walked north, and at the point where the streets started to slope downhill, the buildings responded by becoming less and less reputable. Signs advertising what business was being conducted inside became less frequent, windows were grimier, trash bloomed in unswept corners. The smell of beer and whiskey conquered the stink of manure in the streets just as they arrived in Scollay Square.


Charles brought them to a saloon on a side street. After they indicated that supper was their interest and Aidan showed his ability to pay, the barkeep brought them crocks of what was probably beef stew, along with two short beers.


“I don’t have to talk to you, you know. You didn’t say anything about talkin’,” said Charles between mouthfuls of stew.


“No, you’re right, you don’t have to talk. But you might want to slow down there. When’s the last time you had a decent meal?”


“See, that’s just the type a thing I don’t gotta tell you.” After shoveling a few more spoonfuls into his mouth, Charles added, “But there is one thing you could tell me if you’re feelin’ so chatty.”


“Shoot.”


“Back in that alley when you were hidin’, before I gave you a free ride outta that pile of furniture, you sounded like an Irishman.”


“I didn’t say nothin’ when I was hidin’,” said Aidan.


“Yeah, you did. You said, ‘Jaysus,’ and there ain’t nobody but an Irish that’s gonna say that. But after that, your brogue flew the coop. Now you sound as American as P.T. Barnum. And you sure don’t look Irish. So what the hell?”


“What’s it to you?”


“Hey, I’m just makin’ conversation. You want we should eat without talkin’, fine by me.” Charles resumed pushing food into his mouth at an impressive rate.


For the hundredth time, Aidan wondered how it was that Maeve, who looked as Irish as soda bread, could have given birth to him, with his cinnamon eyes and chestnut hair. How could he explain to Charles what he didn’t understand himself? “My ma’s as Hibernian as they come, born in the old country, a brogue you could cut with a knife. My little sister sounds just like her. I used to speak like them, but lookin’ like I do, I figured out that speakin’ your way, well, nobody can tell I’m Irish, and mostly that’s a good thing in this city.”


Charles grunted in what might have been his agreement at the wisdom of hiding Irish heritage. “Must look like your father, then.”


“I wouldn’t know,” said Aidan as he looked out the greasy window.


“Yeah, well, you ain’t so special—mine left town when I was three. Who needs a father, anyway?” Charles slurped his beer with bravado.


Aidan thought, I do. But rather than thinking of whoever fathered him, he thought of Dan Connolly—his sister’s father, the one he wanted for a father. Some of Aidan’s earliest memories were of Dan courting his mother, surprising them with a good cut of meat from the butcher, teaching Aidan moves from his amateur boxing days in the packed dirt yard. Dan had earned a good wage as a printer’s apprentice, but before the wedding was to take place, there was an explosion of chemicals in the print shop, and Dan and another apprentice were killed. As the other apprentice was married, his widow received fifty dollars in compensation from the company, but Maeve got nothing except Dan’s daughter growing inside her. Nothing was ever easy after that. Aidan was sure that if Dan hadn’t died, today he would have been in school, practicing penmanship and long division, rather than hiding from the cops in a dirty alley.


“Hey, Sullivan, you with me?” asked Charles, snapping his fingers in front of Aidan’s face.


“Yeah, sorry.”


The boys ate, Charles outpacing Aidan by a fair margin. After a long pause, Aidan said, “Mr. Hamilton, you remember him, at the school, he wasn’t half bad as a teacher, you know. A bit boring, like you told the class, but he was a good egg. He always—”


“Mr. Hamilton likes to pick up whores on North Street,” said Charles as he swallowed the last spoonful of his stew.


“Really?” asked Aidan.


“Likes blondes,” said Charles, and he clattered his spoon into his empty crock somewhat triumphantly. “And I’ll have me another of them stews.”


“You know, they ain’t handin’ out prizes for whoever finishes first,” Aidan mentioned as he signaled the barkeep for more food. When the crock arrived, Charles dug in, but less voraciously than he had with the first.


Aidan broke the silence after he finished his own stew. “So you really saw Mr. Hamilton down by the waterfront?” he said.


“’Bout a month ago. And Bess, she works down there, she told me he’s been payin’ visits down there for years.”


“You know a whore down on North Street?” Though Aidan had lived in the West End all his life, he had never set foot on North Street. It was the seediest place in all of Boston, the one place Maeve warned him not to go. Even Scollay Square was not a place that Aidan traversed on his own, but North Street didn’t so much as pretend to offer anything but brothels and watering holes. Aidan was surprised and not a little impressed that Charles was on such familiar terms with the place and its employees.


“Uh-huh,” said Charles as he ate.


“As in, you know her?”


Charles looked up, frowning. “Not like that, ya dunce. She just gives me tips on where to stay outta, which cops is the mean ones, like that.”


“How do you end up being friends with a whore?”


“We ain’t friends,” Charles said. “I sorta helped her out of a, well, a bad situation once.”


Aidan waited for him to continue, but instead Charles said, “So what the hell did you do that you were hiding in that alley?”


“What did you do?”


“Nope. Asked you first.”


“Well . . .” Aidan thought about the last month. It was hard to know where to start. “A few weeks ago, I was rushing the growler over on Summer Street.”


“Shit for pay,” commented Charles.


“Don’t I know it.” But it had been the only thing he could find. On almost every block in Boston, new buildings were going up or old ones were being torn down. Every day at noon, workers from construction sites all around the city broke for dinner, and boys were there to collect tin pails and dimes from them and run off to the nearby saloons for beer. The faster you could bring your full growler back, the better your pay, but Aidan had discovered a nickel was the most you could expect.


“But rushing the growler ain’t against the law,” Charles pointed out.


“Yeah, that turned out to be a sort of temporary thing. There was this older boy, Willy, he was rushing the can too—”


“Willy the Wind.”


“How do you know him?” Aidan was beginning to think that Charles knew every shady character in the city.


“Willy’s quite the recruiter.”


“Well, we was just workin’ together for a while, and he said he was thinkin’ about gettin’ outta the growler trade,” said Aidan.


Charles pulled a bit of gristle from his mouth and flicked it to the floor as he continued to chew. “Willy don’t rush the can except when he’s lookin’ for a new boy. What the hell would a near-grown mug like him be doin’ workin’ for nickel tips?”


Aidan looked away in mild embarrassment. Now it seemed obvious. Willy was by far the oldest boy at the site, and he never seemed in a hurry to run as many pails as he could like the others.


“Ah, don’t feel bad, Sullivan. You ain’t the first boy Willy ever duped. So what’s his scam these days?”


“Well, he calls it ‘The Clumsy Bootblack.’ I’m the bootblack who blackens the mark’s pant leg, then Willy moves in to lift his money clip when the mark gets all mad and tries to strangle me.”


“Cute. Even with the strangling bit, sounds safer than his last scam.”


“What was the last scam?” Aidan asked after a small hesitation, his heart sinking a little lower. He knew he should find out what he could, but a part of him didn’t want to know any more.


“Well,” started Charles with obvious enjoyment, “Willy would pick out some old crone in a busy crowd, and the boy would hop on the bicycle Willy gave him and run into her. The boy would stop and fret and moan all sorts of sorries while a crowd came around her to gawk, and then Willy would move in and have his choice of pockets.”


Aidan said nothing.


“Don’t you want to know why Willy ain’t doin’ that scam no more?” asked Charles with a little grin.


Aidan really didn’t want to know, but Charles continued anyway.


“One day, the boy ran into a crone just like they planned, but the ruckus spooked a horse next to them, and the horse knocked him down and pulled its cart over the boy’s leg. I ain’t heard what happened to him after that, but the next day, I heard Willy was back at the construction site.”


Aidan found that he’d lost his appetite for his stew. “Listen, thanks for tellin’ me about what a great pal Willy is, but I think I know all I need to know now.”


“Hey, I ain’t sayin’ he’s a bad sort, I mean, as that sort goes. He ain’t tryin’ to get his boys in a mess. All I’m sayin’ is, he ain’t ever thinkin’ about what’s good for you.” Charles wiped his mouth on his sleeve and pushed back his chair, slapping his hands on his thighs. “Best free meal I had in a while, Sullivan. See ya ’round.” He stood up and walked to the door, then looked back at Aidan. “What? You ain’t gonna keep following me around like a lost pup?”


Aidan joined him at the door and looked out. It had just started to rain. He flipped his collar up and pulled his cap down as far as it would go. “You know, working for Willy’s just fine. I can handle him,” Aidan said with irritation.


“Who’s sayin’ you can’t?” Charles stuck his hands in his pockets and leaned up against the doorframe.


Aidan left the saloon, hunched over against the weather. Just before he turned the corner, Charles yelled from the shelter of the saloon doorway, “You still owe me dessert, Sullivan!”
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Aidan shook the rain off his cap and entered the apartment, quietly in case his mother was sleeping. But when she heard the door close, she called out, “Aidan? Is that you, boyo?”


“’Tis. Are ya hungry? Where’s the wee dormouse?” Aidan walked into the one bedroom that Maeve and Ella shared.


“She’s across the hall at the McGarrity’s, of course. She and those twins is as thick as thieves these days.” Maeve was sitting up in bed, letting down the hem on one of Ella’s dresses. She looked up. “Ya look soaked to the bone.”


“Nah, I’m fine. Did Ella eat before she went across the hall?”


“Ya, I fed the lass,” said Maeve. Aidan was hopeful—his mother was sewing and she’d put supper together for Ella. Last week she hadn’t been able to cook at all. Maybe she’s really on the mend, he thought.


“I can make ya supper,” offered Aidan.


“Just put the kettle on,” said Maeve as she snipped a thread.


Aidan put the water on the stove and then transferred the day’s pay into the biscuit tin on the kitchen shelf. Supper at the saloon, including the beer, had run him fifty cents, but he still had a few dollars to contribute to the can, which already held four dollar bills and some coins. Even after paying the rent this Friday, they would still have plenty left over. The misgivings he’d had at the saloon about his job with Willy drifted away as he gazed contentedly into the biscuit tin.


“I’m glad you’re home while Ella’s out—I need to talk to ya ’bout somethin’,” said Maeve as she shuffled into the kitchen, using furniture for support. She sat down gingerly at the table. “Have a seat.”


After Aidan sat, Maeve gripped his hand across the table. “Ya done me proud, getting a job when I got sick. We ain’t be eatin’ so well since . . .” She trailed off as both of them thought of Dan Connelly. “Well, you’re the man of the house now, and yer doing a right fine job.” Maeve squeezed his hand, and Aidan smiled.


Maeve looked down at their clasped hands. “Ellen McGarrity was over here today. Such a kind woman she is, Aidan. She’s been lightin’ candles for me at St. Joseph’s every week, prayin’ for me recovery. Me and her had a cuppa tea while the girls played, and we got to talkin’.” Maeve broke off at that point with a fit of coughing. When she could, she took a sip of tea and then continued. “Look, there ain’t no easy way to say this, so I’m just gonna say it. Ellen said if anything happened to me, she would take Ella in.”


“Ma, you’re gettin’ better! Nothin’ is gonna happen. This weekend, I’m gonna take you and Ella—”


“Aidan, boyo, listen. Ellen said she would take Ella, but she won’t take you.”


Aidan said nothing.


“Ellen has her own two older boys, as you know, and they are eatin’ her out of house and home, and both of them have had their run-ins with the law. I told her you ain’t like that, you got a respectable job, you’re a good boy, but she said all she could handle was my girl, and that was that.”


Aidan stirred his spoon in his teacup, thinking about how his job with Willy could not in any sense be considered respectable.


“I dunna have it all figured out in my head, but I wanted you to know that you’re not to worry about Ella if—”


“Ma, I don’t want to talk about this no more. You’re gettin’ better. We’re goin’ for ice cream on Saturday!” Aidan brought his teacup over to the sink and emptied it, watching the tea run down the drain.


“Okay, okay, we’re goin’ for ice cream on Saturday,” said Maeve. “I do feel better today, ’tis true. And Ella, with her sweet tooth, why the lass will follow you to the ends of the earth on the promise of ice cream.” They both thought of Ella, how fortunate and how painful it was that she looked so much like her father, even had her father’s penchant for sweets. For a while, Aidan thought that Dan had died never knowing that he was going to have a child, but one day years ago, he’d come across a package on the shelf of the closet. When he opened it, he found a small blue baby blanket, edged in satin, and a note in a yellowed envelope. Without reading the note, he pushed it and the paper wrapping to the back of the shelf and tucked the blanket under his mattress. Since then, after he was sure that his mother and sister were asleep each night, he would bring the blanket out, fold it, and use it as a pillow. He always woke before his mother and put it back under the mattress before she was up.


They sat in the quiet of the kitchen for a while. After a time, Maeve said, “And why were you so late comin’ home? You’re usually here half six the latest.”


“Ran into an old mate from school. Took him out for supper.”


“Supper! He must have been a good friend, you spendin’ your hard-earned wages on ’im.”


“Nah, not at all, really. Quite the hothead. But he ain’t all bad.”


“’Tis a fine—” Maeve started to say, but then she broke off coughing again. Her flailing hand upset her cup, and tea spread in a thin line across the table. When she couldn’t stop, Aidan helped her back to bed, the forgotten tea dripping onto the floor.





CHAPTER 4



IT WAS FOUR DAYS LATER THAT CHARLES SAW AIDAN AGAIN. CHARLES had been enjoying a nice stretch where he’d stolen nothing and paid for everything, which had left him a lot of leisure time. Sitting on the edge of an iron horse-water trough, he looked down and admired his new shoes. Part of his newly acquired funds had gone to the cobbler, and he was proud to be able to walk through the city streets without dirtying his feet like the younger urchins. With a smug grin on his face, he looked up, and just then, the crowd parted momentarily to reveal Aidan and Willy settling up for the day.


After Aidan handed Willy his bootblack kit and the two went their separate ways, Charles took off after Aidan and soon fell in step with him.


“Sullivan,” he said with no inflection, looking straight ahead.


“Charles!” exclaimed Aidan. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”


“Word on the street is that Willy’s newest boy’s some guttersnipe named Artie.”


“Yeah,” said Aidan, looking at his shoes as they walked. “That’s me.”


“What’s with the moniker?”


“Well, let’s just say that Willy ain’t a fan o’ the Irish,” said Aidan. “I’m headin’ up Merrimac—you headin’ that way?”


“Yeah, I was goin’ that way anyway,” said Charles, although he hadn’t been headed anywhere at all.


“So,” said Aidan, “how did you hear about who Willy was working with?”


“Well, Artie,” Charles said as he strolled with his hands in his pockets, “I hear things. For instance, I hear that Willy and Artie been seen havin’ a spat or two, disagreeing about how to divvy up the spoils.”


Aidan looked over in surprise. “How could you know that? Weren’t nobody that overheard us.”


“Willy tells everybody that he’s Willy the Wind because he can run like the devil, but most will tell ya it’s more because he’s such a windbag. He’s down the waterfront most every night, running his mouth about his busy day when he ain’t dumpin’ whiskey into it.”


“Well, I don’t care. The money’s good.”


“But not as good as it should be, right? He ain’t exactly a fifty-fifty kinda mug.”


Aidan stopped walking and faced Charles. “I’m aware of that. One day he kept it all because he lost his shirt on a bar bet the night before. But I ain’t got much of a choice. I’m the only one in my family that’s bringin’ in any coin, and I can’t make it work on the goddamn nickels from rushing the bleddy growler!”


“Jesus, Sullivan, keep your shirt on,” said Charles, but all the fun had drained out of telling Aidan about Willy. “Look, I know ya can’t make a livin’ doing work that’s aboveboard. Wanna know what my last go at a real job was? Catchin’ rats for the dogfights at the rat pit over on Fleet Street.”


“What?”


“Nickel a rat. They need a ton of them. Each fight, a dog might take out twenty rats. And if you think rushin’ the can was a lousy job, you ain’t never caught rats. After a while, they say you get good enough to do it without ever gettin’ bit, but I didn’t stick with it long enough to find out. Got a bite that swelled up my whole arm, all red and white and festerin’, and I was willin’ to do anything else after that.”


Aidan had no response to this. Time to toughen up, Charles thought but didn’t say aloud. Ain’t never gonna make it otherwise.
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As they walked side by side, Aidan contemplated what Charles had just told him. He knew, as everyone did, that rat baiting was a big draw in the North End, and the job Charles described made sense—what man would catch the rats when he could pay a ten-year-old that was quicker and lower to the ground? Clearly, there were worse jobs than the Clumsy Bootblack, but Aidan wasn’t sure if this made him feel better or worse. Either way, the image of Charles catching rats with his festering arm was one he was anxious to put out of his mind.


They made a turn and continued to weave their way through the West End, headed toward Aidan’s tenement on Chambers Street. Unlike the business district, where street cleaners frequently carted away trash, here you had to watch where you stepped. The five-story tenements loomed over the narrow streets, and every alleyway afforded a view of drying laundry on the line. Whereas Washington Street was so wide that stores on both sides had awnings to shield the foot traffic, here the sun had trouble squeezing in between the dirty buildings.


When they reached the middle of a cross street, Charles stopped short and looked up at the tenement in front of him.


“What’s up there?” asked Aidan.


Charles resumed walking without saying anything, but before they reached the end of the block, he said quietly, “I used to live there.”


“Yeah?” said Aidan. “Where’d your family move to?”


“We didn’t move,” said Charles as he looked down the street and thrust his hands deeper into his pockets. “My Ma died there.”


Aidan thought about this. “So, it was just you and your Ma when she died?”


Charles said nothing.


“You ain’t got a home anymore,” said Aidan, but it was more of a statement than a question. He saw Charles tense up, and immediately he regretted saying it.


“So now you’re better than the likes of me? Fine,” seethed Charles. He quickened his pace.


“That weren’t even in the ballpark of what I meant. I just didn’t know.”


“Well, now ya do,” said Charles testily, but less so than before.


They had arrived at Aidan’s building. Aidan felt guilty at the relative opulence of his address. “I guess I’ll see ya ’round,” He started up the steps as Charles walked down the sidewalk.


“Hey!” shouted Aidan down the street. Charles turned around with exaggerated slowness. “Willy takes a dinner break one to two. I’m at Rosen’s soda fountain over on Broomfield Street at half past one most days.”


“Don’t need your charity, Sullivan.”


“Ain’t charity. I owe you dessert, remember?”


Charles turned back around without responding and continued on his way. Aidan called after him, “Rosen’s! Half one!” and he watched until Charles turned the corner, never once looking back. With a sigh, Aidan climbed the rest of the steps.





CHAPTER 5



FOR THE REST OF THE WEEK, AIDAN SAT AT THE COUNTER AT ROSEN’S from half past one to two o’clock. Each day, he periodically scanned the entrance for any sign of Charles, but so far he’d had all his egg creams alone.


Three days in, as the soda jerk delivered his drink and Aidan dug into his pocket for a coin, he heard a voice in his ear: “Put your money away, Sullivan, it ain’t no good here.”


“Hey!” said Aidan with a start. “How did you get in here?”


“I believe the door is the usual way,” Charles said with a grin. He sat down on the stool next to Aidan. “Cherry phosphate,” he told the jerk. He swiveled toward Aidan. “This your regular haunt?”


“These days. Lotta places they give you a hard time if they think you should be in school, but here they leave you alone. Truant officer don’t come in much, neither.” Aidan took a sip of his egg cream as the jerk set Charles’s drink down on the counter. Charles took a roll of ones from his pocket and peeled one off the top, perhaps a bit closer to Aidan than was absolutely necessary.


“Can ya break a one?” Charles grinned as he handed the bill to the jerk, who rolled his eyes and headed off to the register.


“Okay,” said Aidan, “so you’re flush. Who’s missin’ their billfold today?”


“Hey, keep it down,” Charles said as he looked around, but he was obviously pleased that Aidan had noticed. “Had a little piece of good fortune last night. New ship came into dock full of sailors lookin’ for all the pleasures of the mainland, and I’d say they found ’em. ’Course, most is so desperate, being cooped up in a floatin’ tin can for so long, that they don’t exactly know when to stop, which works in my favor.”


“So you’re a lifter, like Willy?” asked Aidan in a low tone of voice.


“Well, in a sense, yeah.”


“In what sense aren’t ya?”


“Well,” admitted Charles, “I believe Willy’s marks are usually awake, if I ain’t mistaken.” He scooped up the coins that the jerk slapped on the counter and pocketed them.


“So you roll drunks,” said Aidan, almost at a whisper now.


“I prefer to think of it as educatin’ the intoxicated, but yeah,” Charles said quietly.


Aidan thought this over as he pulled his egg cream through his straw. “So yours is really nighttime work. I mean, you can’t be doing this in the mornin’, ’cause most people ain’t on a drunk at that time of day.”


“Even more than that, it’s gotta be dark.”


“So wintertime it gets dark earlier, more hours to work in,” postulated Aidan.


“Yeah, but when it’s cold, not so many people end up takin’ a whiskey nap in an alley,” countered Charles.


“And Friday, Saturday must be your best nights.”


“That,” Charles agreed, “is surely true, and it don’t matter the weather.”


They both sat sipping their fountain sodas, thinking about the bounty that the city delivered in the form of inebriated citizens.


After a time, Charles said, “Why the hell do they call it an egg cream? There ain’t no egg in it.”


“Dunno. No cream, neither. But it’s pretty good for a nickel,” said Aidan as he finished his. “I better go find Willy. He’ll want to make sure we get in a good afternoon of work before the rain sets in. Nobody wants a shoeshine in the rain, as he is ever so fond of telling me.” Aidan smiled and slid off his stool.


The two boys walked out the door onto the sidewalk. “See ya ’round, Sullivan,” said Charles, and he walked up the street toward the Common. Aidan walked down toward Washington Street. They had made no plans to meet again.
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Most every weekday after that, they were both at Rosen’s at half past one. Aidan always had an egg cream, but Charles picked something different each time from the large selection of drinks one could get for five cents. A couple of times, Aidan offered to pay for both, but Charles rebuffed him with a scowl. “Ain’t so poor that I can’t buy me a nickel drink,” he muttered, sliding his own coin across the marble counter.


One day, after they gave their order, Charles said, “So how long you think Willy’s gonna run this bootblack game?”


“Dunno. Haven’t thought about it. It’s workin’ out pretty good, at least for Willy.”


“How many times have the police figured out what you two are doin’?”


“Well, a couple times a copper chased Willy, but he’s fast. Ain’t seen no one yet who could catch him.”


After a beat, Charles said, “Sully, I hate to tell you this, but I think your good thing might be closin’ down soon.”


Aidan looked at Charles with alarm. “What? Why? Why would he shut it down now, when we’re makin’ good coin?”


“Don’t you see? This town ain’t that big. Once he’s called out a couple times on a scam, word gets around. Soon the police is gonna be watchin’ every bootblack on the street, lookin’ for the lifter to move in. Willy only runs a game for so long, then he shuts it down before he gets pinched.”


“Well,” said Aidan after a moment, “He’ll just think of some-thin’ else for us.”


“But it ain’t a lock that you fit the part. What if his next scam needs a littler feller than you? Or some lame feller?”


“Or what if he just gets tired of me?” said Aidan, almost to himself.


“I’m just sayin’,” said Charles, “Good to keep your eyes peeled for another situation.” He finished his ginger beer and pushed his glass away. He looked up at the clock behind the counter. “Hey, it’s almost two. You don’t wanna be late for the Windbag. See ya ’round.” He made for the door.


“Hey, I’m comin’.” Aidan met him out on the sidewalk. They fell in step together. After a block, Aidan mumbled, “So I was thinkin’, maybe me and you could team up to make some coin.” He looked down at the gutter trash nonchalantly.


Charles looked skyward. He had thought it might come to this. What was the best way to let him down easy?


The truth was that over the last couple of weeks, Aidan had grown on him. Charles didn’t usually talk much with other people. He sometimes exchanged information with other boys living on the streets, but he wouldn’t trust them farther than he could throw them. A couple of months ago, Charles had emptied the pockets of an unconscious man and found not only cash but also, incredibly, a pocketknife with the initials “C.W.” embossed on it. The chances of lifting anything that happened to have his own initials on it seemed so fantastical to Charles that he’d felt an urge to tell someone, to show them to prove that he was not crazy, not seeing things. But he’d had no one to tell. He ended up walking down to the waterfront seeking Bess, but he could not find her among the other whores walking the streets, and when he arrived in front of her building, he suddenly felt stupid and hurried away.


But Aidan was someone he could have shown the knife to. Aidan didn’t expect anything from him, didn’t have any information that Charles didn’t already have, didn’t seem like he would take anything Charles had left unguarded. Charles had stopped trying to figure out what Aidan’s angle was and accepted that he didn’t have one.


Unfortunately, taking him on as a partner was out of the question. Not because Aidan was green—he was, but he wasn’t a dunce, and he could be trained. And not because he was Irish, which was becoming easier and easier to forget. It was because every day of Charles’s life since his mother died was a lesson in how you shouldn’t trust anyone. Anyone.


“Listen, Sully,” Charles started as they turned onto Washington Street, “You ain’t half bad and all, but I work alone.”


“Why?” asked Aidan.


“Because when you depend on other people to save your bacon, sometimes they don’t. Plus, if they screw up, they could bring you down with ’em.”


“But they could save you, too. They could pull you outta your own screwup. I mean, it’s possible, right?” Aidan looked over at Charles.


Charles flicked the brim of Aidan’s cap, nearly causing it to fall off his head. “Rosen’s, half one tomorrow,” Charles said with a little smile, and with a quick about-face, he disappeared into the crowd.
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In the end, Willy didn’t have a chance to shut down the bootblack scam, because before he could, he was arrested. A few days after Aidan’s partnership discussion with Charles, Willy had just lifted the fat wallet of a mark when the man suddenly spun around, knowing that he had been robbed. As he spun, he grabbed the first thing behind him, which was Willy’s forearm. It happened so fast that neither the man nor Willy could believe that one had apprehended the other. As the shouting began and a police officer ran to the site of the commotion, Aidan stood frozen in fear, his hand still holding his brush in midair. A heated conversation ensued, during which Willy insisted that Aidan was his partner, but for whatever reason, the policeman didn’t want to hear it.


Once Willy was hauled away, Aidan’s knees began to shake, and he sat down on the pavement with his back against a building. In a few minutes, he felt a bit better. He realized that although he would not get paid for today’s work, at least he’d inherited Willy’s bootblack kit, which would allow him to earn legitimate money. But contemplating the wages he could expect to earn shining shoes, he felt deflated. And then he thought about Charles.





CHAPTER 6



AIDAN HEADED DOWN STATE STREET TOWARD THE WATER, THE LAST place he would usually go but the first place he knew he was likely to find Charles. Unlike colorful Washington Street, where commercial enticements reached almost circus proportions, State Street was drab and serious. Businessmen walked with good posture in and out of the granite buildings, bowler hats firmly set on brows, thinking of numbers and money. Still, Aidan was not entirely out of place, because peppering the sea of men were messenger boys of his age delivering packages and letters. He passed through that ocean of finance and prosperity, fourteen cents in his pocket.


When he reached the end of the street and turned onto Atlantic Avenue, the scene changed again. Here, the pewter sky that had underscored the seriousness of State Street seemed to cast a grimy pall over all the piers and the working-class people milling about. The primary activity was unloading the day’s catch, to be sold right there on the docks and carted away, destined for the North End or Quincy Market. The stink of fish was overpowering.


Aidan was coming to realize how hard it would be to find Charles in all this commotion just as he saw Charles crossing the street toward him. “Hey!” Charles shouted as he wove his way between the steady stream of clopping horse-drawn carts. “What are you doing down here?”


In silent agreement, they turned up a street heading away from the waterfront, fists in their pockets as they ascended the slope. After a block or so, Aidan couldn’t wait any longer. “Willy got pinched.”


“Really?” said Charles, and despite his troubles, Aidan felt a small measure of satisfaction in being able to tell Charles something that happened on the street that he didn’t already know. Of course, it had only happened half an hour ago.


“Mark felt his wallet leaving his coat or somethin’. He spun around and grabbed Willy fast as a rattlesnake and wouldn’t let go for nothin’. Screamed his head off, and a cop came runnin’. Had Willy dead to rights, found the wallet on him and everything.”


“He’ll do time for sure, then.” Charles stopped in front of a saloon, indistinguishable from all the others they had passed. “C’mon,” he said, and they headed inside.


After dark, this establishment would be so full of drunken laborers and sailors that a boy would not be likely to venture inside, but now, when it was just before suppertime, it was only half full and its patrons only half drunk. Charles and Aidan took a scarred and sticky table near the door and ordered two short beers.


“So you’re out of a job,” Charles stated as they waited for their drinks to arrive.
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