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Chapter One

Rural Minnesota 
SUMMERTIME 1930 

SHE APPEARED TO BE FLYING—silvery wings swept upward and proud chin thrust into the stormy Minnesota night. The tiny lady’s arms stretched out, embracing the unknown as she emerged through the rain and fog, then disappeared again. Her shiny steel made her more visible than the black 1929 Packard on whose hood she rode. The sedan sped hazardously along a narrow two-lane road that more typically would have suggested shady trees and leisurely Sunday drives. But the darkness, split by two brave headlights, held pounding rain and a monstrous wind that seemed intent on obstructing the vehicle’s progress by sheer force of will. 

Sheets of pelting rain made visibility nearly zero as Jerry Sinclair frantically peered through the windshield, trying to keep the Packard on the road. The huge oak and maple trees, heavy with foliage and looming like giant sentries when lightning flashed, dipped and swayed in the wind. Furthering his panic was the sound of his young wife’s cries from the backseat.

The summer humidity in the closed car made it smell musty and stale—the air almost too thick to breathe. He knew at this speed he was taking chances, but with the urgency of any new father-to-be, Jerry kept a heavy foot on the accelerator to get to the doctor before his child made its entrance into the world. He blamed the false alarm just two days prior for his all but ignoring his wife’s urgent request earlier in the day to take her to the hospital. Only seventeen, Mary Godwin Sinclair’s teeth had chattered when admitting to her twenty-one-year-old husband that she was scared about the unknown experience of childbirth. Though Jerry may also have been scared, he would never have admitted it to his wife—or to himself.

The beat of the windshield wipers was a metronome for Mary’s voice calling to him over the wind’s roar. “Hurry, Jerry! Hurry, Jerry!”

He clutched the wheel and careened around a bend. “I’m going as fast as I can!” he shouted over his shoulder. He could barely hear her painful groan.

Jerry rounded another curve, and the car skidded onto the muddy shoulder before he regained control. Mary once more cried out from the backseat, and Jerry turned to look as lightning rippled across the sky. He could see her face contorted in pain.

“Hang on,” he yelled, “only a few more miles.”

“I . . . can’t. It’s . . . it’s coming! The baby—”

He blew out his cheeks and swung his attention back to driving just in time to glimpse a small fawn standing in the road, its eyes caught glassy and fixed in the headlights of the Packard. In a split second he calculated the risk of hitting the animal, determining it was too small to even slow them down.

“Your loss, stupid animal!” he shouted in frustration. The startled fawn, legs splayed, held fast like a small statue.

Out of nowhere a large doe bolted into the beam of the headlights and shoved her baby out of harm’s way. Jerry cursed loudly and Mary screamed as the Packard slammed into the doe—and the animal flipped up over the hood of the car and crashed against the windshield, cracking the glass. The doe rolled off the hood while the sedan swerved off the asphalt, crashing through a barrier of cattails and wild chokeberry bushes and down the embankment toward a small lake. Jerry frantically pumped the brakes, but the wheels locked up as the car gained momentum and slid down the rain-soaked slope.

In moments the car reached the bottom and rolled right into the dark lake. The flying lady went under first, and the deer’s blood washed away as water sloshed over the hood ornament, back over the silver wings, and rippled up the hood. Steam sizzled around the submerged engine, and as the water rose through the floorboards, Jerry could hear himself yelling. He felt the wetness swirl around his ankles, then creep up over his knees.

His frenzied but futile attempts to open the door increased the panic that had him by the throat. Finally bracing one hand on the steering wheel, he used the other to turn the crank and lower the window. His apprehension overpowered all reason as the front end of the car dipped even lower and Mary started to scream his name. In waterlogged clothes and shoes, he struggled to maneuver out the driver’s window.

His limbs felt like lead as he lurched and slid on the slick muck. He grabbed the back-door handle and hollered at Mary, “I can’t open it! Roll down the window!” 

She screamed again, and he could see the water enveloping her belly and rising up her thin cotton dress. Her hands, encased in white cotton gloves, were splayed over the blue material like clouds. He pounded on the window. “Listen to me, Mary! Open the window!” He watched as she caught her breath between labor pains and saw her reach toward the window crank, but then almost immediately cry out again. Her hand clenched in a fist against her belly as the steadily rising water moved farther up her body.

He fought to stay near the car as the water inched up to her chin, but the weight of his soaked shirt, pants, and shoes pulled at him too as the car slipped farther downward. For one brief moment, he could see her terror-filled eyes through the watery glass. He saw her spit out the lake and tip her head back to keep her face in the small pocket of air near the roof of the car. He fought to lift his shoes from the sucking lake bed as he turned and slogged his way toward the shore, collapsing on its edge in the mud.

As water finished filling the last few inches of space in the car, Mary was finishing the journey of her pregnancy even as her world went completely black.

Raindrops splashed into the lake—tiny pits silently marring its smooth surface. The wind that churned the air was nonexistent from below, lending an eerie calm to the water. The world above was muffled, a surreal distance that seemed impossible to reach.

The moon slipped out of its shroud of clouds just as a tiny infant broke through the surface of the lake, cleansed from birth by the water, held in the strong, protective arms of his mother.

MY STORY IS AS UNIQUE AS MY BIRTH—and so is the fact that I could not tell it to you until now. But even as I give you this account, it isn’t me I want you to focus on—rather, it’s my mother. My mother is where the heart of this story lies.





Chapter Two

Brewster, Minnesota 
 JANUARY 1938 

HE CAME INTO VIEW LIKE A BIRD in flight against a wash of cerulean blue. Dark eyes fringed with black lashes above red apple cheeks stared up at the sky. A tuft of dark hair hung below a green woolen cap, and a long scarf streamed out behind him. Once again the pendulum motion sent him skyward, then, giving gravity its due, he flew back the other way only to reappear seconds later.

Hand-knitted green mittens, matching the cap and scarf, enveloped the small hands wrapped tightly around the steel chains. As the swing changed course, his dark eyes closed against the motion, but a small smile played on the lips of seven-year-old Jack Sinclair, flying as high as his mother could push him. As she shifted her boots in the snow, the swish of the swing was interrupted by the crunch of ice crystals under her feet. 

Brewster Community Park was filled with children and parents enjoying a mid-January thaw that was nothing short of glorious. A beguiling sun in the winter sky lured the hardy outside with the promise of more warmth than it could actually deliver. But its brightness elevated moods and broke the hold of cabin fever that had claimed the whole town for weeks. The large thermometer outside Lundberg Bank on First Street read thirty-four degrees—positively balmy after many days of subzero temperatures.

Mary Sinclair held the chains of the swing until it stopped, then helped Jack off the wooden seat. Several young mothers standing at the far end of the swing set occasionally glanced in Mary’s direction as they talked quietly among themselves. Their children played boisterously together nearby—running in the snow, packing snowballs and hurling them at each other, squealing with the sheer freedom of being outside. Mary paid neither group any heed—her full attention was on her son as she took his mittened hand and walked him from the swing to the slide, then to the merry-go-round that groaned and creaked from the cold when she ran in circles to keep it moving. Jack smiled as he watched the world spin past, his face turned into the wind, the earflaps of his green wool cap flapping in the breeze. Mary laughed as she pulled the merry-go-round to a stop.

“Let’s make snow angels,” she said as she helped him down. She sat in the snow and gently pulled him onto the sugar-like crystals that covered the dormant winter grass.

“You lie there,” she said, motioning with her hands as she lay down on her side next to him, “and move your arms and legs like this.” She shifted his left arm and leg back and forth until he got the rhythm and began to move his right arm and leg in the same way.

She grinned at him. “Look at you. You’re making wings.” She plopped back on the snow and made her own snow angel.

Jack stilled beside her, staring straight above him as a cloud skimmed along on a wave of wind. Mother and son stayed motionless in the snow, ignoring the cold that seeped through their coats.

“It’s so pretty,” Mary said quietly, her eyes too on the sky. She watched her breath as she blew out a puff of air that quickly turned into its own tiny cloud in the cold, then evaporated into the atmosphere. Like so many things in life—there one second, gone the next.

She felt the chilly wind on her cheeks as it ruffled her long hair, the same color as her mother’s, like dark cherrywood. It had escaped her own woolen hat and fanned out on the snow. In that moment, as she sat up and grabbed her son’s hand, she felt like a young woman in love with life. She pulled Jack to his feet and smiled at him, laying a gloved finger on the tip of his nose. He smiled back, and she drew her finger up the bridge of his nose to his forehead, then traced a heart around his face.

“I . . . love . . . you.” His eyes never left her face as she knelt to brush the snow from his jacket. Tiny diamond glints of ice sifted to the ground beneath them as she got to her feet and again slipped her hand around her son’s.

“Let’s go home where it’s warm, Jack,” she told him as a shadow passed over the park. She looked up to see the sky becoming an ambient winter blue dotted with heavy, wet clouds. The day had drifted toward evening when she wasn’t looking, and she shivered at the dropping temperatures. She pushed up the sleeve of her coat to look at her watch. “We’d better get going,” she told the boy, giving a little tug on his arm.

He went along compliantly—the two of them making their way back across the park as the shadows above broadened over the ground. It started to snow, the flakes big and fat as they swirled around, eventually settling on their shoulders and coating their hats and scarves with lacey patterns. But Mary’s lightheartedness deserted her with each step that brought them closer to home. 

“Watch your step, Jack. It’s getting pretty slippery,” she warned. Her hand tightened around his as they crossed a street in an industrial section of town. The new snow whirled around them in the wind, covering the streets and frozen ground. Her cheeks felt tight from the cold. “I think we’ll have hot chocolate at home. Sound good?”

They made a turn from the street into an alleyway, a shortcut Mary didn’t normally use but now welcomed in light of the weather. They moved past trash receptacles and double doors of corrugated metal. The two neared a large truck, where a man, the brim of his gray fedora catching the snow, prepared to lift the rear door of the vehicle. Metal screeched against metal, startling Mary at the jarring sound, but Jack didn’t flinch. A stocky, barrel-chested man with neither cap nor jacket carried an upholstered ottoman from the delivery doors of the building to the now-open truck bay.

“This it, then?” the stocky man grunted as he hefted the ottoman to join several other pieces of furniture, protected by green felt moving blankets.

“For now, but we’ve gotta wait on a chair that won’t be ready till seven-thirty,” the other man answered as he rolled the metal door down with a bang. “We’ll leave after that.”

“Seven-thirty!? We’re gonna be driving all night long now,” the stocky man objected.

“Stop yer complaining. At least we got jobs,” the man in the fedora shot back. He tipped his hat as Mary moved past with Jack.

“Afternoon, miss,” he said, “and little mister.” Mary nodded at him with a quick smile, and she hurried her son down the alley that put them just one street away from their own neighborhood.

By the time they had completed the shortcut and arrived at the front of their small house—no more than a cottage, really—on Cedar Avenue, the fresh snow had already covered the ground and made the old gray soot-marred drifts look white again. From the sidewalk, Mary could see a note tacked to the front entrance. At the door she pulled it off quickly, as she would a bandage stuck to her skin, and shoved the paper into her pocket while hurrying Jack into the house.

They stood on a rug near the front door while she helped Jack pull off his galoshes. She quickly toed off her overshoes and shrugged out of her coat, leaving her gloves on. He patiently stood motionless while she began to remove his cap, scarf, and mittens—and then she realized she was shivering.

“It’s nearly as cold in here as it is outside,” she said with a shake of her head, hurrying Jack back into his outerwear. “We’ll keep our coats on awhile.” She slipped back into her own wrap and went to a thermostat on the wall, where she could see the mercury stuck way too low under the hard plastic. She gave it a firm rap with her knuckles, the noise muted by her gloves, and was rewarded with a weak sound from below as the gas furnace kicked on.

“Crummy old furnace,” she grumbled. “I’ll be battling you all night just to keep you going.” She led Jack into the kitchen and seated him at the small Formica-topped table with a pile of wooden blocks. “Here you go, Jack,” she said, leaning down to catch his eye. She saw a spark of interest as she placed one block on top of another. “Do it just like I showed you before.” She took his hand and curled his fingers around a block—then lifted it to help him stack it on another block. “See there. You did it.” She watched as he moved by rote, grabbing another block and stacking it on the first two. Though never sure if or when he might follow her lead, she now smiled her satisfaction and made her way to the Frigidaire to pull out a bottle of milk.

Most days, Mary wished for simple conversation, but she settled for music. She clicked on the Philco on the counter, and immediately the strains of Bing Crosby singing “Pennies from Heaven” filled the small room. While she heated milk on the stove, she put a few squares of a Hershey’s candy bar on a plate near the burner, which quickly pooled into a melted puddle. She mixed the milk and melted chocolate into two mugs. Putting one of them in front of Jack, she sat down with her own and felt the paper crinkle in her coat pocket. She sighed, pulled it out, and smoothed it against the table.

She rubbed at her forehead, feeling the lines furrowed there. “Just read it,” she chided herself aloud. “Waiting won’t change the words. Pick it up and get on with it!” She snatched up the note and read the message—twice. She shook her head slowly, the rush of uncertainty and fear she’d been battling for months attacking with renewed vigor.

“What are we going to do? What?” Preoccupied, it took her a few moments to realize Jack wasn’t drinking his hot chocolate but was holding on to the tip of his tongue. With a pang, she reached for his mug and took a tentative sip.

She quickly jerked it away from her mouth. “Oh, buddy, I’m sorry.” She blew on the milk several times and took another sip before sliding the mug back to Jack. “It’s okay now. Mommy’s so sorry.” Jack watched her a moment, then lifted it to his lips.

After a quick glance at the clock on the wall, she pushed back from the table.

“I’m sure it’s just the two of us for supper again tonight,” Mary said as she got to her feet. “So maybe we’ll have tomato soup and cheese sandwiches. They’re your favorites—right?” She ran her hand through Jack’s dark hair and tipped his chin up to make sure he saw her smile before answering her own question. “Right.”

The winter shadows of evening had draped themselves over the house, and it was still chilly in spite of the heroic efforts of the furnace. Having removed their coats and dressed them both in wool sweaters, Mary settled Jack on the sagging couch in the living room and tucked a blanket over his lap. She knew he’d be content to sit there beside her, and for the moment she didn’t fight the way he seemed to retreat into himself, disappearing into his own mind to a place she didn’t understand but nonetheless had learned to accept as a big part of who he was. 

She curled a leg beneath her and sat down beside him, finally giving in to the nervous tension that had been building since she’d come home to find the note. She glanced at her watch and figured she had two or three hours to think of the least inflammatory way to start the conversation with her husband. His workdays recently had extended into long evenings, and most nights she was already in bed feigning sleep when he came home.

Jerry didn’t like bad news; in fact, just the thought of having this conversation with him made her heart race. Somehow he would find a way to place the blame squarely on her shoulders. But taking the blame for all the things Jerry thought were wrong with his life didn’t bother her anymore. She would gladly be the scapegoat as long as it kept his anger and frustration from being directed at their son. That was something she’d never allow Jack to experience.

Mary tried to think of the right way to tell Jerry about the note, how to phrase the news so he wouldn’t get as mad as she was expecting. For a moment she longed for the Jerry she’d met years ago, when she worked at the Lakeside Theater. The tall, good-looking twenty-year-old had smiled tentatively the first time he’d come to her window to buy a ticket to the matinee showing of The Iron Mask. The next day he was back and must have gotten up the nerve to ask her name when he bought another ticket. The third day he slid a quarter across the counter and said, “Mary me.”

Her jaw dropped, and he offered a charming smile. “Mary, me need a ticket to The Iron Mask.”

It was a fast courtship, and though Mary was only sixteen, she knew she was completely in love with Jerry Sinclair.

“We’re gonna have a great life, Mary,” he’d promise when they would talk about the future. “I can sell rice to a Chinaman and snow to an Eskimo. I’ll be the best salesman Minnesota has ever seen!”

“I know you will, Jerry.”

“Tell me your dreams, and I’ll make them all come true.” He took her gloved hands in his own.

“I want a house of our own and a yard filled with children. Children who’ll never know what it’s like to be sent from one foster home to another. Children who will always feel loved and safe and will know we’ll never leave them—no matter what,” she said. “That’s my dream.”

Jerry had squeezed her hands and smiled. “That’s it? That’ll be a snap.”

Mary believed him.

She had always found it both ironic and sweet that it was during a double-feature intermission one Saturday when Jerry leaned over to hand her a bag of popcorn.

“I want you to marry me,” he said quietly.

She smiled. “I want to marry you.”

Jerry looked down at the popcorn, and Mary followed his gaze to a gold chain lying across the top—a chain looped through a gold wedding band.

“I know you can’t wear a ring on account of your hands—and the gloves,” he said, his voice low. “But if you wear the ring around your neck, everyone will know you’re mine.”

The wedding was a quick affair at City Hall, and then ten months later—Jack. Baby Jack born on a stormy night in stormy circumstances.

“He’s our little miracle boy, Mary,” Jerry used to say, leaning over the tiny infant’s cradle to watch him sleep. “He’s going to be special someday. You mark my words. He’s going to do great things.”

Mary now reached for the chain around her neck and slowly lifted it from beneath her sweater. The gold of that wedding band seemed to have dulled over the years, though at one time it had been her most cherished possession. But it was at present simply a reminder of all that had gone wrong—the world shattered for Jerry—for both of them—while they stood in a doctor’s office.

“You were right to be concerned, Mrs. Sinclair. . . . He’s profoundly deaf. . . .

“No effort at communication at all . . .

“Most likely a mute . . . other problems as well. Some kind of faulty connection in his brain . . . we don’t know why. Possibly due to the strange circumstances of his birth . . .

“Do you give him plenty of love? Spend enough time with him? Or maybe you’ve spent too much time with him—coddled him?

“There are facilities for people like this. The state can assume the burden. He’ ll never be able to lead a normal life. . . .

“To be frank—it’s a complete mystery.”

It had been the beginning of the end of their marriage. While Mary fiercely nurtured and protected her son, Jerry withdrew. As her heart expanded with love for Jack, Jerry’s seemed to harden. He stopped holding Jack’s hand, stopped sitting with him or looking into his eyes. As far as Jerry was concerned, it was almost as if Jack had stopped existing. Jerry was a different man than the one she’d married.

Or is he really different? Maybe I just saw what I wanted to see. . . . 

Outside the wind was howling, and there was something else. Mary heard an automobile engine—then two round orbs of light passed across the front window.

“He’s home early,” she whispered as she pulled Jack from the couch. “Sorry, buddy, but it’s early to bed for you tonight.” She led him across the small living room, and they stepped over the threshold of his bedroom just as the front door banged open. Even from the back of the house, she could hear Jerry blowing noisily on his fingers. She drew in a steadying breath, finished hurrying Jack under the covers, then materialized back in the living room.

“You’re home early,” Mary said, keeping her tone neutral. 

Jerry stamped his feet and brushed the snow from the lapels of his overcoat as he looked over at her and smiled. “Yep.” He took off his coat and folded it over his arm.

For a moment Mary was taken aback by his uncharacteristic smile. But she quickly recovered and moved across the room, her hand outstretched, to hang up the coat as she did every evening.

“I’ve got it.” He brushed past her to the coat closet.

She dropped her arm, tugging the sleeves of her sweater over her gloves. As he strode across the threadbare rug, Jerry squared his shoulders in the neatly pressed blue suit and ran a hand over his already smooth hair.

“It’s cold in here,” he noted as he hung up the coat.

“I’m pretty sure it’s the thermostat again,” she said carefully. “It’s still not working right. . . .” A pause. “Maybe you could take a look—”

“I’ll warm up in a hot shower.” He quickly closed the closet door.

“I’ll have your supper ready by the time you’re cleaned up—”

“Don’t bother.” He headed toward the bathroom. “I’m really only home to throw a few things into a suitcase.”

“Suitcase? Where—?”

“A golden opportunity, Mary.” He turned to face her from the hallway. “I got a lead on a company that’s looking for a new insurance agent. I’m not wasting any time on this. Figure I’ll head a hundred miles down the road and be the first rep there when they open their doors tomorrow morning.”

“Another business trip?” she dared ask. “How . . . how long will you be gone?”

He shrugged. “Long as it takes.”

“So things are good—with business, I mean?”

“Same as always.” He loosened his tie and pulled it out of his collar. “I’m gonna take that shower now.” He turned back toward the bathroom.

Mary walked toward him and pulled the note from her cardigan pocket. “Wait, Jerry,” she said. “You need to see this.”

He blew out a sigh. “I’m in a hurry, Mary. . . .” But he stopped and faced her again.

She held the piece of paper out to him. “We got another note from Mr. Carmichael. He’s pretty steamed this time. He says we’ve got to come up with the past three months’ rent, or he’ll evict us in ten days.”

“That old coot is full of hot air,” Jerry scoffed. “He’s not going to toss out tenants he’s had for six years.”

“Yeah, I’m afraid he will,” Mary said quietly. She looked again at the note trembling in her hand, then back at Jerry. “If things are okay at work, how come we can’t pay the rent? Where are we going to live if he kicks us out? It’s not just us, Jerry. We’ve got Jack to think about.” She blinked quickly against threatening tears. Jerry hated it when she cried.

Jerry rolled his eyes. “Is there a single stupid minute when you’re not thinking about him?” He swore at her. “Isn’t it enough we’ve built our whole existence around a kid who doesn’t show any more emotion than that chair over there? He’s like that blasted thermostat—broken and useless.”

Mary knew he was just getting warmed up. Let it go, let it go. . . . Don’t make him mad. . . .

But she had to know. “Don’t we have the money for the rent?” Her heart pounded at the confrontational sound of the question and what it might provoke.

“Quit worrying about it,” he shot back. “I’ll take care of it.”

“But if we don’t have the money . . . ?”

He marched down the hallway into the living room and threw a hand toward the front window. “If we didn’t have the money, do you think I’d have been able to get that?”

Mary followed him and looked out . . . at a shiny blue Cadillac parked by the sidewalk.

“Whose car—?”

“I traded in our old Ford and picked up that baby for a song,” he said easily.

“You bought a . . . a new car?” She was so shocked she couldn’t keep the incredulity from her voice.

“How do you expect my clients to take me seriously if I’m driving around in an old heap? What does that say about Jerry Sinclair? That he can’t even afford a decent vehicle. You gotta spend money to make money. Besides, the old car was always breaking down. You don’t want me out on the highway in something that’s unreliable, do you?”

Jerry stepped out of his black wing tips, wiped at a few wet spots from the snow, and crossed the room to place them carefully by the front door.

“I can’t believe you bought a new car when we—”

He moved back to the hallway and the bathroom, waving a dismissive hand around the simple room and worn furnishings. “I’m tired of settling, Mary—and for what?” He shook his head. “Besides, I don’t have time to talk about this right now. I need a shower before I leave. I hope you haven’t used up all the hot water bathing Jack.”

“It was too cold to give him a bath,” she said quietly, trying to hold her emotions in check. “That’s why I was hoping you could take a look at the furnace. . . .”

“Don’t start whining, Mary,” he warned, finger pointing at her. “I’m in a good mood, and I hate it when you spoil my good mood.” He whirled away from her to the bathroom and slammed the door.

Mary heard him start the shower and the familiar ping as the pipes in the walls expanded. She stood in the middle of the small living room, hands held stiffly at her sides. 

She glanced once more out the window at the new car, then walked quickly to the closet and pulled out Jerry’s overcoat. She felt inside the pockets, and her hand shook as she withdrew a set of papers folded neatly into thirds—along with a postcard. The picture on the front showed a man and woman, each pulling on opposite sides of a wedding band while the words above proclaimed Six Weeks in Nevada! Divorce Court Made Easy.

Now her whole body trembled as she turned the postcard over to read words written in a confident feminine script: If you want me— here’s the answer. AJ. It only took a second for her to open the papers and realize they were legal documents petitioning for divorce. “AJ” had even helpfully filled in some of the blanks.

Her stunned mind raced with the revelation and all it meant for her—and Jack. She shoved the papers back into the coat pocket and forced herself to check the other one. The white envelope was fat and heavy, and when she opened the flap, Mary was staring at more cash than she’d ever seen in her entire life.

Mary was sitting on the edge of the sofa when she heard the shower stop. It was still cold in the room, and her cardigan did little to ward off the chill, though she hardly noticed it now. Jerry was whistling some tune behind the bathroom door. “The only good thing about having a deaf kid is I never have to be quiet,” he’d told her once. “You could drop a bomb right next to him, and he’d never even notice it.”

Mary’s legs bounced nervously while she waited for her husband, but when he finally entered the room, she stilled her nerves with practiced skill and hoped her smile looked sincere. She didn’t have to search for a compliment—he was dressed as meticulously as always. 

“You look very nice, Jerry,” she said, getting up from the couch and crossing the room toward him. Her sweater was missing some buttons, but it was easy to hold closed with her hands pressed into the pockets. She reminded herself to stand up a little straighter. She knew he hated it when she slouched.

“Jerry, I was wondering—”

“Gotta go.” He moved to the closet door, opened it, and pulled out his coat in one fluid motion. She caught her bottom lip in her teeth and made herself move closer.

“Are you sure you have to go?” she asked in a hopeful tone, hoping to distract him. “We never get to spend much time . . . you know . . . alone together anymore.”

He paused and raised his brows. “What are you saying?”

She dropped her gaze shyly and smiled. “I just mean that I . . . I miss you sometimes.” Tentatively, she withdrew a hand from her pocket, her sleeve riding up, and reached over to take his.

She saw his eyes stare in surprise when he felt the bare skin of her hand on his. He yanked it away as if he’d been burned and looked down to see the red tips of her fingers barely visible under the sleeve of her sweater.

“Why did you do that? You never . . .” He stepped backward, shaking his hand as if trying to get rid of his repugnance.

Mary curled her fingers up under the sleeve and pushed her hand back into the sweater pocket. Her eyes filled with tears.

He shook his head. “Gotta go.”

“You’ll be back, though . . . won’t you?” She kept her voice as even as she could. Anything that sounded plaintive usually triggered an outburst—or worse.

He drew his brows together as he plucked his wool scarf from the radiator by the door. “What kind of a dumb question is that?” Without looking back, he stepped outside and closed the door firmly behind him.





Chapter Three

MARY SAT FOR A FEW MINUTES on the sofa and stared at the closed door. A deep breath, then she stood and moved as quickly as she could, putting a few necessities for both of them into a small suitcase before waking her son. She had a fleeting moment of thankfulness that the house had been too cold to put Jack in his pajamas. He was still wearing his clothes and warm wool sweater as Mary bundled him into his jacket.

Her heart was fluttering like a bird escaping a cage while she wrestled Jack into his boots and pulled on her overshoes. She picked up the suitcase, scooped up Jack’s hat and scarf she’d left to dry near the front door, and rushed out into the frigid night. 

The streetlights along the road shone small amber circles on the snowy ground as Mary stepped off the front porch, took a quick look up and down the street, and hurried Jack down the sidewalk. Even in her rubber overshoes, she nearly fell twice on the icy pathway. Gulps of cold air burned her lungs, and she forced herself to slow down as she held tightly to Jack’s hand. Jerry’s long gone. We’ ll be okay . . . we’ ll be okay . . . we’ ll be okay swirled round and round in her head.

And then she heard the revving of an engine a few blocks behind them. A frantic glance over her shoulder revealed a car sliding around a corner and coming to a halt in front of their house. With her heart sinking, she watched as Jerry yanked open the front door and disappeared into the house. She pulled Jack off the sidewalk. For once she was grateful he couldn’t ask her any questions as they stepped behind a neighbor’s house.

In the next silent space, she heard Jerry bellow her name.

“Mar-ree! You got something of mine! Get back here—now! I’m not kiddin’ around. I’m counting to five. One . . . two . . .”

She could hear the hammering of her heart as she pulled Jack through adjacent backyards in a crouch. Jerry was still counting, his voice carrying through the quiet, cold night. A car door slammed, then the sound of the engine as it moved forward.

The two darted between neighboring houses from shadowed patch to shadowed patch. Several houses later, they crouched under a fir tree with broad, snow-covered branches near a detached garage. She could see two circles of light slowly advancing up the street toward her, then stopping in front of the house next door.

Mary watched in terror as Jerry left the motor running and got out. He walked around to the front of the car and stood in the beam of the headlights, his silhouette rigid as he scanned the area. The moon had claimed its place for the night and shed ambient light on the yard, revealing new footprints pressed in the snow. Jerry put his hands on his hips and stepped out of the cylinder of light, becoming nothing but a dark shadow.

“Mary! Quit foolin’ around and come home with me,” he called as she saw him start to follow the footprints. He obviously was making the attempt to sound conciliatory. “C’mon, honey, this is crazy. I know you’re confused ’bout the stuff you found in my coat. Let’s go on home and talk about it before poor Jack catches his death of cold out here.”

Quietly Mary inched her way with Jack and the suitcase toward the back of the house, fervently hoping there wasn’t a watchdog that might give her away.

“You there!” A man’s voice bellowed from the front of the house. “What’re ya doin’ in my yard?”

Her heart nearly stopped till she heard Jerry’s smooth answer. “I’m just out looking for my dog. Confounded animal got out, and wouldn’t ya know, my son is crazy for the mutt. If I could just look around in the back—”

“I don’t give nobody run o’ my yard—not dog or man,” the man said with finality.

“I’m not looking to stake a claim. Just want to find my dog!” Jerry snapped.

Mary recognized the change in Jerry’s voice. He’d gone from a reasonable tone to an irritation he couldn’t hide.

Jack sneezed. Any hope of a stealthy escape dissipated with it. She grabbed him up and ran as fast as she could toward the next backyard, suitcase bumping awkwardly against her legs. She heard Jerry’s stream of curses and the old man’s reprimand about language—and then the car door slammed again. She ran through the last yard on the block and made a dash for the street. The added weight in her arms slowed her steps, but the adrenaline pumping through her veins gave her strength and purpose beyond any she had ever known.

She didn’t know what direction to head—only that she had to run as if their lives depended on it. The consequences of Jerry catching them gave her another burst of strength. She couldn’t—wouldn’t let him lay a hand on Jack. 

She slid and nearly fell again around an icy corner. But it was cloaked in welcome darkness, and she saw she was at the end of a long street of industrial businesses with loading zones out front. Mary’s legs felt like Jell-O and her side ached. She set Jack back on his feet and tried to catch her breath. The street appeared to be deserted— normal families are home eating their dinner together like they should be flickered through her mind. She felt her lips turn up in a rueful grin. Normal. What do I know about normal?

Mary pulled Jack toward the first building they came to—Remington’s Auto Body Shop. She tried the door, but it was locked. They ran to the next business just as two headlights rounded the corner at the end of the street. She jerked on the door of Beltway Tractors as the car started toward them. She waited, flat against the building, and watched as the car moved under a streetlamp. A blue Cadillac.

The Caddy stopped—engine idling, its driver no doubt taking stock of the street. Mary kept a firm hand on her son’s shoulder as they pressed themselves into the shadows and waited to see what Jerry would do. After a moment he started to back up—away from them.

Her relief was short-lived.

“Hey, lady! Lady!” Her head snapped around as she looked toward a man in a worn-out overcoat. He carried a brown bag that barely concealed a bottle of whiskey and staggered toward them through a golden puddle of streetlight as if he were wading through butter. “Can ya spare a few bucks for a fella down on his luck?”

Mary vigorously shook her head and glanced back toward the Cadillac still backing up. “No, please go away,” she said as urgently as she could manage.

“C’mon, lady. Even two bits’ll help,” the man slurred ingratiatingly. She moved her gaze off the Cadillac. “Leave us alone! Please—I don’t—”

And then the revved-up pitch of the car’s engine as it made a fast U-turn—and she knew Jerry had spotted them. She reacted in an instant. Holding fast to Jack’s hand she sprinted on.

Don’t look—just run—run—run! But she couldn’t help herself, and she turned to see the headlights heading straight at them, relentlessly pinning them in Jerry’s sights against the street ahead. No, no, no, no, no, no!

Frantically she looked right, then left, and realized they were only steps away from the shortcut they’d used earlier that day. Adrenaline once more screamed through her body, and she pulled Jack with her as she scrambled into the alley behind the buildings. The brake lights cast an eerie red glow as the car fishtailed over the icy street, the tires spinning before the vehicle was under control.

It seemed heaven-sent; the big truck she’d seen earlier that day was still parked halfway down the alley. The back end was wide open to the night and to anyone who might want to clamber inside and hide in the depths of the furniture shrouded in blankets and shadows. There was no sign of the men who’d casually greeted her that afternoon, so she pushed Jack up inside, threw the suitcase behind him, and climbed in herself, all the while listening for the Cadillac and the angry tone of Jerry’s voice.

She knew he wouldn’t give up easily, knew he was out there searching the streets even as she practically dragged Jack past the maze of furniture toward the wall that abutted the cab of the truck. She set down the suitcase and lifted one of the moving blankets from a settee, then sank into the cushions of an oversized chair and pulled Jack onto her lap. She billowed out the blanket—like a sheet over a bed—and let the weight of the material conceal them both.

She barely had time to get her ragged, spent breath evened out before she heard the sound of Jerry’s velvety smooth voice.

“Mary? Are you in here?”

The blanket plastered itself to her face when she pulled in a heart-stopping breath. 

“Come on now, hon . . . I just want to put this whole ugly misunderstanding behind us. That money is for the rent. I’m taking care of that tomorrow.”

She felt the truck shift and knew he had climbed inside. His voice grew quieter but sounded just as soothing. “Mary? I’m not mad— really. I know we both want to make sure Jack has a place that’s safe and warm—right?” The soles of his shoes scraped like sandpaper over the accumulated dirt and grit on the metal floor.

Her heart was pounding so loud she was sure he could hear it, but Mary remained motionless with her son under the blanket. She had no idea what Jack understood of their situation, but for once she was grateful for the long spaces of time when he was as still and quiet as a granite statue.

She heard Jerry heave what sounded like a long, frustrated sigh, then an expletive followed. “Where are you?” he muttered.

“You wanna take the first shift—or should I?” A man’s voice carried loudly through the walls of the truck.

“I’ll do it,” another voice answered.

“Okay, let’s load ’er up and get going,” the first one said.

Mary heard the men grunt and then another shift in the truck as something heavy settled on the metal floor. “The chair won’t be ready till seven-thirty . . .” she remembered from the afternoon.

“Okay, lock it up,” one of the men yelled. The metal door rolled down into place with a thud. Mary peeled back the edge of the blanket and peered out, seeing nothing but inky blackness. She hugged Jack a little closer and hoped he couldn’t feel her tremble as she heard the doors to the truck cab open and then slam closed. She didn’t even realize she was holding her breath, but when the engine started, she slowly exhaled. Jerry must have gotten out—somehow he got out before they saw him. . . . 

“Okay, Mary—last chance,” Jerry’s disembodied voice slipped out of nowhere. She swallowed down the scream in her throat and pressed herself farther back into the cushion of the chair. “If you’re in here, you’d be better off telling me than letting me find you.”

Quiet, quiet, quiet . . . don’t move. Don’t breathe . . . don’t blink. . . . 

The truck slowly started to move, and Jerry’s curses began somewhere to her left. “I don’t need to see to find you in here, Mary,” he said with a chuckle that frightened her more than his words, making the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

“I can’t see, Jack can’t hear—you obviously can’t think straight or you wouldn’t be running away. We’re quite the family—aren’t we?” 

She could hear him cursing when he lost his balance with the truck’s movement and an elbow or shin connected with the furniture. Slapping at the blankets, sweeping his hand over some piece, knocking his fist on a table—the shuffle of his feet grew louder as he moved toward the cab of the truck.

“This is crazy,” he hissed into the air. “Completely nuts. I hope for your sake you’re not in here or you’ll regret it. You—will—regret—it.” Each word felt like a hammer blow against Mary’s thudding heart.

Mary could tell by the sounds in the dark truck that Jerry . . . closer . . . was going through the space systematically—moving blankets . . . closer . . . poking at furniture, narrowing down the search . . . closer . . . one square foot at a time. And then she could smell his cologne. He was so close now she felt the air around her move as his hand flailed about to connect with something. It slapped down on the back of the chair just a hairsbreadth from her shoulder. Too close! Too close! Bend down. . . . She curled herself over Jack just as Jerry’s hand again swept through the air above their hiding place. Then the truck suddenly braked, and she heard Jerry crash against something to a long string of expletives. She tightened her hold on Jack as she heard Jerry scrambling to his feet.

“What kind of bloomin’ idiot parks his car across the end of an alley?” The voice carried clearly from the cab through the walls of the truck.

At the blare of the horn, Mary jumped.

“Move!” she heard the driver yelling. “Move the durn car!”

Jerry was still, and it was completely silent in the back of the truck. The total quiet, the lack of movement nearly undid Mary—he could be standing an inch from her, and she’d never know from under the blanket.

“Honk again!”

“I think I’ll just ram it,” the driver said. “That’ll move ’im.”

“Hang on—” the other man cut in. “I’ll go talk with the guy.” The cab door opened, then slammed.

“Hey!” she heard the man yell. “There’s no one in the car!”

“We got a ten-hour drive ahead of us! Move the stupid thing!”

Jerry swore again, his voice startling her. Way too close. Suddenly he was banging on the tailgate of the truck, pounding on the sides— kicking out at the latch.

“Open up! Open up!” Jerry yelled.

The door started to roll up, and Mary pulled the blanket tighter and scrunched down as far as she could with her arms wrapped securely around Jack. Though it had seemed like forever, it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes since they’d climbed into the truck, but Jack hadn’t moved a muscle.

“Who the blazes are you?” Mary heard one of the men demand. “And what are you doin’ in there? You a stowaway?”

“That’s my Cadillac, moron. Why would I need to stow away?”

“Well, now, that makes sense,” he answered, sarcasm dripping. Then, “Hey, Herb! Call the cops! I think we got us a thief in here.”

“I’m no thief either,” Jerry said quickly. “I was looking for my handicapped kid. Thought he mighta climbed in here—he’s deaf and dumb.”

“That right? Then I guess the nut don’t fall too far from the tree, mister. You’re not deaf—but you’re sure ’nough dumb. Now, get outta my truck!”

“Fine,” Jerry snapped. “I’ve searched the truck, and he’s not in here anyway.”

“Imagine that? Some kid doesn’t want to climb into a dark truck in the freezing cold? I’m stunned. Now, you gonna move your car, or do we let a tow truck do the honors?”

“I’m going,” Jerry rasped.

Though she couldn’t see Jerry leave, Mary could feel just the tiniest of shudders as he leapt off the back end.

“That was weird,” she heard one of them say. “Didn’t you think that was weird, Herb?”

“I think I’m cold, and I wanna get on the road,” Herb grumped. Mary pulled back the corner of the blanket in time to see the car’s brake lights disappearing around a corner.

“Lock it up. Again.”

The door rumbled down for a second time. This time the darkness was like another blanket—a welcome, comforting relief. She hugged Jack tightly to her breast and kissed his cheek. Her beloved son was safe in her lap. Jerry was on the other side of a locked door, hopefully well on his way to wherever he was going, and she had the money. As the truck swayed its way out of the alley, she had no idea where they were headed—but she was sure it would be better than where they’d been.





Chapter Four

SHE STRUGGLED TO OPEN HER EYES against the bright light. A man was silhouetted against a backdrop of sunshine. Trembling from the cold, Mary squinted to try and make out his face, her heart pounding as she tightened her arms around Jack’s body.

Another man, this one in a fedora, came into view and slapped the first one on the back. “Hate these night runs,” he said. “Takes everything I got to stay awake.”

“You were snoring pretty darn loud for a guy who was awake,” the other man replied. “Good thing I was driving the last hundred miles.”

“That wasn’t me. The transmission on this old crate rumbled pretty good.” He chuckled as he reached to grab the leg of the chair nearest the door. “Let’s get this thing unloaded, and I’ll treat ya to some hot cakes.” 

Everything came rushing back in a blur. Running from Jerry the night before, hiding in the truck—the long ride in the cold, dark space.

The men hefted the chair out to the ground, and Mary watched carefully until they’d disappeared from view. She grabbed the suitcase and hurried Jack between furniture to the wide-open end of the truck. She jumped down, turned to swing her son into her arms, and paused only a moment to look around at their new life.

Hugging the corner of a brick building, body rigid with nerves, Mary looked over the area near the truck that had carried them away from their small town. She kept a hand on Jack at all times while she scanned about for Jerry or his blue Cadillac. But after only a few minutes she felt herself relaxing just a little.

“You know what I think, Jack?” she said softly into the cold air. “I don’t think your dad followed us. I think if he believed we were in that truck, he wouldn’t have gotten off without his money.”

With the thought of the money, she shoved her hand into her pocket and felt the envelope of cash with a rush of relief. It wasn’t all a dream—it was real. She’d left her husband. Left a man who over the years had proven time and time again that he didn’t care about anything or anyone—except himself. She’d left a man who only last week had proven he would strike his only child when frustrated if she hadn’t been there to stop him. Jerry had been planning to leave them penniless, leave them without a roof over their heads or even a means of provision. But I left before he could do that to us. . . . Mary knelt in front of Jack so he could see right into her eyes, and she smiled. “We’re going to be okay, buddy. From now on, everything is going to be okay.” 

She slowly came to her feet. The enormity of what she’d done was gradually becoming real. She stood there amazed at her own courage—and uncharacteristic good luck. All the things that had unfolded, one on top of another, to get her to this place. If the weather hadn’t turned cold, she never would have taken the shortcut through the alley and seen the truck. Was that a conscious thing or was something else leading me to that spot? And having our sweaters on because of the old furnace . . . ?

She shook her head at her own reflections—knowing in her heart that it had to be luck because it couldn’t be God. She was sure He’d written her off years ago, was ashamed of her on so many levels. I was due for a break—that’s all. Finally it was my turn for some good luck. . . .

A blast of cold wind sliced through her coat and pulled her back from her ruminations. Jack shivered against her, and she wrapped her arms around him as she looked beyond the truck to once more take in their surroundings.

Jerry’s not the only one who doesn’t know where we are, she told herself as she watched two more trucks pull into what looked to be a warehouse district. She looked up at the building where they stood, noting it was over ten stories high. The clamor from the city seeped into her consciousness—a train whistle blasting in the distance against a background din of cars, trucks, and horns. Another gust of icy air sliced across her cheeks, and she knew they needed to get to someplace warm. “Hot cakes are on me. . . .” Her own stomach was growling, and she was sure Jack must be hungry.

Mary took one more careful look around, then stepped away from the building. “C’mon, sweetie, there must be at least a couple diners in this town,” she said, snugging his mittened hand into her own. They moved around the building and down an alley, and then stepped onto a sidewalk parallel to a busy street. Make that hundreds of diners in this city, she corrected herself as they blended into the flow of pedestrians and moved along with the tide. In spite of the cold—and the unknown—she felt a ripple of excitement. All the years of waiting and watching and gauging Jerry’s moods, trying to anticipate his next one so it wouldn’t include those humiliating slaps, saving pennies at a time in case she and Jack needed to escape—but inevitably having to spend the money for food, heat, or a doctor’s visit.

Now, somehow, she’d managed to turn the tables. Jerry’s escape money turned into our escape money, she told herself. The irony hit her squarely between the eyes, and she laughed out loud on the crowded sidewalk. For once I did something to make things change!





Chapter Five

Chicago, Illinois 

“YOU KNOW WHAT’U BEST about today, Jack?” Mary asked as she stirred the last stubborn bit of a Hershey’s bar until it too melted into the pan of chocolate on the hot plate. “The best thing about today is that we’ve got each other.” She turned from her task, standing at the end of a long bureau, and looked across the small room at her son. Jack stood with his eyes fixed on rows of tiny pink roses that ran up and down the wallpaper.

“In all of Chicago, I’ll bet there’s not one other mother with a son like you and not one other boy who has a mother like me. That makes us unique, little man. It makes us special.”

She poured the chocolate into a mug she’d already filled with milk and stirred it together. “Now we just have to get someone else to see that we’re special. We have to get someone to figure out that Mary Godwin and son will be a help to their business.” She’d already decided that anything she signed, any time she had to write her name—or Jack’s—that she’d use her maiden name. No more Mary Sinclair. She was gone—and good riddance. She carried the mug over to a small, low table, then went to Jack and held his shoulder to turn him from the wall. Bending so she could see right into his eyes, she smiled as she touched the tip of his nose, ran her gloved finger up the bridge, and formed a heart around his face.

“I . . . love . . . you . . . little man.”

She waited for that spark of recognition that she practically lived for. And there it is. The clouds in Jack’s eyes cleared long enough for him to return his mother’s smile. Her own widened in response.

“Hey, buddy, there you are,” she said softly. All too soon Jack’s smile receded, and she led him to the only chair in their rented room at Etta Cassidy’s Rooming House and gently pushed until he was sitting down in front of his favorite treat.

“Of course another best part of today is that we’ve got heat,” she said lightly, reveling in the fact that she didn’t need to wear a sweater. “Warmth is good.”

She crossed back to the bureau to turn off the hot plate she’d also rented from Etta Cassidy. Just the thought of the landlady made Mary smile. She looked like a sweet old woman—but Mary had quickly learned that Etta had more than her share of business sense and knew how to turn a profit when half the country was barely surviving. It had only been five days since she and Jack had climbed the front steps of number twelve and a half on Shady Oak Drive—a blue two-story clapboard house with a shingled roof and enough birdhouses around the yard to start an aviary. It was Etta Cassidy herself who had answered the ring of the bell—and she’d done so with a scowl on her face.

“I don’t buy from traveling salesmen—or women,” Etta had said curtly.

“I’m not selling anything,” Mary told her.

“You got a suitcase in your hand,” Etta observed. “No books or periodicals or kitchen utensils I don’t want in there?”

Mary shook her head. “No. Just our clothes. I’m supposed to say that Melly sent me.”

Etta’s nearly white eyebrows lifted. “You friends of Melly’s?”

“More like customers,” Mary admitted. “We met her in Hank’s Diner this morning.”

“That’s how I know her.” Etta nodded. “Good little waitress. Always brings my coffee hot and my club sandwich sliced without the crust.”

“She told me you might have a room to rent. . . .” Mary tried to keep her voice steady.

Etta’s eyes narrowed. “You in any kind of trouble?”

Mary shook her head. “No. We really just need a place to stay right now.”

“You got a job?”

“Not yet, but I plan to start looking immediately.”

“You might still be looking six months from now. How do you plan to pay for a room?”

“I have a nest egg to see me through several months.”

Etta digested that information, then cut her eyes to Jack. “Well, I’d take you on in a minute, but I don’t rent to anyone with kids. Too much mess and too much noise.”

“Jack isn’t like that, ma’am. He can’t—he isn’t able to hear. And he’s never said a word. Not even a peep—didn’t even cry as a baby. I promise he won’t make any kind of noise or mess. He’s a very good—”

“Huh. Never met a deaf-mute before. He looks normal.” She was staring at Jack, who was staring at something behind the woman.

Mary let the comment go. “How much is the room?” 

Etta took a minute to answer, her eyes still on Jack. Finally she gave her attention back to Mary. “Two dollars a week—payable in advance,” she said. “You got any linens?”

“No, I wasn’t—”

“Sheets, blankets, and pillows are fifty cents extra a week,” Etta added, “but for that price you get them laundered on Saturdays.”

“Fine.”

“I don’t allow hot plates in the room—unless they belong to me,”

Etta went on.

“How much to rent the hot plate?”

Etta actually smiled. “You’re a smart girl. It’s another quarter on top of the two-fifty. Still interested?”

“I am if you’ll throw in the hot plate.”

“I’m already having to change my policy on account of the kid.”

“Maybe so, but you’ll only have to change it to ‘no kids allowed unless he or she happens to be a deaf-mute.’ ”

“Got me there.” Etta grinned a little as she eyed Jack once more. “You want a piece of candy, boy?”

Jack merely stared at her.

“Just checking.” Etta’s smile widened. “You’re a pretty good salesman, young lady. Especially selling to someone who isn’t usually buying.”

Etta took them up to their room. Simple and clean, it held a brass bed, an oversized braided rug on the hardwood floor, and a bureau with a pitcher and basin for washing. Etta allowed limited use of her icebox in the kitchen on the first floor, she told Mary. “No charge to store your perishables.”

The room was small but had a window with a view of an oak tree. The brass poles on the bed were tarnished, and the chenille bedspread was threadbare along the edges—but everything was spotless. And all theirs. A door with a lock, and an address Jerry didn’t know.

“I’ve got three other boarders,” Etta had explained. “I know them ’bout as well as I know you, so I wouldn’t be leaving anything valuable lying around in your room. No sense tempting anyone in these hard times, if you get my drift. You’ll rotate days for the bathtub—sign-up sheet is outside the door. Besides the no-kid rule—which I’ve already broken for you—the one rule I’ll never break is that you always have to pay for the room a week in advance. No rent money—no room— no exceptions.”

Mary couldn’t believe she’d been lucky enough to meet Melly that first morning they’d arrived in Chicago. Melly, a chatty waitress at the first diner they’d seen, who just happened to know a woman who happened to rent rooms within walking distance of the downtown area. While she’d been lucky to meet Melly and Etta, she still hadn’t had any luck finding work.

While Jack sipped at his chocolate, Mary spread the classified ad section of the newspaper out over the bedspread and perused the job postings. In the past four days she’d been to sixteen different businesses—four calls a day had proven to be her limit. And Jack’s. She had applied for various kinds of employment—waitressing, housekeeping, clerking. . . . She couldn’t remember them all. But every place she went she heard the same thing. Sometimes the rejection was blunt; sometimes it was couched in sympathy.

“Look, miss. I just can’t hire you because I can’t have you bringing your kid to work. It’s not a place for children.”

“Have you considered finding someplace to . . . to take your son? Just for a while. Just until you get on your feet? ’Cause if he wasn’t in the picture, I’ d hire you in a second.”

“I need someone with experience . . .” And no son, Mary had finished in her mind.

She also heard, “Someone with at least a year of college . . .”

“Can you type sixty words a minute?” 

Mary smoothed the paper and ran her finger down the column. She couldn’t help but be concerned that she hadn’t found a job yet, but she was not desperate. The budget she’d made for herself was detailed—right down to the nine-cent loaf of bread she planned to buy once a week and the nickel every other week for a roll of Lifesavers for Jack. If she followed her plan, she would be able to last five months and twenty-seven days at Etta’s rooming house. She’d escaped with more money than she’d ever had at one time. Three hundred and fifty dollars. A windfall. A boon. A reason for Jerry to hunt me down and take it back if he could find me. She frowned, then deliberately forced the thought from her mind. She was on a lucky streak, and today was the day she would find a job. She circled four different job listings that she thought were accessible by bus or on foot, then looked up at Jack. He had a thin ribbon of chocolate froth riding his upper lip. As it always did, the sight of Jack having a normal little boy moment lifted her heart just a bit.

“You know what I wish, Jack? I wish there was a hot chocolate factory in Chicago. I’d make it, and you could test it. We’d be a great team!”

Mary and Jack stepped out of the Chicago Laundry and into the crisp winter air. It was the fourth business she’d been to that day—and the fourth rejection she’d had to endure. The fourth time someone had said no while looking at Jack.

It doesn’t matter—I’ll find something. Something better—something that pays more and doesn’t involve inhaling pieces of wet lint all day long.

She snuggled the collar of Jack’s coat around his neck and gave his shoulder a squeeze. “I didn’t want that job anyway—did you? Who wants to iron clothes that you or I won’t ever get to wear?”

She opened her pocketbook, moved aside a clean pair of white gloves, and dug for the roll of Lifesavers. “End of the search for today, buddy.” She grabbed the candy and peeled a red circle from the end. “You want a piece?” 

She looked down at Jack, but he was completely focused on something else—neck craned back as far as it would go, eyes on the top of a tall building across the street. She waved the red Lifesaver in front of his eyes, but he didn’t blink—didn’t move—didn’t show any interest at all. She followed his sight line and thought she could tell what was captivating him; on the roof of the building she could see people—small figures looking down on the world. The way his mind worked fascinated her. What captured his attention, made him do something different, something she thought of as inspired.

“Let’s go see,” she said aloud, then folded her hand over his and gently tugged. He went along docilely, as he always did—but he kept his head tipped back and his eyes on the roof until they were inside the Babcock Towers.

The observatory was on the roof—right above the thirtieth floor. 

“It’s ten cents for you to go out onto the observatory floor,” the elevator operator told them, “and kids are free.”

Mary opened the silver clasp of her pocketbook and withdrew a dime from her coin purse. A splurge to be sure—but worth it if it makes Jack happy, she thought as she carefully snapped the clasp shut and looped the pocketbook back over her arm. When they stepped off the elevator, they walked right out to the island in the sky. It was the highest she’d ever been in her life, and she felt a little queasy as she led Jack to the middle of the rooftop, then waited to regain her sea legs before venturing farther. A four-foot-tall barrier ran along the edge of the roof. The intricate pattern of iron latticework hung about a foot in the air between steel posts and looked as if someone had put one pretty garden gate after another on the edge of the world. Jack stepped closer to the latticework until the tips of his shoes stuck out under the steel. Mary was right behind him and peered down at the spectacular view: cars, people—she could even see a park in the distance.

“Oh, Jack! Look how beautiful it is up here—no wonder you wanted to do this!”

The wind had picked up, and Jack turned his face right into it and smiled—he loved the wind, but Mary felt a little unnerved. She could have sworn the building swayed just a bit as they stood there. Jack reached out to grab the top of the barrier and rose up on his toes to look over. “All right, buddy, that’s high enough,” she cautioned.

“It is a long ways down, isn’t it?” But as she said it, she realized Jack wasn’t looking at the ground—rather he was staring at a flagpole jutting out below them perpendicular to the building. It was filled with pigeons, and Jack was actually smiling at them. She watched him for a moment, saw the animation in his eyes as he watched the birds. The moment lasted long enough to fill her with gratitude that they could share it. Finally, he glanced away, his eyes caught by something else. She grinned down at the birds.

“Crazy birds. Don’t you know you’re supposed to fly south, where it’s warm?” she said.

And then a child’s voice, “Mommy! Mommy! Look at me!”

Mary dropped her hands from Jack’s shoulder to turn a half circle toward a little girl running full speed toward the barrier on the adjoining side of the roof. Even though she knew the ironwork would stop her, Mary’s heart clutched as the mother of the little girl ran right after her. “Stop right now, Carol Ann!” she shouted. “You stop right now!”

Imagine being able to call to your child when there’s danger and know she hears you, Mary thought as the little girl suddenly stopped just inches from the edge.

Her mom by now had caught up to the girl and grabbed her, shaking a finger in her face. “Don’t ever do that again!” Several people had stopped to watch, and Mary saw their relieved smiles when the little girl apologized contritely to her anxious mother.

Her own smile in place, Mary turned back to Jack, and her heart lurched to a stop. He stood with the toes of his shoes wedged into the latticework of the barrier and was now waist-high over the iron.

“Jack! Get down!” She thrust both arms out to wrap them around his waist—and remembered too late that her pocketbook had been hanging on her forearm. It slipped off—and out into space. She snatched Jack off the barrier and, with her arms still wrapped around him, looked over the side just as the small dot that was her pocketbook crashed to the sidewalk below. All our money! No, no, no . . .

She grabbed Jack’s hand and dashed for the elevator—but it was between runs.

“Hurry, hurry, hurry . . .” she mouthed—maybe even said the words out loud. She didn’t care. The doors to the elevator finally opened after what seemed like hours of waiting, and she rushed inside.

“Down—please, we need to get down. Hurry!”

“There’s just one speed, ma’am. Can’t do any better than that,” the elevator operator said patiently. He stepped outside the elevator and looked around. “Anybody else going down?”

“Please, can you just get it started down,” Mary pleaded. “I dropped my pocketbook over the side of the building. . . .”

He stepped back inside, hit the button for the lobby, and glanced at her with a sympathetic expression. “You got any money inside?”

She nodded, feeling sick to her stomach. “Quite a lot.”

“Hmmm, not good.”

“Maybe it’ll still be there,” she said.

He shook his head. “Desperate times—you know?”

She did know, even as she prayed to someone, anyone, that her times weren’t about to get a lot more desperate. Let it be there. Just let it still be there. . . .

She shoved her way between the elevator doors before they even opened all the way and dragged Jack with her, sprinting through the lobby and out onto the street. She wound her way through the foot traffic on the sidewalk and then couldn’t believe her eyes when she spotted her black pocketbook lying in the gutter next to the sidewalk. 

In seconds she had scooped it up. The silver clasp had come undone, the old leather was scuffed and dirty, but otherwise it was intact. With shaking hands she opened the bag and looked inside— gloves, Lifesavers, photo of Jack, bus pass for the rest of the week. She bit her lip and tried to stop the tears welling in her eyes when she realized the envelope with the money was gone.

“Desperate times—you know?”
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