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  Chapter 1




  Swede Hollow, Minnesota, 1886




  Carrie Smith had to find out about the letter. Even though her hands trembled and her knees felt weak, she had to ask. Timidly, she reached out to knock on the office door of Mrs. Pedersen, the Headmistress. She hesitated. What was she doing? Why, she’d only heard about the letter from the man in Dakota Territory this morning and, truth be told, she hadn’t been thinking too clearly since then.




  That morning Carrie had been at her chores in the kitchen of the orphanage where she’d lived all of her seventeen years. Most of the girls, if they weren’t adopted, left the orphanage by the age of thirteen or fourteen. Not so Carrie. She had stayed on, working for room and board, little more than a servant. Still, she had a roof over her head and food to eat.




  The kitchen was the only truly warm room in the brick building. It was a large room with cupboards lining one wall, a heavy cook stove against the opposite wall and an old scarred wooden table in the middle. A dome-shaped brick oven dominated the outside wall with a thick chimney that climbed to the twelve-foot ceiling.




  The kitchen help, Arlys and Fannie, came in and sat down at the table. They began to peel potatoes for the noon dinner. Arlys was thin and tall with an open face and bright eyes. Her head was always swiveling around, like a bird on the lookout for a tasty worm. Fannie was young and fresh with beautiful, almost translucent skin and rosy cheeks. She was somewhat slow and simple, but sweet tempered and kind. As they worked, they dropped the peels and rotten parts of the potatoes into a tin bucket at their feet and threw the pared potatoes into a deep pot on the nearby cook stove.




  “Did you hear about the letter that Mrs. Pedersen received from Dakota?” Arlys asked. She was second only to Matron Krauss in loving a good tidbit of gossip, although she lacked the sheer maliciousness of the latter.




  “No,” muttered Fannie as she concentrated on the potato in her hand.




  “Well,” Arlys said as she pitched another potato into the pot and leaned close, “Matron Krauss overheard Mrs. Pedersen telling Matron Albrecht about a letter that came from a minister of some little parish somewhere in Dakota Territory. He knows of a man who is looking for a wife and did Mrs. Pedersen know of a suitable girl that she could recommend who might be willing to travel out there and marry him.”




  “Imagine that,” Fannie said, eyes wide in amazement.




  “Really, Mrs. Pedersen was at a complete loss as to what to do. I mean, who does he think we are—matchmakers?” Arlys said indignantly.




  “Imagine that,” breathed Fannie.




  Carrie barely registered this conversation as she went about her work. She scrubbed down the table, placed the heavy wooden chopping block before her and began to cut onions and a slab of bacon into neat uniform pieces that she scraped into a large iron skillet on the stove. Soon, the pungent smell of onions and the smoky smell of bacon filled the kitchen as they sizzled gently on the stove. She took the pot of potatoes, added water and a pinch of salt and put them on a burner to boil. When they were tender, she drained them over the tin sink, scraped the onions and bacon into the pot and added fresh cream to the mixture. While Carrie finished the soup, Arlys and Fannie bustled about gathering bowls and silverware and taking them into the dining hall where they set the long trestle tables. Neither of them said anything to Carrie. It was as if she were invisible; a piece of furniture that was utilitarian but scarcely noticed at all.




  Satisfied that dinner was well on its way, Carrie left the kitchen by the back door and hurried along the path in the snow that led to a separate building that housed the school and offices of the Minnesota Home for Orphaned and Neglected Children.




  It was early March. The air was heavy with moisture, the kind of wet cold that penetrated all the way to the bone. The sky was gray and dull and the wind blew a damp chill across the tops of the barren trees. It had been many weeks since the last blanket of clean white snow had covered the Hollow. Now, the snow was dirty, covered with layers of soot from the kitchen fires. A tall stone wall enclosed the orphanage, outbuildings and garden. Beyond the walls lay Swede Hollow with its teaming masses of immigrants packed into the narrow confines of a steep ravine. The air was thick with the pervasive smell of sewage, sweat and smoke.




  Carrie’s teeth chattered by the time she got to the door of the school building. It was scarcely warmer inside. Prattling children rushed by on the way to class. A small boy with rosy cheeks tugged on Carrie’s skirt. “Hewo, Cawie,” he chirped.




  She tousled his hair and, with an affectionate smile, sent him on his way. A group of older girls clustered in a corner, laughing and talking. As Carrie passed by, they fell silent. Then one of them whispered something to the others and they all broke out in giggles, turning to stare at Carrie.




  Carrie blushed, her cheeks a furious shade of red. She didn’t understand why she was the object of such derision by the older girls. This was not the first time the group of eleven and twelve-year-old girls had burst into laughter when she had passed them in the halls. It was particularly disturbing because some of the girls had clearly adored Carrie when they were little. Had she inadvertently done something or said something wrong? She couldn’t think what it could be. Face burning, she wrapped her shawl tightly about her shoulders and fled down the hall to the small anteroom outside Mrs. Pedersen’s office.




  She was far too unimportant for an office of her own. Instead she worked in a space no bigger than a closet just outside of the Headmistress’s office. It had a small table, a chair and a cabinet with shelves for the ledgers. A wooden file cabinet sat in the corner with labels neatly inscribed on each drawer. She selected a small key from the keychain that hung from her belt, unlocked the cabinet and took out a large brown ledger.




  As she sat at the small table, Carrie began to write expenditures in a column in the ledger. As she worked, she was aware of something, some little thing that nagged at the back of her mind and disturbed her concentration. She tried to focus on the task at hand. Finally, she laid down her pen, determined to figure out what it was that was lying just below her level of consciousness. She sat back in the battered chair and let her thoughts roam. What was it? A man looking for a wife whispered in the back of her mind and she remembered the conversation in the kitchen.




  All the feelings of loneliness, the yearning for warmth, love, and family washed over her. Carrie’s loneliness was part of the very fabric of her being. She wore it like a nun’s habit, black, heavy and unchanging. The only time she felt a little less alone was when she worked in the nursery. Although she was not allowed to pick up the babies, she would spend hours playing with their tiny fingers and tickling their little toes. She especially loved it when their huge bright eyes would fix on her face. As she softly talked to them through the long evening hours, her loneliness would gently slip away.




  I could be that person, the wife he is looking for, Carrie thought. This was so astounding that Carrie gasped. I couldn’t possibly travel all the way to, what did they say, Dakota Territory? And marry a man I’ve never met. Ridiculous. Totally unnerved now, Carrie stared at the ledger before her, unable to focus on the rows of tiny figures.




  All day she struggled to put the thoughts out of her mind by trying to keep busy. She added up columns of figures and then added them backwards just to check her work. She changed the diapers of the babies in the nursery so many times that the diaper pail was soon overflowing. But it was no use. She had to see that letter.




  What if the man wanted a pretty wife? Carrie knew she wasn’t pretty or even handsome. What if he wanted someone clever, who could sing or dance? She couldn’t do any of those things. It was a waste of time to keep worrying like this, she thought. I just have to see what is in that letter.




  Finally, as the shadows began to deepen in the late afternoon, she knew she must act now. So with trembling hands, she rapped timidly on Mrs. Pedersen’s door and asked permission to enter.




  Mrs. Pedersen was a tall angular woman with a square jaw and piercing eyes. She barely looked up when Carrie entered. “What is it, Carrie?” she barked as she shuffled some papers on her desk.




  Carrie stammered, “Ma’am, I, I um, oh dear...”




  Mrs. Pedersen looked up sharply. “Come, come, Carrie, what can be so difficult? Sit down and tell me what’s troubling you,” she said with barely disguised irritation.




  Carrie sat. With head bowed and hands clasping and unclasping in front of her, she began, “Mrs. Pedersen, please forgive me for eavesdropping, but I couldn’t help overhearing Arlys and Fannie talking about a letter,” she paused, “from a man who is looking for a wife.” She blushed deep red. “And I guess, um, well, I might like to know more.” Carrie stared at the floor in front of the desk.




  Mrs. Pedersen regarded Carrie’s bowed head and flushed face. “Very well,” she said and reached into the desk drawer, pulled out the letter and calmly slid it across the desk.




  Carrie was unprepared for this. She had expected out and out refusal or at least probing questions. She looked up, confusion clearly written on her face. Mrs. Pedersen nodded curtly and handed her the letter. With shaking hands, Carrie took it and began to read:




  

    

      January 22, 1886




      Dear Mrs. Pedersen:




      I am writing on behalf of a dear friend of mine, Mr. Arvid Cronin. Mr. Cronin is a devout man and respected member of our community. He has determined to take a wife, but good marriageable women are in very short supply here in Dakota Territory. Knowing of your good works with the poor of St. Paul, I was wondering if you could recommend a young lady who might be willing to travel to our town for the purpose of marrying Mr. Cronin.




      Mr. Cronin is a good provider, being the manager of the Sioux Granite Quarry. He has a fine house and buildings. He has many good qualities with which to recommend himself to any young lady. He feels he could provide a good home for a poor girl who could only benefit from her association with him. All Mr. Cronin requires in a wife is that she be a strictly brought up girl who is pious, obedient and submissive. Please advise if you know of any suitable ladies.




      Respectfully,




      The Reverend Horace Snider, St. John’s Parish, Big Stone City, Dakota Territory


    


  




  Mrs. Pedersen studied Carrie while she read the letter. She’s a plain girl but not without some pleasing qualities, she thought. Carrie’s eyes were large and deep blue but too closely set for classic beauty. She had pretty skin marred by a few small scars from childhood chickenpox. Her mouth was large but delightfully bowed and her cheeks dimpled charmingly when she smiled. Her nose was just a little bit too long although it turned up pertly at the end. She had lovely auburn hair that she wore severely pulled back into a long braid. She was rather short but had a small tidy waist and generous breasts.




  Her most attractive feature though, thought Mrs. Pedersen, was her cheerful unassuming disposition. She really was a sweet girl who modestly stayed in the background, demanding nothing, but giving of herself in many small ways. Mrs. Pedersen saw nothing in Carrie’s appearance or character that would be unappealing to a potential husband.




  Mrs. Pedersen said softly, “Carrie, would you like to keep the letter and think it over?”




  “Yes, Ma’am, thank you. If that would be all right, well, thank you,” Carrie said as she folded the letter and put it in her apron pocket.




  As she went about her chores that evening, she could feel the letter in her pocket like a question waiting to be answered. When she was alone, she took out the letter, read, and reread it.




  Carrie never doubted for a moment the truthfulness of Rev. Snider’s letter. Ministers were, after all, to be trusted implicitly. His description of a respected man with a nice home and a good job seemed almost in the realm of a fairy tale. She could see herself as Cinderella, whisked away from her impoverished life to live happily ever after. And though Mr. Cronin was certainly not a prince, and he didn’t live in a castle, to Carrie it seemed close enough.




  Chapter 2




  Carrie undressed hastily, hopping form one foot to the other on the icy stone floor. She slipped an old flannel nightgown over her head and buttoned it up tight around her throat and wrists to keep out the cold. She knelt by the bed and said her prayers, going through the motions without ever registering what she was saying.




  Her room was once a storage room off the kitchen. Cleared out and cleaned up, it was small but serviceable. She looked around her little room, taking in the stone floor, whitewashed walls and narrow window high up on one wall. There was a rusty iron bed, a scratched wooden chair and a small table to hold her few possessions. Two nails on the wall held her apron and her one change of clothes, a worn white blouse and faded brown plaid skirt. A small basket under the table held her underwear and stockings. She had a tin basin for washing and a partially denuded comb for her hair. A small cross hung over the bed. It was enough for her simple needs.




  Finally, she crawled into bed. She could hear the wind moaning through the trees and the occasional crackle of the wood in the cook stove as it broke into embers and settled into ash. A sliver of moonlight shone through the window and across the floor. She heard the plaintive whistle of a train as it thundered up the tracks skirting the rim of the Hollow. Carrie sighed and let her mind turn to thoughts of the man in Dakota Territory.




  There was so much to consider—so much she didn’t know. She knew nothing about men. She knew everything about babies and little boys, but absolutely nothing about real grown-up men. Of course, she’d seen them as she looked out of the nursery window, bustling about their business below in the lanes of Swede Hollow. But that provided very little information about what they were really like. Then there was the minister for the orphanage, Rev. Meunch. She could hardly ask him. Her utter naiveté regarding men was hardly surprising, thought Carrie, considering she had spent her entire life behind the walls of an orphanage.




  Carrie knew that in order to have a baby a man was inexplicably involved. She had no idea how a man made a baby, but she knew he was unquestionably required. She also knew that babies must be conceived strictly within the confines of marriage. She’d heard the whispers about disgraced women who had born children out of wedlock. Many of the babies in the nursery were a result of such an affair. Indeed, Matron Krauss frequently implied that she, Carrie, was such a child. But Carrie knew that being a wife meant someone to care for her and for her to care for in return. And maybe, just possibly, children.




  Her eyes were scratchy and her back ached from shifting position in the hard bed. She should just forget it, she decided at one point. She would be a fool to leave here where she had all of her basic needs for food and shelter. Still, what about her other needs, for a family and a home of her own, to love and be loved. Staying here would never get her that.




  The thought of leaving the orphanage to live somewhere in Swede Hollow or up in St. Paul in the hopes of meeting a nice man had never really seemed a viable option. No, if she really meant to have these things, this could be her only chance.




  It was no use. She couldn’t sleep. She sat up in bed, drawing the covers close around her throat against the chill night air. Well, she thought and sighed, at least a minister had recommended the man in Dakota Territory. There was a great deal to be said for that, wasn’t there?




  Carrie heard a church bell chime somewhere down the Hollow and she knew it was almost dawn. Exhausted, she decided she would tell Mrs. Pedersen her decision about the man in Dakota Territory who was looking to take a wife.




  Chapter 3




  Weeks later, Carrie lay under the shabby quilt which barely kept out the penetrating chill of the early dawn. She’d slept restlessly, as she had each night since Mrs. Pedersen had sent the reply to Big Stone City.




  Carrie shifted position and looked around her little room. She could scarcely imagine waking up in any other place. Still, she supposed she must if Mr. Cronin accepted her. But to wake up in a bed with a man beside her was more than she could possibly imagine, so foreign was the idea, so outside her experience.




  Carrie knew she would have to get up soon and begin breakfast. Sighing, she gingerly stepped onto the stone floor and pulled on her thick woolen stockings. She washed quickly with cold water and a chunk of coarse homemade soap. Slipping on her drab everyday dress, a wool shawl and scuffed boots, she hurried to the kitchen.




  “Miz Carrie, Miz Carrie,” a little voice piped as a small child careened around the corner and caught up with Carrie in the hall outside the kitchen. He stopped in front of her, huffing and puffing, trying to catch his breath.




  “Miz Carrie, come quick. Matron Treiss needs you,” he gasped. “It’s Sadie—she’s cut her finger and Matron is trying to bandage it, only Sadie won’t sit still. Matron sent me to get you.”




  “All right, Johnny, all right. I’m coming now,” Carrie said as she took his little hand in hers and they hurried down the hall.




  They could hear Sadie wailing long before they got to the nursery. Matron Treiss was trying to hold onto her as she thrashed on the little cot. The infirmary was a small room adjacent to the nursery. In addition to the small cot, there was also a chair, a basin and pitcher and a glass-fronted cabinet for the dressings and salves.




  “Here, here, Sadie,” Carrie crooned as she took the child and sat down in the chair. Sadie threw her arms around Carrie’s neck and buried her face in her shoulder. Two-year-old Sadie had a button nose, large luminous eyes and red hair that curled around her ears. She’d been born with a clubfoot. Her chances of adoption were slim with such a handicap and Carrie knew she would probably remain under the care of the orphanage until she left to work in the brewery or as a domestic up on Summit hill.




  Carrie held Sadie in her lap and stroked the soft hair as it waved around her damp forehead. Sadie’s sobs turned into whimpers and then little hiccups as she clung tightly to Carrie.




  “Here now, have you got a cut on your finger?” Carrie asked. “Can you show it to me? Now that’s a good girl,” she said as Sadie stuck out her finger to show the narrow cut across the tip.




  “We’ll make that right as rain for you and then you can go back and play with the other children. All right, Sadie?”




  Sadie nodded, the tears still glistening on her cheeks.




  “Now hold that finger out straight so Matron Treiss can put a nice clean bandage on it.” Sadie let go of Carrie’s neck and held out her finger to Matron Treiss.




  “That’s a very good girl,” Carrie said as Matron Treiss efficiently wrapped a strip of cloth around the wound, expertly ripped the ends down the middle and tied a secure knot.




  “There you see, doesn’t that look nice? Now you hop on down and go with Johnny out to the yard and play.” Carrie placed the child gently on the floor. Johnny took her hand and led her out the door.




  “Carrie, you’re a Godsend, you are,” Matron Treiss said, tying on a clean apron. “I don’t know how I’d manage without you.”




  Over the years, Carrie and Matron Treiss had formed a team. They not only cared for the newborn babies but they nursed the smaller children when they were sick and tended their wounds when they were hurt.




  Carrie had seen just about every sort of injury and illness. From diaper rash to cholera and smallpox, she had treated it all. But her real talent was in her ability to calm small children. Maybe it was because she didn’t wear a starched uniform like the Matrons, just shabby old hand-me-down clothes, or maybe it was her calm manner and soft voice, but she could quiet even the fussiest baby or soothe even the sickest child.




  Today she was glad for the diversion that Sadie had supplied. As soon as Sadie and Johnny had toddled from the room, thoughts of the man in Dakota Territory came flooding back.




  Later, at her little table, the ledgers open before her, she waited expectantly while Matron Albrecht, whose job it was to mind the front door and greet visitors, brought in the mail. Hours went by and there was no summons from Mrs. Pedersen. No reply today, Carrie thought as she bent her head to the books, resigned to wait yet another day. She vaguely registered the sound of the front bell ringing, summoning Matron Albrecht. This was uncommon, but of no interest to Carrie since no one ever came to see her.




  Minutes later, Matron Albrecht bustled into the anteroom and knocked on Mrs. Pedersen’s door. “Ma’am, a telegram has come for you.”




  Carrie heard this but paid it no attention. A telegram was a rare and important event reserved only for Mrs. Pedersen’s attention. Having delivered the telegram, Matron Albrecht left. Carrie softly closed the big books and stood up to leave when she heard the office door open.




  “Carrie, a word please,” Mrs. Pedersen said.




  Startled, Carrie turned around and followed her into the office.




  “A telegram has come from Dakota. They have accepted our conditions and have asked for us to send you on.” She handed the telegram to Carrie.




  Confused, Carrie said, “Conditions, Ma’am? I don’t understand.”




  “Yes, Carrie, Rev. Meunch and I felt responsible for your safety so we imposed certain conditions to which Mr. Cronin must agree before we could recommend your leaving.”




  She pulled open her desk drawer and continued, saying, “Here is a copy of the letter we sent specifying the conditions.”




  

    

      March 3, 1886




      Minnesota Home for Orphaned and Neglected Children




      St Paul, Minnesota




      Dear Rev. Snider:




      This is in reply to your letter dated January 22, 1886. We have a young lady, Miss Carrie Smith, who has indicated a desire to travel to Big Stone City for the purpose of meeting Mr. Cronin.




      Miss Smith is a woman of respectable character who has been our ward since she was an infant. She has been quite sheltered from worldly affairs, but is well educated, especially in domestic matters. She would make a fine wife for any man.




      I have consulted our minister, the Reverend Meunch, about this matter. Because we feel responsible for Miss Smith, we must request that you and Mr. Cronin accept the following conditions prior to Miss Smith’s departure:




      1. Upon arrival, Miss Smith must be housed separately from Mr. Cronin and a suitable chaperone provided at all times.




      2. Miss Smith makes no promises to marry Mr. Cronin. She may decline to marry him, for whatever reason, as she sees fit.




      3. The Minnesota Home for Orphaned and Neglected Children (hereafter designated as The Home) will bear all travel and related expenses for Miss Smith to Big Stone City, Dakota Territory, so that she will not feel obligated to accept Mr. Cronin out of debt to him.




      4. If the match is successful and the marriage occurs, Mr. Cronin agrees to reimburse The Home for all expenses incurred by Miss Smith.




      5. Following the marriage, Mr. Cronin assumes all responsibility for Miss Smith. She will no longer be under the protection of The Home.




      >We await your reply to these conditions.




      Respectfully yours,




      Mrs. Abigail Pedersen, Headmistress


    


  




  Carrie took the letter and read it slowly. The discussion of expenses appalled her and the mention of housing and chaperones embarrassed her.




  “In the telegram,” Mrs. Pedersen said, “they ask for the date and time of your arrival. Now, Carrie, you must think carefully about taking this step. Traveling many miles to marry a man you’ve never met must not be taken lightly. It’s not too late to change your mind. I think you have been, if not happy here, at least secure. We are all grateful for your fine work and consider you part of our community. You will always have a home with us if you want.”




  “Yes, Ma’am,” Carrie said. “But I think I have made up my mind.” She tried to say this with as much conviction as she could muster. She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt.




  Mrs. Pedersen’s face showed nothing but kindness as she said, “Very well, at this afternoon’s staff meeting I will announce your intention to leave us. I will instruct Matron Albrecht to make the travel arrangements.”




  All business now, she continued, “We’ll need a replacement for you, of course. You’ve done an outstanding job with our financial records.” She sighed. “I fear you will be greatly missed, especially by Matron Treiss. You’ve become so skilled at caring for the children, she finds you quite indispensable. And the children do love you so.” She sighed again. “Still there’s no help for it if you are determined to go. I will ask for a volunteer from among the staff to take over your duties. Would you be willing to delay your departure, say for a month, while you train your replacement?”




  “Yes, of course, Ma’am. I am truly grateful for the support you have given me. I will repay the parish, somehow, for any expenses…”




  “Nonsense, Carrie. You have given so much to all of us. A few dollars for train fare and traveling expenses is a small amount compared to the selfless service you have given to our community.” With that, Mrs. Pedersen stood, signaling that the interview was at an end.




  Carrie went back to her books with a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. She was committed now. She was truly going to leave this place to an uncertain future. I’ll not think about that, she told herself. She’d made her decision and now she was ready to consider the logistical details of traveling. She’s never been outside the orphanage for any length of time. She didn’t know how to find the train station or get on a train. Where would she sit? Who else would be there? How would she take care of going to the outhouse? Surely, they didn’t have such things on trains. She refused to focus on what would happen once she arrived in Big Stone City. She pushed those thoughts aside.




  Chapter 4




  After Mrs. Pedersen made the announcement at the staff meeting that Carrie was leaving to get married, Carrie could feel Matron Krauss’s malevolent stare burning its way to her, like a flame following kerosene across the floor. While the others murmured their congratulations and best wishes to Carrie, Matron Krauss sat rigidly in her chair, radiating disapproval.




  After the meeting, Matron Krauss cornered Carrie in the hallway. “Don't think for a minute that anyone could ever want you,” Matron Krauss hissed as she pushed her face close to Carrie’s. “Not only are you hideous to look at, but your own mother didn't even want you.”




  Matron Krauss was grossly fat, the sloppy kind of fat that rolled and trembled when she walked. She had three fleshy chins and small close-set eyes that peered maliciously from beneath bushy brows. Her thin mouth constantly pursed in disapproval. Her upper lip had wiry gray hairs that wagged when she scolded.




  Carrie backed against the wall. Her hands felt clammy. The back of her neck and her cheeks began to redden. She stared resolutely at the floor, willing herself not to cry.




  “Yes, Matron,” she murmured. Carrie knew that any other response would only prolong the torment, sometimes for weeks. With her trembling hands concealed beneath her apron, she kept her eyes on the floor. Satisfied, Matron Krauss turned and marched triumphantly away.




  Carrie’s eyes narrowed. “You old cow,” she whispered, as she watched Matron tramp away down the hall. Carrie’s hand flew to her mouth as she stifled a giggle. Matron Krauss’s haunches shifted and swayed beneath her black skirt like an old milk cow lumbering toward the barn. Carrie turned and fled up the stairs to the nursery.




  In the nursery, a small room on the third floor of the orphanage, Carrie scooped up her favorite baby. The little girl didn’t have a real name yet. A puny thing, Matron Treiss had little hope that she would survive for long, so she hadn’t bothered to give her a name. Yet to Carrie it didn’t seem right that the child, however brief her life, should be nameless, as if she hardly mattered at all. She mattered very much to Carrie. So Carrie had named her Little Nellie Belly Button for the little stub of a belly button that stuck up from her shriveled abdomen.




  Carrie wrapped Little Nellie tightly in an old scrap of flannel so that only her tiny face showed, rimmed with wisps of soft black hair. She sat in the worn rocking chair in front of the window that looked down Swede Hollow. Smoke drifted up from the chimneys of the shacks that were perched along the sides of the narrow ravine. Swollen with spring melt, Phalen Creek rushed along the bottom of the Hollow. Outhouses on stilts leaned out over the creek, discharging their noxious waste directly into the water.




  Carrie watched as a man stepped out of one of the outhouses, hitching up his pants as he walked to the back door of his house. In another yard, a woman clutched her shabby coat about her as she scattered food to a few scraggy chickens. Two boys stood on a wooden plank that served as a bridge over the creek. They held little bundles of sticks. They each threw a stick in the water on one side of the bridge and then turned to watch their sticks emerge from under the plank and race away with the current.




  It occurred to Carrie that she knew very little about what went on outside the walls of the orphanage. Now, in 1886, it seemed to Carrie that she had been watching these little slices of life, these little daily dramas, from the nursery window for as long as she could remember, always as an observer, never as a participant.




  She leaned forward in the rocker to watch a young man with a stack of lumber slung over his broad shoulder and a tool belt around his narrow hips pass out of sight behind the orphanage wall. What was he like, she wondered? Was he married? Did he have a family? What made him happy or sad? Did men feel things the same way women did? What was it like to live with a man, talk to him, really know him?




  As she rocked, she held Little Nellie close. Matron Krauss’s words came back to her now, and in rhythm with her rocking, they repeated over and over in her mind like a slow dirge: “No one will ever want you. No one will ever want you.” This, of course, was her greatest fear, that he’d reject her, not want her after all. She felt like a fool to think that a man like Mr. Cronin would want a girl like her—discarded by her own mother and never wanted by anyone else.




  Carrie pushed a stray tendril of auburn hair back behind her ear and put her cheek against Little Nellie’s head. Carrie was, in many ways, just like this poor baby and all of the other babies who had passed through the nursery, abandoned and unwanted. True, some of the lucky ones found homes, but never Carrie. No one had ever come to take her home. And Little Nellie would probably be too sickly to be adopted, even if she lived long enough. At least Carrie had survived, she should be grateful for that. Indeed, Carrie knew she should be grateful to remain in the orphanage with useful work to do, even if it was just for room and board. Still, she almost couldn’t bear the thought that Little Nellie might suffer all of the loneliness and despair that had been Carrie’s life so far. And how could Carrie imagine that at last, by marrying Mr. Cronin, she would have a home of her own and be part of a family? Tears began to slide down Carrie’s cheeks and into Little Nellie’s hair. Little Nellie slept on, unaware of the tears salting her hair.




  She held Little Nellie tighter and wept for all of the abandoned babies and for herself, for the fear and the hope and for the one thing that she wanted most, to be loved by someone, even a man she had never met.




  Chapter 5




  The next evening as they were all filing out of the chapel, Matron Krauss brushed past Carrie and whispered so only Carrie could hear, “Forget it, Carrie. He will turn you away as soon as he sees you.”




  Carrie’s cheeks flamed in humiliation. What if she did travel all that distance and he turned her away? Ever since the letter had arrived, Carrie had taken stock of herself. There were no mirrors in the orphanage nor were there any in the school, since the staff didn’t want to encourage vanity in the girls. She’d seen herself in the darkened surface of the orphanage windows at night and in the shiny copper kettles in the kitchen. Although the images were blurry, she could tell she was not handsome. But Carrie knew that she at least met the requirement of being a strictly brought up girl who could, if only she tried hard enough, be pious, obedient, and submissive, just as the letter had specified. She could be all of those things. Couldn’t she?




  Carrie fell on her knees, alone now in the chapel, and prayed. She prayed for the strength to go on. She could see no other way to get what she so desperately wanted, a home and a family. Surely, Mr. Cronin wanted the same things. Surely, he would give her a chance to show him she was worth the gamble. Lord help me, she prayed.




  Carrie left the chapel feeling more at peace than she had in days. The same group of older girls was again standing in the hall chattering away. When they saw Carrie, they all began to giggle.




  Enough of this, Carrie thought. She turned around and walked purposely toward the group. The girls scattered, prompted by the apparent ringleader, a thin gangly girl named Gina. However, a shy plump little cherub of a girl named Rebecca stayed back.




  Rebecca had been a particular favorite of Carrie’s when Rebecca was a child. She suffered from severe asthma and Carrie had cared for her on many occasions, holding her while she struggled to breathe and spending long nights by her bedside.




  Rebecca hung her head as Carrie approached.




  “Rebecca,” Carrie said. What is going on? Why are you girls laughing whenever I pass by?”




  Rebecca looked up at her, clearly ashamed. She said, “I’m sorry, Miss Carrie. It’s just that, oh dear…”




  Carrie put her arm around Rebecca’s shoulder. She could feel her relax a little. “What is it? Don’t be afraid. You can tell me. I won’t be mad at you or anything,” Carrie said in a soft soothing voice.




  “It’s Matron Krauss, you see.” Carrie gave her shoulder a squeeze to encourage her to go on. “She was explaining, oh gosh, well, um, how our bodies change as we, um, girls become women. You know about chests and things.”




  Carrie nodded as Rebecca looked up at her through her long lashes, tears glistening in her eyes.




  Rebecca went on, saying, “Well, Matron was explaining about modesty. And well, um, well, she said that chests like yours are, well, um too big. You know, not modest.”




  Tears slid down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Miss Carrie, really I am. I know we’ve—I’ve—been unkind. You can’t help it if you have big chests. Oh, dear, I’ve gone and done it again. I’m sorry. I truly am.”




  Carrie took her handkerchief out of her pocket and tenderly wiped the tears from Rebecca’s flushed cheeks. “Yes, you have been unkind and hurtful too. But thank you for telling me. You’re a good girl, Rebecca, and I appreciate your honesty. Go on now and play with the other girls.”




  Seeing Rebecca hesitate, Carrie said, “It’s all right. It truly is.”




  Rebecca smiled uncertainly, but she nodded and sniffled into the handkerchief. Handing it back to Carrie, she scrambled down the hall and out the door.




  It wasn’t all right. It wasn’t all right at all. Anger replaced Carrie’s prayers of forgiveness and tolerance toward Matron Krauss. Fierce anger. So that was the way of it. Matron Krauss wasn’t content with taunting her about being illegitimate or about her proposed marriage. No, she had to attack Carrie’s looks, her personal appearance, and to a group of impressionable young girls at that.




  The sheer spite of it made Carrie stagger. Because Matron Krauss knew exactly what she was doing. She had to know that the girls would react this way and cause more hurt to Carrie. Of course she knew. That’s why she’d done it.




  During the night, tossing and turning again, she thought about the scene with the girls. Suppose Matron Krauss was right, that her breasts made her immodest, repulsive even. Suppose Mr. Cronin thought so too. The thought of a man, any man, looking, much less touching her breasts, made her slightly queasy. Still, Mr. Cronin was to be her husband. Such intimacies were a part of marriage, weren’t they?




  * * * *




  The next morning, after another sleepless night, she dressed with care. Carrie made sure her blouse was loose, not tucked in too tight. She fastened her old wool shawl across her chest with a fat diaper pin that she’d taken from the nursery. She wasn’t entirely satisfied that she’d managed to hide her breasts but it would have to do.




  Nine o’clock found her back at her desk staring blankly at the invoices. She felt alone, ugly, uncertain of her future. She was so tired. Carrie put her head down on her arms and cried with great racking sobs.




  Mrs. Pedersen came out of her office. “My dear Carrie,” she said softly, bending over her. “Do come into my office and let me help you.”




  Carrie felt her presence like a warm enveloping embrace and followed her into the office.




  “Now tell me what is wrong,” Mrs. Pedersen said.




  Carrie hesitated while she tried to regain some measure of composure. She said in a voice barely above a whisper, “What if he doesn’t want me? My own mother didn’t want me, why should he?” Her voice cracked and her shoulders slumped.
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