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For my children, Carey, Oliver, and Eliza

And my husband, Carey



Note

The following memoir was discovered in a bank vault belonging to my great-great-grandmother Ann, upon her death, in 1925, at the age of seventy-eight. The account was written over many years, in a barely decipherable hand, in the pages of seven leatherbound diaries, a pattern of forget-me-nots adorning the corners of the paper. Some light corrections had been made, evidently by Ann’s husband, my great-great grandfather, with some words blacked out. Errors of grammar, punctuation, and usage were, however, left intact. Pasted in were newspaper clippings, correspondence between Ann and a respected New York City charity, and letters from Ann’s sister, her lawyer, and others.

Perhaps due to its controversial nature, this material was hidden by the family for almost a century, mysteriously ending up in a hatbox in the attic of my father’s house, where I stumbled on it last year, after his death. My siblings and I were most astonished to discover that our family had such a scandalous American character among our forebears. “Madame” had not been mentioned in the stories handed down to us by our parents and grandparents, who include doctors, bankers, academics, barristers, and politicians. In spite of sharp disagreement in the family over certain matters described here, in the interests of future scholars and historians—and to correct the public record—I have decided to make this account public without further comment.

—Teresa Smithhurst-O’Rourke, PhD

Trinity College, Dublin



Chapter One
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Confession

It was me who found her. April 1, 1880. The date is engraved on my story same as it is on the headstone, so cold and solid there under the pines. What happened that morning hurts me to this day, enrages me still, though many years have passed.

The time was just before dawn. She was there in the tub. It had claw feet, gold faucets. Marble was everywhere in that room, so magnificent. A French carpet. A pair of velvet settees, a dressing table, candelabra, powders and pomades, all deluxe. I knew something was wrong right away. When I knocked I knew. There was not no noise of bathing, just that slow drip. That plink of water landing on water, so dreadful. I went in and there she was. A scarf of red across her shoulders, down her chest. The water was red and cold with all her life leaked out. A bloodbath.

My hands were trembling. Terrible sounds strangled in my throat, quiet so as not to wake the house. My little daughter and my husband were fast asleep. The maid was not yet up.

Mother of God she was dead. I collapsed down at the vanity reeling and keening. I couldn’t look but I had to. The scene was reflected so clearly in the mirror, and strange, how it was serene, almost. She seemed at rest. The way her hair fell you did not see the red cut. You saw the profile of the nose, the chin. She was a bather in a painting, so peaceful, but I hated her for what she done to herself. Even after how I cared for her so long. She would be my undoing now, too, not just her own. Who would believe a suicide? They would say I killed her. They would write me again in the headlines, as Murderess. Hag of Misery. She-devil. How they’d lick their chops. They’d come for me with their shackles and their oakum and their lies, then put me away for good unless by some conjurer’s snap I could get her poor corpse out of the water and away down the stairs and out to Fifth Avenue to disappear. It was the very morning of my Trial. I was due in court in three hours.

What could I do? What would happen to me now? If I could change places with her. The thought came to me. If only it was me dead there in the water.

I imagined it, picking up the knife.

My troubles would end. I’d not be a grief to anyone. If only I was dead. These ideas raced now through the panic. I looked again in the mirror at her reflection over my shoulder and seen all of a sudden how it wasn’t a bad resemblance. Our age was close enough. That black hair. And it was the mirror, that morning, the way we were doubled in it, that shown me the way to my escape.

Fast, I took the rings off my fingers. The gems from my ears. I put them on her. Her skin was wet and cold as fish, a shock to the touch. The diamonds sparkled on her delicate dead hands, on the collops of her lobes.

Why? I asked her, silent as I worked. But I knew why. Why was not the mystery.

There was not no choice. They would come for me. I ran now. I packed a bag. A reticule filled with cash. He helped me with it and kissed me goodbye, both of us afraid.

—Hurry, he said. —You got no time to waste.

My throat closed with panic and sadness. But I left him to it, my husband, to carry it off, to say it was me dead in the bath. He’d know what to do. He took the risk of it. He knew people. He had connections of influence. They’d believe him. He said we’d find each other later. There was no choice but to trust him. She was dead and the traps would be knocking any minute. There wasn’t no other way. I went out the back door in a hat and veil, which was nothing special at our address. Ladies was always coming and going in their veils and disguises, the curtains of their victorias drawn. Half of them would have worn mustaches or pup tents, anything not to be recognized departing from my notorious parlor. I went east across Fifty Second Street on foot, as it would not be advisable to use the driver. My carriage was well known as myself in all parts of town. I got on the omnibus down the Avenue, and from there I was off to the railyards, to book a ticket.

Meanwhile at the so-called Halls of Justice downtown, my enemies was coiled snakes lying in wait. How eager they was to see me in the dock at last. How disappointed, how outraged they would be, to receive a telegram from my lawyer with the news. The case was a bust. Stop. The accused was dead. Stop. Madame DeBeausacq a suicide. At first they scoffed and pshawed under their preposterous hairy mustaches. It was somebody’s idea of a joke, they said. They noted the date: April 1. They were sure that soon I would show up so they could smite me with their sanctimony and their outrage. But I did not show up, and soon half them toads had a new theory. That I was murdered, that a Tammany hoodlum snuffed me out to hush me up, to kill my society secrets along with me. Whatever they thought, the b*****ds was stunned out of what wits they had, which was not many. In the end, they celebrated. They bragged. They got me, was their feeling. Finally they got me. They said I would take my secrets to the grave.

They should be so lucky. The grave under the white pines at Sleepy Hollow has its own secrets. She died to keep hers safe. But I’m d****d if I’ll keep mine. Here they are, written out from the beginning, from the time of my early life and up till now.

As for them c**ks***ers, I have just one thing to say: APRIL FOOL.



BOOK ONE
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Ax of Kindness




Chapter Two
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For Bread Alone

In the year 1860, when the Western Great Plain of America was the home of the buffalo roaming, the cobbled hard pavement of New York City was the roofless and only domicile of thirty-five thousand children. In our hideous number we scraps was cast outdoors or lost by our parents, we was orphans and half orphans and runaways, the miserable offspring of Irish and Germans, Italians and Russians, servants and slaves, Magdalenes and miscreants, all the unwashed poor huddled slubs who landed yearning and unlucky on the Battery with nothing to own but our muscles and teeth, the hunger of our bellies. Our Fathers and Mothers produced labor and sweat and disease and babies that would’ve been better off never born. The infant ones, small as a drop of dew on a cabbage leaf, was left wrapped in newspaper and still bloody on the doorsteps of churches, in the aisles of dry goods stores. Others among us was not older than two, just wee toddlers with the skulls still soft when they was thrust Friendless upon the paving stones of Broadway. These kids dressed in bits and pickings. They begged what they ate or filched it. Many never had known a shoe. The girls started out young to sell themselves and the boys turned to thuggery. Half the babies dropped at the foundling hospital died before they had a birthday. The rest of the so-called street Arabs was lucky if they lived to twenty.

Me and my sister Dutch and my brother Joe was nearly permanent among this sorry crowd, but by the mossy skin of our teeth we got turned from that path by a stranger who came upon us and exchanged our uncertain fate for another, equally uncertain.

The day in question I was not more than twelve years of age. Turned up nose, raggedy dress, button boots full of holes and painful in the toe, dark black hair I was vain of pulled back, but no ribbon. And my father’s eyes, the color of the Irish sea, he always said, blue as waves. I was two heads taller than a barstool. My legs was sticks, my ribs a ladder. I was not no beauty like Dutch, but I managed with what I got. And That Day we three got our whole new proposition. It walked right up and introduced itself.

Hello there, wayfarers.

We stood in the doorway of the bakery. If you stayed there long enough, you could get maybe a roll that was old, maybe the heels they would give you of the loaves. We were not particular. We would eat crumbs they swept out for the birds. We was worse than birds, we was desperate as rats. That day the smell was like a torture, of the bread baking, them cakes and the pies and them chocolate éclairs like all of your dreams coming up your nose and turning to water in your mouth. We Muldoons had not eaten since yesterday. It was February or maybe March, but no matter the date, we were frozen, no mittens, no hats, us girls without no woolies under our skirts, just britches full of moth bites. We had baby Joe warm in our arms, heavy as beer in a half keg. Dutch had my muffler I gave her, she was so cold. We wrapped it around my head and her head both, and there we stood looking like that two-headed calf I saw once in Madison Square. Two heads, four legs, one body. Two heads is better than one, but we children should’ve been smarter that day and seen what was coming.

A customer started in the door. This big fat guy with big fat neck rolls over the collar of his coat, like a meat scarf.

Dutch said, —Mister? with those blue eyes she has, such jewelry in her face, sparkling sadlike eyes.

The Meat Neck Gent said, —Go home to your Ma.

Dutch said back, —We ain’t got no Ma.

—Yeah yeah yeah, he said. —I heard that before, now beat it.

—Please mister, I said. —We ain’t. It’s the truth. (Though it wasn’t exactly.)

—Just one a them rolls or a bannock of bread.

And the guy said, —Beat it, again. He was a miserable cockroach in fine boots, but he was not the one who ruined us, that was the kindness of strangers.

So we started to cry very quiet now, me and Dutch, because we had not had food since yesterday noon, standing there the whole morning with pain like teeth in our guts. The scarf around our head was frozen solid with our tears and snuffle.

Along at last came another customer, quite fancy. This one had the type of a beard that straps under the chin, and a clump of hair left stranded in the center of his bald dome that we saw when he removed his tall hat, like a rainbarrel on his head.

With the tears fresh in our eyes, we said, —Hey Mister.

—Why hello there, wayfarers.

Right away he got down low, peering hard at us like we were interesting, and asked in the voice of an angel, —Why you poor children! Why are you here in the cold? Don’t cry, sweet innocents. Come inside and warm yourselves.

—Nossir, I said, —we ain’t allowed. They tell us scram and kick us.

—That’s an outrage, he said. —You’ll freeze to death.

Picking baby Joe out of our arms and handling him, he marched us into the warm smell of the shop. We were hemorrhaging in the mouth practically with want. You could eat the air in the place, so thick with bread and warmth that it stang our cheeks.

—Out out out out, cried the bakery hag when she saw us. The dough of her body was trembling with fury. —Out! I told you.

—These children shall have three rolls of that white bread there, and tea with milk, said the Gentleman, and he slapped down his money bright on the counter.

The dark scowl of the miserable proprietress smoked over at us in fumes. But she swallowed her bile when she seen the Gentleman’s copper and fetched us tea. It scalded our tongues but did nothing to damage the softness of her bread or the crunch of its golden crust. It made no sense to have such a hard woman with such soft bread. We were fainting and trying not to wolf it down like beasts. The Gentleman watched us eat the same as if we were a free show.

—There now, he said, his voice a low burr in his throat, —there you are, children.

Dutch threw her arms around his neck. —Oh thank you kind Gentleman, she said. Her sweetness was like payment to him, you could see by his smile. Even with the grime on her face, Dutch was a pretty child. No one could resist her blarney and her charm, and though she was only seven years of age, she knew this well.

When we were done with the first bread, he says, —Are yiz still hungry?

Wait. Let me get his voice right. In fact, he said it all beautiful, with elocution: —Do you jolly young wayfarers still have an appetite?

And we said, —Yessir.

It was our lucky day then, for he bought us another round of penny rolls and fed us under the glare of the bakery woman’s eyes.

—Children, where are your parents? the Gentleman said.

—Please mister, our father art in heaven, said Dutch. It was the wish to be proper was why she mangled her vocabulary with a prayer. Our father was not our Father Who Art in Heaven, though he was dead. Perhaps he was in hell, what with the one sin we knew of him, which was his death two years before, from drunkenness and falling off a scaffold while carrying a hod of bricks, leaving Mam with us girls and Joe, his infant son. It was just after Joe’s arrival and our Da was celebrating with his lunch bucket and a drop, for he did like his drop, Mam said, coming home every night, so dusty and singing Toura loura loo, a stick of licorice in his pockets if we was lucky and a blast of whiskey in our faces if we wasn’t. —Fill me the growler, there’s a good girl, Axie, he says to me nightly, and I’m off like a shot for the shebeen downstairs and back in a flash without spilling. Then Da would raise the bucket in a toast and sing out, —You’re a Muldoon, dontcha forget it girls. Descended from the Kings of Lurg. The daughters and sons of Galway.

—The Kings of Lurg did not have nothing over your father, Mam said in her grief when he fell. —He was a grand hard worker, and more’s the pity for there will be no payday now he’s gone to God.

After he was gone to God we was gone ourselves, away over to Cherry Street to live with our father’s sister Aunt Nance Duffy, while Mam went out to work as a laundress to a Chinaman.

—Where is your mother then? the Gentleman asked.

—She got an injury, I says. —She can’t get out of her bed for three days.

—And where do you live? he asks us. —Have you warmth and shelter?

—Truth, says I, —it’s the food we miss.

—My name is Mr. Brace. He put out his hand, which I inspected, lacking the manners to shake it. It was clean and soft as something newborn. —Who might you be?

—Axie Muldoon. And these here is my brother Joe and sister Dutchie.

—A pleasure to make your acquaintance.

He did not look like it was a pleasure exactly, and stared like he was a police trap in brass buttons, frisking us in the face to find out our secrets. He was a big gaunt man, with pale eyes dug back in his face, an overhung forehead, jutting jaw, nose long as a vegetable, and big flanges of nostrils. There were hairs in them that I could see from down low where I was. Like any child I was disgusted by the hairs, but hoping to extend his philanthropy just a few pennies longer, I said, —Thanks mister for the bread.

—Certainly, my dear. Still you must know that man does not live for bread alone, but lives by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of the Lord.

We gazed up at him without no idea of what he was going on about.

—I should like you to have bread, said he quite gently, —yes, but more than bread. I should like you three children to come along with me.

It seemed he was going to give us cakes and ale and possibly a handful of silver, so I was all for it. He picked up our Joe and took Dutch by her hand, which she surrendered, trusting as if he was Our Lord the shepherd and she was the sheep. Not knowing we were marching off to our Fate, we all trooped out together. I was last, which was to my advantage because on the way out I gave a loud raspberry to the bakery lady. Very satisfying it was, too, and you should have seen her face, the cow. Full of her baking, we followed the Gentleman down the street.

—I would like to bring this bread to your Mother, he says. —Where do you live?

He had a parcel with the telltale shape of fat loaves under the brown paper, so despite Mam’s instructions never to truck with strangers, there was no choice but to lead him home. For bread alone, I done it.

We walked at a brisk trot around onto Catherine Street, past Henry and Madison, Monroe and Hamilton, names of our nation’s heroes and presidents, though at that time I had no knowledge of presidents nor nations. Just these streets, with their shanty wood buildings, their flashmen and hucksters, their carts and piles of ash overflowing the bins. The horse mess was rank under your shoes and the smell of it a bad taste up your nose. We stepped over bones and oyster shells, through the tight crowds of people, across the frozen urine slush and past the women selling rags and their cold hard bread twisted in rings. We dodged a dog with a ladder of ribs like mine, only she had pups you could tell from the teats. Soon I would be old enough, Mam said, for pups of my own, but I must remain virtuous and not be grown before my time.

At last we came to Cherry Street, where no cherry bloomed in six lifetimes. Along we went to number 128, around the mess of little boys, Michael, Sean, and Francis, pitching pennies, only instead of pennies they used pebbles. They scampered back away from the Gentleman like roaches before a light, but he only smiled. —Hello boys, he said to their stony faces. We passed the hop house, where through the doorway I seen our uncle’s brother Kevin Duffy alongside Bernice his wife, drinking theirselves stupid, and then picked our way along the bone alley over the trash, with our feet mucked up past the laces in wet ooze, to the rear tenement where we had our rooms. The wash above was hung so it blotted out the dollop of sky between the buildings. Sheets and knickers flapped off the fire escapes, the lines crossing the airshaft in a piecework ceiling of laundry. The women with their red knuckles stood scrubbing it on boards and clipping it up. It had to dry before it froze.

—It is so dark, said the Gentleman when he started up our stairs. I saw the wrinkle of his toffee nose as the smells choked him in the nostrils, the cabbage cooking and the p*** in the vestibule, the sloppers emptied right off the stair. Mackerel heads and pigeon bones was all around rotting, and McGloon’s pig rootled below amongst the peels and oyster shells. The fumes mingled with the odors of us hundredsome souls cramped in there like matches in a box, on four floors, six rooms a floor. Do the arithmetic and you will see we didn’t have no space to cross ourselves. As for the smell we did not flinch, we was used to it.

—Pardon me, the Gentleman said very genteel when he banged into Missus Duggan on her way to the saloon to fill her buckets. —Pardon me.

—F*** off you, said she. —Inless youse the cops. She laughed so her dudeen pipe fell out of her mouth, and she had to feel for it on the floor and cursed us for devils. It was a danger to be there with a Gentleman like Mr. Brace making his way through our building. Gangs of Roach Guardsmen and garroters just for the sport of it would be glad to rob him and push him down the stairs. But this Gentleman had more than bread alone for Mother, so I brung him there. I blame myself to this day.

Mrs. Gilligan’s baby coughed and coughed. You could hear the bark of it as we passed the door next to ours. It was a runt with its eye stuck shut, a crust of yellow in the corners. Already once this year, the Gilligans had the white rag fluttering off their door for the undertaker, when their old baby died of bilious fever. —Is a child ill? the Gentleman asked, concerned as if sick kids was some new scandal out of the penny papers. We did not answer, for at last we had arrived at our own rooms.

—Shush, I said to the children, —because might be Mam is sleeping. They hushed while I pushed the door open. —Mind the bottles. The floor had many empties lying about. They were dead soldiers, our Uncle Kevin Duffy always said. It was dark as the inside of a dog. I couldn’t find a lamp, but we could hear a man’s snores.

—Who’s there? asked our visitor.

—One of the Mr. Duffys, our Uncle Michael, I said. —Also our Aunt Nan is in.

—She has a baby coming, said Dutch, full of information.

—Mother says they’s all sluiced drunks and stay clear of them, I explained. Duffys was no good even though Aunt Nan Duffy was a Muldoon, my dead father’s sister. Without Nancy Mam said we’d be on the streets, but that Michael Duffy her husband was a sot and a rover. So for seven dollars the month, it was the eight of us in the two rooms together with the terlet in the hall for six apartments, and the pump downstairs for all the souls of number 128 Cherry Street. Daily we tripped over each other and Mam said when the baby Duffy came it would be worse. Perhaps it’d die like the Gilligans’ died, though it was wrong to pray for it.

Now we guided the Gentleman past the sleeping Duffys to the back room where our mother lay on her shakedown bed. Some daylight was left coming in the windowpane, so the Gentleman could see how her cheekbones was hard plums under her skin, her brow beaded with fever.

—Mam, there’s a Gentleman to see are you all right.

She stirred and opened her eyes, the gray color of smoke. —Macushla, she said. —It’s you Axie, mavourneen.

Her words fell weakly around me like dust in sunlight. I loved her like I loved no one else.

—Missus . . . ? said the Gentleman.

—Muldoon, she whispered. —Mary Muldoon.

—I am Reverend Charles Brace of the Children’s Aid Society. The whole mouthful came out in his Fifth Avenue voice. Chahles, he said. Suh-SIGH-ettee.

—’Tis a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mam said, her voice Irish but proper.

—He’s brung you some bread, Mam, I said.

—Brought you, she whispered, correcting my savage grammar. We children had poor mouths, she was forever telling us. And she would know, as she went to a proper classroom five years back home in Carrickfergus, while our education was only a smatter of lessons at P.S. 114.

Dutch had climbed on the bed and was laid out by our mother’s feet, stroking the coverlet over her ankles. The baby was clamoring, —Mam Mam, in his pitiful way.

—Is there any water? Mr. Brace asked me.

I ran for the pail and brought it to him.

—Let me help you now, he said. He sat at her side and placed his white hands very tender beneath her shoulders to lift her. She cried out so next he raised her head only, and held the cup to her lips while she drank.

—What is your ailment? he asked, his voice gentle as the pigeon’s coo.

She did not move nor say. I pulled back the cover to show him.

He gasped. There was her arm mangled and cooked, burned red with the flesh on it dried black and angry, hard white streaks under the peeled-off skin. She could not bend the elbow nor fist her fingers even a little. A blast of odor came up from under the blanket. Mr. Brace turned his face away and then made himself turn back.

—Madam, he said, his eyes emotional, —how did you come by this injury?

—I got my hand caught in the mangle with the aprons, sir. The roller press took the whole arm and burned it in the steam, so it did. Three days ago.

The accident happened where she worked at the laundry on Mott, when an apron string pulled her fingers between the hot cylinder and the rollers and cooked the whole arm while the other girls took ten minutes to get it free.

—Lord have mercy, said Mr. Brace, —I will escort you to the hospital.

—No no no.

—By the grace of God we’ll save your life.

—I can’t accept no charity.

—The central figure in the world of charity is Christ, he said. —It’s our Lord’s grace and not my own. He gives value to the poorest and most despised among us.

—’Tis sure I am despised.

—No madam. Our Lord despises not one on this earth. In His love, you will find a friend, who can make your life an offering of service, and dry your children’s tears.

—If he can dry them then sure he is my friend, my mother whispered.

Mr. Brace smiled. —Then shall the splendor of heaven come to this dark and dreary den and lead you to reform as well as charity, madam, for I must tell you, your children are exposed.

—Exposed?

—Certainly, he said. —Exposed to the temptations that beset the unfortunate: sharpness, deception, roguery, fraud, vice in many forms, and offenses against the law. Not to mention starvation and disease.

—No doubt, said she, —the devil himself has his eye on ’em.

—At the very least let me take your little ones away from such influences.

—If it kills me, said my saintly mother, —you won’t steal them.

—Have no fear, said Brace. —I do not propose to steal them, but to save them. Wouldn’t you like our Aid Society to find them good homes in the countryside out West?

—For faith they’ve their home here. It’s not no castle, sure, but it’s ours.

—The best of all asylums for the child of unhappy fortune is the farmer’s home.

—I lived in a farmer’s home all me life and it’s just why we emigrated.

—Madam, it is your duty to get these children away to kind Christian families in the country, where they will be better off.

—Children belong with their mothers.

—Allow me at the very least to take you to the hospital. I shall pay the expense. You have a gangrenous fever in that arm. If you don’t relent, you may not last the week.

My poor injured mother was no match for the blunt elocution of the Reverend Mr. Charles Loring Brace. He plied her with stories of our doom and hers, if we did not all come along with him.

—Madam, these are the little children of Christ. Do not be among those who, by their ignorance, promote the development of a dangerous class of urchins, with depraved tendencies to crime and dissolution. It was the Lord’s Work, he said, for him to take us three somewheres warm and safe, a place of hot cider and oxtail stew, new boots and green grass all around.

Soon he had her swanning and thanking him through her tears and anguish. —Oh mister, bless you for thinking of such poor souls as we are. We watched her bobbing her head and curtsying even in her agony, struggling to walk out the door, and down the stairs. —Such a fine gentleman, she said, combing her hair with the fingers of her good hand.

And he was, too, very fine, with his Christian hymns and mentions of Our Lord. I would not claim that he was not kind. He was. He meant well. I would not claim either that he did not save the lives of many orphans and poor scabs of youth such as us. He saved thousands and was famous for it. I would only say that Brace was a sorter. He thought he knew best. He plucked us up that day away from our mother, and set us down into our fate, sure as if we was kittens he’d lifted by the loose wet skin of the neck and put in a sack, and for that I do not forgive him, despite how I became a sorter of sorts, myself.



Chapter Three
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Asylum

Back by the bakery on Broadway and Catherine Mr. Brace had his private carriage and driver waiting in the cold. It might as well’ve been made of crystal, so surprised were we to see it there for us to ride in. Our mother climbed up with great effort and lay her head pale against the seat. The Gentleman helped us three into the trap to sit beside her.

Before you could say Beat It, we was trotting along, past all the mugs staring at us in their mossy jealousy. I known they were thinking, There goes a fancy cove and his toffee family. We looked down on them through the curtains and smiled like cream was in our mouth. You might say that my future fancies, what the newspapers called my FLAMBOYANCE, was born in that moment. So this is how it feels to go wheeling past the hoi polloi, me in my chariot, I thought. Nice.

But the enjoyment was tainted by worry over my Mam’s fatal appearance, and the ominous kind Gentleman, with his pale eyes crinkled up at the corners, watching.

—Where are you taking us? I asked.

For an answer the carriage stopped in front of a massive stone building. Bellevue Hospital, said the words carved above the entrance.

—You little wanderers must wait here while I take your mother to see the doctor, said Our Protector.

—We’ll come along, I cried. —Won’t we? Mam!

—You must go with Mr. Brace, said Mam, in pain and surrender—and if he’s good as his word I’ll meet you again soon on Cherry Street when I’m improved.

—I’m good as my word, madam, you can trust it, says he.

—And Axie, listen, Mam said. —For the love of God promise you’ll take care of our Joseph and our Dutchess. Keep them with you d’ya hear me?

—Yes I promise Mam, I says, fainthearted.

Mr. Brace helped her down, and she leaned on him into the gray building. We kept our six eyes on her to the last. It was not a ceremonious nor hysterical farewell. We did not cry nor cling to her but bit down on our fears and obeyed as she had taught us. We waited in the carriage with a warm robe over our legs, and after a time we fell asleep.

We was awoken by the noise of wheels on cobbles, and seen the carriage was off again, but our Mam was not with us. —Where is she? I accused Mr. Brace.

—The doctor must see to her injury. We’re off to find you some dinner and a bed.

Dutchie clutched at me while Joe whimpered on my lap.

—Suffer the little children, said Mr. Brace, with a tender look.

—We are suffering, sure, I said. —You took our mother, you don’t need to tell us.

—‘Suffer the little children to come unto me,’ said the Lord Jesus Christ.

—It was you that said it, I told him.

—My only motive in life is to do good for the unfortunate, dear child.

Brace was the pooka, I thought, come to haul us off to the hills, turn us to cabbages, cook us and eat us. The unfamiliar streets passed till at last we arrived very nervous at a house with a grand porch and fluted columns, its tower topped with a golden weather vane in the shape of a rooster. The snow lay around it pure and cold as froth on a draft of beer.

—What is this place? Dutch asked the Gentleman. —Is this where you live?

—This, young lady, is the Little Roses Orphan Asylum.

—We are not no orphans, I said hotly.

—Of course not, my spirited girl! His voice was honey in his throat. —You may stay here until such time as your mother is able to take care of you.

We were taken inside, limp with traveling, and Brace introduced us to a Lady, Mrs. Reardon. The look of her was starched, her apron white and stiff, her hair pulled back severely on her small head. Plus we never seen such a rump on a human. It was its own continent, but we did not stare now, as we were stupefied to distraction by the sight of the sweeping staircase and the high ceilings, the statue of a stone child holding one stone rose there in the vestibule of the Asylum.

—These merry rascals are the Muldoon children, the Gentleman told her. —I found them half-frozen on Catherine Street.

—Poor lambs.

—The home is patently unfit, he whispered low to her. —Terrible vice and degradation. I left the Mother at Bellevue. Her prognosis is dire.

Dire he said. The word stang me with fear, but before I could ask its meaning here was Mr. Brace bidding us farewell with a wave of his leather glove hand, leaving us to the Asylum, where it was common knowledge among the children of Cherry Street that the matrons kidnapped Catholic kids to sell them into slavery.

Mrs. R. led us to a large dining room, a lordly place full of tables, every one of them with uniformed children sitting, banging their forks in a racket till somebody rang a bell and the room went quiet. All those scrubbed orphan eyes turned our way, and I seen us now as they must, unwashed and reeking of misery. We had to sit right down amongst them. —Let us give thanks, said Mrs. R.

Like one marvelous machine, the orphans folded their hands and bowed their heads. We did likewise and mumbled along with the blessing.

—Amen, said all the kids. The word was deafening.

—Where yiz come from? said one girl. She was the size of a man, nearly, with red pimples on her long face.

—Cherry Street.

—I’m called Mag. You?

—Axie Muldoon. And this is Dutchie my sister.

—Ha! said a big rough boy who known he was good-looking. —Ax and Dutch. What kind of crank names is that?

I did not say what kind. Nor how my sister was Dutchess Muldoon named by our Da like royalty and I was our dear Annie called Axie by Mam because I was forever axing so many questions. I only scowled at this big b*ll*cks. He was cocky and black-haired with a dangerous jaw that jutted out in a hard underbite.

—Ax Muldoon, he muttered. —A girl named Ax.

—You’ve the mug of a bulldog, I says, —so is that your name then, Bulldog?

—Name’s Charlie, he says with a smirk.

—Bulldog, I says, and smiled at big Mag.

—Don’t make no problems with him, she said. —Charlie’s the pet and so clever he charms all the matrons. Any trouble, they marrow you good.

Dutch began to snivel at the idea of a marrowing but quieted down when she smelled dinner arriving. We was served each a bowl of soup, thick with carrots and potatoes. Chicken fat floated in golden rings on the surface. Our Joe was on my lap, and hummed while I fed him. We three was just about bamboozled into thinking there was never a better place than this Asylum, when Mrs. Reardon comes along with her arms out for Joe.

—We’ll have the baby from you, she says. —He’ll sleep in the nursery.

—That’s our brother! He sleeps with us.

But the hag lifted him up under the arms.

I pulled his legs. She pulled back. Joe was stretched like a taffy between us, twisting himself and screeching.

—He’s our brother, we cried, as I hammered her.

In a blink, two more apron ladies had a hold of me.

—She’s a hellcat, cried Mrs. R. —Keep her down.

—PUGGA MAHONE, alla yiz, I said, which is Irish for Kiss My *ss.

—None of your papist curses, said Mrs. Rump who now had a grip on my hair.

I bit her.

—Dear Lord in Heaven, she screamed, my teeth in her arm.

I kicked at both them matrons and flailed, swinging. The orphans went wild with laughter and remarks, with that Bulldog Charlie the loudest, cheering. —Atta girl, Ax.

—Silence! said Reardon, ringing a bell like a mad steeple. —We do not tolerate heathen behavior here. I saw a red mark on the white meat of her forearm and I was that starved I might have gone for seconds had she not grabbed me by the ear. —Apologize!

I would not. She twisted my ear like it was a doorknob and I cried out in pain.

—I’ll give you a hiding and lock you away, said she, but still got no sorry out of me. Apology or none, Mrs. R. had won the prize of Joe. She carried him off even as he wailed for us, —AxieDutch. He called us always the one name, AxieDutch. But the hard-hearted cow did not turn nor relent.

Miserable, but full of our dinner, me and Dutchie followed the mess of girls in a line up the stairs, then to a room of nothing but washbasins.

—You will scrub yourselves, girls, a matron said. She gave us a cloth for it and raved on about how we were dirty. —You are like one of the darker races.

More evidence she would soon try to sell us.

She handed us a gown to sleep in and took away our clothes, held them away with her nose wrinkled. —Infested, she said, and put them in the bin.

Next Mrs. R. sentenced us each to sleep in a cot alone.

—My sister sleeps with me, I cried, and wrangled with them again till they gave up in exhaustion. At last we two Muldoon girls clamped around each other in our narrow crib, and slept. We was each the only safe thing we knew now, in that dark Asylum.

*  *  *

In the morning, we and the orphans was all rousted up with Mrs. Rump banging a gong. There was nothing tender about it, not like our mother who sang low to us in her lilty voice. —Wake yourselfs, it’s a new day. Up with yiz all, ya Flibbertigibbets.

The matrons now gave us blue smocks with new itchy woolies, and nice charity boots used only a little. —Thank you very much, I said to Mrs. R. —Now please we will take our brother and go find our home in Cherry Street.

Mrs. Rump pressed her lips together in a hard string across her face, as if she was tying off the neck of a sack. —You will go about your chores and not a further word.

But I had many further words for her, like Hag, Knacker and BOGTROTTER.

—Miss Muldoon! said my tormentor. —You will stand in the corner, face to the wall, and count the bricks.

But instead of bricks I counted the hours till I was free to sit in my mother’s lap, her two hands braiding my hair. When I was done counting, I wrestled Mrs. R. again for Joe, and badgered her for our return to Cherry Street.

—You’re relentless, Rump said. —Child, you try my Christian soul.

Dutch did not try anyone’s soul. She clung to the matrons, and they stroked her head and said what pretty hair, what pretty eyes, so I was jealous and glad when she climbed into my bed in the dark with night terrors, and in the morning she attached like a whelk to the rock of me as we was hauled to church to sing hymns till we were blue in the face. Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound. The sound was sweet, I will admit. I once was lost but now am found. But we were not found. We was lost as sheep in a wilderness. You could shave us and make a wool coat.



Chapter Four
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Amputated

One late March day with old snow dirty over the grass, Mr. Brace showed up at the Asylum with a great surprise. His bulbous eyes was bright with excitement as he sat us down in the vestibule. —Good news, he said. —You Muldoons are chosen for our Western Emigration Program. He smiled expectantly.

We stared at him dumb as socks while he conned us.

—Good country families are waiting to take in friendless city children like yourselves, and give them lovely homes with a warm hearth and ample room to roam. Perhaps you might have a pony or a dog. Your jolly brother here will learn to fish and hunt, while you young ladies will learn to set a fine table, and cook a rich country meal.

Mister Brace was a ridiculous fancy talker and though we never seen a field, now we dreamed of pony-owning.

—To date, three hundred and twenty-seven orphans from this city have settled on farms out West, with new mothers and fathers, and all the trappings of a country life.

—But we don’t need no other mother, I informed him. —We already got one. So let’s go get her straightaways, and off we will be to the countryside.

Now his eyes got tragic and mournful. They were set deep in his head and ringed around with darkness. —There is something I must tell you, he said, very grave. —Your mother has had to have a serious operation. The nature of her injuries was so severe that the doctors were forced to remove her right arm.

—You cut her arm OFF? I roared.

Dutch shrieked. She put her hand over her mouth in horror.

—Hush now, hush, Brace said. —Had we not taken her to Bellevue when we did, she would surely have died of gangrene.

—It can’t be, I cried. In my mind I saw a bloody stump off her shoulder, and my mother’s chopped limb lost somewheres. The warm crook of her elbow, the freckles on the wrist, the fingers that soothed my fevers, tossed now, who knows where? It made the bone ache all along the marrow of my own wings. —You cut her arm off, I cried, —you bungstarter of a b*****d.

—Hush now, dear child, Mr. B. said, alarmed. —The doctors saved her.

Now, years later, I’ll admit they did save her, but then I said, —You are a wicked man.

—I hope I am not, poor child. I must tell you, your mother was so grateful that you three were chosen for the Westward Settlement, she gave her consent right away. She asked me to tell you, take care of each other, and remember to say your prayers.

I did not cry nor let the black tar of how I hated him come from my mouth.

—Take comfort in the knowledge that our Lord was poor and suffered terrible mortifications, said Mr. B. seeing our stricken faces. —When they crucified Him, nails went right through His flesh. Yet He rose to live among us and be our Savior.

Dutch was crying now louder than ever at the mention of those nails. She climbed into the Reverend’s lap and put her arms around his neck. He soothed her down and failed to notice the fury buckling the space between my eyebrows.

—Why shouldn’t we have you three young rascals on the next train to the country? he asked. —Would you like that?

—Oh yes, kind Gentleman! said Dutch, a traitor already. —I can’t wait to go on that train!

*  *  *

She did not have to wait long. They came for us not three weeks on. We were at lunch awaiting our applesauce, when here comes Mrs. Reardon trundling down the row of tables, tapping certain orphans on the shoulder.

TAP! —You’re going to Illinois, she said.

She comes to Mag, and Tap! —My dear, you’re on the train.

Tap! She touched Bulldog Charlie, and the boy next to him. She got to me and said the same. —You’re on the train for Illinois. And Tap! —So’s your sister.

—We WON’T, I cried. —We ain’t no orphans.

—No argument, said she.

—What about our brother? Dutch said.

—He’s going to Illinois same as you, said Mrs. Rump. Her backside continued down the line, moving as if she kept a separate animal under her skirts.

I sprang out of my seat to make my stand. —I will not go on no train without our mother. She ain’t dead.

—Sit down Miss Muldoon, this instant.

Mrs. Rump was done with me.

Out in the yard later, everybody was talking about Illinois. The big boys, especially, were all for it. —In Illinois they got great gobs of butter in your mouth, three meals a day, said Charlie Bulldog. —Mushmelons lying around just there for you to pick.

At sixteen he was the oldest of us, and when he climbed up on the rain barrel in a pose, one finger in the air, all the orphans gathered round to hear him talk. His dark eyes was restless as minnows, and as he started in speaking all silvertongued about the West, it was like Mr. Brace himself had hypnotized the words into his mouth.

—Alla youse orphans can stay here and be lowlifes and rowdies, but if yiz do stay here, you’ll be a beggar livin’ offa charity the rest of yer natural days, mark my words. But come West, boys and girls, and you’ll soon have servants to tend you, and a fella to open your mouth and put great slices of pumpkin pie right in it. Don’t know about you, but I want to be SOMEBODY, and somebody sure don’t live here in no Asylum. So come out to the prairie alla ya, for a happier day!

—Hip hip hooray, the orphans cheered, deluded by talk of the West.

That night the matrons gave us each a Bible and a cardboard suitcase. They handed around charity trousers for the boys, dresses for the girls. Dutch tried on her new skirt and twirled herself dizzy whilst I chewed my fingers down to the nerves.

—Sleep now, youngsters, said Mrs. R. —Tomorrow you’ll be away on the train.

But I did not sleep. In the shadows of the dormitory girls pulled pillows over their faces to muffle their sobs. Dutch crawled nervous under the covers beside me and flang her leg over my hip with her long hair tangled in mine so you could not tell whose was whose. Through the night worries crawled on our skin like silverfish along the floorboards.

*  *  *

—Girls! girls, Mrs. R. cried, and rang the morning bell. —Today is the big day!

We lined up and she presented us to a couple called the Dix. Mr. Dix had a face like a small ball of suet and his teeth ratted out over his bottom lip. Mrs. Dix was a fine lady, young and slender, with her brown hair in enormous loops at her ears like some variety of spaniel.

—Please give Mr. and Mrs. Dix a warm welcome, said Mrs. Reardon. —They are the agents from the Children’s Aid Society and will be traveling with you.

The little ones clapped and the older boys sniggered at the name Dix.

—Good morning, lads and lasses, said Mr. Dix. —We are in charge of finding you all happy new homes on the prairie, all the way beyond Chicago, Illinois.

I determined to run at the first opportunity, but swiftly in the half darkness they herded the twenty of us into wagons and sent us off, everybody waving, all of us jittery. As we neared the rail yards, motes of soot was thick in the April air, and soon we arrived at a tremendous shed of glass and steel. Beyond, the locomotives waited in the open yards. —Trains! the orphans shouted.

But to me they were not trains. They was fast snakes that swallowed up mice such as ourselves, and deposited only our bones somewheres else. The Dix marched us along into a maze of noise and baggage, all the proper people turning to stare, each one thinking, Oh look at them poor pitiful guttersnipes. It was a decent crowd to get lost in.

—Dutch, I whispered. —We will carry Joe now and run out that door to the street. We can find our way to Mam, they won’t never catch us.

—But Axie, she said. —I want to go on the train.

—Train! said Joe. He was keen for it, though at two years of age he had not a clue what the f*** was a train. You never saw a nipper sweet as him. His hair was that dark red of our dad’s, the color of rusty blood. A pepper of freckles was across his nose and round cheeks, and his britches was half the time falling off his backside. He had a habit of tilting his head to the side to look at me. Axie? he said my name with his head tipped like that, and then he took my face in his two hands, the knuckles dented. He kissed my cheeks and pressed me nose to nose so the bones of his small forehead butted up against mine, like he was trying to enter into my skull. He did that now, pressing on me, and he cried, —TRAIN, with a wild look of joy on his face.

And so it was that the whims of my sister and brother prevented me from running out the door, brainwashed as they were about prairies and pie. And it must be confessed I was afraid to run, for I had heard too much now from the matrons about how we vagrant children was worse than the pagans of Golconda. If we was left alone on the streets, they said, our childish faces would soon have the long black story of shame and suffering written upon them, a future like hell before us.

They packed us at last onto a train car, me and Dutch together with Joe on our laps. —Goodbye New York, I whispered, and took Joe’s little hand to show him how to blow kisses. As the train moved out of the station all us three Muldoons’ kisses were feathers drifting out the window into the New York air, over the buildings to find Mam.

The train clanged and chugged, getting up steam. Everybody bounced in their seats, crowding the windows. They were boisterous and singing for an hour. Mr. Dix led us in rounds of Come Ye Sinners Poor and Needy. He loved that infernal song. God’s free bounty glorify . . .

Soon the Dix passed out a free bounty of apples and gingerbread. We pressed the crumbs against the seat with our fingers and licked them off so as not to waste any. Dutch’s pinky curled as she did it for daintiness came natural to her.

—Axie, said she, —I do like this train.

The wonder in her eyes looking out the window was in every orphan’s also. At Spuyten Duyvil we crossed a trestle over the river, such a cold hard ribbon you could not believe it was wet. White sails of ships were moths drowning on the water below.

—What’s that! we said, peering out pointing. —What’s that? The scenery went by the windows so fast. For the first time we saw hills. We saw streams. Milk cows and beef cows and horses roamed free without fetters. Acres of trees rolled by in green walls. We never knew so many trees was possible. We grew quiet, without vocabulary for the immensity of the land, or for the distance increasing away from the patch of it we knew. What small certainty we had was dusted down now, to just our names and the contents of the satchels we carried in our childish fists. Night fell. The vast blackness out the window erased our past. It was blank as our future. We chugged through a town where the houses and stores were all lit up warm. Was there a window like that somewhere lit for us? It seemed the answer was: fat chance.

Through the long night kids was crying for their mothers. There were infants needing milk, and several others were crawlers, fast as centipedes across the floor. There was a pair of brothers with a juicy vocabulary of curses between them, they were all eff you and eff ess eff. Them two Dix was run ragged chasing down the little ones and shocked out of their drawers at the mayhem and the language. —You are vessels of blasphemy! Mr. Dix blustered. —Your speech is so vile even the farmers won’t take you.

I worried, if the farmers would not take us, what then? We’d be left to roam the prairie, carcasses for the ants. Every day, to avoid such a fate, the Dix chastised us for cursing and made us to practice proper words for a servant, yes ma’am and no ma’am, please and thank you. —Now you will not be savages, they said.

—When will we be there? Dutch plagued me. —Where are we going, Axie?

—Illinois, I said, over and over. To me the place had the sound of ANNOY and ILL but that’s not what I told my sister. —Every lady there has a feather hat and a coat of fur. Their dogs is poodles with haircuts like lions, their horses got ribbons in their manes.

—For real? she asked. Her eyeballs moved over the scenery outside the window. They went to the right, then back left again to reload on something new, and this motion gave her a dreamy sort of insane look as she listened to my tales.

—In Illinois you will sleep on a feather bed soft as this eyelash on your cheek. Feel, I said, and blinked my eyelid against her face. —Mam says this is the kiss of a fairy’s wing.

—Mam will be in Illinois, said Dutch.

—No she will not.

At this Dutch began to cry again and it was all I could do not to join her, as just then Joe made a sick sound and threw up his dinner. The mess landed at our feet and the reek of it soaked the air. Orphans moved away, holding their noses, jeering remarks. I was left cleaning. —You big lump, Dutch, I said, —get a rag so’s you can help me.

—I want Mam, she said, and put her delicate head back against the seat cushion with Joe whimpering at her side.

There I was with the two of them. One useless, the other sick. Knowing Joe, in a minute he’d be bouncing, never better. The boy was a handful. He whined and fretted. His droozle went all over us, and he could not learn to use the privy. We had to hang his drawers out the window to dry, as there was nowheres to wash them. Every minute he was insane to run off. —Get down! he said. But there was no getting down. There was only going forward on the train, the fear and the panic and the boredom.

*  *  *

For days we traveled, stained and weary, past the date of my thirteenth birthday and further after that. The Dix tried to pass the hours, preoccupied with did we know the Bible? Morning, noon, and night, we sang There’s a Rest for the Weary. Mr. Dix moved along the aisle of the train talking about the Lord. —Let us pray!

I prayed for him to stop his effing sermons.

As Dix talked, we three mimicked his expression, top teeth over the bottom lip, like a rat, scrumping up the nose, making a rat-squeak by sucking air through the space between teeth. Charlie the Bulldog saw me do it. He laughed and tried it, teeth exposed, nose wrinkled like he had whiskers. I stuck my tongue out at him. He smirked and stuck up his middle finger so I cocked a snook at him, thumb on the nose and the fingers waggling. The two Dix was happily preaching and did not notice.

—God has smiled on you lucky children, Mr. Dix said. —You will trade the sewer gasses of the city for the fresh breezes of the countryside. Let us sing all together:

From the city’s gloom to the country’s bloom

Where the fragrant breezes sigh . . .

O children, dear children, happy, young, and pure—

We was not pure, but a raggedy chorus. Passengers from the other cars came to listen with a tear in their eye. —Oh the innocents, they said. Truth is, while the orphans sang, I worried, what would happen? We would be separated. Sold off and parted. They would whip us, feed us like dogs. These thoughts of loneliness came over me like steam from the grates in the street, and like the steam it held a memory of heat that turned damp on the skin, sinking through your clothes into your bones. How I wanted my Mam.



Chapter Five
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Chosen

One warm day toward the end of May we were awakened to the feel of slowing. We heard the sharp metal sound of the brakes, the shush of steam. The bell clanged and there was the lurch of the stop. I put my hand out across my sister’s shoulders. My brother’s head was a damp weight in my lap.

—Illinois! Illinois! The conductor was calling out the name of a town. Half cooked with sleep, I didn’t hear it. —Illinois!

—Children! Children! said Mrs. Dix. —Tidy yourselves. She herself was none too fresh. The spaniel-ear hairdo of hers had come loose long ago. She had a bun like a knob of potato now pinned to the back of her head. —Quickly, we must disembark.

—Oh Axie, said Dutch, —this is Illinois?

We peered out the window and saw nothing but a depot in the midst of nowhere. No buildings to speak of, just a sorry wooden rectangle with a door, a window, and a cold chimney. That was the station house. A dirt trail wandered along in front of it. That was the main street in town, called Rockford. There was not all that many rocks to speak of and beyond the one building was only: long grass. We had seen so much of the stuff out the train window, and now we come to find out we traveled all that way for more of it.

Climbing down off that train we was rusty as old people. I set Joe down, and away he ran in the direction of the grass. His fat legs showed in a pale flash below his trouser cuff. —Joe! I called. —Come back! He skipped and twirled. He didn’t know to be worried about what Fate lay ahead, dumb and free as a dog. That boy Charlie chased him down and swang him up, so our Joe laughed and laughed. —Here’s your brother, Charlie says, and handed him over to me. He and the rest of the Big Boys were all for going to find the plum trees and especially the cows.

—I bet money I could milk one easy, says Charlie, so cocksure and bawdy, how he described you do it, squeezing his hands in the air. He mooed like a cow and said UDDER and TEAT. Mrs. Dix put her fingers in her ears.

—Enough of that talk now, Mr. Dix said, covering the delicate ears of his wife.

The boys continued anyways, and when Charlie seen me laughing he winked at me and I felt caught, my cheeks red.

Mr. Dix rang his bell. —Children! Children! Line up.

We set off carrying the babies, marching toward the steeple, a white spear down the road. What a sorry raggle-edge group we was with our paper luggage, our shoes with no laces and our faces with no clue where this was on a map. We came to a clump of plain raw buildings that Mrs. Dix said was the town. We grumbled it did not look like no town. We passed a store. It featured a sign tacked to a porch post that read:

Arrival of ORPHANS from New York City

Thursday, May 31st

First Congregational Church

Homes on FARMS are Wanted for

CHILDREN cast FRIENDLESS upon the world

Those desiring to acquire a child please INQUIRE

of the Screening Committee.

We were notorious already. At the church, a crowd of people in country clothes stood around. They stared at us as we came up the road. We climbed the steps and they whispered and pointed, goggle-eyed.

—The New York orphans. Well I’ll be, said one fella.

—The poor dears, said a woman, shaking her head like we was lepers.

Joe hid his face and Dutch clamped my hand. That showoff Charlie grinned, waving at all the country people.

Inside the church, up front, was a half circle of chairs. That was where we would be sold, no doubt. First, however, we were given coffee and biscuits. They had plum jelly, and bits of ham and butter to fatten us and dull our senses. Some of the ladies came to take the babies away, to coo at them, but I was d***ed if I would part with Joe.

—Here, let me hold him for you, says a woman smelling of licorice.

—This is my brother, says I, and clung on.

—He’s a little red-haired lamb, she says, sucking a horehound drop.

As soon as the townsfolk had us well stuffed, they brought us to the front and sat us down to be inspected.

—Lookit the queer shoes on that one.

—That’s a little oliveskin boy. Are you Eyetalian?

—Are you one a them New York hooligans?

—Lookit her hair.

Their eyes on us were terrible millipedes crawling. One man pulled Mr. Dix aside, asking questions. —Are they able, strong and willing? Or are these all young thieves and hoodlums?

Two big men made Bulldog Charlie stand up. —Show your arms, the bearded one ordered him. Charlie stuck his jaw out and flexed his muscles like a fighter. He grinned right at me, so I seen how he enjoyed to make me squirm. It was then I was approached by a desperate old article with raggly strings of hair circling the bald spot of his head. He paced around where I sat, with Joe on my lap. He circled Dutch.

—You are brother and sisters? he asked.

—Yes sir.

Joe began to whimper.

—Stand, said the b*****d. —Turn around.

I did.

The geezer chewed something as he made the tour of me. His lips were stained brown, his teeth dark in the cracks, and his mouth appeared like it was leaking mud.

—You’re a fine young lady, said he. —So’s your sister.

He was squinting, sucking his lips. —I want to see about your teeth. Open your mouth, say ahhhh.

The hinge of my jaw was rusty. —Ahh, I said barely, and at that he stuck his stinking finger in my mouth and ran it around the gums.

That SONOFAB****. I bit him, right down through the gristle to the bone.

He roared like an animal. —She’s bit me!

—Axie Muldoon, what did you do? Mrs. Dix came rushing over.

—This fiend has gone and bit me! cried the old scoundrel. —That she-devil!

—Let’s go Dutchie, I said, carrying Joe. —We’re on the train home again.

—Calm down, Mrs. Dix said, soothing me. —We’ll find you a nice home.

The church ladies milled about, inspecting us. One of them lifted pieces of Dutch’s hair, while some others started gossip about me. —She’s wild. Bit a matron at the orphanage, too, they say. Curses like a sailor.

It was a terrible spectacle. Mag was getting sized up by a woman with an eyeglass on a stick. People were at the windows looking in. One lady squeezed the meat of Joe’s thigh. A man in farmer overalls touched his hair like it was a curiosity.

Now a dark-bearded gentleman in a waistcoat began talking to Dutch. She smiled up at him from under her lashes. —How old are you? he asked her, with kind eyes.

—Seven, Dutch replied.

—Seven? He beckoned to a petite lady with combs in her pompadour. —I’d like you to meet my wife, he told Dutch. The lady’s eyes were the same sky blue miracle color as my sister’s. The husband remarked on it. —Why you could be our own child!

The wife smiled. —What is your name?

—Dutch, said she, already forgetting the Muldoon.

—She appears to be just the right age, darling, said the man, as his wife sized up my sister with a faraway look on her sad face.

Joe squirmed in my lap. —Down, he said, and got himself off me. He was making his way back to the biscuits so I had to chase after him. But too late. One of the ladies had him, that same licorice-smelling one who tried to get him before.

—Get down! Joe cried, struggling and reaching for me. —AxieDutch!

—He’s a sturdy little fella, said the woman, a blast of odor off her as she handed him over. —Would he like a horehound drop? Would you?

I should’ve had my guard up, but I was preoccupied about Dutch, left with the gentleman looking her over. Not to mention I had to find the privy. The horehound lady directed me to go outside, around the back of the church.

—I will keep an eye on your little fellow, said she.

It was my mistake to let her.

Outside, I seen the pocky farmer herding Bulldog Charlie toward a team of mules, and watched as he swung himself up onto the wagon seat. When he saw me he lifted his hat, and grinned very contagious. —So long, Ax! he says, and was gone.

So they just take us off like that, then, I thought, in a panic now, and raced back to guard my sister and Joe. But Mrs. Dix snared me and steered me over to a pinched crab of a woman. —Mrs. Hough, said Mrs. D. —I’d like you to meet Axie Muldoon.

—Axie? said Hough. —What kind of a name is that?

—The name my mother gave me.

—You can call me Mother now, she replied with a simper.

—Mrs. Hough has agreed to take you in, said Mrs. Dix. —And your sister and brother have found places too.

—I’ll go with them, I said. —It’s the three of us Muldoons as a package.

Mrs. D. took me aside. —Please reconsider. It’s not easy to place three at once. At least you would all be here in the same town. Otherwise you’ll have to travel on to the next location with the others.

The others. These were the ones not chosen. They had to get back on the train and go farther on. —You can choose to stay with Mrs. Hough, Mrs. Dix said, —or come with me on the train in the morning.

I bolted away with this news to my sister where she sat on the lap of the blue-eyed lady, and pulled her by the sleeve. —Let’s get out of here. We’re going back on the train.

—No, Axie, Dutch said to me, cheery as Christmas. —Mrs. Ambrose will take me home, where I will be their little daughter. The father will buy me a pony.

And then Horehound held up my brother Joe like a prize turkey, showing him off to a ruddy man with a brown mustache. —Meet your son Joe, she says to him.

—He’s not your son! I shouted. —You can’t have him.

—And who are you? said the ruddy man.

—That’s his sister, said Horehound, frowning. —I was thinking . . . Chester—?

—I told you one is all, said her husband. —And the sister’s known as a hellion.

Events were transpiring all around me, an avalanche of catastrophe. I looked from Joe to Dutch, back and forth to the adults smiling away. —No, no, no, I said. —You can’t take them separate or without me. We are all three Muldoons.

—Trust me, said Mr. Dix. —There’s no one here able to take the three of you.

—Let’s GO, Dutchie, I said. —Mam said keep us all together.

But Dutch was ready to cry. —My new mama says I shall have a china dolly. Please Axie I ain’t going back on that train one more minute.

—Then we are separated! I cried.

A look of honest surprise came on her face. —But maybe you’ll get a china doll of your own! Seven years old and bribed away from me. The two Ambroses looked at us, sorrowful again, apologizing. The wife took Dutch by the hand and began whispering poison into her ear. I scowled at her and stuck out my tongue.

—Gracious! the evil kidnapper said.

I tried to drag Dutch off but was distracted by the terrible sight of Horehound heading toward the door with Joe in her arms. —Stop, I cried, torn between them, and scrambled after my brother through the crowd. —Joe Muldoon!

—Oh there you are, said Horehound. She took Joe’s hand and made him wave.

—Say bye-bye, she said, in a baby voice. Joe reached his arms for me.

—Joe!

—Now, now, says Horehound, —you’ll see him when we bring him to church on Sundays and you’ll see him plenty.

—NO! I tried to kick her as she shrieked and pulled Joe away.

—You must do what’s right for your brother, said the frazzled Mrs. Dix, while her husband held me back by the shoulders. —Say goodbye now, Axie.

—Joe, I said, panicked. I kissed his forehead, stroked the dark hair off it. He lifted his miniature hand and I grasped it.

—AxieDutch, he said, very tired. But he did not fight when the Horehounds strode out the door and off toward their wagon. I watched as he was handed up onto the bench, and they drove off waving.

—We must be going now ourselves, said that crab Mrs. Hough. —Come with Mother. I threw off her claws in a frenzy and ran back to save Dutch at least. We would get Joe back and get on the train home. But no. There my sister was with those Ambroses, holding their hands.

—Say your farewells, her pretty kidnapper said, looking guilty as the criminal she was. My sister put her arms around me now.

—Stay with me, I whispered, and hung on. They peeled her off. They held me back and led her away. She seemed deranged with confusion, glassy with fright.

—Dutch! But there she was outside already, framed in the doorway. The sunlight glinted off her black hair like a sign she was anointed, then she was gone.

In the doorway of the church I stood with my hand lifted in a stopped wave as my brother and sister was driven away by strangers. Then the crab Mrs. Hough led me toward her sorry-looking wagon though I kicked and twisted out of her grip.

—Get off me, I said, and flailed with my satchel. —I WILL NOT GO.

—Well then I will not take you, said Mrs. Hough, and huffed away.

—You’ve done it now, said Mrs. Dix.

—You’re in a terrible predicament, said her husband. —Your only choice is to come on the train with us to the next town, and see if we can find you a placement.

—I will take the girl, said a voice in a quaver.

We looked at the emptying church, and there sitting quietly coughing in the front pew was a white-haired woman with apple cheeks and hair like spun glass on top of her head. Her name was Henrietta Temple, and she was the Reverend’s wife.

—Let this young lady board with me for a time, she said to the Dixes. —If we can’t find her a placement here in Rockford, she can ride back with you when you come through this way again.

It was the least miserable of my options, and so I was glad to let the Dix leave without me. They rounded up the four or five unchosen orphans, Mag among them.

—Goodbye Mag, I said. —Write to me.

—I will, she said, but I known she lied for she did not know how.

When she and the Dix was gone I went with trembly old Mrs. Temple around to a white house in back of the church with my little suitcase in hand. As we went, she was wracked by coughing so it was plain I was farmed out to a consumptive. She showed me to a narrow room by the kitchen, so deluxe with its own bed, a washstand, and white curtains in the one window, made of dotted swiss. It was all just for me.

—You can be our guest here for the time being.

—Maybe you wouldn’t mind having my sister and brother here neither, I said, enthusiastic. —We’d all share the one bed, no complaints.

Mrs. Temple’s eyes ducked away from me. —We can’t take in every orphan that comes our way. As much as I would like to.

—Are your children grown?

Mrs. Temple looked sadly at me. —I always wanted a kitchen full of youngsters. But God had other plans for me.

I wish I’d of known Mrs. Temple during the troubles of her younger days, for I’d have prescribed her raspberry tea and black cohosh root and a regimen with egg whites, and she’d not long have remained barren. She was a kind woman. She patted my knee and gave me lemonade, but she could not take me permanent.

That night in my private room I slept alone for the first time in my born days and wrapped the Mrs. Reverend’s white piqué coverlet over my raw thumb and suckled it for comfort. At thirteen years of age, I was no better than a baby, and with the knuckles of my thumb pressed against the taste of dread in my mouth, I fell asleep.



Chapter Six
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My Heart Is Like Wax

The next morning, Mrs. Temple put a fat book down beside me at the kitchen table. —The Book of Psalms. Start copying where you like, and fill the page. She gave me a pencil and paper. I copied the letters with great effort while Mrs. T. coughed and mended socks and didn’t care that I had not more than five spotty years of school before my father lost his balance and died and we children was sent out to beg. —Read aloud, said she.

—I am poured out like water, I read, halting and bad, —and all my bones are out of joint. My heart is like wax. Yea dogs are all round about me. A company of evildoers encircle me.

—Keep going.

—Save me from the mouth of the lion, my life from the power of the dog.

—Very good.

—What is that? What happened about the dogs? The whole story excited my interest very much.

—It’s a Psalm of David! she said, smiling like we were talking about sunny days. —It’s about a man hunted and hounded and forced to flee into the wilderness. Copy the whole verse.

The hounded man and me had much in common, but writing him out was grim hard work and Mrs. Reverend was a stickler for me to finish. My pencil wore to a stub.

—Considering your deficiencies and deprivations, said Mrs. Temple brightly, —you are not a bad pupil.

The heat came to my face and despite her backhanded praise I was proud. —When can I see my sister Dutch and brother Joe?

—On Sunday Mrs. Trow comes to church with the boy. And your sister’s family the Ambroses come regularly too.

—They are not her family. We ain’t orphans.

—I see, dear, said Mrs. Temple. But she did not see. All week, she drilled me in spelling and reading. She brushed my hair and petted me, taught me fancy sewing and the words to Shall We Gather at the River. On Sunday at last she tied an enormous white ribbon in my hair with big loops like the ears of a rabbit. —Oh you do look sweet! She put her pale spongy arms around me, smelling of tea roses, and we went over to church. I skipped up the steps in a lather to see my brother and sister.

When Dutch arrived, she was a stranger in a new dress, her hair done in corkscrews. —Axie! she cried. —I miss you.

—What have they done to your hair?

—Mother curls it with a curling iron.

She might as well have taken that same hot iron to my eyeballs, calling this pretender Mother.

—I got my own room, Dutch blathered on, —and a doll with glass eyes and a music box that plays Oh My Dear Old Augustine. Last night we made ice cream!

My heart grew a green algae of jealousy.

—Sure, me and Joe would like to come along with you for dat, I said.

—For THAT you mean, said somebody, interrupting. —Not DAT.

Mrs. Ambrose had come up behind us smiling while correcting my speech.

—Dutch darling, says she, very frosty, —you found Axie Muldoon.

—Could my sister and our Joe come for ice cream? Dutch inquired her. —It ain’t much trouble for you and Father.

—ISN’T much trouble, Dutch dear, said the false blue-eyed mother.

—I knew it! my sister cried. —It ain’t no trouble, so yiz can come after church!

The Ambrose woman was wincing in dismay. —No, I meant ISN’T any trouble, not AIN’T. I was not suggesting . . .

But now we sisters was distracted by the sight of our own Joe across the yard aloft in the arms of the Horehound, who was showing him off. —Joe! We ran to him, but when he saw us he put his head down on the Horehound’s shoulder and hid his face. I put my arms out for him, but he would not come to me and clung on to her baggy neck.

—Joe, I said. —Pat a cake. I clapped hands and sang about the Baker’s Man till he peeked at me from under her bonnet strings and gave me his half-cocked smile.

—You remember Axie? said Horehound to Joe as she handed him to my arms.

As if he could forget his own sister. She was all syrup to my face, so generous to let me play with my own Joe, except now we had church to endure, and Reverend Temple began his sermon about the judgment soon to be upon us poor SINNERS.

—Let NOT those who live a life of poverty and distress FLATTER themselves that in their SORRY lot they shall escape the judgment of God. The Rev. thundered on, talking about ME. —Thus saith the Lord, although I have cast them far off and SCATTERED them, yet will I be to them as a sanctuary. O my hearer, make the Lord thy habitation.

I did not see how the Lord could be a proper habitation at all, so when church was over, I proposed to Dutch again to get me and Joe into her new home.

—But is it true you hit Mrs. Hough with your satchel? asked my sister.

—No, only with my fists and boots. I thracked the c**p out of her.

—Oh Axie, you must not curse, my mother says.

—She ain’t your mam, and I’ll curse when I want, and thrack that person you call your mother just like I did old crab Mrs. Hough for trying to steal me.

—My mama says you’re wicked and it’s best I don’t think of you Axie! my sister wailed. —It’s best I be their little girl alone. Every day I miss you, but they say I’m not to mention nothing of it.

—No, you are a MULDOON, never forget, descended from the Kings of Lurg.

—But what will I do? she cried, hysterical. —I am called Dutch Ambrose now.

*  *  *

The next Sunday neither the Ambroses nor the Horehounds came to church.

—Must be they’ve caught a summer cold, Mrs. Temple said. —Maybe next week.

But they did not come next week, nor the next. I known it was because I said AIN’T. Because I cursed. Because I hit Mrs. Hough and bit that old man. My heart was like wax, melted down into hard drops. In my little room, Mrs. Temple sat on the lip of the bed and took my raw hand all red from my nightmares troubling it.

—Axie, you must not think of them, she said, and patted my hair. Her voice was soft, but the words she spoke were hard stale crusts with no comfort.

—Why can’t I stay here with you?

—I am very old, and I am not well. Best to move on. We are meant to accept and rejoice in His wisdom. The Lord works in his strange ways.

His ways were not only strange but downright perverse, as far as I could see. Still, in case there was something to it, I tried my best with the prayers. Lord hold us young Muldoons in the palm of Your hand and carry us home to our Mam.

*  *  *

That summer Mrs. Temple occupied me around the church and the kitchen when she did not have me at my letters. For hours in the garden I pulled pigweed and Spanish nettles from the squash plants. I wrote out the Psalms of David till my hand cramped and my head buzzed with the words I Am Poured Out Like Water and All My Bones Are Out of Joint. There was no one to talk to. No one who showed up to say, Oh come and be my little daughter, I will corkscrew your hair.

On a dull August day, full of self-pity, I was out by the road kicking dust, when there along walking barefoot, his pants too short by half, was a rough-looking boy. When he got up close, I seen it was Bulldog Charlie from the train.

—If it ain’t the orphan girl with the mother, he said with a sneer.

—Talk about my mother I’ll scratch you.

—Try it, your claws will break.

—So, you got a last name now? I heard you was Charlie Booth.

—Don’t never mention the name Booth to me. It’s the name of a thumb-sucking liver-hearted puke.

I hid my thumbsucked red hand behind my back as he sat down next to me on the steps. He broke a long thin branch into fractions.

—How is your placement then? I asked, frightened by how he snapped the twig.

—Finished. I nearly ripped the beard off Booth’s face. Give me a chance I’ll cut the lids off both his eyes.

He rubbed his right thumb across the hard calluses of his left palm, as if preparing to strangle something. —I worked Booth’s plow every day till the sun went down. Yet still the b*ll*cks called me a lazy Irish b*****d. Fed me pig scraps. Woke me before sunrise to slave some more, without stop. Wake up Mick, he said, ya dirty Fenian Arab, muck the stall. Well I’d muck HIM if I had half a chance.

He threw the smithereens of twigs into the air and they fell on the dusty road. —And you, here, Miss Half Orphan. What about you?

—They make me write out psalms, I said, nervous of him.

—Psalms? Is it psalms you’re complaining of? he scoffed. —Look here. Then he pulled up the back of his shirt and showed me wheals of a whip on his back, red and raw.

The sight was mortifying. Charlie didn’t look at me, but only picked up a stone and threw it hard and wild at the road.

—You want a chicken sandwich? I asked after a bad minute.

He shrugged, so I brung him around to the kitchen door. Mrs. Temple was not at home. Charlie sat down at the table in his black mood and ate a sandwich without stopping. —You’ll make yourself sick, the way you eat, I said.

—Not me. Who I’d make sick is Booth. I’d go after him right now. Cut out his tongue and cook his liver and mail his organs to New York.

—There’s a train back there Mrs. Temple says. Paid with a ticket.

—You’re joking.

—Just before Christmas.

—Then I’m on it. What about you?

—Not me. My brother and sister’s here, and I’ve swore to look after them.

—Your sister lives in a big house outside town, he said. —Two stories and a big porch with a swing and a barn and servants. Those Ambrose set up here with their railroad swag. Plenty a room there.

—They wouldn’t take three of us.

—That’s ’cuz they’re snoots, he said, and flipped his thumb off his nose, stood up from his chair. —Thanks for the grub, Ax. Now I’m off again. On the way out the door he cast me back a terrible wink full of fury. The screen slapped shut and he was gone.

*  *  *

At last in December, there was the New York train huffing steam in the hard air of Rockford. Down from the steps of the passenger car disembarked the would-be authors of my future, those two Dix. There by the depot stood me and orphan Charlie, with my champion Mrs. Reverend Henrietta Temple to see us off. She was our solitary farewell party. No last minute trumpet blast announced the appearance of my sister and brother, crying for me to stay. Nobody came to beg, Don’t go. God did not scoop me up in the palm of His hand. The train huffed and snorted.

—Goodbye child, said Mrs. Temple, and pressed my head to her bosom.

There was not no home in Rockford for me, she had explained, and promised she would write me news of my siblings care of the Aid Society as soon as she could. She kissed me goodbye and I climbed onto the train. Just as I gazed my last on that dingy cowpat town, I seen a carriage stop alongside the tracks by the depot. A woman dismounted with a small girl. As the train pulled out I seen it was Mrs. Ambrose, and the girl was my sister trotting along beside her. —Dutchie, I cried.

As the train gathered speed, the two figures lifted their gloved hands to wave goodbye. My sister appeared to be smiling, her hand patting the air. Goodbye, goodbye.

—Dutchie! I ran down the aisle for the door, ready to leap.

Mrs. Dix was too fast for me, and caught my arm. —Stop now! They just wanted to wave farewell. They will write you letters, you can be sure.

Confined to my seat, I watched out the window with red eyes while the land flew backwards in waves of carpet unrolling.



Chapter Seven
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A Wild Ungoverned Heart

Ten minutes out of Rockford, Charlie the nameless orphan slid into the empty seat next to me. He punched me in the arm, just softly.

—Squeak squeak, he said. —City mice again.

—I’m not no mouse.

—We’ll see about that. Why the red eyes, little missus?

I did not answer.

—Cheer up ya grannymush why don’t you? We’re heading back to glory, out of this godforsaken blot on the map. Ain’t you glad to see the last of it?

—I’ll be back, said I.

—Can’t keep away from the excitements of the prairie, eh? He flicked his thumbnail off his front teeth at me, then went lurching back down the aisle of the train, cracking his spruce gum.

—Sit down there now mister, said Dix.

—No thanks, he called back. —I drather not.

Charlie was never still the whole train ride. He strolled up and down the aisles and rode between cars. He whistled and hummed. He chewed pine gum. No matter that the Dix said Sit down, please, sit down, he only leaned his seventeen years old self against the doorframe and took a piece of rope from his pocket. He began to tie knots in it, bowlines and hitches. Nooses. We were well into the next day and Ohio before he spoke to me again. He came from the back of the car, so I didn’t see him till he plunked down next to me, breathless, his hair a wreck. He was windburned. Streams of tears watered the corners of his eyes.

—Where’ve you been?

—On the train roof, he said, his grin enormous.

—You was not.

—Was. Rode up there half an hour. It’s better than flying.

—You’re lyin. If you was you’d be in trouble.

—Them Dix don’t give a parson’s n*pple what I do. If I fell off and died they would cheer.

I tried not to laugh at the word n*pple but only failed.

—So, Charlie said, sideways at me. —Wanta? He wagged his eyebrows and pointed upwards at the roof. —You wouldn’t never.

—I would so.

—You won’t do it. You’d cry. You’re a chicken-livered type.

I ignored him, stuck my chin out like his, even as I wished to ride the rooftops, brave as him and carefree.

—Suit yourself, says he, and made chicken noises. He swayed down the aisle, and at the end of the car, he beckoned to me. When I did not follow, he slid the door open. A blast of noise and cold came in, but none of the other passengers paid attention. The Dix were snoring.

What the H., I thought, and went after Charlie.

The platform between the cars was narrow and open to the sky. The racket of the wheels matched the churning fear in my system. Charlie grinned when he saw me, and pointed. A ladder led up to the roof. He grabbed a rung and climbed up.

—C’mon. It’s easy.

At the top he threw his leg on the roof and hauled the rest of himself after. He looked down and waved me up. I grabbed the low rung and put one foot, then one hand, on the ladder. Through my knit mitten the metal bit cold into the skin. The ground underneath us raced away, a bed of blackened snow below, hard gravel and ash, the sparks off the wheels. My mouth was dry as paper. Nobody would care if I fell. I climbed till at the top rung I pushed my head above the roof line. Knives of wind cut at me, pushed back the flesh of my face.

Charlie lay on his stomach, reaching for me. —Atta girl. Grab on.

—F. yourself.

—The dirty mouth on you. I thought you was a girl but now I seen you’re a hoodlum. He seemed glad of it, or even proud.

—F. and S., I said, and felt his praise as good as a pat on the back.

—Get your leg over.

I was up. I was on the roof. The train hurtled and fear froze me in the wind so I was staked there, fused to the metal, eyes streaming in the cold. Charlie grinned and called me Fraidy Cat. I could not rise farther than my knees. There was no hand hold. No foot hold. We was on all fours. Crawling. My breath was gone, stolen by the wind and sky all around. Charlie’s hair stood up wild, in snakes. For a minute I believed he would push me. He laughed at me, grinning out one side of his mouth.
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