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    For Sharon, Shana, and Jacob

    And for Jackie Mitchell, who didn’t get the chance to show what she could do



1
 Ruby Thomas had never seen anything as beautiful as Ebbets Field, with its brick exterior and half-moon windows that reminded her of slices of jelly candy. Nor had she ever been inside such a huge building, so new that it smelled of sawn wood, fresh cement, and sticky paint. Familiar odors, comfortable ones, the same as those that filled the air on East Twenty-first Street, Ruby’s street, as the new houses went up all around.

Nor had she ever before been in the midst of such an enormous crowd. Thousands of women wearing long white dresses and plumes and men clad in dark sacque suits with blue or peach shirts, striped ties, and black bowler hats. All of them had chosen to put their responsibilities aside to gather for an afternoon in the spring sunshine.

Down below, the Brooklyn Superbas moved around the field. In their brand-new uniforms, bright as flags against the shining grass and rich dark earth, they looked nearly as elegant as the spectators.

Today’s game was merely an exhibition between the Superbas and the New York Yankees. Its real purpose was to celebrate the new ballpark, so everyone could just relax and enjoy the balloons, the speeches, and the military band playing “Killarney” and “Here Comes My Daddie Now.”

For Ruby, the best part was that they were all here. All the Thomases. They never went anywhere together, but somehow all of them had managed to show up for this game. Mama was missing one of her meetings, Papa had taken the afternoon off from the ironworks, and Ted, with their permission, was skipping school. Nick was working, but his job, writing for the Brooklyn Examiner, required him to attend the game anyway. Evie, Nick’s wife, was on leave from her position as a nurse at the Norwegian Hospital, and the baby, Ruby’s niece Amanda—well, she went wherever Evie did.

They sat flanking Ruby, Evie and Amanda on one side, Papa on the other. She felt covered, protected, safe.

And invisible. Of all the people in that enormous crowd, not a single one paid the slightest attention to Ruby. No one stared at her and then looked away. No one flinched or frowned.

Sitting there, listening to the music and to Mama and Nick squabbling about something, watching the players down on the field, inhaling the odors of the new ballpark, Ruby had a thought that made her stomach swerve inside her and brought sudden, unexpected tears to her eyes.

I’m happy.

The date was April 5, 1913. Ruby was seven.

It was the first time she could remember having that thought, and the last.

•   •   •
 Their seats were along the third-base line, just behind what Papa called “Clerical Row.” And it was filled with priests and ministers, young and old, looking flushed and excited in the sunlight. Many carried pads and notebooks and stubby pencils, bending over to scrawl notes before the game even began.

One young priest grinned at them. “We’re writing our sermons,” he said. “Tomorrow, every congregation in Brooklyn will be treated to many metaphors comparing religion to baseball.”

Nick was gazing at the field and ballpark with a critical eye. “They forgot the scoreboard,” he said. Then, pointing at two rows of out-of-sorts men sitting up in the second deck, definitely not clergymen though they, too, were writing in pads, he added, “Not to mention a press box on the field level.”

Nick himself would be writing a short article about the game for the Examiner. He was just getting started as a sportswriter, so even a short piece would be exciting for him.

Not that Nick ever allowed himself to seem pleased about anything. In Ruby’s memory, he was always forbiddingly tall and loud, quick with a joke, a sharp comment, a sarcastic aside. Only Evie could bring out his gentler side.

A procession of dignitaries walked out to the white flagpole in center field, chased almost immediately by a second, more ragged deputation carrying the enormous American flag the first group had forgotten. Nick stood. “I’ve got work to do,” he said, then looked down at Ruby. “You can come with me.”

When Nick invited her, she went. Ruby stood, and together they worked their way through the preachers and the rest of the crowd toward the stands directly behind home plate.

“I have to get some quotations from Miss Ebbets,” Nick told Ruby.

“Who?” she asked. But he just took her hand—a strong grip, good for a rescue from a crowd but not nearly as soft or warm as Evie’s—and led her on. As they went they were joined by another man, the senior reporter from the Examiner, Nick’s boss. He was a big, bull-like man with a sour face and a rumpled suit. Nick introduced him to Ruby—he barely glanced at her—but all she caught was his first name: George.

Grumpy George. That was how she thought of him.

The two reporters cornered Miss Ebbets in the front row of the grandstands. She was a pretty young woman wearing a long dress, a fur stole, and an enormous flat-brimmed hat. She smiled as Nick and Grumpy George asked her a few questions. Then a man on the field, dwarfed by a huge microphone, boomed something Ruby couldn’t understand, and an assemblage of dignitaries joined Miss Ebbets at the railing.

Ruby asked Nick what was happening.

“She’s going to throw out the first ball,” he said. He pointed at an umpire standing on the field. “To him.”

Everyone around Ruby was remarking on Miss Ebbets’s wonderful dignity and sense of fashion, but Ruby didn’t care about any of that. She was more interested in the way the young woman threw: with a weak, stiff-armed flip of the wrist. The umpire was standing no more than twenty feet away, but the ball barely reached him. The crowd cheered anyway.

Ruby found herself looking down at her arms and thinking, I bet I could throw harder than that.

And: Maybe these will be good for something.

•   •   •
 Back in her seat before the game started, Ruby decided on her favorite player. He had a long jaw, a big brash nose, and amazing ears that put Ruby in mind of the rib lamb chops they sometimes had for dinner. He always seemed to be wisecracking, laughing at something a teammate said, pulling a prank or two. During warm-ups, he threw the ball like his body was going in three different directions, and ran like his legs were all cramped up.

Ruby couldn’t take her eyes off him. “Who is that?” she asked Nick.

Her brother frowned. “Casey Stengel,” he said. “And he could be a useful ballplayer, if he’d just stop with the shenanigans.”

As they watched, Casey snuck up on one of the other players and stole his cap.

That’s who I’d want to be if I played baseball, Ruby thought.

•   •   •
 In the fifth inning Casey Stengel rapped a hard one to center field. Everyone, the priests and ministers included, leaped to their feet, yelling, and Papa hoisted Ruby up so she could see.

Running in, the Yankees’ center fielder somehow kicked the ball. As it rolled toward the fence, Casey went steaming around the bases on his bandy legs, his face red, his cheeks all puffed out as he rounded third and headed for home plate. He got there ahead of the ball, scoring the first run ever at Ebbets Field.

Ruby was giddy with pleasure.

Other than that, though, she had trouble following what was going on. She did notice that the Superbas’ pitcher, Nap Rucker, threw strange floating pitches, and that Papa turned quite red in the face when Brooklyn’s Jake Daubert, his favorite player, hit a home run of his own, a tremendous clout that cleared the fence in center field. Ruby watched her father cheering, Ted, who was always drawing, sketching the afternoon shadows cast by the grandstands across the green outfield grass, Nick taking notes, blue-eyed, blond-haired Evie crocheting something for Amanda, who was sleeping in her lap.

Ruby, content, took in a deep breath and leaned her head on Evie’s shoulder.

•   •   •
 In the seventh inning, Casey Stengel came up to bat again. On the second pitch, he took a mighty swing and hit a high, looping foul ball toward the third-base stands. All the fans leaped up, and Ruby, standing on her seat, watched the ball appear to grow larger as it approached.

At the last moment, it looked like the minister in front of her was going to catch it. But he pulled his hands away, Ruby stretched out her long right arm, and somehow the ball evaded the reaching, grasping hands all around and smacked into her palm.

It hurt worse than a bee sting, but Ruby wrapped her fingers around the ball and thought that she would never let it go.

All around her, clergymen and other fans were clapping her on the back and patting her on the head, which she usually hated. But right now she didn’t care. She was staring down at the ball, stained, brown, scuffed … and perfect. Direct from Casey Stengel to her.

It felt comfortable in her hand, solid and substantial. Again and again she looked down at it and once or twice, when no one was looking, she pulled her left arm back and imagined she was a baseball pitcher.

•   •   •
 That night she slept with the grimy ball beside her pillow. And the next morning, right after breakfast, she waited till everyone was out and took the ball and herself down the street.

She hoped no one would see her, no one would follow.

She headed toward the big vacant lot on East Twenty-third Street. Unlike some of the other lots in the area, though, it wasn’t overgrown and filled with snakes, or so muddy she’d risk ruining her clothes if she ventured into it.

And, best of all, it wasn’t often visited by bullies. In fact, it was deserted this morning, since most other families in the neighborhood were at church. (When Papa, a Catholic, and Mama, who was Jewish, got married, they’d stopped attending religious services, and Ruby had never set foot in either a church or a synagogue.)

Standing in the middle of the field, Ruby swung her left arm and threw the ball upward. It flew quite high, seeming to pause for a moment against the blue sky before plummeting down again. Ruby had no trouble catching it in her right hand.

After a few such tosses, though, she got bored. At the game she’d asked Papa how far it was from the pitcher’s mound to home plate, and now she picked a spot she guessed was about the same distance from one of the apple trees that shaded the lot. When she turned and looked at the tree, it seemed very far away.

She took a minute to scrape some dirt into a bump, a miniature version of the mound the pitchers at Ebbets Field had used. Then she mimicked the stiff-armed throwing style of Miss Ebbets (maybe that was how girls were supposed to throw?), but the ball popped high in the air and bounced in the grass no more than halfway toward the tree.

As she went to retrieve it, she remembered something Papa had told her as they watched the Superbas’ Nap Rucker throw his odd, floating pitches. “Ol’ Nap gets hitters out with tricks, but many other pitchers rely on speed,” he’d said. “They just rear back and let fly.”

Ruby took the ball in her left hand, her fingers finding a natural position across the raised seams. She stepped onto the little bump of dirt and peered at the distant tree. Standing there in her black dress with its tight sailor waist and her black patent-leather shoes, she shook her shoulders and let her muscles relax.

As she did, she felt her vision sharpen. Everything else—the movement of the grass in the wind, a flock of pigeons flying on whistling wings overhead, the sound of a distant trolley rattling along its tracks on Ocean Avenue—fell away, and all she saw was her target, a tiny knothole about three feet off the ground in the apple tree’s gnarled trunk.

She took a deep breath, reared back, and let fly.

An instant later, the ball smashed into the tree with a sound like a small thunderclap. Bark exploded from the trunk, and the ball rebounded as if the tree had thrown it back, coming to rest no more than twenty feet from where Ruby stood.

After a moment, she walked over and picked it up. There was a fresh brown gouge in the horsehide, and a corresponding yellow-white gouge, she saw, in the tree trunk. Already sap was leaking from the new wound, perfuming the air with a sharp, sweet odor.

“Do it again,” a voice called out.

Ruby looked around. Without realizing, she’d attracted a small crowd of children. They stood on the edge of the lot, staring at her, staring at the damaged tree. It was a boy, perhaps her age but bigger, stronger, who’d spoken.

Ruby thought about it. The throw had felt good. Her arm wanted to try again. But looking at the ball, she knew that one more throw like that and it might come apart. Her Casey ball was too valuable to risk destroying.

She shook her head.

Most of the children looked disappointed. But the boy crossed his arms over his chest and stuck out his chin.

“Do it again,” he said, “Monkey Girl.”

At least he didn’t try to stop her, to strike her, as others sometimes did, as she ran past him for home.

•   •   •
 That night, just before she fell asleep, Ruby told Mama what she had done, what she hoped to do.

But before she had even finished, Mama had stopped listening. She was frowning and shaking her head.

“No,” she said, and again, “Ruby, no. Girls don’t play baseball.”

Ruby felt a mix of confusion and disappointment and anger. Even though no one but Nick ever questioned Mama’s pronouncements, she found herself saying, “But you always tell me girls can do anything.”

Mama blinked. Then her face hardened. She peered down at her daughter, her eyes as cold and unforgiving as black stones.

“Girls can do anything,” she said.

Ruby said, “But—”

“Anything meaningful,” Mama said.

•   •   •
 Ruby had never questioned Mama or disobeyed her orders. Not until now.

When the house was empty, she took the pillow from her bed, retrieved a coil of rope she’d taken from Papa’s workroom in the basement and hidden in the closet, and carried them and her Casey ball back to the empty lot. This time she knew she would be left alone, because it was a weekday and all the other neighborhood children were packed away in that new public school they’d built over on Avenue L.

Mama didn’t approve of organized schooling, at least not as it was practiced now. She thought that it “put shackles on young girls’ minds,” so she and occasionally one of her suffragist friends taught Ruby themselves.

Ruby had learned how to read and do basic arithmetic from these lessons, working slowly through the textbooks that Mama had brought home from somewhere. But Mama and her friends had so many meetings to attend that sometimes days went by between sessions. Ruby was frequently lonely, but she also knew that if she was forced to sit in a classroom with twenty other kids, the shouts of “Monkey Girl!” would ring in her head from dawn till dusk.

She carefully took the cotton case off the pillow and tucked it into the small cloth bag she’d brought along, then tied the pillow to the apple tree with the rope. Retreating to the little mound of earth, she peered in, then reared back and threw.

The ball still made a loud thump when it hit, but careful inspection revealed that it had survived the impact with no damage. The pillow, however, had acquired a deep dent and a small brown smudge.

For the next half hour, Ruby threw the ball, went and retrieved it, and then threw it again. Every time but one, the ball went exactly where she aimed it, as if it were traveling down a tunnel to its destination. She seemed to know instinctively how to send it exactly where she wanted to.

By the end of a half hour, she was dripping under the warm spring sun. She was tired, especially her left arm, but it was a kind of weariness she’d never experienced before. A satisfied weariness.

She untied the misshapen, thoroughly stained pillow, covered it again with the clean case, and carried it, the rope, and the ball home. No one saw her—or if they did, no one said anything—not that day, or any of the ones that followed.

Ruby was smart enough never to breathe a word to anyone about what she was doing.

If she did, she knew that someone would eventually tell Mama. And that would be the end of it.
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 On July 2, 1913, two months after Ruby caught her Casey ball, she and Mama sat on the flagstone steps in front of the house on East Twenty-first Street. Under the hot summer sun, they paged through newspapers saved from the day of Ruby’s birth, exactly eight years earlier.

Even in the heat, Mama was wearing a double-skirted black dress with long sleeves and a broad collar, as she often did. By pulling her dark, wiry hair back and holding it in place with a band gleaming with white and green flakes of glass, she seemed to be saying, “Look at me,” to be challenging everyone to notice her high white forehead, flashing dark eyes, sharp chin, and thin-lipped mouth.

Ruby couldn’t imagine ever saying, “Look at me!”

Together they leafed through the yellowing, crackly pages. It was a hot, steamy day, August weather, with brownish skies, a smeared sun, and heat waves rising like wiggling dancers from the melting tar of the new street.

And the smell.

Mama had told Ruby that before all these new streets had been laid and houses built, the neighborhood had been part of a poultry farm. But Ruby would have known that without being told, because an odor so thick it was like a fog rose from the dark earth on days like this, making Ruby’s eyes water as she tried to breathe only through her mouth.

Funny enough, they’d moved here from Brownsville two years ago in search of what Mama called “healthy air.” The air in the tenements, she said frequently, carried sickness with it, and she would be damned if she would let the past repeat itself again and again, not if she could help it, not if her life depended on it.

“Or my children’s lives!” she’d said, Papa standing there, quiet, just nodding and nodding. When Mama talked like that, saying words like “damned,” standing stiff and straight, her pointy chin like a knife and her dark eyes flashing, your only choice was to listen and nod and do what she told you. Whether you were Ruby or Nick or Ted or Papa himself, you listened and obeyed.

So they’d left the brick tenement with its bad air and bad memories and moved into the house at 1394 East Twenty-first Street, a real house made of wood. And Mama seemed happy, or happier at least, even if the healthy air smelled worse than what they were all used to.

When they’d first arrived, there’d been more fields than houses in the neighborhood. And there were still a few, like the one where Ruby went to throw her Casey ball against the tree. Not for long, though. Every day brought the sound of hammers and saws, the clatter of horses’ hooves and cart wheels against the cobbles as building materials arrived. Irish families like Papa’s were moving into the new houses, and German ones, and Jewish ones like Mama’s, who came from Russia and other parts of Europe.

There were lots of kids, too, though most of them didn’t have anything to do with Monkey Girl.

•   •   •
 As they did every year, she and Mama inspected the New York Times “Pictorial Section” from Ruby’s birth day. On the top of the page was a photogravure of a beautiful woman, tall, with a mass of curly black hair and thick dark eyebrows, standing straight-backed in a white dress, staring out of the page in a way that reminded Ruby of Mama.

“That’s Alice Roosevelt,” Mama said proudly. “Daughter of Teddy, of course.”

Ruby had heard of Teddy Roosevelt, but not of Alice.

“You’re named after her.”

Ruby looked up in confusion, and her mother laughed. “Alice Lee Roosevelt,” she said. “Ruby Lee Thomas.”

“Oh,” Ruby said. She was a little disappointed to have just the same middle name as someone famous. Ted was luckier—he’d been named after Alice’s father.

“When you grow up, I want you to be like her,” Mama went on. “Do what you want to do and don’t care what anyone thinks about you. Show the world that women matter as much as men, just like Alice does.”

Ruby didn’t say anything. How did you show the world something like that?

They looked back at the newspaper, at the actresses and baronesses and opera singers who filled out the rest of the pictorial section. If they didn’t resemble the languid, passive “ideal girl” described in one of her birth-day newspapers, none of them looked much like Ruby either, or anyone Ruby was likely to grow into.

Ruby was slender, with a narrow, serious olive-toned face, high cheekbones, wiry black hair that resisted brushing, and eyes that since birth had been an odd deep blue shading to violet. Her face was nothing like the little buttercup faces of the movie stars and society women, with their rosebud lips and helmets of curls and sparkling dark eyes.

“Just look!” Mama said, turning a page. “Look what women can do!”

None of them had arms like Ruby’s, either.

•   •   •
 Usually their journey through the newspapers would be a leisurely one, with plenty of time for articles about whales and pygmies and other oddities that the tabloids used to fill their pages. But this year they hurried through the ritual. At first Ruby thought Mama was merely bored, but it turned out she was planning to march in a parade up in Manhattan later that day.

“You’ll come, too,” she told Ruby.

When Ruby asked if she had to, Mama gave a sharp nod. “Oh, you’re going,” she said. Then, with an effort, she made her voice gentler. “You’ll enjoy it, Ruby. There’ll be other children there.”

As if that was a convincing reason!

Ruby looked at her arms, hidden within the sleeves of a white cotton sweater. Mama noticed the direction of her gaze. “Ruby, no one will care,” she said sharply. “You’re not going to hide out here for the rest of your life. Let’s go.”

And so they went.

As they sat on the elevated heading toward Manhattan, the brick tenement buildings passing by almost within arm’s reach, windows open like gaping mouths, Ruby asked what the parade was about.

“The vote, of course,” Mama said.

Ruby knew that. Mama had brought her to a few suffragist meetings. There were usually pastries and little cakes to eat, and someone always brought her a glass of Coca-Cola or milk. Sometimes the speeches were like the humming of bees in Ruby’s ears, while other times the speakers shouted and pounded tables and turned red in the face, their hair escaping from ribbons and pins, damp patches appearing under their arms.

“But why a parade?”

Mama’s eyes gleamed. “Because we’re finally getting close,” she said. “Because by the time you’re of age, you’ll be able to vote. You and all other women.”

Ruby knew she was supposed to be excited. But she merely looked out the stained window. The train was rattling across the Manhattan Bridge, and she caught a glimpse of the blue water and ships below and the city skyline ahead.

Mama was already on to something else, dipping into the big black bag she always carried over her shoulder on excursions and pulling out some newspaper clippings. Wherever she went, Mama brought old newspapers with her.

“Why a parade?” she said. “Because we’re winning against minds like these.”

Ruby looked. The paper on top showed a cartoon of two severe-looking matrons in plain dresses and ugly shoes and funny hats carrying signs that said votes for women. They were looking at a beautiful girl strolling past, wearing slender high-heeled shoes, a dress that hugged her slim body, a flowing fur stole, and a fashionable hat adorned with egret feathers.

One of the matrons was saying, in apparent admiration of the pretty young thing, “Isn’t she feminine?”

Mama said, pointing, “According to the man who drew this cartoon, this one is me.”

Her forefinger indicated the uglier, more witchlike of the two suffragists, the skinny one with a big nose and dead black hair and ruffles on her coat that looked like leaves of cabbage.

“No!” Ruby said, shocked. She stared at her mother. Yes, Mama was tall, yes, she was thin, yes, she had a somewhat prominent nose, but she was beautiful, not like the woman in the drawing. “You don’t look anything like her.”

“Doesn’t matter. Just by being a suffragist, I look like that to him.”

She showed Ruby another cartoon. It depicted a pretty young woman in a modest floor-length dress, eyes downcast; a professional man dressed in a suit and tie, rubbing his chin as if he was befuddled by something; and another skinny, unfashionable, witchy suffragist. The caption: “The Three Sexes.”

“This one won a prize of fifty dollars,” Mama said.

The three sexes. Men, women, and people like her mother.

“We’re having a parade,” Mama said, “because, damn it, we deserve one.”

Several people in the train car stared at her disapprovingly, pursing their mouths or frowning, but Mama either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

•   •   •
 The day Ruby turned thirteen, July 2, 1918, she sat beside Mama on the stoop as always, the old newspapers open on their laps. Ruby was still skinny and bony, unfinished, but she’d grown four inches in the past year. She was now taller than Mama and almost as tall as Ted. Nick and Papa, who’d reached six feet in height, still towered over her, and she didn’t think she’d ever catch up to them.

For the first time they were being joined in the birth-day ritual by Evie and her and Nick’s two daughters, Amanda and Allie. Amanda was halfway between five and six, tall for her age and slender like her father, with a long, severe face and a reserved manner that made people sometimes mistake her for Ruby’s sister. Only their eyes were different: while Ruby’s were that odd shade of blue violet, Amanda’s were such a dark brown that they appeared almost black.

Allie, on the other hand, was the image of Evie, round and pink, with broad cheeks and blue eyes and blond ringlets. Little more than a year old, she was already into everything, but somehow escaped censure—even from Mama—because it was impossible to resist her endless good cheer and ready smile. She never cried and rarely complained about anything.

Amanda sat properly, looking down at the pages and asking the same questions that Ruby had asked years before. Meanwhile, Allie was crawling into and out of Evie’s lap, climbing the metal railing alongside the stoop, picking the little red berries off a bush in the garden and putting them in her mouth, then thoroughly enjoying her mother’s prying them back out again.

But Evie never got angry at her irrepressible younger daughter, no matter how tired she was. She still worked at the hospital part-time, and Ruby didn’t know how she could manage to be so calm and cheerful at the end of a long day.

Amanda looked up from the photograph of Alice Lee Roosevelt and said, “Did you keep the newspapers for me, too?”

Mama smiled. It seemed she’d been expecting the question. “Of course,” she said. “You and Allie both, just like I did with all my children. All kinds of interesting things happened on the day you were born.”

Ruby knew that Ted still sat patiently as Mama paged through the newspapers every year on his birthday in December. Nick, on the other hand, had given up the practice even before he and Evie got married, moved around the corner onto Ocean Avenue, and produced Amanda and Allie.

“And will you show them to me?”

“Of course. Your next birthday, if your mother says it’s all right.”

Evie laughed. “I think it’s a wonderful idea. I wish my own mother had thought of it.”

Mama folded the newspapers carefully for return to the drawer in her study, where they would remain untouched till the next year. “And then, when your sister is just a little older—”

“And can sit still for more than six seconds,” Evie said.

“We’ll include her, too.”

“And we’ll still have cake?” Amanda liked to be certain of things.

“Of course.” Mama reached out and patted her on the shoulder, as much physical affection as she was disposed to give. “Newspapers and cake.”

“A birthday celebration unlike anyone else’s,” Evie agreed.

“Newspapers and cake, for each of us,” Amanda said. “Promise?”

“Promise,” Mama said.
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 It was a hot, sticky August day, the kind where you’d break into a sweat merely by thinking about moving. The neighborhood dogs lay flat in patches of shade like dead things, and even the crows searching for scraps on the lawn seemed listless and out of sorts. Ruby thought the blank blue-gray sky itself must be perishing of thirst.

Mama called it sickness weather, when diphtheria and typhoid and infantile paralysis and other illnesses spread with special speed and ferocity. Those diseases seemed to thrive in the wet heat, as if they used it for fuel as they swept through the neighborhoods of New York City.

Sickness weather.

•   •   •
 Ever since the United States had entered the war in Europe, Ruby’s parents seemed to spend every night poring over a pile of newspapers, following the latest news with all the focus and intensity Papa had once reserved for baseball scores. They’d sit there, heads close together, murmuring to each other in voices so somber that Ruby wanted nothing more than to stick her fingers in her ears.

That was when Papa was home. The ironworks were in operation many a night and all weekend, producing depth-bomb casings (whatever those were) for the war effort, and he was working such long hours that his face seemed somehow always both flushed from the heat of the foundry floor and drained of all color by weariness. His gentle smile was the same, even if it came much less frequently than before.

Nick still worked for Grumpy George, still wrote about sports for the Examiner, but that was just a job. He spent most nights out with his journalist friends, arguing politics and social change and who knew what else, sometimes coming home for dinner with Evie and the girls, sometimes not. When he stopped by at 1394, he always had two or three of his friends with him, and from what Ruby could see, they took great pleasure in shouting and waving their fingers in each other’s faces.

With America entering the war, Evie had gone back to work full-time at the Norwegian Hospital. Sometimes Mama took care of the girls, but more often that responsibility fell on Ruby’s shoulders. It was easy work—not work at all, really—though chasing after Allie sometimes tired her out.

Ted’s bad lungs had disqualified him from service, so he spent his days either at the Chase School in Manhattan, studying art, or drawing broadsides in support of President Wilson’s entry into the war. Ruby would see his thrilling, dynamic illustrations of shouting men, women in peril, and children in rags, nailed to telephone poles and fixed to storefront windows.

When he was home, his classmate Jim McKay was usually there, too. Jim was planning to become a political cartoonist after graduation. He and Ted made much less of a fuss around the house than Nick and his gang, preferring to sit and draw instead of shouting.

The news was frightening. When German U-boats sank steamers and lightships all up and down the East Coast, two and sometimes three a day, Ruby imagined them lurking off the beach at Coney Island. When a German ship released mustard gas, sickening lighthouse keepers and others onshore, she could almost feel it prickling her lungs.

But by that hot August day it seemed like the war would be over soon. Papa said that the Germans were fighting and dying for pride alone. Soon an armistice would be declared and things, he said almost every night, would be “back to normal, or as close to normal they ever get in a madhouse like this.”

To which someone would always say, “A madhouse like the world, like America, like New York, like Brooklyn, like Midwood, or like 1394 East Twenty-first Street?”

And Papa, smiling, would always reply, “All of the above.”

•   •   •
 Evie’s face was still streaked with perspiration when she brought the girls over for dinner. Her white-and-blue nurse’s uniform hung limply over her compact, rounded body, and there was a dark purplish stain spattered across the front of her blouse. Her blond hair had come loose from its pins, strands clinging to her cheeks like tiny feathers from a down pillow.

Ruby was sitting on the front steps, hoping for a little late-afternoon breeze and lifting her thick hair off the back of her neck. She’d been splashing water on her face all day, but it hadn’t done much good.

Evie looked weary, and so did Allie, her fair cheeks and chubby legs speckled with heat rash. Propped restlessly in her mother’s right arm, she barely mustered the slightest grin for Ruby, though normally she had a smile for everyone. Amanda was a few steps behind, her thin face anxious.

“Don’t say a word,” Evie told Ruby. “I know I’m an absolute mess. There’s no water in the whole apartment building. Nick and some other men are trying to figure out what’s wrong.”

“When I turned the faucet, brown stuff came out,” Amanda said.

“Browner than usual, she means.” Evie leaned over and handed Allie to Ruby. The toddler reached out and wrapped her arms around Ruby’s neck. She smelled like sweat and powder and wet zwieback. Her arms felt like sticky little rubber hoses against Ruby’s skin.

Amanda plunked down on the steps beside her. “Will you go hunting caterpillars with me?” she asked.

Amanda was fascinated by the fat green caterpillars that showed up occasionally on the trunks of the sycamore trees. They hatched out into big, dusty-green moths that had spots like eyes on their wings and looked like goggling angels when they flew against the gas lamps at night.

Ruby nodded. “After dinner.”

“Are your parents home?” Evie’s voice was casual, but Ruby heard something in it that made her skin prickle. Allie must have heard it, too, somehow, because her arms tightened around Ruby’s neck, and she made a low, complaining sound that Ruby felt as a vibration in her breastbone.

“Mama’s inside, but Papa’s not back yet,” she said.

“Okay, then, I’ll go in and have a bath.”

Ruby looked up into Evie’s eyes. They were the palest blue, and guarded only by the faintest of blond lashes, which made it nearly impossible for her to hide how she truly felt about anything. And there was an expression in her eyes that Ruby had never seen before.

“Evie?” she said.

But Evie cut a glance toward the girls and said, “Later.”

•   •   •
 “The Bergensfjord,” Evie was saying as Ruby returned to the dining room from saying good night to Amanda. With Allie long asleep in the crib that Evie and Nick kept there, Ruby had put Amanda in her own bed, as she often did, but only after they’d watched the caterpillar they’d found for what felt like hours. Ruby had remained patient, although she could hear the murmur of voices from the living room, and was curious to find out what everyone was talking about.

“From where?” That was Papa asking.

“Norway,” Evie said. “A place called Christiania—though apparently the first case came aboard at Bergen.”

“First case of what?”

All eyes swiveled toward Ruby, as if they’d momentarily forgotten who she was or that she lived there. Mama and Papa exchanged glances, but after a moment Mama nodded. Ruby understood that they’d decided to let her remain in the room. Being thirteen made her old enough, barely, to hear what they had to say.

“Just listen, honey,” Mama said to her.

Even in the sodden heat, Ruby felt cold. There was a mood in the room—in Nick’s unusually somber expression, in Evie’s odd posture, very upright in her chair beside him—that was new to her.

“It was a Finnish woman,” Evie went on. “She and the ones that followed—they were almost all in steerage.”

“Of course they were,” Nick said.

Evie grimaced. “They think she was sick when she came aboard, but no one checked, there was no way to keep anybody ill off the ship. Who knows if she even had any symptoms.”

Nick said, “Between the war and the epidemic, it’s not likely that there are enough healthy men left in Europe to enforce any sort of quarantine.”

Evie sighed. Her face was scrubbed and clean now, but there were dark smudges under her eyes, and for the first time Ruby could see lines etched on either side of her mouth.

Ruby thought she looked… afraid.

“The next was a cook for third class, and the two after that were passengers.”

“Were there doctors on board?” Ted asked. He’d been sitting quietly at the end of the table, his pad lying forgotten on his lap.

“Yes. But do you want to guess how much time they spent in steerage?” Evie’s expression was scornful. “Anyway, those first four died, and—”

“What did they do with them?” Ruby asked.

Her mother shot her a warning look, but Evie chose to answer. “When people die aboard ship,” she said, “at least people without much money or family connections, well, they’re buried at sea. Especially when they’re carrying an epidemic disease.”

Ruby’s face felt numb. She imagined the scene: the cold ocean, tumbling waves, the body wrapped in—did they wrap the bodies in shrouds?—the still form sliding off the deck and disappearing into the black water.

Unlike her parents, unlike Evie, Ruby had never seen a dead body. Not even in the moving pictures.

“What epidemic?” she said.

“The Spanish influenza, honey,” Evie said.

Even Ruby had heard of this. Thousands of people had died of it in Europe, especially soldiers in the trenches, in just the past few months. Entire factories, schools, even shipyards had had to shut down because there was no one healthy enough to occupy them.

Ruby didn’t know what the Spanish influenza looked like, or what it did to you. Nor did she want to.

“Maybe it’s the influenza.” Mama spoke sharply. “You told us that the health office says it was just the ordinary grippe and pneumonia.”

Ruby didn’t think that an illness that had killed four people should be called just anything, but she didn’t get to speak before Evie flared up. “That’s because they’re cowards, all of them,” she said. “If they quarantined the ship, word would get around that New York was hysterical over people with head colds, and soon enough all the freighters and merchantmen would be heading to other ports, down to the Amboys or up to Boston. Better to cover it up and risk a million lives than to lose port fees.”

Nick put a hand on her arm, but she shook it off. “Listen,” she said, “by the time the fourth patient had died, more than half of those in steerage were affected. Two hundred or more at one time. In just a few days!”

“Have you ever seen a case of Spanish influenza?” Mama asked.

Red spots rose in Evie’s cheeks. “Of course not,” she said. “No one around here has—not even Dr. Cofer, who’s the health officer for the ports, who passed the ship. How can you already have seen an illness that’s never been here?”

She sat back in her seat and looked at the faces around her. “But now it is here. I’m sure of it, as sure as I am that Mrs. Olsen, who they brought to the hospital this morning, will die within the next few hours, despite all we’ve tried to do for her. I doubt she’ll ever wake up, poor woman, and maybe she’s luckier that way.”

They sat in silence for a long time, it seemed to Ruby, before Nick said, “What will happen next?”

“It will spread.” Evie raised her eyes. “It’s already spreading. You don’t need to be a doctor or a nurse to know that, because it’s what the influenza does. It spreads. How far it will go, no one can tell. Maybe not so far, if we’re very lucky.”

But her expression was bleak.

“How?” Papa asked. “How does it spread?”

“I don’t know,” Evie said. “We know diseases are caused by germs, and we know that germs pass from person to person, but we’re not sure how. Some even say you get sick from eating old bread.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said again. “Maybe the disease spreads when people breathe on each other.”

Ruby saw the realization in everyone’s eyes. You could get sick from breathing?

Papa slapped his palms together as if to interrupt their thoughts. “Okay, now we know what happened on board. What are we going to do about it?”

“Well, the first thing,” Evie said, “is that you should stay away from me.” Her mouth turned down. “I shouldn’t have even come here tonight. I should have quarantined myself.”

She looked over at her husband. “But I wanted to see my family.”

Nick put an arm around her shoulders. “We have nothing to worry about,” he said. “After all, we’re strong… and we only eat good bread.”

After a moment, Evie smiled. “You’re right,” she said. “But there are a few other things we can try, which might help protect us.”

She reached down and picked up her white leather nurse’s bag. “Here,” she said, pulling something out of it.

If Ruby had expected to see some powerful medicine, she was disappointed. Evie was holding a pile of clean, white handkerchiefs. “Everyone take some of these,” she said. “And use one whenever you have to sneeze. If you’re with someone who has the grippe, give one to him as well, and tell him to use it. And keep them clean!”

She passed around the handkerchiefs, and everyone took a few, Ted reaching back to hand Ruby her supply. They were stiff and starched, and Ruby thought they might leave scratches on her nose.

“And wash your hands!” Evie went on. “That’s very important. The germs might spread through touch. So keep your hands clean.”

Ruby blinked. That was all?

How could it possibly be enough?
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 Ruby and her family ate good bread, and sneezed only into their handkerchiefs, and washed their hands with resolute dedication.

But did anyone else? It seemed as if the whole of New York was ignorant, unknowing, unconcerned, while the Thomases alone were trapped with knowledge they would have given anything not to have.

Another patient at the Norwegian Hospital died, a seventeen-year-old boy who’d come off the Bergensfjord. “The doctors said the cause was pneumonia,” Evie said. “They’re wrong.”

She was unshakable in her beliefs, but after a few days Ruby began to wonder, because no one else seemed to notice the epidemic at all. There was never a headline in any newspaper. The front pages were always devoted to the war, to the local boys who had given their lives for the cause, to the vast sweep of soldiers across places Ruby had never heard of and knew she would never visit. All eyes were pointed toward Europe. None looked close to home.

A few days after the arrival of the Bergensfjord, eleven more patients with the disease (“Spanish influenza, or whatever it is,” one of the newspapers called it) arrived on another ship. But because none of them seemed to be in any danger of dying, this ship, too, was passed, its passengers sent from the dock to disappear into the city.

Dr. Cofer, the health officer, explained why he hadn’t quarantined the passengers. “We quarantine against smallpox, leprosy, yellow fever, plague, typhus, and cholera,” he said. “You may notice that influenza is not on that list.”

“Because it’s not on the list it’s not dangerous?” Evie said as Mama read the announcement in the paper. “That’s the most foolish thing I’ve ever heard.”

“This country is at war, and besides having on our hands the winning of the war, we also have the job of supplying our allies,” Dr. Cofer added. “This port cannot be clogged for a minute longer than necessity requires.”

“Oh, stupid man!” Evie burst out. “How will we be able to supply the Allies when half of our workers are lying sick to death in bed?”

“There is not the slightest danger of an influenza epidemic breaking out in New York,” the health officer proclaimed.

“Stupid, murderous man,” Evie said.

•   •   •
 Without fanfare, the city announced that it was sending 250 nurses and doctors house to house to find the people who had disembarked from the two afflicted ships, to investigate their health and isolate those who showed signs of the illness. According to officials, there was nothing to worry about. The follow-up was strictly routine.

But Evie merely shook her head. “Too late, too late,” she said. “The disease has already escaped.”

“Have you seen new cases at the hospital?” Papa asked.

Evie nodded.

“Many?”

“No,” Evie admitted. “Not many… yet.”

Mama said, “Perhaps it will all just blow over—”

“Perhaps,” Evie said. “We’ll wait and see.”

They waited. Every day Evie was at the hospital from dawn till dinner, and often enough she went back for another shift after dark, leaving the girls with Ruby. She and Nick had kept their apartment on Ocean Avenue, but had as good as moved back into 1394 while she was working so hard, taking over Nick’s old room while Amanda and Allie shared Ruby’s.

And every day she came home and went immediately to the bathroom to scrub herself. Her daughters waited patiently, knowing the routine, until she’d emerge in clean clothes, her hands chapped from the soap and hard water, her mouth smelling of Cascara Quinine, reputed to head off influenza.

Only then would she bend over for hugs, her face, hidden from the girls, showing a mix of love and fear.

•   •   •
 They waited.

More disease-ravaged ships arrived in the busy harbor and were passed without quarantine. More passengers died at the Norwegian Hospital, and at other hospitals as well—but these patients, being mostly East Indians and Negroes, did not seem to matter as much.

Could you catch the influenza from a Negro? Ruby couldn’t see why not.

The city’s department of health, headed by a man with the absurd name of Royal Copeland, announced that any spread of the illness would be curtailed by his antispitting campaign, his warnings not to share the punch bowl at social functions, and his cautions to avoid kissing one another on the mouth.

“The influenza epidemic, if such it may be called,” was how the newspapers now described it.

And still, oblivious, as if the reports were from somewhere far away, people went on with their lives.

And Ruby watched.

•   •   •
 Behind the counter at his candy store, Lenny’s normally ruddy face was pale as he fixed their egg creams, one for Ruby and one for Amanda. Allie didn’t like the bubbles, but loved watching the seltzer hiss from the shiny nozzle into the tall glasses. So Ruby stood close as she always did, holding Allie on her hip to see, while Amanda inspected the rows of penny candy and fingered the coins in her pocket.

As Lenny worked, blinking his watery eyes, Mrs. Cohen from down the street came into the store, trailed by two of her four young sons. She picked up a pack of cigarettes from the rack and said, “You still feeling poorly, Len?”

“Like a bell my head is.” His voice was raspy. “And my throat, it’s like—”

But he didn’t finish the sentence before a cough took him. It seemed to Ruby that it came from deep in his lungs, and he was barely able to put the glasses down on the counter before it shook his thin frame. He turned away, both hands in front of his face, and Ruby saw the muscles on his neck tighten like strings.

Inside the small store, the sound was awful, like a hundred pieces of stiff paper being ripped apart at the same time. Ruby took a quick step away from the counter, turning Allie’s head toward her shoulder with the palm of her hand. Amanda, eyes wide, raised her hands to her ears, and Mrs. Cohen gave Lenny a sympathetic grimace. Even her usually noisy children fell silent for a moment.

When the spasm had passed, Lenny pulled a grimy cloth from his pocket and wiped first his mouth and then his hands on it. Then he looked down at the cloth, frowned, folded it up, and put it back in his pocket. Taking a long spoon from under the counter, he began to stir the chocolate syrup into the first of the egg creams.

“You should take a day off,” Mrs. Cohen told him. “Get your strength back.”

“I take a day, who opens the store?” Lenny said. “My wife, she’s already in bed.”

Ruby watched his fingers on the glass, the wrinkled fingers that had just clutched the dirty cloth, that had just covered his mouth when he coughed. As she watched, a bit of liquid splashed up onto his forefinger, then dripped back down into the glass.

Without hesitating, she spun away from the counter, so fast that Allie laughed out loud. Amanda, curious, turned her serious face toward them and said, “What’s wrong, Aunt Ruby?”

“Let’s go,” Ruby said. “Now.”

Amanda shot her a look, but followed without question. As they reached the door of the little store, she heard Lenny say, “What? You don’t want your drinks?”

Too polite just to walk out, Ruby looked back at him and said, “I just remembered we have to go. I’ll pay—I’ll pay you later.”

Her heart was pounding. She was desperate to be out of there.

The old man began to protest, but before he could say anything Mrs. Cohen said, “Don’t fret, Lenny—we’ll take them.”

Ruby stiffened. “Don’t,” she said to Mrs. Cohen. “You and your boys, just leave. Please.”

Lenny stifled another cough. Ruby could see that he was laboring for breath. He looked much worse now than he had when they’d entered the store a few minutes before.

“And you go home, too,” she said. “Close the store and go home and… rest.”

He shook his head and looked over at Mrs. Cohen, who was smiling. “Young people!” she said.

“They don’t understand the value of work,” he agreed in a hoarse voice.

At Ruby’s side, Amanda had caught some of Ruby’s near panic. She tugged at her free hand and said, “Let’s go.”

A moment later they were out the door and back in the open. But a gray haze seemed to obscure the sun, and the air seemed tainted, harsh and smoky on Ruby’s tongue.

•   •   •
 When they reached home, Ruby marched the girls upstairs and ran a bath. “Now?” Amanda asked. A creature of habit, she was accustomed to having a bath just before dinner.

“Now,” Ruby said.

“Why?”

Ruby didn’t answer.

“Because Lenny was coughing?”

Smart girl. A watcher, like Ruby.

“We won’t cough like that if we take a bath?”

“That’s right,” Ruby said, pulling Allie’s blouse over her head.

I hope not.

She started feeling better when they were sitting in the big old tub, all three together, the water so hot they could barely tolerate it, the steam rising in billows to the ceiling. Amanda, her dark curly hair sticking to her neck and shoulders, played with the metal cups that had long been her favorite bath toy, pouring water endlessly from one into another. Allie sat on Ruby’s lap, as slick and energetic as a golden seal.

Ruby kept them all there for almost an hour, until they were as wrinkled up as old plums, until Allie, hungry, began to whine and struggle, and even Amanda complained of boredom. “Okay,” Ruby said, pulling the plug and gaining a few more minutes because both girls loved to watch the water swirl down the drain.

But speaking for herself, she could have stayed in there forever. All she’d been able to think about since they’d left Lenny’s was the old man’s knotted hands, and the way those hands had touched the glasses right after he’d coughed into them.

How many hands were there in this city?

And how could you ever tell what they’d touched?

•   •   •
 Evie closed her eyes. “This is how it happens,” she said.

It was late, past midnight. Even Mama and Papa had gone to bed, and Ted, too. Nick was out at the newspaper, and the two girls had been asleep for hours. Exhausted by their unusual bath, they’d barely made it through dinner.

Only the two of them sat in the living room, Ruby and Evie, one lamp in the corner casting dim yellow light across the darkened room. Ruby had chosen to wait until they were alone to tell Evie of the visit to Lenny’s that afternoon.

“I’m sorry!” she said suddenly, the words loud in the quiet room.

Evie opened her eyes wide, the whites gleaming in the lamp’s glow. “What?”

“I shouldn’t have brought them to the store.” Suddenly there were tears on Ruby’s cheeks. “I should just have kept them home. If they get sick—”

But before she could go on, Evie stifled her words with a hug that stole Ruby’s breath.

“Oh, baby,” she said, pulling back a little and cupping Ruby’s face in her hands, “if they get sick, it won’t be your fault. It won’t be anyone’s fault. It’ll just be the disease. And you were so smart to take them out of there, to not drink those egg creams. Most people wouldn’t even have noticed.”

Ruby shook her head against the soft palms, but Evie didn’t let her go. “Listen, Ruby,” she said, keeping her face close. “People we know are going to get sick. Some of them might die. Do you understand that? I mean, truly understand it?”

Ruby didn’t reply.

“It’s the way epidemics work,” Evie went on, releasing her. “I’ve been talking to people who saw the influenza in Europe, who saw how it went, and that’s what they’ve all been telling me. It’s like a tornado, touching down here, and there, and then over there. You can’t tell where it will hit—you just know it will be somewhere.”

Ruby rubbed at her eyes. Suddenly she was exhausted.

“Will he die?” she asked. “Lenny?”

Evie shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. “There’s no medicine. Many people get better eventually, but some die. Lenny would be doing himself a favor if he’d listen to your advice and just go home and rest as much as possible.”

“So what will happen?”

The silence went on for so long that Ruby decided that Evie had chosen not to answer. But finally she heaved a sigh and said, “To epidemics like the influenza,” she said, “people are like coal. Like wood or oil. They’re simply fuel. The disease burns through them, and then eventually it burns out. That’s the way it always works.

“As to how many it will consume—well, that’s something none of us can guess.”
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 The flames spread across Brooklyn and on into the rest of the city, seeming to gain in strength and size with each passing day.

Remarkably, Lenny survived, and so did his wife, even though the candy store sat locked and empty for many weeks. But two of the Cohen boys died within a day of each other. Ruby never learned whether they were the ones who’d drunk the egg creams meant for her and Amanda.

It didn’t seem to matter. You didn’t need to drink an egg cream to become ill, to die. Strong young men went off to work in the morning, fell down in the street in the afternoon, and were dead by nightfall. Four women played bridge one evening, and three didn’t survive until dawn the next day. The Royal Italian Grenadiers Band played a concert at the Lexington Avenue Opera House, after which six band members could not rise to acknowledge the audience’s applause and were taken to the hospital.

Through a window, Ruby and Amanda watched a small group of girls skipping rope on the street one bright autumn morning. They were singing, “I had a little bird, its name was Enza. I opened the window, and in-flu-enza.”

“Can I go out and play?” Amanda asked.

“No.”

The newspapers finally took notice, listing the number of new cases in each borough, a number that grew each day through September and on into October. Two hundred new cases, three hundred, nine hundred, twelve hundred in each twenty-four hours. Twenty deaths, fifty, a hundred.

And almost always, the most new cases and new deaths occurred in Brooklyn, just as a fire always burns hottest at its core.

Mrs. Cohen died a week after her two sons. Mr. Cohen and the surviving children packed up and fled, leaving so hurriedly that there were still toys scattered across their front lawn—toys that no one dared to touch. “Wherever they’ve gone,” Evie said at the dinner table that night, when she thought Ruby wasn’t listening, “they’ve brought the plague with them.”

Ruby was always listening.

Old Mr. Higgins at 1416 was next, and then the Giles baby, a little girl so recently arrived that no one even knew her name. When Mama heard about that death, she went pale and barely spoke the entire next day.

It was so strange. The weather was warm and placid, the sun shone bright, the news from Europe was good—it looked as if the war would be over within weeks. Movies opened, stores held sales, people went to work or on vacation. But always new names were added to the list. Jonathan Silver, who worked at Essex’s down on Seventeenth Street. Rebecca Samuel, a teacher at PS 193 on Bedford Avenue. Miss Ellen Ziegler, a nurse. Billy O’Reilly, a bully who had terrorized the children of East Twenty-first Street for years, who had happily called out “Monkey Girl!” whenever he had the chance.

The health department, while denying that it had mishandled any aspect of the epidemic, tried this and that to halt its spread. Placards appeared in shop windows, literature was handed out on street corners, health experts visited the schools, theaters projected slides up on the screen. All recommended keeping homes and businesses well ventilated, avoiding sweeping where you might raise a cloud of dust, and staying at home if you felt the onset of headache, fever, or congestion of the lungs.

Written above Health Commissioner Copeland’s name on every placard was the following inscription: “To prevent the spread of Spanish influenza, sneeze, cough, or expectorate—if you must—in your handkerchief. You are in no danger if everyone heeds this warning.”

“Look!” Amanda said to her mother. “Just like you told us to do.”

“Yes,” Evie replied. “Weeks ago, when it might have made a difference.”

•   •   •
 How did you stay healthy, how did you stay alive, in a city so crowded with people who didn’t expectorate into their handkerchiefs? Mama still went to her meetings, Nick to the Examiner, Ted to his art classes, and Evie to the Norwegian Hospital or the district nurses’ office up on Schermerhorn Street in Brooklyn Heights, which sent her to care for patients too sick to make it to the hospital.

And every day Papa went off to the foundry. Though he’d been a manager for years, with his own office, he’d recently returned to working on the floor, along with every other healthy man they could find. Some days fifty men would be out sick, sometimes a hundred, and even those who returned to work were pale shadows of their former selves and not good for very much.

When they could, Nick and Ted went to the foundry to help. At least they could carry boxes or hunks of scrap metal, even if they couldn’t do much else. Ruby almost never saw any of them, and when she did they were gray-faced with exhaustion and covered with fresh burns and blisters.

Rest, and good food, and fresh air, and separation from sick people. Those were the tickets to surviving influenza, to surviving the inferno.

But who had the time?

•   •   •
 When the epidemic finally came to their door, though, it wasn’t exhausted Papa who was struck first, or Evie, or either of the two little girls.

It was Ted. Ted with his gentle disposition and his lungs scarred by some unnamed disease that had swept through the tenements when he was just two years old.

Ted, of course.

He walked in the front door early one afternoon when only Ruby and the girls were at home. “I’m going straight to bed,” he said. “My head hurts.”

Ruby felt herself grow cold and still, as if something within her, some gear or spring, had stopped working. She walked over and put the back of her hand against his temple, and felt the heat radiating through her skin and all the way into her bones.

Somehow, this only made her feel colder.

But she kept her voice businesslike. “All right,” she said. “Off to bed with you. I’ll get you a drink and a compress.”

“Okay,” he said vaguely, in a way that made her wonder if he’d understood anything she’d said. So she took his arm and ushered him up to his bedroom. Though she was prepared to help change him into his nightclothes, he merely tumbled onto the bed and lay there, eyes closed.

“I’ll be right back,” she said, and nearly ran down the stairs to the kitchen. Wetting a cloth in cold water at the sink, she hurried back upstairs. He hadn’t moved. She brushed his lank, damp hair away and placed the cloth across his forehead. He sighed and half opened his eyes, and the corners of his mouth twitched upward. “Feels good,” he said. “Thanks, sweetie.”

He was blazing.

Ruby said again, “I’ll be right back.” Then, even though it was nonsensical, “Wait for me.”

She headed toward the stairs, but hesitated and went instead to the bathroom, where she scrubbed her hands under hot water. Then, taking the steps two at a time, she headed toward the front door.

Amanda followed her into the hallway, Allie holding on unsteadily to one of her legs.

“Ted’s sick,” Ruby said.

Amanda’s face was solemn. “Is it influenza?”

“I don’t know.” Though she did. “Listen, Amanda, I have to go around the corner to buy something for him. You two stay here, and I’ll be back as quick as I can. I’ll bring you a Coke. Okay?”

Eyes wide, Amanda nodded. Ruby never left them alone.

“Don’t let your sister get into trouble.” Ruby turned toward the door, then looked back at them. “And don’t go near your uncle Ted’s room!” Seeing Allie’s chin begin to quiver at the tone of her voice, she added, “I mean, he’s very tired, so leave him be so he can rest.”

Then, almost running, she headed down the block and onto Avenue M, past the Cohens’ empty house and Lenny’s shuttered store, down to the Empire City Food Mart. Here she bought two bottles of Coke and, her actual goal, four bottles of Phez, a loganberry juice.

There’d been an advertisement in the Examiner recently, featuring a drawing of a smiling nurse and claiming that Phez was a tonic against fever caused by influenza. (“It soothes, refreshes, and nourishes!”) Seeing these boasts, Evie had given a great snort of disbelief. “At least Bacardi Ron, which claims the same thing, has alcohol, so you feel less pain,” she’d said. “But loganberry juice? Sorry, but no.”

Still, maybe Evie was wrong. Maybe the makers of Phez knew something even she didn’t. Carrying the bottles carefully, Ruby walked home as fast as she could, past people who—perhaps because her face was flushed, her eyes wild—gave her a wide berth.

The girls were waiting for her just inside the front door. Amanda looked very solemn.

“Uncle Ted coughed,” she said.

Ruby felt something click and spin inside her head. “How many times?”

“Just once.” Suddenly the six-year-old seemed to understand how upset the information had made Ruby. “But he didn’t sound as bad as that man in the candy store.”

Ruby put her free hand on the top of her niece’s head for a moment. It was cool to the touch. “Thank you, Amanda,” she said. “Come with me.”

In the kitchen she popped the metal top off a Coca-Cola, poured some into a glass, and handed it to Amanda. “Share with your sister,” she said. “Don’t spill it.”

Then Ruby levered the top off the Phez bottle, poured some of the fragrant purple-red juice into a glass, and added the coldest water she could get out of the tap. With a long spoon—which reminded her of egg creams, of hands—she mixed the concoction.

The two girls never took their eyes off her.

Carrying a newly soaked compress in one hand, the glass of diluted Phez in the other, Ruby walked carefully up the stairs. As soon as she stepped into Ted’s room, though, she realized that he was in no shape to drink loganberry juice or anything else.

The entire room was as hot as if someone had brought a wood-burning stove inside. It was suffused with the cloying smell of sickness, and Ruby wondered if the odor came from her brother’s lungs. Ted lay on his back, and though his eyes were open, he didn’t appear to see anything. Nor did he turn his face in her direction when, panicked, she called out to him. His cheeks were bright red, as if he’d been slapped, and sweat streaked his forehead. It had already drenched his shirt and soaked the bedclothes.

Ruby placed the useless glass of Phez carefully on the little night table, went over and opened the room’s only window, then returned to the bed and sat down beside her brother.

As she took his wet, burning hand in hers, he coughed, a weak, wretched sound. Ruby fought off a wave of terror stronger than any she’d ever felt. Was he about to die, before anyone else even came home? Should she try to take him to a hospital? How could she even get him downstairs?

And Ruby herself. Was she sick already? Had the germs spread into her body, her lungs? Would she, too, die?

She wanted nothing more than to run from the room. But she stayed where she was, holding his hand, saying words to him that he couldn’t hear and that she never was able to recall. Perhaps they weren’t words at all, only sounds.

Shaking her head to clear it, she reached out and picked up the cool washcloth. She placed it gently on his forehead, and for a moment his rigid muscles seemed to relax a little.

While he lay there, not helping, not even seeming aware of what she did, she struggled to unbutton his limp shirt, then to wriggle it out from under him. How white his chest was! How thin! The skin, stretched tight, seemed barely to cover the ribs.

As she bent over him, readjusting the cloth, he drew in a sharp, spasmodic breath—his frail chest expanding so that Ruby thought for an instant that it might burst—and coughed again. This cough made a deep, harsh sound, and it brought Ted back closer to awareness, though still his red-tinged eyes were unfocused.

“It hurts,” he said.

“I know,” she said to him. “I know. Just rest, Ted. Rest, and you’ll feel better.”

Already the cloth was as steamy as if she’d been running it under the hot tap. She went to the bathroom and rinsed it in cold water, then returned and mopped his brow, and his chest, once more. Again and again she did this, replenishing the cloth, mopping away the sweat, speaking even if he could not hear her. For hours and hours, until she thought that this was the way she’d live out the rest of her life. Standing, running to the sink, wetting the cloth, returning, sitting, applying the compress, speaking into his unhearing ear.

When someone, Evie, Mama, finally came into the room that evening, Ruby was nearly blind, staggering, and only when someone else, Papa, Nick, took the cloth away from her and steered her downstairs, to the kitchen, to the table, did she allow herself to stop, to loosen her muscles, to let go.

She sat there, exhausted, head resting on her arms, drenched in sweat—her own or Ted’s, she didn’t know—a glass of water in front of her, moisture beading up on its rim and sliding down like raindrops. Her family moved around her, a blur, a commotion. Ruby listened to their conversation as if it were coming from miles away. Sometimes their words just sounded like babble, but other times she could follow the thread.

They talked, they argued, two or three at a time, while one of them tended to the patient upstairs. At first Nick marched around the room, insisting that they take Ted to the hospital. But Evie, quiet and calm, was equally firm that they leave him where he was.

“There’s no point,” she said. “Worse than no point. All the hospitals are overfull already, and there aren’t enough doctors or nurses.” Ruby saw her give a strange smile. “Many of us are sick, too, you know. We’re not immune.”

Nick stopped his stamping around and stared at her.

“No, not me,” Evie said. “I’m fine. But many others are ill. Of course they are. What would you expect?”

No one said anything to that.

“During an epidemic,” Evie said, “the hospital is the worst place for a sick person.”

But what was the best place?

•   •   •
 No one slept for more than a few hours at a time during the next three days, and afterward, Ruby honestly couldn’t remember sleeping at all. She recalled drinking tall glasses of cold water and juice and even the Phez, which had a sharp tang and left her mouth feeling dry. She supposed she ate every now and again, though she could never say what.

For all of them, attending to Ted became a mechanical enterprise, an endless round of cold compresses, doses of aspirin and salicin and salt of quinine to bring the fever down, and, when that didn’t work, cinnamon mixed with warm milk. (Though Ruby could tell by Evie’s expression that she put little stock in that.)

On the third night Ted’s cough became worse, a thicker, more frequent, agonized sound. A doctor came at some unearthly hour, a gruff, haggard man doing a favor for Evie, and injected oxygen under Ted’s skin. “An oxygen mask would be better,” he told the family, “but I have none to spare.”

“We understand,” Papa said, but his face was washed free of humor, of life. He looked like he didn’t understand anything.

By now, Ruby was no longer allowed in Ted’s bedroom. She stayed with Amanda and Allie, reading to them from books and magazines, her eyes seeing and her mouth moving but her mind somewhere far away.

She made sure they were fed and bathed, since no one else seemed to remember they might need such care. That was something Ruby could do.

Evie and Mama and Nick and Papa took turns upstairs, always making sure to scrub themselves in the bathroom sink before coming back down.

Even so, Ruby could see the bright red drying droplets scattered across the areas they’d missed, on their arms, their cheeks, soaked into their shirts. Still the coughing went on, echoing through the house.

Ted died at eight-thirty on the fourth morning after taking to his bed.

But Ruby had given up hope long before.

•   •   •
 They buried him at the Evergreens out by the Queens border, the cemetery Mama and Papa chose because it was nondenominational. His grave was set on a small rise amid pine trees and stretches of grass, with a view of Manhattan in one direction and the expanse of Jamaica Bay in the other. As the gravediggers dug, Mama leaned on Nick, Papa stood off by himself, and Evie, with Allie on her hip and Amanda holding on to the hem of her skirt, made sure that everything that was supposed to happen happened. Ruby watched a big white bird flap its way across the glimmering marsh on long, unhurried wings.

Afterward, the hearse drove them back to the house. They sat in silence the whole way.

Ted had been with them in the car on the trip to the cemetery, and now he wasn’t with them, and that was that.

The house still smelled of sickness when they walked through the front door. Evie went around opening windows.

It seemed very quiet without the sound of Ted’s coughing.

Ruby sat at the kitchen table, thinking, I should feel like something has ended.

So why do I feel like it’s just begun?



6
 Once the newspapers finally discovered the epidemic, they couldn’t get enough of it. Alongside the advertisements for Cascada Quinine and Phez and the lists of newly dead were announcements that all classes in a local college would be held outdoors, regardless of the weather; that the New York City Police Department was vigorously enforcing the new antispitting regulations; that health experts were set to lecture in public schools throughout the city, emphasizing hygiene as the first line of defense against the ravages of what people had begun to call “the flue.”

It was all too late. At one elementary school in Williamsburg, nearly a thousand students were absent, and teachers were dying at the rate of one every three days. Shops, offices, factories, and theaters were ordered to stagger their opening and closing times to ease congestion on the subways, elevated lines, and trolleys, which the newspapers called “death traps.” In a single day, one Queens cemetery buried more than a hundred victims.

Nurses were among the hardest hit, of course. Evie reported that nearly half of those working for the Brooklyn Bureau of Charities were out sick, and two of her friends at the district nurses’ office died within a day of each other.

“Are you scared?” Ruby asked her.

“Of course I am,” Evie said, though she seemed just as strong and unflappable as ever.

Until Nick started coughing.

•   •   •
 “I’m fine,” he kept saying. “I’m fine.”

But his voice was different when he spoke, less robust, and at the end of sentences his eyes looked a little wild as he drew in a breath that sounded a lot like a gasp.

“To bed with you,” Evie said, and, protesting, Nick went. They could hear him coughing, and the entire family felt a renewed sense of horror at the sound. But his coughs never progressed to the chest-wrenching sound that had characterized Ted’s last two days, and he never drifted in and out of consciousness, or suffered from as high a fever. He was a terrible patient, getting out of bed at the slightest provocation, neglecting to take the medicines they brought to him, and insisting that he was fine.
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