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For Julia Catherine Kraemer Cooney

and her children, in every generation—

for Bill and Sheila and David and Mary and Joe—

and especially for Julia’s youngest son,

my husband, Kevin Michael,

who makes me laugh

and takes me traveling


The bravest are the tenderest,—The loving are the daring.

—Bayard Taylor, “The Song of the Camp”


IN JULIA’S WORLD

The Living

DELANEYS

Julia Catherine herself, age 11*

Mary Patricia, 13–14

William Joseph (Bill), 15–16

BOCKLEBRINKS

Aunt Gert

Otto (her son)

DOYLES

Officer Timothy

Mickey (his son, 17)

AT THE HOUSE OF MERCY (INDUSTRIAL SCHOOL AND GIRLS’ HOME)

Nuns

Sister Maclovius

Sister Gabriel

Sister Bridget (niece of Officer Doyle, cousin of Mickey Doyle, sister of Harry “Two-Bits” Brickey, and aunt to Betty Brickey)

Sister Sebastian

Sister Genevieve

Girls

Mary Elizabeth (Betty) Brickey, 9 (daughter of “Two-Bits” Brickey and Maggie Meehan, and niece of Sister Bridget)

Marcella Duggan

Winifred O’Rourke

Hazel Theedy



	Little Hannah Hogan; Agnes Crouse; Geraldine Mulroney
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	with Julia, the Beggars’ Brigade




Hyacinth (horse with a history)

Harriet (a doll, at least 10)

Little Bear “L.B.” (a kitten)

Dr. McGill

Dr. Rolla Bracy (St. Louis County Coroner)

Henry Tyborowski (Henry the Hired Boy)

AT FATHER DUNNE’S NEWS BOYS HOME

Father Peter Dunne

Jimmy Brannigan

Little Joe Kinsella

ON THE STREETS OF ST. LOUIS, MISSOURI

Thomas Egan

(self-styled “businessman” and boss of the Rats)

Edward “Fat Eddie” Farrell (Egan’s hired thug and bodyguard)

Assorted Rats, Nixie Fighters,

firemen, policemen, strangers in storm

Doc Monaghan of the River Arcade and Pawn Shop

Mr. Patrizi (greengrocer)

Father Timothy Dempsey (Pastor of Saint Patrick’s)

Jelly Donahoo (the milkman)

OF THE OPTIMA PETAMUS SOCIETY

Cora Downey

Daniel Hanratty-Maguire

Mrs. Horace Merriweather

The Dead

DELANEYS

Cyril (Papa, Pop)

Catherine “Kitty” (Mama)

Gran

Helen

Larry

DOYLES

Mickey’s ma, Officer Doyle’s wife

BRICKEYS

Harry “Two-Bits” (father of Betty, brother of Sister Bridget)

Ma and Pa Brickey (parents of Sister Bridget and all her brothers)

Dzadzio (Polish grandfather of Sister Bridget and Officer Doyle)

Irish granny (wife of Dzadzio)

Maggie Meehan (chorus girl, wife of “Two-Bits”, mother of Betty)

DOWNEYS

Cora’s Aunt Lizzie

Cora’s mother and father

OTHERS

Cecilia Forney

Saint Hyacinth (man, not horse), patron saint of those in danger of drowning

* While all characters (as portrayed in this story) are fictional, those in boldface type have counterparts in actual history.



First . . .


Imagine a door.

Just that, to begin. You could draw it in four straight strokes on a Big Chief tablet.

Not much of a door, really. Just the frame, or what’s left of it these days: an empty door frame with busted hinges, standing all alone in an endless sea of prairie grass.

There are some who’d call it gold, that grass, but that’s not it exactly. It’s too light for gold, not yellow enough for straw. Or for amber, either, never mind what the song says, though the waves are true enough.

My brother Bill would have claimed it was camel-colored. (He’d been to the Cairo Spectacular at the World’s Fair. Twice.)

Whatever name you give it, it stretches on for miles, wave after camel-colored wave, stirring ever so softly as the wind breathes through it, and the clouds move over it, casting shadows like dark ships, sailing beneath them.

There’s a storm coming. Can you smell it? Look there—you can see the rain falling already. Great purple thunderheads away off at the horizon, weeping across the land. Wyoming, maybe? Hard to say. Where you stand right now—three miles from Alzada, Carter County, Montana—you could spit in the air and have it come down in any of three states, if there’s a fair enough breeze. No lines in the earth here to map it out neatly, not even a tree to mark your place or mar the view. Only the land, and the sky, no different than they were a hundred years ago. Only that gently rolling prairie sea, forever and ever . . .

You shiver, just a little. What was it we used to say? Got a rat runnin’ over your grave.

The wind’s blowing colder.

The old cowboys at the Homestead Restaurant & Lounge will be talking snow tonight, shaking their heads over bitter black coffee and coconut pie.

That’s all it is, probably: a change in the weather. That’s what chilled you just now.

Most likely.

Then again—

That door. The old door.

Take another look.

Do you see a little girl with blue eyes, looking back?

Just a trick of the light, you’re thinking. There’s no one there.

Is there?

Look again.

Look deeper.

Do you see me now?

Not as I am, but as I was, when we were all a hundred years younger.

My name is Julia.

I’ve waited such a long time.

I knew you’d come.
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September


Chapter 1

I suppose I will go to hell for biting the nun.

Mary says it’s a mortal sin, for certain.

Never mind. It was worth it. I would bite her again, if I got the chance.

Bill says Pop’s down there frying already, so I won’t be lonesome.

“JULIA CATHERINE DELANEY!”

It was Aunt Gert who started it, and that’s the God’s truth. I never planned on biting a soul at the time. I was out by the back stoop, shooting marbles and minding my own business, when the back door opened—bang!—and the hollering commenced.

“Oh, for shame, for shame, Julia! Get up out of that dirt this instant! What do you think you’re doing, you bad girl?”

And what did it look like? I knuckled down and closed one eye, taking aim at a fat purple immy. I was winning, that was what, shooting straight as an arrow just the way Bill had taught me, and beating the pants off Snotty Otto, Aunt Gert’s scourge of a kid.

“Julia’s cheatin’ again, Mama!” he went to whining the second he saw her. “She stole my good nickel!” Which was a flat-out lie. And the whole world knew it, too, including his own mother. But you think she’d let on?

“Dirty little guttersnipe!” she hissed, just like a great nasty cobra. So I figured now was the time to run, but I couldn’t leave my marbles with Otto, and while I was trying to get ’em gathered up safe in the bag, Aunt Gert came charging down the steps and yanked me by the hair. “Saint Chris on a crutch, will you look at you? Wallowing in the filth in your Sunday best, and your poor grandma not two hours in her grave!”

A lot you care, I wanted to tell her. I tried, but the words stuck in my throat. Aunt Gert didn’t give a hang about Gran. She wasn’t even our aunt, really, only dead Uncle Somebody’s second wife, and the landlady on top of it, and a meddling old sourpuss, to boot.

“Don’t you growl at me, you dirty girl! Come along, now; there’s someone here to see you.” She gave my hair another jerk and started dragging me inside, stopping long enough at the kitchen pump to grab a wet cabbage-smelling rag and rub my face till it burned. “And don’t be giving me that evil eye, neither, Miss High-and-Mighty. You got something to say, then say it. You think it’s my pleasure, playing nursemaid to the likes of you?”

I craned my neck toward the door that opened on the parlor, trying to catch a glimpse of the visitors. I could halfway hear murmuring, but I couldn’t make it out. I’d had the fever when I was little, and now one ear didn’t work so well.

Someone to see me?

There’d been a pack of freeloaders traipsing through the house for the past two days, crying by the coffin and eating the funeral pies, but so far none of them had looked my way twice. Which suited me fine.

“Who is it—ow!—that’s here?” I asked.

“Your betters, that’s who. Stop your scowling. And mind your manners, or I’ll give you something to scowl about.”

Old bat.

Bill would show her what’s what, soon as he got back. Bill wouldn’t take that kind of guff off nobody.

And what was keeping him all this time, anyhow? He’d been standing right by me at the graveyard—him and Mary both; they let you out half a day from the shoe factory when your kinfolk got buried. But once the praying was over, I saw him going off somewhere with Mickey Doyle and that crowd. “Can’t I go with you, Bill?” I ran quick and asked him, but he shook his head and said, “Go home, J.” And then he gave me a wink. “You stick with Mary. I’ll only be a minute.”

Except it wasn’t any minute. That was ages ago. They’d been ringing the Angelus bell at Saint Pat’s, so it must have been noon. And now the ferry this side of the Eads Bridge was blowing its three o’clock whistle, and Egan’s Saloon would have been open for hours and I didn’t trust that Mickey and—

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Aunt Gert said to somebody, pulling me after her through the parlor door.

That’s when I saw ’em.

Not Bill or Mickey or any of the others neither, but a pair of nuns—a big one with a face like George Washington on a dollar bill, and a little-bitty plump one, like a pigeon with spectacles—sitting up prim on Gran’s purple settee, talking to Mary.

“Ah,” said the first, when she saw me staring. “Here’s the younger girl now. What’s her name again?”

“Julia,” said Aunt Gert, sweet as syrup, hauling me closer. “Say hello to the Sisters,” she hissed in my good ear, “and stand up straight, for the love of Mike.”

I’d have been out of there that minute, except the old bat was pinching my arm so tight, I couldn’t exactly move.

“Oh!” The pigeon’s eyes lit up. Even her dimples had dimples. “Julia Delaney—like the fiddle tune?”

Aunt Gert sighed. “The father was some sort of a musician.” She might just as well have said he was some sort of a toad fryer, for all the feeling she put into it.

“Oh my,” said the pigeon. “Julia Delaney . . . isn’t that lovely? I danced to it once in Dublin. And what a lovely little girl!”

Where? I wondered, looking over my shoulder. There wasn’t any lovely girl behind me. Only that snake Otto, leering at me with his little snake eyes.

Aunt Gert made a sound halfway between a sniff and a snort. “You’re too kind, Sister Gabriel. You’ll be turning her head. Shake hands with the nice Sister, Julia.” She gave my arm a twist. “Don’t you know a compliment when you hear one? What do you say?”

But I kept my hands to myself, and I didn’t say a word, because there was something fishy going on around here. I looked at Mary for some sort of a signal—she was nearly fourteen and understood these things—but Mary only looked back with her green eyes round as quarters and gave me the tiniest wag of her head, like a warning. And while Aunt Gert was pulling one way and I was pulling the other, and trying to think where I had seen this brand of nun before, George Washington spoke up:

“Never mind, Mrs.—”

“Bocklebrink.”

“Mrs. Bocklebrink,” the nun repeated. You could hardly say it without laughing, but not a nose hair quivered. “It’s perfectly natural, under the circumstances.” And then she fixed me with a smile that sent shivers down my spine. “Come here, dear,” she said.

I wouldn’t. I wasn’t budging.

But Mary was still over there, nodding at me like it mattered, so I took one step.

“That’s better. Now, then. I’m Sister Maclovius. You’re not afraid of me, are you, Julia?”

Afraid? Ha! I stuck out my chin. I wasn’t afraid of anybody.

I’d have said it out loud, too, if only my mouth had been working.

“Well, of course you’re not. A big girl like you! Eleven years old already—two weeks ago today, isn’t that right?”

And how would this Sister Mac-Whatsit know a thing like that? I wondered. But then nuns were friends with God, who knew everything. A fine birthday it had been, too, with Gran hardly sick at all that evening and Mary’s famous dumplings for supper and Bill getting home just in time for the cake and candles. I still had the marble he had given me out of his own bag—his moonstone, no less, with magic in it—not mixed in with my others, but hidden away for emergencies, tucked in the secret pocket of my scratchy woolen undershirt. It would bring me good luck and good looks, he had promised, and a husband with pots of money. Which was more than this pair could ever hope for, even if they had a hundred birthdays.

So why were they looking at me like I was the one to be pitied?

“It’s a terrible thing to lose a loved one,” said Sister Maclovius. “But your granny isn’t really lost, now is she? Our Blessed Lord has taken her to heaven with himself and his Blessed Mother—and your own dear mother, too, and all your relatives and the holy angels—where you’ll be seeing her by and by, if you’re a good girl.”

I frowned at my muddy boots. I wasn’t any good girl. That was Mary; she was the good one. Just ask Aunt Gert. Mary slept with her rosary under her pillow and knew the Apostles’ Creed by heart; they’d let her into heaven for sure. And there’d be Gran, sitting up there waiting by the teakettle, same as always, with her soft lap and tapping foot and crinkled-up twinkly eyes. “Where’s Julia? Late again?” she’d ask. “Three guesses,” Mary would answer. “Ah, well.” Gran would sigh. “God knows she was warned.”

I hadn’t so much as sniffled this whole day, but now my throat ached all of a sudden. I’d never be good enough, would I? I’d swapped my rosary for a ten-cent ticket to the House of Wax.

“You believe that, don’t you, Julia Delaney?” the littler Sister asked gently.

“Well, of course she does,” said the big one, waving away the silly question. “And in the meantime, he hasn’t forgotten you and Mary. Not for a minute. He’s sent us here to be your friends. We have his own word for it: ‘I will not leave ye orphans.’ ”

My stomach gave a terrible lurch, like I’d come down hard on the wrong side of a see-saw. Ah, sure, what a thickhead I was! They were orphan nuns, weren’t they? From that scurvy neighborhood west of here—the Bad Lands, Bill always called it—that was where I’d seen ’em, marching their charges to church on Sunday mornings. Drab-looking girls in brown-and-white uniforms, each one homelier than the last, trudging down Morgan Street with their eyes straight in front of ’em, past the pool halls and the whiskey bars and the ramshackle floozy houses, tramping along in lockstep, two by two.

O bless the orphans of the storm;

Sweet angels send to guide them. . . .

Saint Chris on a crutch. We’d stepped in it now.

“Run!” I hollered to Mary, wrenching free from Aunt Gert with one last desperate wriggle. “They’re tryin’ to take us to their damn orphanage! Come on, Mary! Run!”

But Mary never budged an inch, just stood there gaping like a ninny, while Aunt Gert got all red in the face and came lunging and sputtering after me. “Come back here, you ungrateful . . . Catch her!” she gasped, looking wild-eyed at the startled Sisters. But they were as old and fat as she was, and slower than molasses, and Bill always said I was fast as a fox. I dodged left around the purple couch and right under the table between the wooden lion’s paws and was out the other side in half a heartbeat, while the others were still creaking to their feet and reaching for my skirt tail and closing their claws on air. Ha! I told myself as I scrambled through the front door. They’ll never catch me. Never!

And then I was flying down the porch steps and bolting into the sunlight; in another ten seconds I’d be free as any bird. . . .

“Stop that girl!” George Washington shouted. “Get her, Sister Bridget!”

Sister Bridget?

What—another one?

They’d left her outside to mind their horse and buggy. Ah, hell. I should have beaten it out the back. And didn’t I know her somehow or other? An interfering freckle-face, that’s what she was—wearing white, not black like the old ones. Which meant she was still just a trainee and really only half a nun, though she looked twice as tall as the other two put together.

“Whoa, girlie!” she said, and before I could blink, Sister Bridget had caught me by the collar and would have dragged me into the buggy itself, if I hadn’t grabbed hold of the lamppost in the nick of time.

“Let go, Julia,” they all kept telling me, till it made me sick to hear it, the old ones clomping down to circle like buzzards, while the half-a-nun tugged away. The sleeves of her habit had fallen back, and you could see that her arms were just as pink and freckly and baby-fied as her face, but they had some string in ’em for all that. So I held on tighter, that’s what, though it felt as if my own arms were getting yanked right out of their sockets. I wrapped them around that post and gritted my teeth and shook my head no, no, no!

“Come on, now, pet, there’s no use fighting,” said Sister Bridget, just as smooth as apple butter. As if she wasn’t squeezing the life out of anybody in particular, only sitting in some meadow, picking daisies. “I’ve got eight brothers at home, and not a one of ’em’s bested me yet. So let’s just take it nice and slow, why don’t we? Easy does it, now. . . . That’s right. . . . That’s better. . . . Nobody’s going to hurt you, not in a million—ow!”

“Merciful heaven!” cried the head nun. “She’s bitten Sister Bridget!”

And then everybody was tugging and talking at once, and a crowd was gathering on the sidewalk:

“It’s all right; it’s nothing. . . .”

“Your hand is bleeding!”

“. . . barely broke the skin . . .”

“Come and lie down, Sister. . . .”

“No, really, I’m fine. . . .”

“. . . like a mad dog entirely . . .”

“She’ll have to be tied. . . .”

“It’s nothing. . . .”

“You want me to fetch the clothesline, Mama?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Julia, stop it!” This time it was Mary talking. Looked like she’d got back her powers of speech and movement, finally, and had joined the others at the lamppost. “That’s enough, now. Just let go.”

“No! They ain’t takin’ me to that place! They’ll have to shoot me first!”

“Don’t tempt me.” Aunt Gert’s eyes shrunk up to mean little pinpoints. “Yes, Otto, get the clothesline, please.”

“Yes’m. . . .”

“Oh, no, surely not! That won’t be necessary, will it, dear?” Was that the pigeon cooing? And who was it trying to peel my fingers from their death grip, one by one? I didn’t know for sure; I’d shut my own eyes tight now and was kicking out blind as a bat and shaking my head harder. No, no, no. . . .

“Stop that, Julia!” Mary again, no question. “Look at poor Sister limping. Do you want ’em to put you in the loony bin?”

“Now there’s an idea. . . .”

“Possibly we should come back tomorrow. . . .”

“Don’t just stand there, Otto!”

“I AIN’T GOIN’ TO THEIR DAMN ORPHANAGE!”

“Julia? Mary—what the devil is this?”

“Bill!”

Thank God.



Chapter 2


And if our great-great-great-grand-something-or-other (Brian Boru himself, High King of the Irish) had come charging down the sidewalk, flags flying, in my eyes he’d have rated a sorry second to my brother Bill. Not that the family armor was exactly shining at the moment. He still had on the good shirt he’d worn to the funeral, but it had lost all its starch, and his collar and tie were stuffed in the pocket of his trousers. And there was dirt on his left cheek and dried blood on his lower lip and a brownish stain—fist-shaped?—on his shirtfront, about heart high. (Which wasn’t proof positive he’d been fighting again, necessarily. Could be it was nothing more than a splash of innocent coffee—or a bit of beer, more likely, though God knows he was scarcely fifteen and shouldn’t have been drinking at all.) And he wasn’t wearing any plumed helmet, neither, but his usual old mud-colored cap, cocked sideways on his raggedy crop of blazing-red hair.

“What the devil?” he asked again now, as I let go of the lamppost finally and threw myself into his arms. So Mary opened her mouth to explain, but Aunt Gert and the old Sisters were talking at the same time, and the half-a-nun was putting in her two cents, and over all the babble I kept saying, “I ain’t goin’, I won’t go, don’t let ’em take me, Bill; you won’t let ’em take me, will you?”

“Hold on there, J, hush. . . .”

“Don’t let ’em take me, Bill!”

“You ain’t hurt, are you? If anybody’s hurt you . . .” He was nearly twice my size, but he knelt right down on the sidewalk by me and I had him ’round the neck now; I was sobbing into his shoulder. “Tell ’em, Bill. They’ll listen to you. Tell ’em to take Mary—she don’t mind.”

“Well, I like that!” Mary sniffed.

“Take her where?” Bill asked.

“To the orphan girls’ home!” Otto piped up cheerfully. “And you’ve got to go live at the priest’s house with the orphan boys!”

“Like hell I will,” Bill muttered. I heard it in my good ear, and my heart swelled with pride. But then they were off again—all the voices—with Aunt Gert complaining and Sister Maclovius explaining and Sister Gabriel cooing and Sister Bridget saying, “Ah, come on, love, no use beating a dead horse. . . .”

When all of a sudden a hush fell, and the crowd on the pavement parted, and caps were doffed, and amid respectful mumbles of “Hello, Father; lovely day, Father; God bless you for coming, Father,” a tall figure in black came striding our way.

“Father Dunne!” said Sister Maclovius. “Thank heaven you’re here.”

My stomach sank to the sidewalk. I looked at Bill. His eyebrows had puckered together in one fierce red line.

“No,” I began again. “We won’t go!”

“Hush, J.” A muscle twitched in his jaw. “Let me do the talking.”

We both knew Father Dunne, of course. Everybody knew him. He was famous for his goodness to the downtrodden. “A saint on this earth,” Gran herself had called him, when he’d taken in Jimmy Brannigan six months earlier. This was after Jimmy’s house had burned down, with all his folks in it, and him alone spared but with his right leg shattered due to jumping from the second story. And now Jimmy was one of Father Dunne’s boys, like all the rest, the lot of ’em hauled in from every stinking rat’s nest in the city: cleaned up and set straight and given three squares a day and a decent set of knickers, then trotted out for the whole world to stare at.

Poor beggars.

They got preached about in pulpits. They won citywide spelling bees. They put out their own newspaper and then had to stand on street corners, selling copies. (I’d spotted Jimmy only the week before, leaning on his crutch over by Healy’s Dry Goods. He’d turned beet-red and pretended not to know me.) And just in case—after all that—you’d somehow still managed to miss ’em, at Christmas time their choir came around to the churches and sang like the bleedin’ angels. Last year at Saint Pat’s, after the bucktoothed kid hit the high note in “O Holy Night,” even Skinflint Gert had handed over a nickel.

“Charity cases” was what they were. Bill wouldn’t be caught dead with a gang like that.

“Hello, Bill,” said the priest. He put out his hand.

Bill hesitated, then shook it. “Afternoon, Father.”

I shot him a look: Careful, Bill, they’re full of traps; watch out for the con. . . .

His left hand tightened on my right shoulder.

Aunt Gert cleared her throat. “Thank you for coming, Father,” she began, pushing her way through the gawking strangers. “As you can see for yourself . . . that is, as I told you in my letter, these unfortunate children have been left in—”

“Look out for the little one!” somebody shouted.

“She’s a biter!” yelled somebody else.

“In my care,” said Aunt Gert, heaving a sigh. “But of course with my own to tend to, and times being what they are, well, much as I’d like to—”

“Did you bring a muzzle, Father?” called a man in the street behind him, puffing smoke rings from a fat cigar.

The crowd hooted at that. I’d have spit at every last one of ’em if Bill’s fingers hadn’t been cutting clear through to my collarbone. But Father Dunne held up his hand for quiet, and they shut their traps. He was looking at me and Mary now. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said.

He took off his hat.

He was younger than I’d thought, up this close. Younger and bigger. If it weren’t for the priest duds, you might peg him as a dockworker, or a farmhand, maybe. He had jug ears, and a long neck, and a headful of brown hair, kind of bristly looking. His wrist bones stuck out of his cassock sleeves like he’d only just outgrown ’em this morning.

“Thanks,” said Bill.

“Thank you, Father,” Mary murmured. Ah, crikey. Was she blushing, for Pete’s sake? I gritted my teeth and waited for him to go on about Gran being up with the angels. But he just stood there looking at us, holding his big black hat in his two big hands.

“We’re prepared to take the girls, Father,” said Sister Maclovius, squinting severely at me down her great beak of a nose. “If they’re ready to behave themselves.”

“No,” I said.

Mary elbowed me in the ribs.

“I can take care of my sisters,” Bill said.

“Of course you can,” said Father Dunne. “When you’re a bit older, why then—”

“I have a job.”

The priest smiled. “I know you do, son. But two dollars a week—”

“Three and a quarter.”

“Is that right?” Father Dunne looked impressed.

“I’ll be top of my shift by January; that’s three fifty, guaranteed. I’m the fastest button-fitter on the floor, next to Mickey Doyle.”

“Well, that’s fine, Bill. Highly commendable. Still, even three fifty—well, it doesn’t go as far as it used to, I’m afraid. Rent alone will set you back the better part of it, and then there’s food to buy, and fuel for the fire, and of course with winter coming on, the girls will be needing new coats and shoes. . . .”

Bill’s eyes followed Father Dunne’s to my boots, blast the both of ’em. There was a hole in one, and the sole flapped loose on the other. Not that I cared a lick! Still, I wished I’d wiped off the mud, like Mary. Her boots were no newer than mine but looked clean enough to eat.

She started to say something, but Bill shook his head. “Delaneys don’t take charity.”

“Charity?” The priest put his hat back on. “And who said anything about charity? I’ve got a paper to run, sir! This is nothing but a temporary arrangement—isn’t that so, Sisters?—a hand till you’re ready, that’s all. Why, when you’re earning a grown man’s wages we’ll be kicking you out on your ear, won’t we, to make room for them that need it. We’ll be knocking on your boardroom door, asking you to contribute to our building fund.”

I waited for Bill to smash that argument all to blazes, but he took his sweet time, for some reason.

“Go on, tell ’em,” I said.

He was studying my boots again. They’d been clean as a whistle when I found ’em sitting under my bed last Christmas. Bill had acted more surprised than anybody, though the writing on the note was in his own hand:

To J. C. Delaney, from S. Claus, Esquire

“Tell ’em, Bill!”

He looked at Mary. She touched his arm. “We don’t have a choice,” she told him.

I tugged on his other arm. “Sure we—”

He didn’t let me finish. “Look, J,” he began, and then he stopped and pulled me aside, away from all the nosy-noses. One old lady was bent nearly double, trying to catch every word. Bill lowered his voice. “It wouldn’t be for as long as they’re saying. Only a little while, a week or two, that’s all. Just till I can get enough together to—”

“No! I won’t go! I won’t—”

“Stop that, now. Do you suppose I’d leave you with that bunch? Just a couple of weeks, I promise—no, now, listen to me, Julia—a month, tops. There’s ways, all right? We got plans, me and the fellers—”

“What fellers? Not that Mickey!”

“You’ll be all right; you’ll have Mary looking out for you. I’ll spring you loose from there before you know it. You only have to make ’em think you’re staying; you can do that much for me, can’t you?”

I shook my head again, no, no, no.

“Yes, you can; I know you can. It’s the only way, Julia. We can’t fight ’em right here with the whole world watching.”

“Sure we—”

“Listen to me, J! We’ll have a signal, all right? Keep your head down and your eyes wide open. You’ll be just like Madame What’s-Her-Name in the peep boxes, that lady spy you liked so much—”

“Madame Marvella?”

“That’s the one! She fooled ’em all, didn’t she?”

It was true. Marvella was a wonder. Hadn’t I spent the past four Saturdays in Monaghan’s River Arcade and Pawn Shop, watching her death-defying adventures on the story reels? You had to know how to sneak past Doc Monaghan himself, of course, high and mighty in the ticket window, but fortunately he did his own sneaking away every hour or so, to wet his whistle at Egan’s Saloon. And once you were in, the moving picture boxes were a cinch to jimmy. So then you peeped in the peephole and cranked the crank, and there would be marvelous Marvella, just like magic, wearing one disguise after another, riding camels and dancing on elephants’ backs, slipping secret messages to the Maharaja, swimming down the black waters of the Nile with a knife in her teeth. Like to see ’em keep her cooped up in some convent!

Still . . .

“I’ll send you a sign—”

“No, Bill!”

“And as soon as you see it—first minute they ain’t looking—you and Mary come away quick as you can. You got that? You stick together like nothing doing and go straight to our old meeting place, and I’ll be there waiting for you, just like always.”

“But what if you aren’t? What if you can’t—?”

“You ever know me to go back on my word?”

I stared at my boots.

To J. C. Delaney, from S. Claus, Esquire . . .

“Julia?”

I swallowed hard. “What sort of a sign?”



Chapter 3


“It won’t be so bad as all that,” Mary whispered, as the swaybacked horse pulled us away, clop-clop down Biddle Street and bump over the trolley tracks.

I didn’t bother answering. My throat ached and my heart hammered and the blood shrieked in my bad ear. Sounded for all the world like a pair of cats fighting over a fishbone.

“Sister says they have bunco in the parlor on game nights.”

Dear God in heaven. Bunco with the orphans.

But what was the use talking about it, with us already packed tight as ticks in a buggy full of nuns?

The freckled strong-arm was up front driving, the reins in her left hand, Father Dunne’s big handkerchief tied around her right. The pigeon and the president sat directly across from Mary and me, fingering their rosary beads. Our eight boots rested on the pair of boxes Aunt Gert had wedged in at the very last second. Tap-tap . . . went Sister Gabriel’s, keeping time: Mother of God . . . tap-tap . . . pray for us sinners . . . tap-tap . . .

What was it she’d said when Aunt Gert told her my name? Had she really danced in Dublin once? I wondered. A terrible picture rose up in my head: a whole row of fat little nuns with their black beads jangling and their habits flapping and their veils all askew, hopping and bobbing to the music—my music—“Julia Delaney” herself.

The First Joyful Mystery . . . tap-tap. . . the Annunciation . . .

“ ’Tis your lucky reel, Julia,” Gran would say, “and your father’s before you.” That was how she always started the story. “Wasn’t it the selfsame tune he was playing when he first laid eyes on your mother, the night of his very own funeral?”

Our Father . . . tap-tap . . . who art in heaven . . . tap-tap . . .

“But he wasn’t dead yet, was he, Gran?” I would ask, knowing my part, and she’d wipe her eyes and say, “Ah, no, not a bit of it. He was as healthy as a horse, my Cyril was, before the drink got hold of him. But he was leaving for America the very next morning, sailing clear to New Orleans on a cotton steamer, then working his way up the Mississippi to St. Louis, where the boatyards were hiring. Four thousand miles from Edenderry, for a job painting smokestacks! Who could say when we’d ever lay eyes on him again, this side of the grave? So seeing as how it might be our last opportunity, we got his cousin Father John the Jesuit to say him a proper Requiem Mass, casket and all—though without your father in it, of course; that was only a hank of his lovely black hair, tied with a ribbon. And afterward we all went down to the Queen of Heaven Hall and gave him a first-class American wake—new potatoes with butter, Guinness flowing to beat the band, the entire butt end of a roasted ham, to boot. And someone handed Cyril his fiddle, for old times’ sake, and Father John called for ‘Julia Delaney,’ as he always did: ‘Our great-grand-seventh cousin’s sister-in-law, God bless her!’ Which only proved he’d had a pint or two, as usual, since even God couldn’t remember that far back, or if the girl in the music had ever existed in the first place.”

Blessed art thou amongst women . . . tap-tap . . .

“And our mother was there?”

“She was.” . . . tap-tap . . . “The beautiful Kitty Jordan. She’d come to the funeral with her brother William, who’d promised her a good feed. ‘I’ve always loved that tune,’ she said. ‘Then marry me,’ said your father. ‘And if our daughter’s eyes are as blue as yours, we’ll call her Julia.’

“And she laughed and said, ‘Go on with ye,’ and waved him goodbye, but he didn’t give up so easy. When he got to St. Louis, he wrote her every day: ‘Dear Kitty, lovely Kitty, sweet Kitty, please come. I’m standing on the Eads Bridge, waiting for you.’ And a whole year passed, and still he was waiting, till he wore her down, finally. He worked every day and night and saved every penny, and then he bought a silver ring and sent it to her. ‘Dear Kitty,’ he wrote. ‘It’s getting cold out here. Oh, my darling girl, won’t you come?’ ”

“And seven weeks later she came sailing up the river.”

Glory be to the Father . . . tap-tap . . . and to the son . . .

But I wasn’t their first child, after all. That was Bill, named in honor of our good-luck uncle. And the next year there was Mary—Mary Patricia—with her green eyes, exactly like Gran’s. Then the twins, Helen and Larry, born brown-eyed, just eleven months before me, both killed by the fever that muddled my left ear when I was four.

As it was in the beginning . . . tap-tap . . . and ever shall be . . .

And our mother sat on their single grave in the raw black mud and prayed that they would haunt her. “Their ghosts would be better than naught at all,” she said. She had a rag doll and a bowl of custard in her lap. “For bait,” she kept saying. “They’ll be wanting their supper.” But the little ghosts stayed put. And two weeks later we were back in the graveyard, burying her beside ’em.

The Second Joyful Mystery . . . tap-tap . . . the Visitation . . .

[image: Images]

“Whoa, Hyacinth, there’s a good boy,” said Sister Bridget, pulling back on the reins with her unbandaged hand.

Hyacinth, for Pete’s sake.

Not that the poor old bag of bones gave a fiddler’s fig what they called him. He’d had a whole new spring in his step ever since we’d turned on Morgan Street, where the Bad Lands breeze started blowing. Now he left off his clop-clopping, sighed a shuddering sort of horse sigh, and had his head drooping over the hitching post practically before the words were out of the half-a-nun’s mouth.

The buggy came to rest with one last rumble and squeak.

“Here we are!” piped the pigeon, fluttering a hand toward the tall brick building that faced us.

THE HOUSE OF MERCY, announced the square black letters over the door. And under the knocker, in smaller print: INDUSTRIAL SCHOOL AND GIRLS’ HOME.

My chest felt crowded, as if something was stuck there.

Mary squeezed my clenched fist. “It won’t be so bad,” she whispered.

Sister Maclovius heaved herself to her feet, her veil flapping in the wind like a crow’s wing. She looked down at us and smiled that smile again, fair set my teeth a-chatter. “Even the sparrow hath found a home,” she said, “and the swallow a nest for herself.”

Directly behind her, a white face flattened itself against a window and crossed its eyes.



Chapter 4


The big door swung to with a whispering sound—shhhusshhhttt—though I never saw the hand that opened it. I was half-blind as we walked in out of the daylight, going from sun to gloom. Not a thing to see at first but a glimmer of movement in the corner of my left eye; naught to hear but a kind of low chuckling, close to my good ear.

And then the creak of a floorboard and the soft pad of footsteps, running away.

And the door opened wide, and Beauty entered the great dark castle, and her hat went flyin’ off her head, and all about her there was sighin’ and stirrin’, though she never saw a soul. . . .

“Never mind, it’s only Betty Brickey,” said Sister Bridget, clumping past us in her big black boots.

“Betty who?” Mary quavered.

The half-a-nun didn’t hear. She was busy with our boxes, hauling both at once, like there was nothing to it. Like they were stuffed with feathers—or soap bubbles—which they might have been, for all I knew. Were my marbles in there? Had Aunt Gert thought to pack ’em? Or were they still scattered in the dirt by the back stoop, just waiting for Otto to pounce? Ah, the great slobberin’ sneak-thief! He’d cry uncle the next time I saw him. I’d give him a good swift kick in the rear, I would—

If there ever was a next time.

And how was it that the pleasure of not seeing him felt like such a cheat, all of a sudden?

“Sister Bridget will get you settled,” said the president. “Go with her now, and mind what she says.”

“Yes, Sister,” said Mary.

But the old nun wasn’t looking at Mary. She leaned in close, till her face was an inch from mine. Her breath smelled like mothballs. I found myself staring at a lone white hair sprouting out of her left cheek. “Don’t think that I won’t be watching you, Julia Delaney. Don’t imagine I’ll be tolerating your shenanigans. If there’s one thing that’ll never be tolerated in the House of Mercy, it’s shenanigans.”

With that she lifted several of her chins and sailed off down a corridor to the right. “Come along, Sister Gabriel!” she hissed as she passed. “Your tea will be cold.” And the pigeon nodded and blinked, and patted Mary’s head, and would have patted mine if I hadn’t jerked away in the nick of time. And then she sighed softly and went trotting off after the boss nun, puffing a little.

My eyes were getting used to the dim now as we followed the freckled giantess down the main hall. Mary was pulling me with her at a fast clip toward a steep, curving staircase, directly ahead. Tall, papered walls loomed over us, speckled with ugly brown roses, climbing up and up like Jack’s own beanstalk. A sad-eyed Jesus and his mother stared down from heavy wood frames, pointing fingers to their flaming hearts. On either wall past the pair of ’em was a row of doors—shut tight, for the most part, as dark and serious-looking as doors could be.

But the last on the left was cracked just a smidgeon, and through the crack came a thin wedge of yellow light. It seemed to have a sound, too, this light—a kind of singsong humming. And as we got closer, the humming became a chorus of girls’ voices:

Full fathom five thy father lies;

Of his bones are coral made. . . .

“Ah, great gobs, Sister Sebastian,” Sister Bridget grumbled to the door, stopping for a moment to get a better grip on the boxes, “not the bones again! Would it kill you entirely to give ’em a nice cheerful poem that wouldn’t scare ’em out their wits?”

Those are pearls that were his eyes. . . .

I peeped through the crack and saw yet another nun—about as big as a peanut, this one, hardly taller than I was (and Bill called me the Runt). I couldn’t see her students from where I stood, only this tiny teacher, beating time with a ruler on the palm of her own hand. She had a little pointed face and the blackest eyebrows I ever saw, and spectacles resting low down on her sharp little nose, and a pair of squinty black eyes peering through ’em, bright as two hot coals.

Nothing of him that doth fade

But doth suffer a sea change . . .

Sister Bridget looked back at us and shook her head. “Ah, well. At least it’s not Macbeth. Winnie O’Rourke woke the whole house after that one, hollering about witches.” The half-a-nun craned her neck and peered into the shadows under the stairs, just ahead. “Didn’t she, Betty?”

Into something rich and strange. . . .

“Ah, now, Betty, I know you hear me. You don’t fool us for a second. Come out from back there and meet the new girls.”

It was only her foot we saw at first. Not the whole foot, really—just a bit of shoe: a dirty pink dancing slipper, inching out from the stairwell, dragging its ribbons behind it.

“There she is!” said Sister Bridget. “That’s right; come on out, Betty; be a good girl, now. There’s not a soul here that would hurt you.” She gave us a warning wink, as if the kid was some wild creature, like that old stray cat Bill was always coaxing out of the alley with a scrap of sausage. “That’s right. . . . That’s the way. . . .”

Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell. . . .

So we kept quiet and waited, and little by little, the rest of the girl appeared: the corner of an apron, the back of a grubby hand, the tail end of a scraggly brown braid . . .

And the very same moonface that had crossed its eyes in the window, not five minutes before.

“Mary and Julia Delaney,” said Sister Bridget, “meet Betty Brickey.”

Ding-dong.

Hark! Now I hear them. . . .

As if she’d been under some spell till this moment, and the words of the chant had smashed it all to pieces, Betty grinned a crooked grin and brought out her left hand from behind her back.

She was holding a bell.

Ding-dong, bell.

“No, Betty!” cried Sister Bridget. “School’s not over; it’s another twenty minutes yet—”

But it was too late. Betty was already ringing the thing, holding it by its long handle and swinging it in great, curving arcs.

“Ah, sweet Mary and Joseph,” the half-a-nun muttered, dropping our boxes and trying to grab her. “How’d you get it this time? Stop that, Betty! Sister Maclovius will have your hide again; you know it!”

But Betty ducked and twirled and ran away, laughing out loud now, swinging that bell so hard, the clamor could have waked the dead. And before the half-a-nun could do a thing about it, all the dark doors had opened wide, and suddenly the hall was teeming with girls—dozens and dozens of ’em—and no two alike, though they all wore the same hideous plaid pinafores. Big girls and little girls, tall and short, fat and skinny, tucked in to their toenails or rumpled as unmade beds; spotless, ink-stained, smooth-haired, frowzy-headed girls, making such a noise even my bad ear could hear it.

Sounded like a crowd of dock birds screaming when the fishermen cleaned their nets.

“Back!” Sister Bridget shouted. “Back to your classrooms or we’re done for!”

But nobody paid her the slightest bit of attention.



Chapter 5


Now the sea of brown plaid was dotted with black, as more nuns joined the hubbub in the hall: the peanut with the eyebrows (Sister Sebastian?) and the other teachers, shouting, “Quiet!” and “Order, young ladies!” But still the girls pushed and giggled and shrieked, and covered their ears with their hands, and Betty Brickey’s bell rang on and on—

And then it stopped.

Just like that.

A hush traveled through the crowd in a trail of whispers: “Shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh,” it breathed, till the hall was still as a tomb.

“Who rang that bell?” demanded Sister Maclovius.

I never saw her coming, but there she was. Not a hairsbreadth from my left elbow. Standing there like doom itself, brushing crumbs from her wimple. I swear, you could all but hear ’em hitting the floor.

“I’ll ask you once more, ladies. Though you know how I dislike—” Sister broke off and turned her steely gaze on the pigeon, who was just now bustling in breathlessly, still clutching a napkin. “—how I dislike repeating myself.” The head nun’s voice was deadly quiet. “Who rang that bell?”

Every eye went to the stairway—up and up, halfway to the landing—where Betty had perched in midflight. She had her bell-hand behind her back again and was watching the rest of us with interest, the grin still stuck on her moonface in a crooked slash.

“Mary Elizabeth Brickey,” said the president, “what’s that you’re hiding?”

The grin got wider.

“It was my mistake, Sister,” the half-a-nun began, all in a rush, stepping over our boxes where she’d dropped them and pushing through the mob. “You know how she loves it; I meant to put it on top of the bookshelf, so she wouldn’t be tempted again, but then you called for the buggy and the bell went out of my head entirely; I must have left it on the table by the door, of all places, where of course she was bound to—”

“That will do, Sister Bridget.” Sister Maclovius held up a hand, and the flood of words stopped cold. Her eyes never left crazy Betty. “I’m waiting, Mary Elizabeth.”

Little by little, tooth by tooth, the grin shrank, until it disappeared altogether. Slowly, slowly, Betty brought out the bell. . . .

And gave it one last clang.

“Half-wit,” someone muttered, a couple of orphans to my right—a long-necked, hard-eyed girl who sneered when I looked at her.
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