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Agnes and Marguerite [image: ]



Agnes sets sail a leaf.

Can wishes flow past

where the river ends, if it ends?

Far away, bending by running water,

Marguerite picks up a rock.

What might it tell of long ago?

Wading, waiting, watching,

both girls look up.

Leaving nests in treetops,

herons steer straight

as the high notes of a song.

Pale blue wings blur

beneath clouds.







[image: Image]


Wading, waiting, watching






Agnes: I [image: ]



On Her Way


Agnes leans over her mother

to look out the train window.

Her reflection is caught in the glass

and grime: pale, freckled, curious

as she rides over wheels and tracks for the first time.

She sees tall grasses ripple and blur,

asks, Where is the grass going?

Ma explains meadows only seem to move.

It’s the locomotive that rattles on,

smelling like smoke or the big hammer

Pa swung to mend tracks.

Ma sold his tools to pay

for his funeral and tickets to ride away

from the one home Agnes knew.










The New Roof Chicago, Illinois, 1871



Black streaks through city sky

pierced by steeples and smokestacks.

Grandmother welcomes Agnes and her family

into her two rooms on the third floor of a row house.

She gently touches black-and-blue marks

on Ma’s face, then makes up a bed

where Agnes and the older girls

will wiggle and push for space and blankets.

Ma, the baby, and the toddler will share Grandmother’s bed.

Agnes looks out a cracked window

at buildings darkened by coal smoke.

No green land stretches between them or in front of doors.

Ma used to tell her to stay away

from the men working on the railroad,

but she could play where grasses grew.

Agnes asks, When will we go back home?

Ma turns, smooths a red-checkered cloth

on the kitchen table. We live in Chicago now.








Digging


Days start and often end

with thin oatmeal and strong tea.

Everyone is always a little hungry,

though Ma finds a job in a factory cutting cloth,

bending over a machine to stitch pieces together.

Her bruises have faded.

On Sundays they all go to church,

where they shut their eyes, sing,

and are told all souls are equal. Life is sacred.

Agnes is too young to enroll in the parish school

with her sisters. While Grandmother watches

the wee ones, Agnes wanders.

By the edge of a dirt road,

she scrapes and digs with a stick,

finding roots, rocks, darkness

from which life begins.

She imagines a girl her age

crouching beside her asking, What did you find?








Borders


Shouts and fists mark the edges

of neighborhoods divided by memories

of where grandparents came from,

where they pray, how they curse,

and the colors of skin and hair.

On a corner, boys kick cans, twist

their faces and yell, You don’t belong here.

A girl taunts Agnes for her hair the color

of fox fur and a missing father.

Agnes curls her hand into a fist, punches.

The girl shoves her to the ground, runs.

Agnes heads home with new holes in her stockings.

When she tells her mother what happened,

Ma says, That lass had it coming,

but mind your temper. You’re too little

to remember your pa’s troubles after brawls.

I remember him, Agnes says.

Though she wonders if she confuses

memories with nightmares and dreams.

Meg will show you a few tricks to watch out

for yourself. Ma nods at Agnes’s sister.

But try to keep out of scrapes, Mary Agnes.

Ma calls her that when she’s cross.

Most days she is plain Agnes

on a street where if a mother

shouts Mary from a window,

half the girls turn their heads.








The Whistle


Horses pull wagons of timber, bricks,

or grain for chicken and horses.

Some stalks of oats, wheat, barley,

corn, or other grasses spill from the wagons.

Their seeds sink into the dirt roads’ untrampled edges.

Grasses find places to grow

even in starved soil and smoky air.

One blade curves under the weight

of seeds lined up like tiny buttons.

The tops of other grasses fling out like fireworks.

Agnes brings home a fistful of green.

Her grandmother doesn’t complain

that her frock is stained where she kneels.

She shows Agnes how to fold

a green blade, let her breath

skim through and come out as a whistle.








Hope


Grandmother gives Agnes envelopes

she scavenged from a bin that downstairs neighbors

set out with old newspapers.

Agnes draws on the blank backs.

She likes the smell of the pencil’s wood surface,

the stony soft middle, paper’s grassy fragrance.

Grandmother admires the dandelion Agnes draws.

A clever artist you are!

Ma turns from the pan she’s scrubbing,

says, Sure don’t let praise go to your head.

Agnes knows not to boast. In church

everyone kneels and prays about how

no one is good enough. Her knees hurt.

But now when she closes her eyes,

she thinks, Maybe I can be.

She hushes the hope. That’s not a prayer.








More Lessons


Meg teaches Agnes to sound out words

from a discarded primer and newspapers.

Still, Agnes is glad when she’s old enough

to follow her sisters to school.

Ma braids her hair. She says, If you see

a lass teased or left all alone, go be her friend.

Meg makes sure her younger sister

walks without bruising her knees,

losing a mitten, or pocketing a toad.

At the parish school, nuns’ habits swish

over the floor as girls strive to hold rulers steady,

then struggle to keep letters between the lines.

Agnes learns the art of punctuation.

Periods are plain, but she curves

her hand like a seashell to practice commas.

They memorize the Ten Commandments,

promise to honor their mothers and fathers.

No one mentions how many

don’t have one or the other. Life has hazards.

They study church rules and the lives of saints.

Joan of Arc heard calls from saints and angels.

Agnes hates that she was burned at the stake

for heresy and wearing trousers.

At recess, girls chase and tag one another.

A thin pale child stands alone by the gate.

Her head barely reaches the latch.

Agnes walks over, says Hello, and offers her name.

The girl scowls and says, My mother

told me your dead father hit your mother.

No, he didn’t. Agnes’s quick words

surprise her. So does a thin memory

of raised voices and hands,

and understanding this girl’s words are true.








Last Words


Fever sweeps through the neighborhood

and their home that smells of wet wool,

old apples, and cough medicine.

Agnes’s younger brother and sister weaken and die.

Sweat funnels through the wrinkles

on Grandmother’s face.

She garbles words—green and hills—

bits of stories from her childhood in Ireland.

Ma shifts the pillow. Beneath it, Agnes sees

two of her drawings on the blank sides

of envelopes Grandmother saved for her.

After the wailing, the keening, the wake,

Ma’s eyes look pale as water-thinned tea.

She says, Cry your cry, then carry on.

Agnes won’t ever forget her first drawing teacher,

the one person who encouraged her to keep on.

In the small home, sobbing can’t be secret,

but Agnes tries to muffle her grief.

In church, her voice blends with others.

Dominus vobiscum. Et cum spiritu tuo.

The Lord be with you. And with your spirit.

Agnes walks outside.

Buttercups and violets look too bright.

She picks a fistful of plain green stalks

studded with seeds smaller than tears.

She gives these to her mother.

Those aren’t flowers, her sister Meg scoffs.

Look close, Ma says. I see blossoms coming.








More than One Story


In seventh grade, the girls study

history beyond the lives of saints.

Some grandparents came from Ireland

in the days of the Great Hunger,

when potatoes rotted from blight

and nothing was left to eat.

Some fought in the Civil War,

which ended just before Agnes was born.

Now America is free and great, Sister Lucy says.

She shuts the textbook and adds that God

must be pleased with all the steeples in Chicago,

but perhaps not by how churches

divide worshippers by the color of their skin.

Sister Lucy wants the class to consider

why the rich don’t give more help to the poor,

which Agnes doesn’t think means them.

Though when they kneel, she’s seen holes

in the soles of some girls’ shoes.








Her Places


Like the nuns, the women in Ma’s labor union

believe everyone has a right to food and shelter.

They plan protests for fair wages and eight-hour workdays.

Not all factory owners are cruel, Ma says.

But good ones may be replaced by those

who make promises and break them.

We must fight for laws that keep everyone safe.

Voices together are stronger.

Ma’s friends come to their home

sometimes with bruised faces or bandaged arms.

Agnes helps paint signs to nail on sticks.

Ma’s friends compliment her good eyes and steady hands.

As the women choose signs with fighting words,

Agnes asks, Is there one for me to carry?

A protest is no place for a school lass.

Ma shakes her head. Not yet.

Maybe another time we’ll need your voice.

Agnes is glad. She’d rather be by the river.

But would people ever look up to her

the way they do to her brave mother?








Agnes, Thirteen


Agnes’s sisters quarrel about who tramped

inside with muddy shoes, who never listens,

whose hair is closer to the color of apples or pumpkins,

whose more the copper of pennies?

But Ma praises the girls

when they complete eighth grade,

an education surpassing hers.

They wear longer dresses, their hair pinned

instead of braided, find jobs and bring back

dollars to add to the tin that once held tea.

Meg marries a young man:

both work in his father’s small grocery store.

One sister wraps candy in a factory.

Another works in a packinghouse

hand-twisting the ends of sausages.

The nuns know many girls work such jobs,

but they say girls can be a married mother

or serve the church, two choices plain

as left or right, earth and sky.

One nun says, Nowhere is as safe as a convent.

Agnes looks down at the clean wooden floor.

She likes hearing the whisk of brooms,

the whoosh of habits as nuns bend,

the scratch of scrub brushes.

She’s fond of orderly sentences,

lined-up names and answers.

But she hates the snap of yardsticks,

sometimes a sting on the tops of her hands.

After school, she watches grasses

wave like questions over earth.

Quiet with pencil and paper,

Agnes notices the many shades of green,

some tinted yellow or gold.








What Might Be


After class one day, Sister Lucy tells

Agnes about a museum full of paintings.

It’s in another part of Chicago

that seems as far away as Paris.

Sister Lucy doesn’t praise Agnes’s drawing

or skill with English and Latin grammar,

but says, You could be a teacher.

Agnes knows a teacher must graduate from high school,

while she must stop in eighth grade and help earn money.

And she doesn’t dream of a life keeping children in order.

She shows Sister Lucy her drawings of wild grasses.

Some shoot up to a point.

Some split and splay at the top

or have tiers of seeds like stairways.

Not all art is meant for museums or walls.

Sister Lucy slides a book off a shelf.

She flips past drawings of trees,

wildflowers, and what some call weeds.

She pauses so Agnes can read some words

under the pictures: a flower’s common

and Latin names, a few sentences

about where and when blossoms are likely to be found.

The mix of art and science makes Agnes grin.

Scientists write these field books. Sister Lucy

touches a page smudged with dirt, riffled from rain.

They ask Why? then look for answers.

Some are found in what’s ordinary and overlooked.

A botanist studies the structure and secrets of plants.

Sister Lucy shuts the book,

but the sound of this new word—botanist—

and the flutter of pages echo inside Agnes.

Sister Lucy deepens her voice,

the way she does saying Amen

before turning from prayer to practical talk.

Of course some questions and answers

should be left to the Almighty.

And I don’t know of any women

who do such work, not for pay.

The flutter inside Agnes turns fainter,

but doesn’t stop. Faith can be found

not just in crosses or steeples,

but in the river running over rocks,

bordered by grass that promises to come around again.








Disappearing Circles in Water


Agnes and her mother move into rooms

over the grocery shop with Meg,

her husband, and their baby.

Agnes helps mind the infant, stacks cans in the shop,

straightens newspapers she sometimes reads

to her mother, who never learned how.

Agnes fills baskets with potatoes,

onions, and roasted peanuts.

She lines up apples that Meg complains

Ma gives away to any child who looks hungry.

We must eat, too, Meg tells Ma.

And Agnes is fourteen. It’s high time she stops

wandering in weeds as if she has no home.

They’re looking for girls in the packinghouse

to paste labels on cans of lard, another sister says.

Agnes can’t tell her sisters that the river

and wild grasses promise a life different from theirs.

She doesn’t know how to claim it.

She finishes her tasks and steps outside.

She sees a boy with glossy brown eyes.

Women pay him to wheel their groceries home

in a wagon built from a wooden squash crate

and wheels scavenged from an old baby carriage.

He calls, Hello, Agnes!

Her name sounds sweet from his mouth.

But Agnes hurries away to the cattails

and wild rice by the Chicago River.

She smells wild garlic and the pine

of lumber being shipped to mills.

A feathered creature lifts a long thin leg.

She looks too big and clumsy to fly.

But the bird rises on wide wings,

claims the sky as home.

Agnes picks up a stone, throws it in the water.

She wants to make her mother proud.

She knows she must grow up.

But must leaving childhood mean

turning away when the world calls,

when grasses wave with a green promise?








Marguerite: I [image: ]



What She Holds


Marguerite runs past dandelions, pink clover,

and buttercups whose petals catch sunshine.

She wades in the creek behind her house,

reaches in for a rock.

On this cloudy day, the water,

blurred by movement and minerals,

looks almost as brown as the tops of her hands.

The rock she picks up shines while wet.

Heavy as prayer, it seems to whisper:

Marguerite, you belong here.










Where She Lives Anacostia, Washington, DC, 1900



Marguerite is not yet in school, but her sister

Pat teaches her how to read and write

some words using borrowed books.

In the part of Washington called Anacostia,

like the river that divides their neighborhood

from the grander part of the city,

Pat reads aloud signs on streets

named after abolitionists and Union generals.

Most houses look like theirs, which her grandparents

built after the Civil War on a one-acre lot

bought from the Freedmen’s Bureau.

Only one house on a hill is newer, bigger and brick,

with pillars by a wide porch where no one sits.

Is it haunted? Marguerite asks.

No, Pat says. A great man

used to live there, but I forget his name.








Holes


When her five older sisters and brothers

are in school, Marguerite sits under an old apple tree.

She hears the river run

as she digs a hole with an old spoon.

What’s here, hidden in the earth?

She stirs soil mixed with rocks,

roots, earthworms, ants,

bits of old acorns, seeds and leaves,

darkness from which much grows.

Marguerite whispers the secrets

of the alphabet to a turtle and snail.

Stones are her favorite students.

As she lines them up, she says, Be good,

as Mama does most mornings,

checking that her collar is clean,

her socks stand straight,

the bows in her braids are starched stiff as wings.








Crossing


Marguerite scrambles out of bed, past

a jumble of sisters’ elbows and knees.

The house grows noisy as they quibble

with their brothers while all get ready for school.

Marguerite won’t go until next year.

While her mother turns to the stove,

she follows her father, who joins other men

walking past small, neat houses and yards.

Marguerite hears the soft thud and clatter of horses

pulling wagons of coal or baskets of cabbages,

melons, tomatoes, beets, eggs, and herbs.

Blocks of ice drip from a wagon

holding glass milk bottles that click together.

Her father and his friends hurry past

a corner where White boys

mark boundaries with words and rocks.

The men wait for the streetcar by the wooden bridge.

Marguerite has never yet crossed the river

to see the White House, the Capitol,

and the government printing office,

where her father hauls cartons.

Other men work in hotels as waiters and porters

or hold jobs as messengers, carpenters, or watchmen.

Some deliver mail, but can’t stand behind

post office windows. Her father says they are nice

to people who may or may not be nice back.








Barefoot


Marguerite piles rocks as if they’re her own small kingdom.

She pounds some rocks open,

sometimes finds glimmer inside.

She imagines a friend crouching

beside her, asking, What did you find?

After church bells ring at noon,

she rinses her feet at the well behind her house.

Still, there’s the walk to the door.

Mama examines her toes,

presses her lips together and twists them

quickly as she knots the ends of two threads.

What’s outside is earth, good to stand on.

Inside, it becomes dirt to sweep.








By the Windowsill


The kitchen table is covered with a red-checkered cloth.

A measuring tape and two solitary sleeves

are draped over the back of a chair.

Marguerite sets rocks on the windowsill

by spools of thread her mother

set in the light to see their true colors.

She asks, Don’t you ever want to cross the river?

Your father has a good job, but over

that bridge are places where doors are shut,

where it would be dangerous even to knock.

Mama lowers her needle.

Folks there might pay more for my dresses,

but I like standing on the porch and seeing

women looking good in what I made.

When Marguerite heads back to the door,

Mama says, Keep away from the river.

Marguerite is sorry to love what her mother hates.








 Beginnings and Ends


Marguerite is six when a new redbrick school

opens with sixteen classrooms, two for each grade.

The wooden desks have holes in one corner

meant to hold a bottle of ink

for those old enough to be trusted

not to spill or to jab their hands with pen nibs.

For now, the children practice with chalk on slates:

stone on stone, slate flat and dark,

chalk pale and crumbly, meant to disappear.

Each morning their voices blend as they recite

the Lord’s Prayer and the Pledge of Allegiance:

With liberty and justice for all.

Marguerite keeps her back straight as an ironing board,

hoping the boy behind her won’t poke it.

Most students sit still, speak quietly,

offer answers they hope are correct.

Only the teacher may raise her voice or slap

a yardstick on a desk, demanding attention.

The children have to wait for doors

to shut behind them to run and holler,

stumble into questions

that move like the river

with no clear divisions or evident ends.








Rules


On Saturday mornings, Marguerite practices

patience between her mother’s knees

while she twines clouds of hair into braids.

Marguerite attends classes where she’s warned

to be tidy but not vain, confident but not selfish.

She learns about saints, Joan of Arc,

the farm girl who led bands of soldiers

to keep their country free.

Marguerite is told to be polite, never angry,

but wasn’t Joan of Arc furious when she fought

with a sword, then was tied to a stake to burn?

Marguerite memorizes the catechism

and Ten Commandments.

It’s not hard to understand

Thou shalt not kill and Thou shalt not steal,

to vow to honor the Lord’s name,

the Sabbath, thy mother and father, which includes

aunts, uncles, grandparents, and neighbors.

Don’t lie can be hard

when she’s also trying to be nice.








Glass


On Sundays, bells ring from church steeples.

When windows are open in summer,

Marguerite hears spirituals, laughter, and clapping.

Her family attends a Catholic church,
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