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			TOM Thurston stared at his phone in shock, then dropped it on the kitchen counter as if it had burned his hand. Like a ghost from the past, Carrie calls him and tells him she’s sending Anna to live with him?

			She’d said, “I’ve raised her for the first ten years. It’s your turn now.” Into his stunned silence she’d added, “I’ll let you know when she’s arriving.”

			He sank onto a bar stool and stared blankly. What was he supposed to do with a ten-year-old girl?

			Groaning, he raked a hand through his hair. He should have known this day would come—that his one big mistake would eventually come back to haunt him.

			He’d met Carrie Spano in his senior year at the University of Texas. A freshman, she’d been a beauty. Faced with her dark, flashing eyes, her killer body, and her devil-may-care approach to life, it had been easy to overlook her youth. By November they’d been an item. But by April, with graduation and a new job on his horizon, she’d started pushing for them to get married.

			Married? At twenty-two?

			Then she’d dropped the bomb: she was pregnant.

			It was painful to remember his panic and her stunned response. Backed against a wall, he’d blurted out that he was too young to get married; they both were. But if she wanted, he would help her get an abortion.

			Carrie, always fun-loving but often intense, had gone ballistic, screaming and ranting that he was a son of a bitch and every other foul name she could think of.

			And she’d been right. He knew that now, but at the time he’d thanked his lucky stars to be rid of her. In a fit of rage she’d vowed to keep the baby and make him sorry that he’d ever messed with her.

			That was the last time he’d seen her. But as he’d started his professional life as an engineer here in Iowa, the shadow of Carrie had hung over him. Carrie and her baby. His baby. He’d expected to hear from her once the baby was born, but when there was no word he got anxious. Did she have the baby or not? Did she keep it or put it up for adoption?

			He’s finally researched the births in Carrie’s hometown and discovered that Caroline Spano—no father listed—had given birth to Anna Rose Spano on October 2, 1991.

			He had a daughter.

			And now that daughter was ten years old, and coming here to live with him.

			“Damn it!” How was he supposed to fit her into his life? But even more difficult would be explaining her to his parents and sister. What would they think of him, their golden boy, who, as far as they knew, had never screwed up. Even worse, how could he justify keeping such a huge secret from them?

			He braced his elbows on the counter. He supposed they would forgive him eventually. And they would accept Anna, he knew that. His mother was eager for a grandchild and made no bones about it, especially to his recently married sister.

			But what about Joelle? Would she be able to forgive him? Or would she dump him and his surprise daughter like a load of bricks?

			Muffling a curse, he dropped his head into his hands. This could not be happening. Not this fast, with no warning whatsoever. Surely he and Carrie could come to some sort of compromise. What if he offered her money to keep the child? After all, she’d cashed the check he’d sent her right after he found out the baby was born. Although she hadn’t acknowledged them, she’d cashed all the checks he’d sent that first year.

			Then one of the envelopes came back marked unable to deliver. He’d done a cursory search for her with no success, and decided that if she’d moved and couldn’t be bothered to contact him, then so be it. And if he’d ever felt guilty on October 2 every year, he’d told himself that he’d done all he could do.

			Now, though, he was in a quandary. He could no longer ignore the situation.

			He stared at his phone. Taking a deep breath, he reached for it and pressed *69. “Pick up, Carrie. Pick up the damn phone,” he muttered as it rang and rang. He wasn’t ready to be a father. A kid would ruin everything. He would not let Carrie wreck his life without even giving him a chance to make some counteroffer.

			But when he finally hung up after twenty rings, he knew he was wrong. Carrie could wreck his life. She already had.

			ANNA rolled up her favorite nightgown, three pairs of socks and underpants, and three changes of clothes—her favorites, just in case her mother didn’t get around to sending the rest of her clothes and other things she’d packed into two big cardboard boxes. Even with the boxes full, there were so many things she loved that she had to leave behind. Her teddy-bear collection. Her shelf of Goosebumps books. Her school papers, and the art projects that Nana Rose had posted on the refrigerator. And then there was her bike, and all her Barbie stuff.

			Her mother said it cost too much to send so much junk all the way to Iowa. If her father wanted to drive back and get it, fine with her.

			Anna swallowed hard and began to shove the nightgown into her backpack. If her father did want her and all her stuff, he would’ve said so a long time ago. All the things her grandmother had scrimped and saved to buy her were as good as gone.

			Except for the Christmas present.

			Wiping away her tears, Anna knelt down and pulled the box out from under her bed. She’d found it in Nana Rose’s closet when her mother told her to pick out a dress for Nana Rose to be buried in. Even though it had only been October, the box had been wrapped in pretty Christmas paper with a wide red ribbon and a gift tag with Anna written on it in Nana Rose’s neat, familiar handwriting.

			Setting the gift on her bed, she studied it and the rest of the clothes that had to fit in her backpack.

			When she first found it, she’d wanted so bad to open it. Even now, just looking at it, knowing Nana Rose had wrapped it up so nice for her, made her want to open it.

			But she had to wait. This was going to be the worst Christmas of her life, but at least she had this present. When she opened it on Christmas morning, it would be almost like Nana Rose was there with her. Almost.

			Frowning, she emptied her backpack, wedged the box safely on the bottom, then repacked her clothes on top of it.

			She wasn’t sure where she would be on Christmas Day, but at least she could look forward to opening this one last gift from Nana Rose.

			THE train depot was festooned for Christmas. Garlands looped above the ticket counter. A huge wreath hung over the wide arched entrance to the station’s platforms, and a pair of lighted trees, flocked white and laden with shiny red ornaments, flanked the information and security booth.

			Eva Stephens clutched the handle of her bag. It held no presents, but she hoped her surprising visit after so long an absence would prove present enough for her family. Her heart fluttered in her chest, an unwelcome symptom according to her doctor. But she preferred to think of it as butterfly wings beating eagerly for release. She was going home! After more years than she could remember, she was going home for Christmas.

			She coughed three times, like the nurse had taught her, and felt the flutter subside. Then shifting her carpetbag from her right hand to her left, she set out for the ticket counter. How long since she’d been on a train? She couldn’t recall. But some things never changed: the busy excitement of so many people rushing everywhere; the low rumble of the massive engines that permeated even inside the station building. And through the glass doors, the view of people queuing up to board.

			Unfortunately people didn’t seem to dress as nicely as they used to. She tried not to stare at a man in worn tennis shoes and a stained sweatshirt. And behind her in line a woman dressed in painted-on jeans, knee-high stiletto boots, and a sweater meant to emphasize her generous breasts held the hand of a little girl, all the while reeking of cigarette smoke.

			Eva wrinkled her nose. I hope they still have separate smoking cars.

			The child at least was properly dressed in corduroy slacks, some sort of puffy blue jacket, and a matching blue and white muffler and stocking cap. She was a pretty little thing with straight blond bangs hanging over striking blue eyes. She didn’t look very happy, though.

			“Where to? Ma’am? Where to?”

			“Oh.” Eva looked up with a start. “Am I next?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” The ticket seller raised his brows, then returned his attention to his computer screen. “Where to?”

			“Let’s see.” She pulled out the slip of paper with the town’s name on it. Not that she needed it to remember the name of her own hometown. Still, every now and again she got these annoying little lapses of memory. Better to be safe than sorry.

			“Ma’am?”

			“Yes, yes. I want a ticket to Ennis. If you please.”

			“Ennis.” He stared at his screen, a faint frown on his face. Then he smiled. “Here it is. Ennis, Iowa. Right?”

			Eva faltered. Ennis was in Germany, not Iowa. She looked around her, at a loss suddenly for where she was. “Ennis,” she repeated, tightening her grip on the handle of her carpetbag. “I want to go to Ennis.”

			“Okay, okay,” the man said. “Ennis it is. “Will that be a round trip?”

			“No.” Eva smiled at him, restored by overwhelming joy at the thought of her hometown. “No,” she repeated, beaming pure happiness at the ticket seller. “I only need a one-way ticket.”

			“One way it is.” He glanced up at her. “Looks like you’re pretty happy to be going.”

			“Ach, so I am.”

			“That’ll be one hundred forty-eight dollars. Cash or credit?”

			Eva lifted her chin. “I deal only in the cash, young man. Buying on credit gets a person into trouble.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he agreed, taking the eight twenty-dollar bills she slid into the tray beneath the glass partition. “But, ma’am,” he added, leaning nearer and lowering his voice. “Don’t say too much about carrying only cash, okay? There’s people who’d love to fleece a nice lady like you. You know what I mean?”

			Eva nodded, taking the change he slid back to her and folding it into her purse. “I will be very careful.” She patted her purse and as added precaution hooked the long strap over her head and shoulder. “But I thank you for your concern.”

			“You’re boarding at three fifteen on platform seven. Merry Christmas and have a good trip.”

			“Thank you, and a Merry Christmas to you, too.”

			As Eva turned away she nearly collided with the cigarette-scented woman in the revealing sweater. “Oh, my. Excuse me.”

			“No problem,” the woman muttered, giving her a hard stare.

			Eva nodded and headed toward the gates to the loading platform. It was too cold to wait outside, so she found a seat near the arched doors. Not long now. In less than an hour she would be on her way home at last.

			Smiling, she settled her purse and her carpetbag on her lap and folded her hands over them. This would be the happiest Christmas ever.

			ANNA hung back as her mother bought the train ticket. She’d heard her on the phone last night, cursing out the person who’d told her a child of ten wasn’t allowed to travel on the train without an adult.

			“It’s costing me an extra forty-four dollars for a regular ticket, all because of their stupid rules,” she’d raged. “Forty-four damn dollars for nothing. And then I have to find somebody who’ll sit with you.”

			But now as Anna listened, her mother turned on her legendary charm. “One way to Ennis, Iowa,” she said, smiling at the ticket man.

			“Ennis. Pretty popular destination today.”

			“I’m hoping for a white Christmas. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

			“You may get your wish, according to what I saw on the Weather Channel,” he said as he ran her credit card through his machine.

			“I sure hope so,” Anna’s mother said, signing the slip and taking the ticket. “Have a Merry Christmas.”

			“You, too, miss. Next.”

			Anna’s mother strolled off without a glance her way. As she’d been ordered, Anna waited until her mother sat down, then followed her and sat in the same row but several seats away. Her mother had taken a seat next to an old woman in a long gray coat with colorful embroidery around the cuffs and up and down the front. “Care for a mint?” Anna heard her mother ask the lady.

			The old woman tightened her arms over her bags. “No, thank you.”

			Trying not to stare too blatantly, Anna studied the woman, her mother’s obvious mark. She was old, even older than Nana Rose. She had soft white hair under her velvet beret. Anna knew about velvets and silks, and wools and cottons, too. Nana Rose had taught her all about fabrics and yarns. She’d taught Anna how to cut patterns and sew, and the difference between knitting and crochet. That’s how Anna knew the old lady’s navy beret was real velvet and that her unusual overcoat was made from felted wool and was probably hand-embroidered. Tears stung her eyes but she blinked them back and stared down at the fringed end of her blue-and-white-striped scarf. Her mother hated it when she got sad about Nana Rose. If only her Nana Rose could have lived forever. Anna wouldn’t be sitting in this cold train station being sent away to live with her father if Nana Rose hadn’t gotten pneumonia and died.

			“You going to Ennis?” she heard her mother ask.

			The old lady hesitated, then nodded. “To see my family,” she finally said. It was obvious from her stiff posture that she didn’t want to get sucked into a conversation with some strange woman. But Anna’s mother never cared what other people wanted.

			“Oh, your children. And grandchildren, too, I bet.”

			“No, my brother and—”

			“My girl’s going to Ennis, too,” Anna’s mother broke in.

			Anna wrinkled her nose. Her mother never listened to people either. She just pushed and pushed and pushed until people either ran away as fast as they could, or else gave in from pure exhaustion. Anna wondered what this woman would do. She slid her gaze back to the lady, so neat and folded up just so with her ankles crossed and tucked beneath the plastic seat, and her gloved hands resting protectively across her pretty embroidered suitcase.

			Her mother went on. “She’s going to her father.”

			The bastard, Anna inserted. That was her mother’s name for him, her father the bastard. As if he were any worse a parent than she was. He’d dumped Anna on her mother, and her mother had dumped her on Nana Rose.

			“It’s so important for a girl to know her father, don’t you think?” Carrie went on, smiling earnestly at the old woman.

			The old lady’s gaze shifted and collided unexpectedly with Anna’s, startling her so that she couldn’t look away. “Yes,” the woman said. To Anna, not to her mother. She smiled, a mere ghost of a smile, but Anna could feel the warmth in it. “Every girl needs to know the love of her father.”

			“My thoughts exactly.” Anna’s mother nodded her head exuberantly. “Only I can’t make the trip with her. Other obligations, you know?” She pulled out her cigarettes and tapped the hard pack against her wrist. “So I was wondering. Do you think you could keep an eye on her? You know, sit with her and make sure she gets off at the right stop? At Ennis. With you. Her father will be there,” she added. “Don’t worry about that. He’s expecting her.”

			Anna held her breath. If the woman said no, what would her mother do? Apparently the conductors didn’t let children get on the train by themselves, which was good because Anna didn’t want to go live with her father. He was a complete stranger to her. She’d never even seen a picture of him. All she knew was his name, Tom Thurston.

			But she hated it here, too, living with her mother.

			At first Carrie had seemed okay living with Anna in Nana Rose’s house in an old neighborhood in Texarkana. But once she’d collected Nana Rose’s life-insurance money and sold the little house to the next-door neighbors for their son, she was ready to get back to her own life with her boyfriend, Eddie. She had big plans for her money, and obviously Anna didn’t fit into those plans. That’s when her mother had come up with the idea to send Anna to live with her father.

			The fact was, her mother hated being stuck with Anna again after all these years. Anna could tell. She didn’t like being a mother. Anna cramped her style, she’d said. One way or another her mother meant to get rid of her. If the old woman said yes, Anna would be put on the train, sent like a returned package back to someone else who didn’t want her.

			Neither her mother nor her father had ever wanted her.

			But Nana Rose had.

			Anna didn’t mean to cry. She hardly ever cried, especially on account of her pitiful excuse for a mother. But she was definitely leaking tears. She turned her face away, blinking hard but refusing to swipe her wet cheek with her cuff. Maybe the old lady hadn’t seen her tears. Didn’t old people have bad eyes? Nana Rose wore bifocals, and she’d had cataract surgery the year before she died.

			But Nana Rose had seen everything when it came to Anna: when she was sad; when she was scared. And now, when the old lady in the embroidered coat spoke—before she actually spoke—when she took a slow breath before the words began to come out, Anna knew she had seen the tears.

			“I would be happy to have her for a traveling companion,” the woman said in a faintly accented voice, as if she used to live in another country. “Traveling alone is so . . . well, so lonely.” Then she looked straight at Anna, deep into her eyes. “Is that all right with you, child? Traveling with me?”

			Anna stared back at her a long, breathless moment. There were no good choices for her here. Stay with her mother who didn’t want her, or go to her father, who also did not want her. The only adult who seemed eager for her company was this old woman, a complete stranger to her.

			“Of course she’s good with it.” Anna’s mother stood up, the unlit cigarette tight between her fingers. “Well, if that’s settled, I need to get going.”

			“Nein. You will wait one moment while I speak to your daughter.”

			Anna blinked at the woman’s firm tone. Nein. That was German, wasn’t it?

			She peered up at her mother, who’d frozen with the unlit cigarette halfway to her mouth. The old woman had a soft look about her, but she had a steely core. Like Nana Rose.

			“No problem. No problem,” Anna’s mother repeated, digging in her pocket for her lighter. “Anna, tell the nice lady. Go on, tell her you’ll be a good, what did you say? Oh, yeah, a good traveling companion.”

			Slowly Anna stood. The old lady stared right at her. Not unkindly. More . . . expectantly. Like she cared only about what Anna had to say, not Anna’s mother.

			“She’s got lunch with her. I packed it myself.”

			Did not. But Anna ignored her mother, as did the old German lady.

			“Well, Liebchen? Shall we travel together?”

			Anna clutched her bulging backpack to her chest. It was all she had left in the world. That and a one-way ticket to her father’s house in the company of this pleasantly smiling old woman.

			She took three steps forward. For now that would have to be enough.

			EVA trudged down the center aisle of the general-seating car, bracing herself with one hand on the seat backs. A two-story train car. She’d never heard of such a thing. She would rather have stayed on the lower level, but the child—what was her name again? Eva paused, leaning heavily on the seat back beside her, and struggled to remember. She’d noticed lately that thinking and performing a physical task were not particularly compatible.

			“C’mon. C’mon,” she heard someone behind them mutter.

			She was blocking someone’s way. With a grimace she forced herself a few steps farther, then abruptly sat in an open aisle seat. She was out of breath. That, too, was happening more often, this sudden shortness of breath followed by a smothering blanket of fatigue, a bone-deep weariness she couldn’t seem to dispel.

			“Can I have the seat by the window, Miss Eva?”

			Eva startled at the child’s query. Before she could reply the girl squeezed past her, tucked her backpack under the forward seat, then knelt on the seat and cleared a spot on the foggy window.

			Anna, the girl’s name came to her. Anna. They would be traveling together to . . . to where?

			Home. Home to Ennis.

			As she took several deep breaths it all came back to her. She’d seen the article in the Sunday paper about the Christmas Festival of Lights in Ennis, and it had lifted her spirits as nothing had since her Paul had died. Why hadn’t she thought to go home before this? But she was going now. Ever since that terrible attack in New York she’d been so afraid. Not war. Not again!

			But she’d known war was inevitable. Dictators could not be allowed to force their evil on the rest of the world. This she knew. But oh, how the thought of war paralyzed her. The soldiers. The bombs. And most of all, the awful, unrelenting terror. It hung over everything—every move you made, every word you said. Who to trust? Who to fear? No matter how far she’d run or how carefully she’d hidden herself, here was war pounding at her door again.

			In her chest her heart sped up, and panic rose, threatening to choke her—

			“How long until we leave?”

			With a start Eva looked at the little girl, who had unwound her muffler and was tugging off her stocking cap. Anna. How pretty she was. “Soon, child. As soon as all these people find their seats.”

			The girl studied her with unblinking eyes. She was all pink cheeks, blue eyes, and straight blond hair. Aryan.

			Eva shivered and forced herself to straighten in her seat. Being fair and pretty was no defense against the madness of the world. Only quick wits and luck helped you when the world was falling apart.

			“Are you going to take off your coat?”

			Again Eva flinched. “Soon. Soon.” When she offered no more, the child turned away, busy folding her muffler. Apparently displeased with its bulk, she shook it out and began again, this time neatly rolling it up like a roll of bath tissue.

			Eva closed her eyes. She was so tired. But she didn’t dare sleep. Too many people, and then there was the threat of war. Always war. Would it never be over?

			She forced her eyes open. At least this train was clean. And so far as she could tell, all its windows still had their glass panes. She scanned the railcar front to back. Yes, it was clean and there were enough seats for everyone. No one standing, hanging on to the straps. No one huddled over their bags in the aisle.

			Then the car shuddered, a ricochet of movement that convulsed the full length of the train from engine to caboose. She remembered that shudder, that feeling of being inside a living thing transporting you maybe to freedom, maybe not. It shuddered again, then jerked forward, and all at once they were under way.

			At last. She sank into the seat, permitting herself her first real sigh of relief. At last she was on her way home.

			“This is my first time on a train,” the little girl said from beside her. “Is it your first time, too?”

			“Nein. No.” Eva sat up taller in her seat, conscious suddenly of her bag, heavy on her lap, and her coat, too warm for the overheated train car. She half lifted, half slid her bag to the floor between her feet and the child’s, and then unwound her woven-wool scarf.

			The girl watched her with large, serious eyes that seemed to take in everything. “Can I help you with your coat?”

			It was on Eva’s lips to say no, that she was perfectly capable of removing her own coat. Except that she didn’t feel capable. She felt far too weary to do it alone.

			“Thank you. That would be nice.” Eva managed a smile as she unfastened the toggles one by one. Then she grasped the seat in front of her and hauled herself up, swaying with the gathering speed of the train. The girl tugged Eva’s right arm free, then knelt on the seat to free her left arm. Eva collapsed onto the seat, the coat on her lap, until she caught her breath and could start folding it. “Thank you,” she repeated.

			“You’re welcome.” The girl’s stare held steady. “I have to use the bathroom.”

			“The bathroom? I don’t know . . .”

			“It’s just up there.” The child pointed. “See the sign? Don’t worry, I’ll be right back.”

			Eva watched carefully as the child made her way to the bathroom. She skipped as she went. As serious as she seemed to be, the girl nonetheless skipped and hopped her way down the aisle as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Didn’t she know about the war? The planes that had crashed into those buildings?

			Keeping her eyes on the bathroom door, Eva removed an old embroidered handkerchief from her skirt pocket and dabbed at her eyes. So many deaths. So much suffering. No child should ever know about such things. So if Anna’s mother had chosen not to tell the girl about the war, it was not for Eva to do otherwise. She had only to make sure the girl got off at the right station where her father would be waiting. There were only four stops with one transfer, according to her ticket.

			Her heart began to race. Where had she put her ticket? She needed her ticket!

			Panicking, she fumbled in her purse. “Gott in Himmel,” she prayed as she dug though every pocket. Where was it? Where?

			“Is this child with you?”

			Eva gasped at the stern voice. A big man in a severe black uniform towered over her, one large hand gripping a little girl’s shoulder. A terrified little girl. For a moment Eva couldn’t respond. Her heart thundered and she struggled to catch her breath. What was the right answer? Which answer would get her into trouble? She didn’t want any attention from the military police. All she wanted was to get home.

			Clutching her handbag against her chest, she pressed her trembling lips together. The man was so tall, so obviously in charge. But the child . . . The child stared at her with huge blue eyes.

			“Ja, she is with me,” Eva blurted out.

			His eyes bored into hers, and Eva feared he did not believe her. Then his fingers unwound from the girl’s shoulder and like a timid rabbit the girl lunged past Eva and into the window seat.

			“Well, keep a close eye on her. She shouldn’t be wandering around.” Then he strode off toward the back of the train car.

			Eva’s shoulders sagged in relief. He believed her! Pressing a hand to her chest, she coughed three times, until the irregular thump of her heart returned to normal. Beside her, the little girl knelt on the seat, staring at the man’s retreating back. “That man wasn’t very nice.”

			Eva shook her head. “Most soldiers are mean. That’s why they are soldiers.”

			The child turned a serious face to Eva. “He wasn’t a soldier.”

			Eva glanced sharply at her. She looked familiar. Was she from Ennis, too? “Of course he was a soldier. Didn’t you see his uniform?”

			“Then where was his gun?”

			His gun. Eva frowned, trying to remember. Had he carried a gun? But a fog, thick and impenetrable, seemed to have taken over her mind. Beside her, the girl pulled her stocking cap down on her head. “I guess my mother was right to get you to travel with me.”

			Her mother?

			Suddenly Eva’s memory opened up, like a seedpod spilling its secrets. This child was traveling with her. They weren’t running away from German or Russian soldiers. They were taking the train to Ennis. To her home. “Ja,” she murmured as the fog receded. Eva had agreed to chaperone this child to Ennis, where her father would be waiting. “Ja, she was right to have you travel with me. But you must be careful and always tell me where you are going.”

			“But I did tell you,” the girl protested. “I went to the bathroom and I was coming straight back like you said. Don’t you remember?”

			Eva frowned. No, she didn’t remember. But she’d had enough lapses of late to suspect the girl was telling the truth. She forced a smile. “Oh. I must have been distracted. I was looking for my ticket, you see.” She peered down at her handbag. Where was that ticket? Had someone stolen it?

			“But I pointed out where the bathroom was,” the girl persisted. “Don’t you remember?”

			Then Eva felt it, the stiff square of paper. Thanks be to Gott!

			“Don’t you remember?” the child repeated.

			Eva sighed with relief. “Of course I remember, Anna.” And she remembered the child’s name as well. “Did you wash your hands?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			This time Eva’s smile came easier. “You have very nice manners, Anna. That is good.” She paused. “You learn this from your mother?”

			Anna shook her head so hard her hair swung back and forth around her cheeks. Then she turned toward the window and the wintry cityscape that sped by. Warehouses, a highway, a church spire in the distance. “From my Nana Rose.”

			“Your Nana Rose? Ah. Was that your Oma? Your grandmother?”

			Though Anna’s face was turned away from her, Eva saw her chin tremble. “Yes. But . . . she died.”

			“Oh. I am very sorry you lost her, Anna.”

			Frowning, the child pushed back in her seat, so that her legs stuck straight out in front of her. Eva reached over hesitantly to pat her knee. “You are sad. I can see you loved your Nana Rose.”

			She was answered by the merest bob of the girl’s chin.

			“And now you are afraid of this new life with your father?”

			Anna swallowed hard. “I don’t need a father,” she muttered, her eyes glued to the back of the seat in front of her.

			“Every girl needs a father,” Eva said, remembering her own good papa. But what did this poor child know of fathers? Mirroring Anna’s posture, Eva turned her attention to the seat back in front of her. “You are afraid because you do not know what to expect, ja? I understand. I have been afraid like that. Of a new life,” she added.

			They rode in silence, but it was not quiet. Passengers conversed; a baby whimpered; a pair of teenage boys tramped by. And underneath all, the rhythm of the train reverberated through the floor and up into the seats, the sound of it vibrating into their bones.

			“You’re a grown-up. Why should you be afraid?” Anna had tucked her chin, and now she pulled her feet onto the seat and wrapped her arms around her knees. “You can do whatever you want.”

			Eva sighed. “Not always. Sometimes we are very afraid. And sometimes we must do things we don’t want to do at all.”

			“Like my father.” The girl rubbed her face against her knees. Was she wiping away tears? “He doesn’t want to take me, but he has to.”

			How was Eva supposed to respond to that? “Tell me, Liebchen, when did you last see your father?”

			Anna shrugged. “I never saw him in my whole life. He and my mother hate each other.” She looked over at Eva, her face far too solemn for such a young child. “Did your mother and father hate each other?”

			“Oh, no!” Eva exclaimed, almost indignant at the thought. “Of course not. They loved each other. And they loved me and my older brother, Karl. Always the love in our little house. Always the love.”

			Eva grimaced when Anna’s arms tightened around her knees. She shouldn’t have said all that about love. “You will be all right, liebchen. Your father, he will meet you at the station. You will be a little cautious with each other at first. That is to be expected. But soon enough it will be all right between you.” If he is not another one like that mother of yours. Hard and holding tighter to the cigarettes than to the child.

			They sat without speaking, and slowly the unrelenting sway of the train car lulled them, like a giant rocking chair calming a fussy baby. The passengers settled in, shedding coats and hats, and pulling out books and magazines and tiny radios they plugged into their ears.

			Outside the view had softened from city edges to busy suburbia and now to the slow green undulations of southern Arkansas, browning now with winter’s cold, but still majestic. Bare maples and oak trees reached up to heaven, silhouetted against the brilliant afternoon sky. A straggling vee of late-departing birds soared low over a hill. They headed south, while the train churned steadily north. To Ennis.

			Eva smiled to herself. She sighed and shifted into a more comfortable position and let her eyes close. Not long now. By tomorrow morning she would be home with Mutti und Papa und Karl. They would all go to mass on Christmas Eve, with the church lit only by candles, smelling of winter greenery and smoky incense.

			But no. Something gnawed at the edges of her memory. Not Mutti und Papa. They were gone now. Many years gone.

			With an effort she lifted her eyelids, and looked at her hands folded in her lap. They were old hands. The bony, blue-veined hands of an old woman. Her parents were no longer at home. They couldn’t be.

			Panic pushed hard and high into her chest, a rush of fear and confusion that threatened to choke her. Her parents wouldn’t be there! Too much time had gone by.

			But Karl will be. She stared blindly at her knotted old hands. He was only three years older than she. He would still be there. So tall and handsome he was the last time she saw him.
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