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O Lord, thou hast searched me, and known me. . . .

Thou hast beset me behind and before, and laid thine hand 
upon me. . . .

Whither shall I go from thy spirit? Or whither shall I flee 
from thy presence?

. . . Thy right hand shall hold me.

—Psalm 139:1, 5, 7, 10b KJV






PART ONE



CHAPTER ONE

Maelle 

New York City 

March, 1886 



Maelle Gallagher sat straight up, careful not to bump Mattie, who slept sideways in the bed, his head near her hip. An odd yellow glow lit the tenement’s bar-covered window, making shadows dance on the far wall. Maelle frowned. Light came from sunshine, but Ma and Da in their bed across the room meant it must still be nighttime. She rubbed her eyes, then looked again at the glowing window.

She smelled something that reminded her of the fireplace back at their cottage in Ireland. The smell made her throat tighten and her stomach feel full. She tugged at the buttoned collar of her nightshirt, covering her mouth and nose. Her heart pounded in fear, although she wasn’t sure why she was frightened.

She scratched her short-cropped hair—oh, how she missed the long curls Da used to tug when teasing her—and slipped from the bed. Tiptoeing, she crossed the room and peeked out the window. The light was brighter there, making her squint. Sounds she hadn’t heard in the city before—like dry grass crunching under someone’s feet and the far-off roar of a river—came through the open window, increasing her confusion. The fireplace smell was stronger by the window, and she coughed.

“Who is it?”

She sucked in her breath, realizing she’d roused her father. She whispered, “Me, Da.”

“My . . . elle.” Her name split with his yawn. “Lass, what’re ya doin’ up in the middle o’ the night?”

The gently scolding tone made Maelle shrug her shoulders and look down in shame. Suddenly he leapt from the bed and let loose a string of language of which Ma did not approve. Da only cursed when angry. Maelle shrank against the window frame.

“Lass, wake yer brother!”

Maelle stared stupidly at her father as he raced to the bureau, yanked open the top drawer, and withdrew a cloth bag. She watched him throw several items into the bag and then spin toward her. “D’ ya hear me, Maelle?” He shoved the bag into her arms. “Wake yer brother ’n get out!”

Maelle’s fuzzy brain could not comprehend the strange order. Get out? Why would Da pack her a bag and send her away? And why make Mattie leave? Mattie still slept like the good boy he was. He had done no wrong. She remained rooted in place with the bag in her arms, shivering although the night was unusually hot.

“I’m tellin’ ya, lass. Get out!”

Da’s hollering woke baby Molly, and she wailed from her basket on the floor. Ma sat up then, as did Mattie. Still Maelle stood by the window, watching, listening, her breath coming hard and fast as fear made a foul taste in her mouth. Screams pierced the night, adding to the crackling and roaring that seemed to grow louder by the minute.

Rubbing her eyes, Ma said, “Angus, what—?”

Da snatched up the wailing Molly. “A fire, Brigid!”

“Fire?” Ma leaned into the corner, pulling the sheet to her chin. Her eyes looked wild. She began to moan. “Oh, saints in heaven, save us!”

Da stood for a moment, staring at Ma. Then he shook his head and whirled toward the bed Mattie and Maelle shared. Holding Molly against his shoulder, he grabbed Mattie by the arm and jerked the boy from the bed. Mattie cried out as Da shoved him in Maelle’s direction. Mattie fell against her, nearly knocking her down. Maelle caught him, holding him up, though her limbs quivered. Da had never been so rough.

“Out! Out!” Da yelled in Maelle’s face, and finally Maelle found the ability to obey. Clutching the bag Da had given her, she took hold of Mattie’s hand and stumbled behind Da to the hallway. Molly’s high-pitched screams carried over all other sounds, the baby’s red face furious as it bounced on Da’s shoulder.

Smoke hung heavy in the hallway, stinging Maelle’s eyes. People milled in a jumbled stream toward the stairway that led to the lower floors, their feet pounding, voices calling out to hurry, hurry. At the top of the stairs, Da shoved Molly into Maelle’s arms and then stepped away from her. “Follow the others, lass, ’n get yerself ’n the wee ones outside. I’ll get yer mither ’n some more o’ our things, ’n then I’ll follow. Take care o’ the wee ones. Don’ let them out o’ yer sight. D’ ya hear me, lass?”

“I hear ya, Da,” Maelle gasped. Then Da touched her hair— her short hair—and gave a little pat. A gentle pat. The kind Maelle expected. His smile flashed, and he turned and disappeared into the smoke.

Gagging against the horrid smell that cut off her breath, Maelle struggled to keep hold of Molly. The baby bucked and cried in her arms as they made their way down the stairs. “Hold tight t’ me, Mattie!” She felt his hand grasp a fistful of fabric at her back. Others, all set on escape, pushed past them, and Maelle feared they would be separated. But Mattie’s hand held tight to her nightshirt, and finally they burst through the outside doors and sucked in great gulps of night air.

Clanging bells and horse hooves on cobblestone sounded above the voices of frightened tenants. Men in blue uniforms with sticks in their hands pushed in front of the building, forcing people away from the entrance. “Get back! Get back now! The fire wagons are comin’! Make way!”

Maelle led her brother across the street, where they could watch the doors for Da and Ma. She sat cross-legged, the sack at her feet and Molly in her lap. Mattie stood beside her, his hand clamped on her left shoulder. Mattie and Molly both cried, but Maelle didn’t cry. Blinking to clear her vision, she squinted across the street. She didn’t want to miss seeing her parents come through those doors.

She would show Da she’d done just as he’d asked—she’d looked out for the wee ones. Remembering his hand on her hair, she smiled. He’d be so proud of her.

“Maelle? Maelle . . .”

Something shook her arm, and she grunted in displeasure, unwilling to surrender her sleep. She jerked away from the intrusion, pushing a bulky weight from her lap. A baby’s cry brought her fully awake. Opening her eyes, she saw little Molly sprawled across the sidewalk and Mattie leaning over the baby.

“Maelle, ya should be shamed. Ya threw poor Molly onto the ground.”

Her brother’s tone reminded her of Da’s. She scooped up Molly and patted her. “Sorry I am, wee one. I meant no harm to ya.” She continued rocking Molly, who sucked her fist and complained. Looking around, she realized they were on the sidewalk across from their apartment building. Confusion dizzied her mind.

She pressed her memory—the last thing she remembered was watching streams of water from the fire wagon shoot over the building and hoping Ma and Da wouldn’t get a soaking. Although she’d meant to stay awake until her parents came out, tiredness must have overtaken her. The noisy milling crowd from last night had cleared, although people still stood in small clusters outside of their building, and some stretched on the sidewalk near where she and Mattie sat.

“Do ya see Da or Ma, Mattie?”

Mattie shielded his eyes with a dirty hand, peering across the street. Then he shrugged and squatted beside her, putting his hand on Molly’s tangled curls. “Maybe they went to work?”

Worry made her tummy tremble. If Da and Ma had already left for their jobs at the manufactory, they wouldn’t be home until late. Maelle was accustomed to caring for Mattie and Molly in her parents’ absence, but she was always instructed to stay in the flat. Da would not be pleased if they spent the day outside.

She struggled to her feet, her movements awkward due to Molly’s uncooperative bulk. “Pick up the bag, Mattie, an’ come with me.”

“Where’re we goin’?”

“To the flat. We canna be outside in our nightclothes.” Maelle looked both ways, then dashed across the street, wincing when her bare feet encountered rocks. Mattie followed her as she made her way to the concrete steps leading to the doors of their apartment house. But before she had taken two steps upward, a stern voice froze her in place.

“You there, boys! Where do you think you’re going?”

Maelle turned and spotted a scowling man in a blue uniform, pointing a stick at her. Confused by the term “boys,” she raised her eyebrows high in query. “Is it us ya’re speakin’ ta, sir?”

“Yes, you.” He clomped closer and propped his elbow on the iron baluster. “Where are you goin’?”

Maelle wanted to shrink into her grubby nightshirt. Mattie scuttled behind her, obviously frightened by the man. “To me flat, sir, as me da would expect.”

The man shook his head. “You can’t go into that building, young man.”

Young man? Maelle scowled, then realized he must think her a boy with her short hair and Da’s old shirt. Shame engulfed her again as she recalled being shorn at the Ellis Island station due to the nits that had taken hold of her head during their journey. Da had soothed her with the promise her hair would grow back in time. She wished it would hurry. To the man, she said, “Why can I na go in?”

“It ain’t safe. There was a fire last night.”

Maelle looked at the building. Although the smell from last night remained strong, she could no longer see the yellow glow. “Is the fire na gone, then?”

The man looked at her as if she’d gone daft. “Well, sure it’s gone, but it burned out several floors. If you go in, you could be hurt.” He plucked Mattie from the stairs, placing him on the sidewalk, then reached for Maelle. “You come down from there, now.”

Maelle scrabbled down the two steps to stand beside the cowering Mattie. Her heart pounded, too, but fear of disappointing Da was greater than fear of this stranger. She peered up at him and argued, “But I have to go in. Me baby sister needs a nappy change.”

“Well, you won’t find no nappies in there. They’ll be all burned up.”

Maelle’s gaze jerked to the building. An image of their cottage’s fireplace appeared in her mind, the flames licking at the peat Da layered in. When the flames died out, nothing of the peat remained except char. The fire last night was bigger than a fire in a fireplace. Everything in their flat must be char now, too.

She shivered and sat on the step, cradling Molly in her lap. Mattie perched beside her, hugging the bag Da had packed. He leaned against her arm, and she took comfort from his presence. She thought the man would leave now that they weren’t trying to get inside the building, but instead he squatted in front of her. 

“Do you have folks?”

Maelle nodded. “Yes, sir. Me da is Angus, and me ma is Brigid. Angus an’ Brigid Gallagher.”

“Where do your folks work, son?” He’d sounded gruff before, but his tone was now kind.

Although still bothered by the “son,” Maelle answered with pride. “Da an’ Ma make lanterns at the manufact’ry.”

“The Geist manufactory?”

Maelle nodded. “Da says it’s not like havin’ ’is own shoein’ shop, like in County Meath, but it is good honest work.”

“I’m sure your da is right.” The man pushed to his feet. “But we can’t leave you sittin’ here on this stoop all day. Your baby sister there needs attention. Let’s go to the manufactory and see if your ma or da can be with you.”

Maelle considered the man’s suggestion. Would it upset Da to be pulled away from work? He was lucky to have the job, he’d said, and he must never be late or he might lose it. “I’m not knowin’ if we should . . .”

“But you haven’t had your breakfast, have you?” The man’s question caused Maelle’s stomach to clench as she recognized her hunger.

Breakfast—and seeing Ma and Da—sounded good, but still Maelle hesitated.

The man leaned forward, propping his hands on his knees. “Listen, son, I’m a police officer. My name is Officer Jorgens. My job is to help children, and you and your brother and sister need help right now.”

Maelle couldn’t argue with that.

“It’ll be all right.” Officer Jorgens straightened and held out his arms. “Here. Let me carry your sister, an’ we’ll go find your folks.”

She’d been warned by Da to never let anyone take belongings from her. The city was full of thieves, he’d said, and one must always be careful. She would never allow a stranger to take Molly. She tightened her hold on her sister. To Mattie she said, “Carry our bag.”

The walk to the manufactory was only four blocks, but on bare feet and with little sleep, it seemed much longer. They reached the metal doors, and Officer Jorgens stopped.

“I’ll go in and ask about Angus Gallagher.” His expression turned stern. “You wait right here for me.”

Maelle nodded to indicate she would follow his order. She bounced Molly, who complained softly, while Mattie rocked from foot to foot. After a few minutes, the doors opened again, and Officer Jorgens came out followed by a man who wore dirty pants and a sweat-stained shirt. His face was all shiny from sweat—the way Da looked when he came home at night—but it wasn’t Da.

The man looked from Maelle to Mattie, then shook his head at the police officer. Without a word, he headed back inside, closing the doors behind him. Officer Jorgens stared at the closed door for a few moments, and Maelle saw his shoulders rise and fall with a big breath. Finally he turned around, and the look in his eyes made her heartbeat quicken.

But then he smiled. “Well, let’s go get you some breakfast.” 

The suggestion of food should have made her hunger increase. But it didn’t. A funny weight filled her belly—the same feeling she’d had last night when she’d awakened and thought the sun was shining through the window.

This time she knew what the feeling meant. Something was wrong.



CHAPTER TWO

Bits and snatches from the past hours cluttered Maelle’s mind in a confusing mosaic. The frantic rush from the tenement; Da and Ma allowing her, Mattie, and Molly to sleep unattended on the sidewalk; the officer’s odd look when he stepped out of the manufactory.

“It’s na hungry that I am, sir. Please . . . where is me da?” Maelle heard the panic in her voice, but she couldn’t control it. Mattie stared, wide-eyed, at the officer.

Maelle was certain she saw pity in the man’s eyes. His gaze flitted to Mattie and Molly before returning to her. Her heart pounded hard in her chest, making it hard to breathe.

“It might be best for us to talk alone—man to man. Can we do that?”

Her breath came in little spurts through her nose. She nodded and turned to Mattie. “Hold tight to Molly. I’ll be talkin’ to the officer over there.”

Mattie sat on the ground and cradled Molly. Maelle followed Officer Jorgens to the sidewalk, where he crouched down in front of her and put his hand on her shoulder.

“What’s your name, son?”

“My-elle.” It came out in a strangled gulp.

“Michael,” the man repeated. “I can’t know for certain, Michael, but I’m afraid your da might not have made it out of the tenement.”

The softly uttered words, so gentle, struck Maelle as if delivered with a sledge hammer. “You . . . you mean you think me da is . . . burnt up?”

The hand on her shoulder tightened. “Now, we don’t want to lose hope, son, but he didn’t come to work today. Nor did your mother.” He took a deep breath. “Did your folks ever miss work before?”

Maelle shook her head wildly. Never did Da miss work, and he always made sure Ma went, too. He expected Maelle to be dependable in looking after her brother and sister. She looked at Mattie and Molly cuddled together. They looked so small and alone.

Alone . . .

Tears pricked her eyes. No matter what Officer Jorgens said, there was no hope. Her da wouldn’t have left them on the sidewalk all night, unattended. He wouldn’t have missed work, either. He must be char. He and Ma, they were char, burnt up in the fire. She, Mattie, and Molly were alone.

“I . . . I must be goin’ back to me brother an’ sister. I promised me da I would—”

Officer Jorgens held her arm. “Wait, Michael. I need to know . . . do you have any relatives here in New York?”

Maelle blinked, holding back tears. “No, sir. Me da an’ ma was all we had. We have an uncle back in County Meath, but no one here.”

“Friends, then, who might be able to take care of you?”

Maelle’s chin began to quiver. She set her jaw. “No, sir. Me da an’ ma worked all the day. They had no time for makin’ friends.” Da’s last words had been to look out for the wee ones.

Maelle would do that. Squaring her shoulders, she declared, “But it ain’t needin’ anyone we are, sir. I’ll be takin’ care of Mattie an’ Molly meself.”

The officer’s head lowered for a moment as he heaved a sigh. “Now, that’s a brave lad, but it can’t be done.”

“It can.” Maelle stuck out her chin. “Me da trusted me to take care of me brother an’ sister. I won’t be lettin’ ’im down.”

“Of course you won’t.” Officer Jorgens squeezed Maelle’s shoulder. “But staying on your own in a big city isn’t a good idea. You’re just a boy—you need help.”

Maelle grimaced. She needed to tell him that she was not a boy, but there was a bigger argument to be won. “I need no help. It’s takin’ care of Mattie an’ Molly I been doin’ ever since we came, an’ even before, with me ma bein’ sick in the heart from her own ma’s passin’. So I cared for Mattie an’ Molly. An’ I’ll still do it. I’ll get a job at the manufact’ry, makin’ lanterns like me da, an’ I’ll work, an’—”

“And who’ll care for Mattie an’ Molly while you’re away at work?”

The question brought her up short. “Well . . . Mattie can look after Molly.”

“What about school?”

“School?” Maelle puckered her lips.

“Sure, school. You should go to school. Mattie should, too.” Officer Jorgens shook his head, his eyes sad. “It’s a good thing you want to do, Michael, to take care of your brother an’ sister, but . . .”

The lump in Maelle’s throat strangled her words, making them come out in a harsh whisper. “I promised me da.”

Officer Jorgens gave her shoulder a pat, then dropped his hand to his knee. “Did that promise mean you had to take care of them all by yourself? Don’t you think your da would understand if you asked someone to help you?”

Maelle considered the question. Back in Ireland, the villagers worked together, each one using his or her skill for the good of the community. Da hadn’t thought it weak to rely on the Carmichaels for bushels of corn or the Delaneys for fabric Ma sewed into shirts and aprons. And of course Da did the shoeing for everyone in Dunshaughlin.

Slowly, Maelle shook her head. “No. It’s fine to be lettin’ ’em help, me da would say.”

The officer broke into a smile. “And that’s what we’ll do— we’ll find someone to help. I know just who to ask.”

A small weight lifted from Maelle’s chest at the realization she would not have to carry this burden alone. “Thank ya, sir.”

“You’re welcome.” He rose and held out his hand. Maelle hesitated for a moment before placing her hand in his. “Let’s go get some breakfast now. You’ll need a full belly to get you through the morning.”

Although the officer’s hand wasn’t as calloused as Da’s, the width and strength gave Maelle a small reminder of how it had felt to walk hand-in-hand with her strapping father. As they returned to Mattie and Molly, she closed her eyes for a moment and allowed herself to pretend.




“So nothing is left of their belongings?”

The young woman who spoke sounded dismayed. Officer Jorgens had hired a carriage to cart himself and the children to a large building far from the tenement Maelle had shared with her parents. As the horse had clopped along, carrying her farther and farther from their familiar neighborhood, her panic had risen higher and higher. Officer Jorgens had assured her the people at this big red-brick building would help her, but it didn’t sound as though this woman wanted to help.

Officer Jorgens replied, “No, I told you, their tenement burned last night. If there’s anything that wasn’t burnt up, it will be ruined by smoke an’ water. All they have is that little sack.”

The woman’s dark eyes looked to the sack. “Do you have clothes in there?”

Maelle shook her head. She’d peeked in the sack earlier, hoping for a clean nappy for Molly, who must have a terrible rash by now. “No, mum. It has only our ties to home.”

The woman’s thick brows came down. “What?”

Maelle slipped the sack behind her back. “Our Bible, a picture o’ me family, an’ some letters me ma wrote to me da when they was young. Ma called ’em our ties to home.”

The woman’s expression cleared. “Well, it’s nice, I’m sure, that they were saved, but some clothing . . . There are so many needs here. . . .” She pursed her lips.

Officer Jorgens reached into his pocket and removed a coin purse. Snapping it open, he dug his fingers around in the little purse and withdrew a few coins. “Here.” He thrust the coins at the woman. “Buy them something to wear. They can’t be standing around in nightshirts the rest of the day.”

His abrupt tone caused the woman to shrink back for a moment, her hands fluttering in front of her chest. “Oh no, Officer, I wasn’t asking for money. Miss Agnes handles all of our donations . . .” Her cheeks turned a bright pink. “Of course I’ll find something for the children to wear.”

Spinning away from the officer, she reached toward Maelle. “Give me the baby now, and I’ll see that she gets cleaned and changed.”

Maelle looked at Officer Jorgens. At his nod she allowed the woman to bustle away with Molly.

As the first lady left, a second one approached—this one older, wearing a flowing black dress with a crisp white collar. Her hair, streaked brown and gray, was swept away from her face into a neat bun like Ma wore back in Ireland. The lady’s whole face smiled, and at once Maelle sensed she could trust her.

The lady held her hands out to Officer Jorgens, who took both of them. “I was told some children orphaned by last night’s fire were being delivered. Thank you for thinking of us.” It seemed this lady didn’t mind that Maelle and Mattie had brought no clothes.

Officer Jorgens turned his smile on the children. “I knew I’d be leavin’ ’em in good hands with you, Miss Agnes.” Touching Maelle’s shoulder, he added, “This is Michael Gallagher and his brother, Mattie. Their baby sister, Molly, was already taken by one of the keepers. She was . . . wet.”

Miss Agnes laughed softly. “A clean diaper will do the baby much good, I am sure.” She clasped her hands beneath her chin. “What handsome children—such pretty red hair . . .” She stroked Mattie’s dirty head with her work-worn hand. He leaned against Maelle, his brown eyes fearful.

Officer Jorgens chuckled. “These two don’t have nothin’ on red compared to that baby sister of theirs. Her hair is as red as the paint on a fire wagon.”

The woman shot the officer a sharp look. “You don’t say?” She seemed to think deeply, her lips sucked in. Then she gave herself a little shake and fixed her gaze on Maelle. “And you have had a rough night, haven’t you, Michael?”

The kindness in the woman’s tone, as well as the genuine concern in her eyes, made Maelle wish she could throw herself against those voluminous black folds of fabric and cry the hurt away. But before she could move or say anything, the woman turned back to Officer Jorgens. They spoke softly, and then Officer Jorgens turned to Maelle and gave her shoulder a pat.

“I’ve got to get back to my beat, Michael, but I’m leaving you in good hands. Miss Agnes will take care of you and your brother and sister. You be good for her, will you?” He gave one more smile, the flash of his teeth reminding her of Da’s last smile, then he turned and strode out of the building. Maelle watched him go, a weight building in her chest.

“Now, then . . .” Miss Agnes’s voice captured Maelle’s attention. “We need to find you two something to wear and get you settled.”

Maelle found her voice. “Can’t I be seein’ me sister?”

Miss Agnes’s eyes twinkled. “Well, now, Michael, here at the Good Shepherd Asylum we have three sections. The babies go to the nursery, the girls go to their floor, and the boys to theirs. Since your sister is a baby, she goes to the nursery, but you’re a fine big boy. You won’t be able to stay there.”

Panic filled Maelle’s breast. “But can’t she stay with me?” She started to explain that she wasn’t Michael but Maelle, a girl like Molly, so they could be kept together. But Miss Agnes spoke. 

“Now, didn’t I just tell you the babies, boys, and girls are separate?”

Maelle considered the woman’s kind yet firm reply. If what Miss Agnes said was right, then Molly would be in one place, Mattie in another, and Maelle in yet another. None of them would be together. Babies and girls were kept apart, so she couldn’t be with Molly even if she explained she was a girl. But if she went on being Michael, she could at least stay with Mattie. She would let the lady think she was Michael.

“Yes, but . . .” Maelle struggled for a way to still see Molly. “Me da told me to be keepin’ watch over her.”

“And a good boy you are to obey your da,” Miss Agnes said in a warm tone. “He would be proud of you. But you must trust me when I say Molly will be well cared for, and you may visit her every evening. How will that be?”

Maelle preferred to see her sister now, but she would not shame her father’s memory by arguing with an adult. She said dully, “Fine that will be, mum. Thank you.”

“Good.” Putting her hands on the backs of their heads, Miss Agnes herded Maelle and Mattie down a long hallway. “Now let’s go get changed, shall we?”

Changed? Maelle’s heart began to pound. Her secret might be revealed far too soon.

“Michael! Michael Gallagher!”

Maelle groaned at Miss Agnes’s stern call. She released Jimmy’s shirt front with a shove, sending the boy onto his backside in the dirt. Bending over him with her clenched fist under his nose, she hissed, “Leave me brother alone or ya’ll know what ta expect from now on.”

Just as she straightened, Miss Agnes took hold of her ear and marched her to the edge of the play yard. The woman shook a finger in Maelle’s face. “This fighting must stop. This is the third time this week you’ve been caught fighting. What am I to do with you?”

In the three weeks since Officer Jorgens had deposited her at the orphans’ home, Maelle had been involved in more fights than she could count. And she’d won nearly all of them. Her da hadn’t taken much with fighting, but Maelle felt she had little choice. She stuck out her lower lip, which she could tell was beginning to swell from the clop Jimmy had delivered, and said, “I’ll na be lettin’ them torment me brother.” She waved her hand toward the cluster of boys gathered near the fence, offering sympathy to Jimmy. “They pick on Mattie, callin’ ’im mama’s boy an’ sissy. He ain’t none o’ that—he’s just a little boy who still misses his ma.” Maelle’s voice rose with passion.

Mattie raced to her side, tucking himself beneath her sheltering arm. He peered upward at Miss Agnes, his expression pleading. “Don’t be mad, mum. Sorry we are.”

As always, Mattie’s big brown eyes under his mop of reddish curls did the trick. Miss Agnes’s countenance softened, the frown lines giving way to a gentle smile. “I know you are, dear boy, but words must be followed with action to be truly sincere.” She gave Mattie’s hair a stroke before putting her hands on her hips and adding, “Which means I can no longer accept your apology unless I see a change in behavior. No more fighting, for either of you. Do you hear me?”

“D’ ya hear me, lass?” Da’s voice rang in Maelle’s memory. Automatically, she nodded. “Yes. I hear ya.”

“Good.” Miss Agnes crossed her arms. “Now, since you have misbehaved in the play yard, you’ve given up your privilege of free time today. Instead, you’ll go to the kitchen and ask to wash tables.”

Maelle and Mattie exchanged looks of disgust.

“Go now.”

The stern tone spurred them to action. Maelle took hold of Mattie’s hand, and together they dashed across the play yard and into the building. Inside, Mattie giggled. “Yer a good fighter for a girl.”

Maelle sent a frantic look up and down the hall. She heaved a sigh of relief when she realized no one was around. Taking hold of her brother’s shoulders, she gave him a firm shake. “Hush now, Mattie! Are ya wantin’ to get us split up? Don’t ya ever be callin’ me a girl!”

Mattie’s lower lip trembled. “Sorry I am, Maelle—I mean Michael. Sometimes I forget.”

“Well, ya can’t be forgettin’. Not unless ya want me sent to the other side of the building. I told ya: it’s careful we must be.” She frowned, her heart constricting. “We hardly see Molly as it is. I couldna be standin’ it if they took me away from ya, too.” 

Mattie barreled against her chest. “I won’t be sayin’ Maelle ever again.”

Maelle kissed the top of Mattie’s head. “Okay it is if you slip, Mattie. Maelle an’ Michael sound enough alike, no one will be questionin’.”

But Mattie shook his head fiercely. “No. I’ll na be makin’ that mistake. Ya’ll always be Michael. I promise.”

Tightness pressed at Maelle’s chest. How long could she continue to be Michael? It was hard to keep the secret—to find a private time for bathing and dressing with so many boys around. She’d kept anyone from looking inside the family Bible where the birth of Maelle Gallagher was recorded in Da’s neat penmanship. Yet she knew the day would come when she’d be found out. And as soon as it happened, she and Mattie would be separated. Who would protect Mattie then?

Swallowing, Maelle said, “An’ I promise to always be lookin’ out for ya, just as I told Da I would.”

They hugged, Maelle’s hold on her brother desperate. The echoing squeak of the door to the play yard intruded, and they broke apart.

“Miss Agnes is comin’.” Mattie’s eyes were wide. “Let’s go!”

Hand-in-hand, they ran to the kitchen.



CHAPTER THREE

Snuggled together in Maelle’s cot that night in the dark, Mattie nudged his sister and whispered, “Mae—Michael?”	Maelle snuffled. “Aye?”

“Is yer lip still hurtin’?”

Maelle touched the swollen lip with her fingertips, grimacing at the tenderness. It hurt, but she’d learned to take the punches without crying. “Fine I am. Ta sleep wi’ ya.”

Cots squeaked as boys shifted. Footsteps echoed in the hallway outside the closed door of the room. One of the boys coughed. Then Mattie’s voice came again.

“Michael?”

“Aye?”

“I’ll be fightin’ me own battles from now on.”

Maelle propped herself on one elbow and peered down at her brother. In the dim light, she could barely make out his features, but she could tell his eyes were huge in his thin face. “Ya’d be pounded to pieces by the bigger boys.”

“But then ya won’t be in no more trouble.” Tears welled in Mattie’s eyes and spilled over. “Maybe they won’t send ya away.”

Maelle frowned. “What?”

“I heard ’em, Maelle. The ladies talkin’. They said ya’d be better off in the country, away from the city an’ all the fightin’. They said—”

Mattie’s voice rose in volume. Maelle put her hand over his mouth to stop his words. “Hush, Mattie. No one’s goin’ ta send me away.”

Mattie’s head bobbed up and down, making the cot creak. “On a train. I heard ’em say so.” He whispered, but his tone was shrill with near hysteria.

Maelle wrapped Mattie in her arms as she lay back down. She stroked his tousled hair, thinking about what he’d said. Sent away on a train . . . Her heart pounded as she realized Mattie could be telling the truth. She’d heard the others talk about trains that carried orphans to western states. Was it possible Miss Agnes would send her to the West, away from Mattie and Molly? Tears gathered in her eyes, but she blinked to push them away.

She’d promised Da to look after the wee ones—how could she do that if she was far away? The more she thought about it, the more frantic she became. She knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep until she’d spoken with Miss Agnes.

She tipped her ear toward Mattie. His even breathing told her he’d drifted off to sleep. She eased out of the cot, slipping the pillow down for Mattie to snuggle against. On stealthy feet, she crept to the door, opened it wide enough to allow herself to slip through, then closed it behind her without a sound.

In less than a minute she stood breathlessly outside Miss Agnes’s office door, her heart pounding so hard she was sure it would break through her chest. The woman’s eyes widened as Maelle stepped into the room. She put down a pen and fixed her with an unsmiling look. “Michael Gallagher, you should long be asleep. Why are you prowling the hallways at this hour?”

Maelle dashed forward and grabbed the edge of the desk with both hands. “Mum, will ya be sendin’ me away?”

Miss Agnes leaned back sharply, her chair creaking in protest.

“Me brother said it’s so. I told him he need na worry, that ya surely wouldn’t be makin’ me go away. But I couldna sleep.” Maelle held her breath, waiting for Miss Agnes to assure her Mattie was mistaken.

But the woman sighed, closing her eyes for a moment. “Ah, that Mattie . . . Such a bright lad. He misses little, that one. . . .” She opened her eyes and looked steadily at Maelle. “Although I do not like to make announcements until the time of departure, it is true. I plan to send you on the next train. It leaves for Missouri in a few weeks.”

Maelle’s knees went weak. She slid into the sturdy seat of a nearby chair while clinging to the edge of the desk for support. “But . . . but . . . I canna be leavin’ me brother an’ sister.”

Miss Agnes rose and came around the desk, knelt, and placed her hand on Maelle’s knee. “You’re all going—you, Mattie, and Molly. None will be left behind.”

Maelle shrank into the seat, relief nearly toppling her. “You said . . . Missouri?”

“That’s right. A western state with many opportunities for a bright lad like you. Families there are eager for children.” For a moment, the woman’s eyes seemed to dim, her face pinching into a pained expression that frightened Maelle. But then she relaxed her expression. “I worry for you here, Michael. The fighting . . .”

Maelle touched her lip, wincing. “I do na like the fightin’, and I would na fight if I had no reason. The others, they bother Mattie, an’ they try to take me things.”

Miss Agnes tipped her head. “You mean the bag you brought?”

Maelle nodded, scowling as she remembered tussling for the bag. “Those things’re mine. Ma treasured ’em. Da saved ’em from bein’ turned to char. I can’t be losin’ ’em to some dirty orphans.” She spat the last words.

Miss Agnes clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Michael, you mustn’t speak that way. You’ve changed, my boy. This is why I want you to go west. You’re a good boy, but the city is turning you into one like so many others who fight and scrabble for survival. You’re far too fine a boy to be allowed to go that cynical pathway. I believe better things await you out west.”

So sending her away wasn’t a punishment? It was a reward? Pride welled in her chest. She stood. “I thank ya, mum. If I go, I’ll do me best to be a better . . . boy.” She hesitated. “An’ ya’re sure Mattie an’ Molly will be comin’, too?”

That odd look returned to the woman’s eyes, but she nodded. “Yes, Mattie and Molly will go west, too.”

Maelle stuck out her hand. “We’ll go then, mum, an’ gladly. Together, we’ll find our better things in the West.”




Grand Central Depot, New York City 

May, 1886 



Maelle planted a kiss on Molly’s plump cheek, unable to hold her sister close enough. How she had missed the little dumpling in the weeks at the orphans’ home! But Maelle had been allowed to carry Molly to the train station. Maelle was thrilled to have her sister back in her arms, and she determined that was where Molly would stay the whole journey to Missouri. She’d never let anyone take Molly from her again.

Molly looked so sweet in a lacy white dress and matching bonnet. All the children had been given new clothes this morning for their journey. Maelle had come close to divulging her secret when she’d seen the lovely frocks being offered to the girls. Wool dresses with bows and ruffles and matching capes . . . Oh, how Maelle would love to own even one such beautiful dress!

But instead she’d been issued a white shirt, brown wool trousers, and a matching jacket. She and Mattie had gotten haircuts, too, and it had taken all of her strength to keep from shedding tears at the loss of her hair again. Would she ever be able to grow back the tumbling curls Da had so admired? At least a little billed tweed cap covered her shorn head, hiding her shame.

With pudgy fingers, Molly tugged at the tag pinned to Maelle’s jacket front.

“No, no, sister,” Maelle scolded, shifting the baby’s fingers away. “The tag must be stayin’ in place or our new parents won’t be knowin’ us.”

Tags crinkled on every child’s chest. Miss Agnes had told the twenty-six children who were boarding the train that they would journey four days and three nights, and they must keep their tags intact. Maelle thought it foolish to put the numbered tags on so soon. She hoped she could keep little Molly from tearing loose not only her own tag but Maelle’s and Mattie’s, as well. The year-old baby considered everything a play toy.

“Michael!” Mattie charged across the station’s marble floor and skidded to a stop in front of his sister. He swung their bag in excitement, his eyes wide and glowing. “Did ya see the train?

It’s black an’ shiny, with so much smoke comin’ from a gray chimney. Did ya see it?”

“Mattie, ya’ve already scuffed yer new shoes,” Maelle chided. “An’ yer tag is loose. It’s settlin’ down ya must be or we’ll never get ya to Missouri in good form.”

Mattie looked down at the black boots he’d been given only that morning, his face falling as he noticed the dull scuffs across the toes. “Do ya think our new folks will na take me with scuffed shoes?”

The worry in his voice pinched Maelle’s conscience. He was just a wee boy, excited at the prospect of a train ride. She shouldn’t be so harsh. “Of course our new folks won’t be thinkin’ the less of ya just because of scuffed toes.” She took heart when his smile returned. “But all the same, we must be stayin’ as nice as we can. I’ll have enough keepin’ Molly neat. Can ya mind yer own manners?”

Mattie beamed. “For sure, I can.”

“Good.”

“Children! Children, gather close!” Miss Agnes raised her arms and gestured to the milling throng. The children, some with babies bouncing in their arms and some with bags bumping against their knees, formed a snug circle in front of Miss Agnes. Maelle kept a firm grip on Molly, who leaned forward and tried to grab the hair bow of a little girl in front of her.

“Children, this is Miss Esther.” Miss Agnes put her arm around the shoulders of a thin, bespectacled woman with a long face and wide mouth. “She will be your escort to Missouri. She has already visited Severy, informed the town of your coming, and knows of several families eager to meet you and make you their own.”

Cheers went up from several children, and Mattie and Maelle exchanged smiles of joyful anticipation.

“I trust you will obey Miss Esther on the journey and will show all the people on board what wonderful children you are.” Tears sparkled in the woman’s eyes as she finished. “Now, let us have a word of prayer before you board the train.”

She closed her eyes, folding her hands in front of her. All the children followed suit, except Maelle, who needed to keep her eyes on Molly.

“Bless these children, Lord, as they venture forth. Keep your hand of safety over them, and lead them to the parents who will nurture them and raise them in the knowledge of your love. Amen.”

“Amen,” echoed the children.

Miss Esther clapped her hands. “Form a line now, children! Quickly!”

With giggles and shoves, the children fell into a makeshift line with Maelle and Mattie somewhere in the middle. Maelle whispered, “Get behind me, Mattie, an’ hold on ta my jacket.”

Molly’s wiggling form in her arms and Mattie’s hand on her back reminded Maelle of the night they had escaped the tenement. A wave of homesickness for Ma and Da hit her so hard tears spilled from her eyes. But she blinked bravely and marched in line with the others to their waiting railroad car. Boys do na cry, she told herself fiercely. Yet she heard sniffling behind her, and even without looking she knew the sound came from Mattie.

Peeking over her shoulder, she gave her little brother a quavery smile. “Do na cry, Mattie. Do ya na be rememberin’ what Miss Agnes said? We’re goin’ to better things. . . .”




Severy, Missouri 

May, 1886 



Maelle stood on a raised platform at the front of the sanctuary of the Presbyterian church, flanked by Mattie and a chubby boy named Pat. A splash of color from a stained-glass window high and to her left fell across baby Molly’s head, highlighting the red curling wisps of her hair. Although her shoulders ached from her sister’s constant weight, she held Molly so she faced outward, her tag easily seen. Mattie fidgeted, standing on one foot, then the other. Maelle hoped he didn’t need to use the outhouse.

After four days of sitting on a hard bench, with only brief marches around the train at watering stops for exercise, it felt good to stand. Her heart pounded with hope, even as an odd worry pressed her chest. This was the moment for which they had waited—the moment of meeting their new parents. Before leaving the train to walk to the church, Maelle had asked Miss Esther if parents had already selected her, Mattie, and Molly, but Miss Esther’s reply had been less than satisfying.

Maelle retrieved the words from her memory. “You will all be cared for, Michael. That is what is important.” Then she had raised her shrill voice to address the entire car of children, cautioning them all to be on their best behavior since parents would not choose an ill-mannered child.

Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed Mattie’s continued wiggling, and she gave him a light bump with her elbow to settle him down.

Now Miss Esther marched to the double doors at the front of the sanctuary and opened them wide, calling out, “We’re ready. You may come in.”

Maelle pasted a smile on her face and prayed Mattie was doing the same.

The pounding of feet on the wooden floor of the church vibrated through Maelle’s shoes and into her legs as couples poured into the sanctuary. She kept her smile in place as she searched faces, her heart pounding, wondering which of the couples entering the building—if any—had come for her, Mattie, and Molly.

A well-dressed couple approached, the woman’s eyes scanning tags. When her gaze fell on Molly’s, her face lit and she rushed forward. “Reginald, look! There she is—number twelve!”

Before Maelle could react, the woman snatched Molly from Maelle’s arms and held her out to the man. Mattie looked at Maelle, his eyes wide, and she shrugged in response. The woman exclaimed over Molly, touching the baby’s curls and smoothing her plump cheek with her fingers. The man leaned in close. Molly grasped his chin with her dimpled hand, and he and the woman laughed.

“Oh, Reginald, look at her!” The woman beamed up at her husband. “As red-haired and green-eyed as my mother. Oh, she’s just as I imagined her to be!”

Maelle carefully examined the couple. Older than Da and Ma, and wearing fancier clothes than she’d ever seen, they seemed nice enough. Though not as pretty as Ma, the woman’s face was pleasant, her blue eyes shining. The man had thick whiskers growing on both sides of his face leading to a mustache that grew over his upper lip. At first glance, the facial hair gave him a gruff appearance, but when Maelle looked into his eyes, she saw a tenderness there. Surely they would be loving parents.

The woman kissed Molly’s cheek, and finally her gaze drifted to Maelle. She flashed a quick smile. Then the man put his hand on the woman’s back and they turned toward the front doors. Molly blinked at Maelle over the woman’s shoulder.

Maelle picked up their bag and took Mattie’s hand. “C’mon, then.” They followed the couple.

Halfway to the door, the man glanced back, and his brows came down. “Boys, you go back to the stage.”

Maelle and Mattie exchanged startled looks.

The woman stopped, turning to face the children. Molly leaned toward Maelle, reaching to be held. Maelle dropped the bag and stretched her arms toward her baby sister. But the woman pulled Molly against her shoulder. Molly began to cry.

“Take the baby outside, Rebecca,” the man said, and his wife swept toward the doors while soothing Molly, who continued to wail. When Maelle tried to follow, the man placed his hand against her chest. “No, boy. You stay here.”

“But . . . but . . .” Maelle swallowed, her heart pounding so hard she could hardly catch her breath. “That’s me sister she’s takin’.”

“We are adopting the baby.” Though firm, his voice was not unkind. He started to turn away, but Mattie jumped forward and gave the man a kick on the shin.

“You canna take me sister!” Mattie pulled his foot back, ready to kick again.

Miss Esther rushed over. “Matthew Gallagher, I’m ashamed of you!” She glowered at Mattie briefly, then turned to the man. “I apologize, Mr. Standler. I will explain the situation to the children. You and your wife have a safe journey home.”

The man nodded, sent one more frowning look at Mattie, and left the building. Miss Esther hauled Mattie to a corner, where she shook her finger under his nose and scolded. Maelle took advantage of the moment to snatch up her bag and run after the couple.

She slid to a stop in the sunny churchyard, frantically looking both right and left. She spotted the man climbing into a fancy enclosed carriage. Dashing across the grass with the bag banging against her leg, she cried, “Wait! Mister, please wait!”

The man folded his arms as she came to a panting halt beside the carriage. “Young man, I am sorry, but my wife and I are only adopting the baby.”

Tears stung behind Maelle’s nose. Although she had considered begging them to take her, the look on his face immediately silenced her pleas. Instead, she drew a deep breath and made a request she hoped would be honored. “Please, sir, can I kiss me sister good-bye?”

For long moments the man stared down at her while she held her breath, silently pleading with her eyes. Finally he gestured toward the carriage with a sweep of his hand. Maelle pulled herself onto the little step leading to the carriage and leaned in. The woman kept hold of Molly’s waist, but Maelle hugged the baby as best she could and kissed both of her cheeks, forehead, and nose.

“Good-bye, Molly. I love ya, wee one.” Tears distorted her vision, and she jumped free of the carriage, determined not to let this couple see her break down. Her foot bumped the bag, and she spun toward the man. “Please, sir, one more minute?”

The man blew out an impatient breath, but he waited while Maelle flopped open the bag and removed the Bible. After slipping the photograph free, she held out the book.

“Will . . . will you take me family’s Bible . . . for Molly?”

The woman called through the door, “Take it, Reginald, and let us be off.”

Silently, the man took the Bible and then closed the door behind him with a snap. The driver brought the reins down across the backs of the horses, and the carriage rolled forward. Maelle remained in the churchyard until the carriage turned a corner and disappeared from sight.

She closed her eyes for a moment, willing the name to memory: Mr. Standler. Standler. Standler. Her chest ached so badly she feared her heart might be crushed. Molly . . . gone. And Mattie— 

With a start, she realized she didn’t know what had happened to Mattie. Grabbing up her bag, she raced for the church, weaving between couples who were heading toward wagons, most with children in tow. Had Mattie been taken, too?

She careened through the door, and she nearly wilted with relief when she spotted Mattie in one of the wooden pews. He sat with his head bowed, tears creating rivers down his pale cheeks. She slid in beside him and dropped the bag in her lap.

“Miss Esther says nobody will be wantin’ me now that I kicked that man.”

Mattie’s sad words made Maelle’s chest ache even more. She feared he might be right. Unable to answer, she simply nodded.

“But I had to do somethin’. They took Molly away.” He squinched his eyes closed, and tears spurted. “Miss Esther . . . she let ’em take Molly away. We won’t be seein’ her again. Just like Ma an’ Da . . .”

Maelle swallowed her own tears. Reaching into the bag, she pulled out the photograph and pressed it into Mattie’s hands. “Ya hold on to this. Ya can look at Molly an’ Ma an’ Da whenever ya’re wantin’ to.”

Mattie held the picture in his limp fingers while tears continued to roll down his cheeks and plop onto his wool pants, leaving speckles behind. Maelle put her arm around his shoulders, blinking to keep her tears back. Crying wouldn’t change anything.

She now understood Miss Agnes’s funny look and Miss Esther’s careful wording. They’d planned all along to give Molly to that couple. Never had they planned to let Maelle and Mattie go, too.

She envisioned the couple in their fancy clothes, riding in their fancy carriage. Rich people. Hadn’t Da always said you couldn’t trust rich people? And now rich people had Molly. At least they had seemed to like the baby. They probably couldn’t have wee ones of their own. Wouldn’t they treat the baby like a princess? She hoped so. And she knew their name. Standler. She’d find Molly again. She would!

She and Mattie sat on the pew while, one by one, the children left with couples. Eventually only Miss Esther and a man who leaned against the far wall remained. The man pushed off from the wall and approached Miss Esther.

Maelle heard their mumbled voices, but she ignored them until they crossed the floor to stand beside the pew. Miss Esther touched Maelle’s shoulder. She looked up, and she hoped the hatred she felt didn’t show on her face.

“Michael, this is Mr. Richard Watts. He’s looking for a boy to travel with him and help him in his business.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Maelle looked Mr. Watts up and down. Dressed in a brown suit with a string tie beneath his chin, he looked like many of the other men who’d come to the church that day. He needed a shave and haircut, though. The man’s gaze bored into her. Maelle turned her face away.

Suddenly a hand curled around her upper arm and pulled her from the pew. Mattie’s cry of fear brought Maelle to life. “You needn’t be grabbin’ at me! I can stand on me own.”

The man laughed and squeezed her arm. “Feisty, huh? Well, that’s good. Need a boy who’s got some fight in him.”

His fingers bit into Maelle’s flesh, hurting her, but she couldn’t pull loose. She glared at Miss Esther, who stood to the side. “I won’t be goin’ nowhere without me brother. You can tell him so!”

Miss Esther gave Watts an apologetic look. “Although arrangements had been made prior to our leaving New York for the youngest Gallagher child, I assured the proprietress of Good Shepherd the brothers would not be separated.”

Maelle felt a small lift of hope at Miss Esther’s words. Mattie scooted out of the pew to stand beside her. He slipped his hand in hers and clung.

“Well . . .” Watts scratched his whiskery chin with one hand while maintaining his hold on Maelle with the other. “As I told you, I’ve got a good business going with my photography equipment, but my home is a box wagon. It would be a might crowded with two boys. Don’t know as I can take both of them.”

Miss Esther raised her chin. “I’m sorry, sir, but it’s both or neither.”

Watts gave Maelle’s arm another squeeze. He worked his jaw back and forth as he looked at her. “Tall boy, seems to have some muscle in that arm. Appears to have some intelligence, too, even if he does talk like a mick. The kind of boy who could learn the trade.”

Miss Esther nodded. “It would be good for Mattie, as well, to learn a trade.”

Suddenly Watts released Maelle’s arm. She stumbled against Mattie. Rubbing her arm, she looked directly into the man’s face. “I ain’t goin’ without me brother. An’ that’s that.”

The man threw back his head and released a laugh that echoed to the rafters. “That’s that, huh?” Still chuckling, he turned to Miss Esther. “All right, then, lady. I’ll take ’em both.”
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