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ROMEOAnd we mean well in going to this mask,But ’tis no wit to go.


MERCUTIOWhy, may one ask?


ROMEOI dreamt a dream tonight.


MERCUTIOAnd so did I.


ROMEOWell, what was yours?


MERCUTIOThat dreamers often lie.


ROMEOIn bed asleep, while they do dream things true.


MERCUTIOO then I see Queen Mab hath been with you.


Romeo and Juliet, Act 1, Scene 4
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Forgiveness means letting go of the hope for a better past.


— Lama Surya Das


Buffalo, New York, December 1866


I had been with the Sisters of Our Lady of Charity of the Refuge for four months when I finally drew up the courage to speak to the Mother Superior. The silent period was in effect, but I couldn’t wait any longer. As I approached her office, my body, weighted with a swollen belly, grew heavier. Before I could change my mind, I steeled myself and knocked on her door. After a terse “Entrez,” I entered. When the Mother saw me, she frowned.


“Why are you not at the laundry, Elisabeth?”


The Sisters, who had come from France to establish an order in Buffalo, had given me a new name upon my arrival. It still made me cringe. “Reverend Mother, I wish to write a letter to my mam.”


“That’s not allowed.”


I had expected to be denied my request but it stung nevertheless. “Why not?”


“You must let go of your past,” Mother said impatiently, her brows knitted, “so you can start a new life.”


All the penitents, as we were known, were forbidden to talk about our pasts, our homes, our families. We couldn’t even reveal our real names, but that hadn’t stopped my friend Genevieve and me from confiding in each other.


“Your maman knew that when she sent you here,” Mother said, “because of your… transgression.” Her eyes rested on my sin.


“But—”


Mother’s eyes narrowed and, after a moment of tense silence, she asked me what I would write to my mother.


I clasped my hands together to still their shaking and hoped my voice wouldn’t fail me. “That I wish to go home.”


“Your family doesn’t want you.” Her mouth curled slightly as if she enjoyed the cruelty of her words.


“That’s not—”


Mother’s posture stiffened. “Our Lady of Refuge is your home now.”


I lowered my head and uttered my next words slowly. “I don’t belong here.”


“You think you’re too good for the Sisters and your fellow penitents?”


“No,” I said softly.


She tapped the Bible on her desk. “It is vanity to be proud.”


“It’s—”


“How dare you talk back to a Bride of Christ,” she snapped. “You have fallen from Grace and can only be restored to purity in God’s eyes if you carry out your atonement in the proper spirit of remorse—without complaint.”


We’d been told we would be rewarded when we’d done our penance, with what no one knew.


I stood there meekly as Mother went on. “The work you do in the laundry helps wash you of your sins. Do you know what happened to Jezabel?”


Before I could answer she leaned forward, her voice rising with her agitation. “She was thrown over a balcony and eaten by dogs. If you do not do your penance, you will perish in the fires of Hell and remain there for all eternity.”


“How long,” I started, nearly choking on my words. “How long will it take to get redemption?” The last few words came out barely above a whisper.


“What makes you think you’re so special you’ll ever enter Heaven?” she thundered, bolting out of her chair and ushering me out of her office.


Dismissed and demoralized, I went to the laundry.


At supper, I expected to be denied a meal and forced to kneel on the floor, as other penitents were made to do for speaking during the silent period. But nothing happened.


For the next two days I slept uneasily, fretting over my visit to the Mother, fearful of what my punishment might be.


On the third day, Sister Agnes came to my dormitory before dawn. The creak of the door woke me. A few other girls stirred from their slumbers but remained quiet. As I rose, Genevieve caught my eye. My friend’s look expressed sympathy and terror for me.


After dressing, I followed Sister Agnes down the stairs. I slowed my pace, knowing where she was taking me. “Mother Superior is waiting,” she barked.


When we reached the basement room to which I would be banished, Mother stood outside the door in her stiff white habit, white scapular, and black veil as dark as her heart.


“You would really put someone with child in there?” I asked the Mother with as much defiance as I could bluster.


She glared at me. I had insulted her decency. Now I would really pay. “Get inside, you impudent thing,” Mother said.


I felt a kick in my abdomen. Was my baby as distressed as I was? I took a step back, placed a protective hand on my belly. “I will not.” As much as I feared the nuns, my fear of being locked away so near to giving birth was greater.


Mother’s dour face clouded, a storm gathering. “Now,” she hissed.


When I didn’t move, Mother said to Sister Agnes, “Get this insufferable wretch inside.”


The Sister took me by the elbow. “Elisabeth—”


“That’s not my name!” I screamed and shook my arm free.


Sister Agnes was as thin as a communion Host, but the Mother was stout and used her heft to shove me toward the dark room. I stumbled. My arms and knees hit the stone floor first, and then I felt the thud of my belly. Slowly, I rolled onto my side. As I groaned, Sister Agnes stepped over me and grabbed my dress. Mother straddled me and they pulled me into the room.


Mother closed the door and locked it, leaving me in pitch black. I clutched my stomach, fearful the fall had injured my unborn daughter. I was sure I would have a girl, just as my older sister, Hannah, had shortly before I’d been sent away for my unpardonable sin.


Slowly, I heaved myself off the floor and inched forward. A rat scurried across my path. When I found a wall, I slid my back down it and folded my knees until they rested on my swollen belly. Without a coat or blanket, I shivered in the damp cold. It seeped into my nose, my throat, my bones.


After a while the door opened. Dim light from the kerosene lamps in the hallway allowed a glimpse of a tray. As one of the nuns pushed it inside, I lunged on my hands and knees toward the door before the darkness closed in on me again. The tray held a cup of cooled tea and stale bread, which I greedily drank and ate.


I didn’t have my rosary beads, but I said the rosary over and over again anyway. When I wasn’t praying, I was planning my escape. The convent’s stone walls weren’t high enough to keep me from getting out.


[image: Images]


Long after I lost count of my time in the basement, I felt a pop and warm liquid seeped between my legs. At first I worried I had lost control of my bladder—the chamber pot left for me was nearly overflowing—but then I felt a spasm, so sharp I doubled over. As more of the fluid gushed onto the floor, I crawled to the door and banged and screamed for help until I lost my voice and my hands ached.


Agonizing pain came in waves, each one bigger than the last: crashing, rolling tides, like the waves that had battered my family’s crowded ship on our voyage from Ireland to America. Then, I’d been at the mercy of the sea and the captain; now I was at the mercy of the nuns and God. I closed my eyes. When I opened them I was separated from my laboring body, floating near the ceiling looking down at myself. Was I dead? I was writhing in agony below, so I must be alive. Where I hovered there was no torment, only peace and calmness. It was only when I began to worry that I needed to be with my body to bring my baby into the world that I went back to the savage throes of childbirth.


When it was over I collapsed in relief. My body throbbed but unbridled joy soared within me when the nun who had rescued me from the basement placed my precious daughter in my arms. “Should I start nursing her now?”


The Sister hesitated. “No, let’s wait.”


I assumed she knew best. After a short time she took the baby so I could rest. Exhausted, I fell asleep. When I woke, nightfall had come. I was alone. I drifted into sleep again. In the morning the nun who ran the infirmary returned. She handed me a cup of ergot of rye tea. I took a sip and asked for my baby.


She wouldn’t meet my eyes. “You need to rest.”


Another sip of tea and then more firmly I said, “I want to hold my baby.”


“She’s being taken care of,” the Sister replied and turned to leave. I grabbed her arm.


“I want my baby. Now.”


She shook loose of my hold and left the room. The Sister’s behavior was upsetting. Of course as a new mother I wanted to hold my child. Was she sickly? When I’d held her, she hadn’t appeared to be anything but the healthiest infant. If something had happened in between giving birth and her being taken from my arms, why would they hide that from me?


Later in the day Sister Agnes came.


“Please bring Hannah back,” I said.


She gave me a quizzical look.


“I named my baby after my sister.”


She started to say something, then hesitated and stopped.


“Please, I want to see my baby,” I pleaded with her.


She straightened as if bracing herself. “She’s been taken to St. Vincent’s.”


I stared at her, confused.


Her next words stunned me to my core. “It’s an orphan asylum.”


I bolted upright. “What do you mean? I can take care of her.”


Sister hesitated, pursed her thin lips. “It’s for the best.”


“Bring me my baby,” I said, my voice sharp and high as I fought back the hysteria rising inside me.


“I can’t… she’s already gone.”


“What do you mean?” I threw off the bedsheets. “She’s my baby.”


“Elisabeth—”


“Stop calling me that. My name is Annie.”


I choked down a sob, then let it come forth. My body wracked with despair.


The nun in charge of the infirmary returned, hastened by my screams, and instructed me to stay in bed. With all the strength I could muster I pushed them both and stood. Sister Agnes lost her balance but the other nun stood her ground. I clawed at her, drawing blood. When Sister Agnes regained her footing, they pinned me down and held me until I stopped struggling.


Venomous bile filled me. The nuns had taken my name, my dignity, and now my baby. The convent wasn’t a refuge; it was Hell, and I would no longer remain a prisoner.
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After two days in the infirmary I was told I must return to my work in the laundry, where I’d slaved for hours on end six days a week, cleaning filthy linens from the hospital. My body still ached from giving birth, so much that I could barely stand, but I did not argue with the nuns. All I could think of was leaving the convent and finding Hannah.


That night, back in the dormitory, Genevieve lifted the covers and slipped in beside me. We weren’t supposed to visit each other’s beds, but the girls regularly broke this rule. The nuns held our words captive during the day; at night they rushed forth in furtive whispers.


I told Genevieve of my plan to escape, thinking I could convince her to join me. The thought of having someone by my side eased my fears.


She shook her head. “I’ve been out in the world. It’s not a nice place.”


After her father left, her mother had forced a twelve-year-old Genevieve to dance at a concert saloon to help support the family. It was a local detective who, horrified by the sight of a young girl on the stage, brought her to the nuns.


“Do you know where you’ll go?” Genevieve asked as she tucked a strand of loose hair behind my ear and smoothed my short auburn locks. All penitents had their hair cut upon arrival, just as soon as we’d been given a new name, a bath, and an ugly dress to wear. We were told it was a means to help bring us into a state of Grace.


“Somewhere in town, I suppose. I can’t go back home.”


Genevieve’s eyes grew wide. “Oh no, you mustn’t stay in Buffalo. The nuns will go looking for you and they’ll involve the police. They’ll bring you back here. But first, they might let you stay a night in jail.”


As much as I hated to admit it, Genevieve was right. If I went to the orphanage, I would be caught and brought back to the convent, under stricter rules. That would be a worse fate. Mother Superior would undoubtedly throw me back in the basement. I shuddered as I recalled the cold hard floor, the rats scurrying across it.


The morning of my planned getaway, I woke with a fever, hot and lumpy breasts, and a dull ache in my abdomen. I longed to stay in bed, but I didn’t want to wait another week for the wagon that delivered supplies to the convent on Saturdays. It was the only time the back gate was opened.


Before I left my village of Canton in far upstate New York, I’d given my mam most of the money I’d earned working at the men’s clothing store on Main Street. The rest, six dollars, I brought with me and hid underneath the porcelain statue of the Virgin Mary in the corner of the dormitory. As the other penitents filed out of the room, I quickly retrieved my savings and hurried to get in line.


By the end of the week we always moved more slowly, which irritated the Sisters, but it gave Genevieve, who had agreed to help me escape, and me a chance to break away as we crossed the yard to the building that housed the workrooms.


We hid behind a shed, shivering in our thin coats, and watched as Sister Agnes opened the gate. As the wagon pulled onto the grounds, Genevieve approached her. I feared for my friend. She would be punished severely once the Sisters discovered my absence. But she insisted she wanted to do this for me.


I peeked around the side of the shed. The wagon shielded me from view. The driver was perched in his seat, his back to me. I crept toward the open gate and could hear Sister Agnes admonishing Genevieve as I slipped past them.


Once I had boarded a streetcar and paid my five-cent fare, I sank onto a bench and clutched my stomach, praying the pangs would subside and that the nuns wouldn’t find me. As the horse-drawn car plodded along, I wondered if I should have walked to the train depot, but I didn’t think my aching body could handle it.


The small brick depot, warmed by a wood-burning stove, was nearly empty. Suddenly self-conscious about my drab, grey convent dress and short hair, I approached the ticket booth with trepidation. The elderly gentleman on the other side barely acknowledged me.


“Where to?”


“One ticket to Rome, please,” I replied, remembering that was where we switched trains when Sister Agnes had escorted me from Canton.


“That’ll be three dollars and seventy-six cents.”


I gulped. That would leave me only two dollars and nineteen cents. But what choice did I have? I couldn’t stay in Buffalo. Reluctantly, I handed over the money.


To focus on something other than my fear and my feverish aches, I browsed the dime novels in the book stall inside the depot, while keeping a watchful eye out the window. It seemed like forever until that loud clanking bell, coupled with the shrill whistle, signaled my train’s arrival. I went outside to the platform, anxious to board as soon as possible.


When I traveled with Sister Agnes from Canton to Buffalo, we’d sat in the ladies’ carriage. That was the first place the nuns would look for me. And though they would never enter the men’s coach, it would look suspicious if I tried to sit there. Would they look for me in the third-class passenger car? I wondered, uncertain which railcar, if any, might best protect me.


The conductor yelled, “All aboard!” I glanced around again and froze. There was Sister Agnes, walking toward the depot with a policeman. I scanned the length of the train and spotted the mail carriage. Without hesitating, I proceeded toward it and boarded.


The mail carriage was empty save for a table, several canvas sacks with brass locks, and a pile of wooden boxes stacked up in a corner. I rushed to hide behind the boxes as a man entered the car. I could hardly breathe for fear of what would happen if he discovered my presence. He shuffled through the mail, whistling as he worked.


When the conductor called for final boarding, the man in the railway post office shut the door. The space dimmed but light shone through the windows along each side of the car and the skylights in the ceiling. Suddenly, I heard his footsteps come toward me and, as he leaned over to grab one of the canvas bags at my feet, our eyes met. He was young, in his early twenties perhaps, and his placid expression surprised me.


“What’cha doin’ in here, miss?” he asked me, no hint of anger in his voice.


I was about to speak when the door opened. The mailman motioned for me to stay quiet and stood to address the visitor.


“Mornin’ officer,” he chirped. “What can I do for you?”


I stifled a gasp.


“Have you seen a young woman, about sixteen years of age, in a grey dress?”


I held my breath. Would he give me away?


“No, haven’t seen anyone.”


“Sorry to bother you,” the policeman said. “Have a good day.”


The door shut, but I remained on edge. What if the mailman thought better of it and changed his mind before the train left the station? His footsteps came toward me again. He squatted down in front of me. His hands were clasped, his elbows resting on his knees.


“You’re from the convent, aren’t you?”


I jerked my head up. “How did you know?”


“One of my sisters was sent there.”


I leaned my head against the wall. My body relaxed.


He stood and held out a hand. As he pulled me to my feet, I winced. “Are you unwell?” he said with concern.


“I’m fine,” I said, too embarrassed to admit the truth even as the cramp in my abdomen continued to worsen.


The train started to move and I nearly lost my balance. The young man caught me. “Perhaps you should stay seated,” he said, returning to the pile of the mail he’d been sorting.


I nodded, relieved to settle myself back on the floor. The swaying of the train lulled me to sleep. He woke me at the first stop. “Miss, it’s probably best if you go sit in the ladies’ car now. It’ll be a lot more comfortable for you.”


He helped me to my feet and I followed him to the door, but I was reluctant to exit. What if the police had sent word by telegram to the next station? The postal agent noticed my hesitation. He leaned outside the door and glanced around. “It’s okay, you’re safe.” I thanked him and stepped onto the platform.


Once I’d settled into the ladies’ car, my thoughts turned to my final destination. I wouldn’t stay in Rome; it wasn’t far away enough from the Sisters for me, and I didn’t know how far north I could get with the little money I had. Canton was out of the question for the time being. I wouldn’t go there without Hannah or without my family’s permission. The last time my sister and I had spoken, she had refused to convince our mam to let me stay in Canton, denouncing me for the shame I’d brought to the family. Our priest had advised Mam to send me to Buffalo and, without my da, who died when I was ten years old, the Father’s word was final.


Wherever I landed, I wouldn’t have anyone to help me. I would be a stranger, with no family, no friends, no convent walls to protect me. The relief of being away from the Sisters was tempered by the fact that I had no idea what to expect once I arrived in my new town. I hadn’t considered what I would do for food and shelter.


In Rome, I still had no idea where to go. I looked helplessly at the ticket agent, who grew more and more impatient by the second.


“Well, miss, I haven’t got all day.” He pointed to the others in line behind me.


I considered the other stops on the line. Gouvernour was close to Canton, but that was where the father of my child lived and I didn’t want to go there. “What about Watertown?” I said. The town wasn’t too far from home.


“That’ll be a dollar thirty-eight.”


I handed over two dollars, took my change and my ticket, and mumbled thanks as I walked away.


When the train arrived at Watertown and it came time for me to disembark, it took great effort for me to stand. In addition to the ache in my abdomen, I felt feverish and my legs shook so badly I feared they would buckle. Yet, somehow, I held steady and began to walk as if I knew where I was going, though I hadn’t a clue.


I followed the flow of passengers into a tall red brick building near the depot, down its long hallway and into an opulent lobby.


“Welcome to the Woodruff House,” a male clerk said to a couple that approached a long counter along a wall. I lingered as they registered with the hotel but flew out the door when I heard the clerk inform them of the nightly rate.


Canton’s one main street was lined with modest, mostly one-story buildings. Here, structures as tall as three, four, and even five stories towered over the square in which the hotel was situated.


The afternoon light was waning, and what little warmth the pale winter sun offered would soon dissipate. As I walked around the square, contemplating my next move, a lamplighter called down to me from his ladder. “What’cha doin’ out ’ere all alone, miss?”


The man jumped off his ladder and walked toward me. “I’m meeting someone,” I said cautiously.


“Who’re ya meeting?”


“That’s none of your business. I must be going.”


The man quickly closed the distance between us and grabbed my arm. “Why are ya in such a hurry?” His body reeked of unwashed skin and his breath of rotten teeth. “Why don’t we go for a drink and a little fun?”


I managed to tear myself free. “Leave me alone,” I hissed as I ran away, his sinister laugh trailing behind me.


At the edge of the square, the scent of fresh pumpernickel and sourdough beckoned me. I couldn’t waste my last eighty-one cents, but I hadn’t eaten all day. As I neared the bakery, I felt a wetness between my legs. Lifting my dress, I saw a crimson red stream pooling down my thighs. Then everything went black.
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Through half-opened eyes I made out the blurred figures of two women hovering over me. I was lying on a table beneath a pile of quilts. I felt the warmth of a fire blazing nearby. The familiar scent of ergot of rye tea reached my nose. I tried to sit up but a hand gently pressed me back.


“Miss, you need to lie down.”


“Where am I?” I said, slipping back into sleep before I could hear the response.


When I woke again, the same woman was still by my side, but I had been moved to the most luxurious bed I’d ever slept in. I glanced around the room. My convent dress was draped over a chaise. I put a hand to my chest; I still wore my chemise. The woman, who had a homely but kind face, helped me sit up. She put a cup to my lips and warm liquid coursed through me.


“Where am I?” I said again.


“My landlady’s house. What’s your name?”


“Annie.”


The woman smiled. “That’s my name, too. But everyone calls me Mollie.”


Before I could ask why, she asked me where I was from.


I blinked back tears. “Canton. But I was most recently in Buffalo.” I didn’t want to tell her why.


“Who’s Hannah?”


“My sister.” I wanted to say that was also the name I’d given my daughter but I could not form the words.


As I took another sip of tea, Mollie touched my arm gently. “When did you give birth?” she asked, no hint of judgment in her words or on her face.


I stopped drinking and lowered the cup away from my mouth. “How did you know?”


She took my tea and set it on a nightstand. “Your stomach is still swollen. And some of the afterbirth hadn’t come out.”


I made a face. I had no idea what she was talking about.


Mollie removed the damp cloth from my forehead. “It caused a bad infection,” she explained as she set a fresh rag into place. “You were in such a state. We called a doctor. He said it was a good thing we found you…”


I placed a hand on one of hers and peered into her hazel eyes. “Thank you. I don’t know how I could ever repay you.”


She put her other hand, damp from the washcloth, over mine. “What kind of person would I be if I left you lying in the street?”


At first nothing disturbed me and I slept soundly for the next few days. But as I began to improve, the liveliness of the house kept me awake. Women’s voices echoed in the hallway during the day, and at night, men’s voices too. Throughout the evening the house bell rang constantly. Laughter and music and singing floated upstairs as a door downstairs, I assumed to a parlor, opened and closed.


When I had recovered enough to leave my room, I put on the wrap Mollie had left for me and ventured into the hall. The other doors were shut. Perhaps the boarders are at work, I thought, my spirits lifting with the hope that maybe one of them could help me find employment.


Downstairs, the housekeeper was dusting the furniture in the parlor, a large dimly lit room that reeked of liquor and cigar smoke. A more enticing smell emanated from the back of the house, so I made my way to the kitchen where the woman who had helped Mollie tend to me hovered over the cast iron stove.


“It smells good in here,” I said, announcing my presence.


The cook’s hands flew to her chest as she whipped around. “My Lord, you startled me!” She spoke with a foreign accent I didn’t recognize.


“I’m sorry.”


She waved me off. “You must be starving. You haven’t eaten in days. Sit.”


Her manner was brusque but kind. She ladled stew into a bowl and set it before me at the table. Forgetting my manners, I ate it greedily.


“Where is everyone else?” I asked between bites.


“It’s too early for these girls.”


“Too early?”


She chuckled. “You don’t know what kind of house you’re in?”


“This is a boardinghouse, is it not?” I said, though the sounds that echoed through the house at all hours of the night suggested otherwise.


The cook’s heavy frame shook as she laughed heartily at my expense. “Honey, this is a joy house.”


I tried to hide my shock. This must be the kind of place my priest in Canton and at the convent had railed against.


As I headed back upstairs, an older woman, more matron than maiden, emerged from a room behind the staircase.


“I see you’re feeling better,” she said. “I’m Mrs. Harding.”


By her demeanor I surmised she ran the house. I wondered where her husband was but didn’t dare ask. “Yes. Thank you for taking me in.”


“You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like. Did Olga give you something to eat?”


“Yes, thank you.”


And with that Mrs. Harding took her leave. “I’m going to run some errands. Please tell the others I’ll be back this afternoon.”


Upstairs, the girls were stirring.


“Which one is Mollie’s room?” I asked a girl who was just opening her door.


She pointed but shook her head. “I wouldn’t knock yet, she’s probably still asleep.”


I heeded her warning.


“I’m Nora,” she added, walking past me to the landing rail. “Olga, I don’t smell any coffee! Are you making some?” she shouted.


Olga replied with what I imagined was an expletive in her native tongue. Nora looked at me, rolled her eyes, and we both giggled. She retreated to her room but left the door open, so I followed.


Nora’s bedchamber was virtually identical to mine but piles of clothing were strewn across her four-poster bed and floor, bottles and brushes of varying shapes and sizes cluttered her vanity, and a stack of books lay alongside her chaise. I sat down and picked one up.


Nora reached for a hairbrush. “You like to read?”


I nodded. I’d brought my collection of dime novels with me to the convent, but Mother Superior had confiscated them upon my arrival. “There will be none of that in this holy house,” she had told me, holding up my copy of Ann Stephens’s latest, The Gold Brick, shaking it as if trying to dislodge a demon from between its covers. “Habitual novel reading leads to nervous disorders, and, in a state of mental intoxication, wayward conduct is sure to follow.” Sneering at my protruding belly, she had added, “I believe you know this to be true.”


“Take it, if you’d like,” Nora offered. “Take as many as you want.”


I hadn’t read anything in a long while and yearned for a new escape. I grabbed three books and examined them. The frontispiece of George Thompson’s Venus in Boston: A Romance of City Life depicted a woman on a settee leaning over to kiss the man seated next to her, a small dog observing them from the floor. I had never seen such a sensational drawing in a book and didn’t quite know what to make of it. What kind of novel was this? I found myself intrigued.


“Thank you. I’ll return them soon.”


“Take your time,” she said, setting her brush down. “I’m going downstairs to get some coffee.”


I ventured over to Mollie’s bedchamber. She answered my knock with a corset in hand. While she dressed, I sat at her vanity. Among the array of bottles was one for laudanum. My mam often used the opium tincture to calm her nerves, especially after my da died when I was ten years old. Sometimes I feared she used too much.


I pushed that distressing thought out of mind and picked up a pocket-sized black book, the Chicago Sporting and Club House Directory. “What’s this?” I said to Mollie.


She glanced at the book. “It’s a list of the best parlor houses in Chicago. One of my callers forgot to take it with him.” Then she declared, “I’m moving to Chicago.”


Before I could ask when, she said, “What happened to your baby?” and turned around. I went over to her to tie up the back of her corset.


“The nuns took her from me.”


“Of course.” She sucked in her stomach as I started lacing. “Why did you leave Buffalo?” Mollie’s tone was inquisitive not judgmental, but the agony of having my baby taken from me was still too fresh. I pulled the string harder. “I couldn’t stay at the convent one more day.”


“I can imagine. I wouldn’t want to live in such a place.” She shuddered dramatically.


“There, all done.” I patted her back and made my own declaration. “I plan to get Hannah back.”


She gave me a quizzical look as she reached for her hoop crinoline.


“I named my baby after my sister,” I explained.


“Ah. What about your family back home?”


My face must have taken on a grieved look because Mollie quickly added, “Forgive me for prying.”


She opened her armoire. I held the bodice she handed me while she donned a skirt and ran my hand over the rich, dark green silk. Mollie’s clothes were much nicer than the calicos I’d worn in Canton. I had looked forward to wearing the latest fashions when Leslie and I married. Thinking of him further soured my mood.


Mollie smoothed her skirt. “I used to work at one of the factories. There were a few women who had babies. They hardly spent any time with them because they worked so many hours.”


She took the bodice from me and slipped her arms into it. “The lucky ones had families who could help.”


“And if they didn’t?”


Buttoning her bodice, she said matter-of-factly, “They did whatever was necessary to survive.”


I didn’t ask what that entailed, but I imagined working in a brothel was one of the choices. I would never resort to that.
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Six weeks after Mollie rescued me, I stepped outside Mrs. Harding’s house, ready to start my life anew. I gingerly navigated around the snowdrifts, but slush still managed to seep into the worn soles of my shoes. As I approached the square, to my right I observed a row of long, low buildings by the river. Some of them spewed black smoke.


It had been easy to obtain a position at the men’s clothing store in Canton. Surely it would be easier here, with so many businesses. The thought that I could soon earn enough money to get Hannah back lightened my step.


But my experience in Canton didn’t matter. Every shopkeeper eyed me disapprovingly, turning me away when I couldn’t give a reference. Late in the afternoon, on the third day, my options nearly exhausted, I entered a covered shopping arcade. Soft daylight poured through the second-floor ceiling made of small glass squares. I was so mesmerized by it, I nearly bumped into a gentleman exiting a set of stairs.


Several stores as well as an art studio lined the ground floor. A help wanted sign hung in the window of Baker & Chittenden, Tobacconists. I paused at the entrance, mustering the courage to enter. The heavy pungent smell reminded me of my da and his ever-present pipe.


A tall man carrying a stack of cigar boxes in from the back room noticed me. “May I help you?”


The way he eyed me made me pull my coat tighter. “I’m looking for work,” I said warily.


“What kind of experience do you have?” he asked, setting the cigar boxes on the counter.


I told him about my job with Mr. Storrs and then lied. “I’m recently widowed.”


He moved closer. Peering down at me, he said, “You look rather young to be a widow.”


Heat rose in me, not fever, but a blush of shame, as if he knew what I had done.


“I need some help in the storage room,” he offered.


Trying to still the quaver in my throat, I said, “What kind of help?”


“I’ll show you.”


“How much can you pay me?”


“That depends.” He ogled me again.


The hair on my skin stood on end. I took a step back. “Thank you, but I should go.” As I turned to leave, he grabbed my arm.


“What are you doing?” I cried. “You’re hurting me!”


The man started to pull me toward the back room, his breath hot on my neck. “I’ll show you what I want.”


Unable to wrench away from him, I pretended to stumble, hoping he would loosen his grip. He only held me tighter. Just then, the jingle of the door’s bell forced the man to release me, and I rushed past the startled customer entering the store.


I returned to the house, still shaking. Mollie was out. Nora’s door was open. She glanced up from filing her nails when I entered and wrinkled her brows. “Are you all right?”


When I told her what had happened, she sighed. “Respectable women don’t work at those kinds of places. It’s not a proper occupation for a woman.”


I thought of Nora’s “occupation,” and how improper it was, but kept quiet.


“Besides,” she said, “you’ll never get a job in that dress.”


My dress from Our Lady of Refuge had been washed, but no amount of cleaning could remove the ugliness. I’d always hated the itchy woolen dress and the shame I felt when I wore it.


“I would let you borrow something,” Nora added, “but you still have the problem of supplying a reference.”


Remembering Mollie’s comments about the mothers she used to work with, I asked Nora if the factories would require a reference.


“You want to be someone’s slave?” Nora rolled her eyes and pointed her nail file at me. “How much do you think you’ll earn making shoes or working in the mills?”


I didn’t want to admit that I hadn’t thought about it so, with forced confidence, I said, “I’m sure it would be enough to live on my own.”


Nora scoffed. “Darling, the most you’ll make is a dollar-and-a-half a week. And guess what? Room and board costs more. Besides, they’ll also ask for a reference.”


“Maybe not with her looks,” Kate said as she entered Nora’s room and threw herself down on the bed.


I thought of my days at the convent slaving away long hours in the laundry with no pay. Bitterness crept into my voice. “How does a woman live on those wages?”


“She doesn’t. Those jobs are for girls who live at home,” Kate explained. “Or if they’re on their own, they meet men at assignation houses.”


“At what?”


“A place where men and women meet to have sex.”


My jaw dropped.


“I do hope you’re not trying to persuade this poor girl to become a public woman,” Mollie, who had just returned, chided the others from the doorway.


“She’s already a fallen woman,” Nora said, looking at me pointedly. “And once that happens, honey, there ain’t nothing you can do to get back up.”


“If it ain’t you, it’ll be another girl,” Kate chimed in. “Do you want to be the one on the street?”


“You could always go to the workhouse for the poor,” Nora suggested.


“She’d be better off in a jail cell,” Mollie said with the disdain of someone who knew from experience.


“Besides, you won’t find a fancy, rich man at a factory,” Kate added. “Only a lowly manager, and he’ll probably want to take advantage of you.” She was about to say something else but Mollie’s glare stopped her.


I had to find employment somewhere, anywhere. Maybe I’d have better luck finding work in a bigger place. “I could go to New York City,” I said hesitantly.


Nora laughed. “Honey, you’d be eaten alive. You wouldn’t be able to find a job, at least not a respectable one. When I was there the newspapers had advertisements saying, ‘No Irish need apply.’ The stores too.” She set down her nail file. “Men will use all kinds of tricks to lure innocent girls like you into places you’d rather not be. Have you read that book I loaned you, Venus in Boston?”


I shook my head.


“It’s about a pretty but poor fourteen-year-old girl who sells apples to help her family survive—until a lecherous old man has her kidnapped and brought to his mansion so he can deflower her.”


I was glad I hadn’t started reading the book. Horrified, I said, “I shall bring it back to you at once.”


Nora threw her head back and laughed raucously. “George Thompson and others like him write books about life the way it is, not sappy fairy tales.”


As I was about to protest Nora chirped, “But don’t fret, the girl is rescued, her virginity intact. Now there’s a fairy tale ending!”


I bit my lip. My options were rapidly narrowing. “I could work for a family,” I said, more brightly than I felt.


“You want to be a Bridget?” Kate said.


“A what?”


“A Bridget is the term for an Irish domestic servant—and it’s not meant in a nice way.”


“Most of the household servants in America are Irish girls,” Nora chimed in. “With your looks, you’ll have the master of the house trying to take you to bed your first night. The wife will hate you. And her spoiled rotten children will—”


“They wouldn’t let her near the children,” Kate interjected.


“Why not?” I glanced around, waiting for an answer. It came from Mollie. “Most of the wealthy families are Protestant. They would never allow a Catholic to help rear their children.”


Nora drew another bleak picture. “You’ll go to work as some uppity woman’s servant, sleeping in their attic with the vermin, hot in the summer, freezing in the winter. You’ll marry an Irish laborer, and next thing you know, you’ll have ten children and run a boardinghouse to help your family make ends meet.”


“I’ll do no such thing,” I said, raising my chin. “I plan to marry a rich man.”


I ignored the girls’ skeptical looks and went back to my room, deflated. It seemed a woman could only survive in this world with the help of a man. And no reputable man wanted a woman who’d borne a child out of wedlock. Even if I claimed to be a widow, I still wasn’t as desirable. It seemed I was out of options.










5


I’d made up my mind, but I couldn’t get myself to knock on Mrs. Harding’s door. As I tried to draw up the courage, the door swung open. She paused before addressing me. “Do you need something?”


I stared at her, paralyzed. But the thought of holding Hannah again galvanized me. “Do you have a minute?”


She motioned for me to follow her to the parlor. We sat in silence as I convinced myself that this was the right path for me. I took a deep breath and said, “I wish to board at your house.” My voice broke on the last word, and with it, my spirit.


Mrs. Harding arched her eyebrows. “You do understand what that means?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


She eyed me. “Will your family make trouble if they find you here?”


They would be horrified, but I would never tell them. “You needn’t fear any trouble, ma’am.”


“Very well. I’ll explain the house rules.”


I straightened and gave her my full attention.


“The one rule you must follow at all times is to perform your art. You can’t refuse a guest.” Her use of the word “art” almost made me laugh.


“You’re here to please our guests. You must maintain a pleasing manner and do everything in your power to keep them happy.”


She paused to let me take this in, searching my face, I supposed, for any signs I might not be up to the task. I feigned a calm demeanor but my insides churned like a bucking horse.


“Don’t hurry them, and be sure to wash yourself from the basin after each caller, rearrange your hair and gown, and come downstairs. One may offer you a bottle of perfume, which you are allowed to take. If so, thank him. And if a gentleman gives you any extra money, you may keep it. But half the agreed upon fee belongs to the house.”


After each guest? How many would I entertain each night? I had ever only been with one man, and I was in love with him. I wanted to run from the room, run as far away from Mrs. Harding’s as I could. But I wanted Hannah back even more. I would do whatever it took to provide for her.


“Yes, ma’am, I do,” I said when Mrs. Harding asked if I accepted all the rules.


“One more thing,” she said. “You’ll borrow a dress from one of the other girls until you can buy yourself a new one. You don’t want to start off in debt.”


My stomach knotted even more at the realization that I was to start right away.


Back in my room, the large bed dominating the space took on new meaning. With Leslie, our trysts in the threshing barn were always hurried, on the rough loft floor, the excitement heightened for fear of discovery. Here, I would have to take my time with strange men, in a bed meant for sacred, marital love.


In preparation for the evening ahead, I soaked in an oak tub and then seated myself at Mollie’s vanity. She arranged my hair as best she could given its length. I noticed the initials “CH” on the silver-plated brush.


“Whose is this?” I asked, my curiosity getting the better of me.


She hesitated. “Why do you ask?”


“Those aren’t your initials.”


“It belonged to an old friend. Her name was Cora.”


“Was?” I looked at Mollie in the mirror. Another hesitation.


“She’s not living here anymore, that’s all I meant,” she said.


I sensed there was something she wasn’t telling me. “Where did she go?”


“That’s not important,” Mollie said cryptically. It was clear she didn’t want me to pursue the matter anymore. I broached another subject that had been on my mind.


“How do you… how do you keep from…?”


Mollie paused. Our eyes met in the mirror. She understood. “We cleanse ourselves after each caller,” she said. “And if it does happen, there’s a concoction you can make to induce a miscarriage. But…”


I waited for her to continue. When she didn’t, I turned to face her. “But what?”


“I didn’t want to tell you, after everything you’ve been through…”


I grabbed her hand. “What?”


The longer she went without saying anything, the more worried I became.


“The doctor,” Mollie started. She stopped and took a deep breath. “He doesn’t think you’ll be able to have more children.”


“Oh,” I said, lowering my head and letting go of her hand. My body shook as I took in this unwelcome news.


Mollie tried to lighten the mood. “Let’s finish getting you ready,” she said as she dipped a brush into one of the many colorful containers on her vanity. But as she reached for my face, anger overcame me. “What are you doing?” I barked, grabbing her arm.


“I was going to paint your face.”


“Absolutely not.” Neither my mother nor any of my sisters had ever worn rouge, no respectable woman did. I could perform my job, as disrespectful as it may be, without it.


“But the men like it.”


“I don’t care.”


Mollie blinked. I softened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. This is difficult for me.”


She set down the brush. “I understand,” she said.


I hadn’t wanted to ask Mollie why she had come to Mrs. Harding’s, but now I pried. “How did you end up here?”


She walked over to the window and gazed out for a moment then turned back to me. “My parents threw me out when they discovered I was no longer a virgin. I ended up at the workhouse and found work at the shoe factory, but it wasn’t enough to support myself. I started meeting men at an assignation house and that led me to Mrs. Harding. It’s different when you’re just starting out. It takes some getting used to.”


For a moment I almost lost my nerve, the urge to run gripping me once more. But whatever I would have to endure would be worth it to cradle Hannah in my arms again.


“You’re young and beautiful, and men will swarm to you,” she said, placing her hands on my shoulders and peering into my eyes, her expression solemn and motherly. “Whatever you do, don’t ever be fool enough to work the streets.”


Olga brought me a pair of silk stockings so delicate I feared I might rip them when she handed them to me. In her broken English—she had, I learned, emigrated from Rumania—she told me to encourage guests to buy as much liquor as possible; alcohol, not the bodies on offer, was the main source of income for the house.


After fastening my stockings with pink rosebud garters, Mollie helped me slip into a baby-soft pink silk gown and ivory-colored slippers.


Mrs. Harding looked me over and approved of what she saw. “Now you just need a name.”


I groaned. “Why can’t I use my name?”


“It’s bad luck,” Nora explained.


They began throwing out suggestions, all of which made my skin crawl.


“I was given the name Elisabeth in Buffalo,” I interjected.


The girls gasped.


“You can’t use the same name as the madam,” Nora said.


“How about Bessie?” Kate offered. The other girls nodded their approval. I had known a Bessie in Canton. It was popular among the Irish. I eyed Mrs. Harding.


“Bessie it is,” she declared.
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Mollie’s firm grasp kept me steady as we descended the stairs, though my heart beat faster than the brisk clip-clop of the carriage horses outside. Piano music and lilting voices spilled from the parlor into the hallway while doubt and nausea swept over me.


“There she is,” Kate announced as I stepped into the parlor.


The talking ceased. The men stared. I lowered my eyes, raised them, and surveyed the room. I wanted to rub my temples to stop them from throbbing but feared it would seem impolite.


Mrs. Harding took my elbow as if she were picking up a piece of bone china and steered me toward the only gentleman in the room who seemed to be unattached. He was short and paunchy. “I’m pleased to introduce Miss Bessie Moore.”


To me she said, with a gesture toward my first caller, “This is Mr. Augustus Sweeney. He’s one of Watertown’s most respected businessmen.”


I managed a weak smile. “Pleased to meet you, sir,” I said, wondering why he would visit a brothel if he was so respectable.
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