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For My Mother

Loving, Courageous, Inspiring

Whose name, Bernice, aptly means “Bearer of Victory”

In celebration of your eighty-fifth birthday

She is worth far more than rubies. . . .

She opens her arms to the poor

and extends her hands to the needy. . . .

She speaks with wisdom,

and faithful instruction is on her tongue. . . .

Her children arise and call her blessed. . . .

“Many women do noble things,

but you surpass them all.”

PROVERBS 31
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OCTOBER 1910

Widowed crones, their ragged skirts and shawls flapping in the rising gale like so many black crows, threw back grayed heads and keened a wild lament. Though slow of gait, they kept a dozen steps ahead of Maureen O’Reilly, the eldest daughter of their dead neighbor. Not one dared walk beside the “Scarlet Maureen,” no matter that they’d been handsomely paid for their services from the young woman’s purse.

Maureen didn’t care so much for herself. She expected nothing more or less from the village gossips. But she did care for the heart of her younger sister.

She pulled Katie Rose, the lily flower of her family, close. Together the sisters trudged up the rocky hill, part of a bleak and broken parade, toward the stone-walled churchyard. Twice they slipped, cutting their palms, the path muddy from the morning’s rain. Once past the churchyard gate, Maureen pushed to the front of the troop, lifted her chin, and set her lips tight as the prow of a ship, daring the women to snub her sister.

The Keeton brothers had dug the grave that morning, and Joshua Keeton, the second eldest, nodded respectfully toward Maureen—an act so out of village character that Maureen turned away without acknowledgment.

The priest intoned his series of Latin prayers into the wind, finishing with the “Our Father.”

The Keeton brothers lowered the wooden coffin into its bed.

The priest sprinkled its top with holy water and resumed in his monotone, “Grant this mercy, O Lord, we beseech Thee, to Thy servant departed, that Margaret Rowhan O’Reilly may not receive in punishment the requital of her deeds . . .”

Maureen had attended enough wakes and burials in her twenty years that she could recite the passages by heart. But she’d never buried her mother—and that made this day different from all the rest. Shunned from normal attendance at the village church, she’d wanted this service to penetrate her heart; she’d wanted to repent and mourn the loss of her mother as deeply as Katie Rose mourned—Katie Rose, who could barely stand for the grief of it all.

But the lowering of the coffin spelled only relief for Maureen. For the seven years since her father’s death, Maureen had served at the landlord’s grand house as the only means of support for her mother and young sister, first as a scullery maid and later, because of her earnest work and graceful ways, as a parlor maid. When the landlord’s eye fell upon her, she was barely fourteen.

His mother, Lady Catherine—a good and godly woman—had seen the lust in her firstborn’s eye and taken Maureen under her wing. For six of those years she’d employed her, trained her in the ways of a fine lady’s maid, kept her as safe as she could. But even Lady Catherine could not outlive her strapping, willful son. Once she was gone, so was Maureen’s protection.

And that was what Maureen thought of as the priest droned on. Not so much for herself—she was beyond safety, beyond redemption—but protection for Katie Rose.

Maureen pulled a tear-matted wisp of chestnut hair from her sister’s pale cheek. Thirteen and so beautiful—too beautiful not to be noticed. The thought pierced Maureen’s heart. The sooner Katie Rose was placed under the protection of someone good and kind, someone strong and not beholden to or at the mercy of the landlord, the better. Their mother, in her last years of consumption, had not been willing to hear of it, not been willing to part with the jewel of her life. But it was up to Maureen now, and she knew what must be done. If only she could make her aunt agree.

Maureen started as Katie Rose pulled from her side, lifted a clod from the earth, and dropped it atop the lowered coffin. Maureen winced to hear the finality of the thud—earth on wood—but did the same, and the village followed suit.

The keeners began again their long, musical wailing. The small band retreated down the hill, the men stopping at the pub to drink to Margaret O’Reilly. “A fitting end,” they solemnly chorused, “to a great lady’s passing.”

But the women, expecting a well-laid tea, followed the road round to the cottage of Verna Keithly—aunt to Maureen and Katie Rose and sister of dead Margaret O’Reilly. When the troop reached her cottage door, Verna pulled the door handle, and her nieces passed through.

The band of women, having lingered a few steps behind, hesitated, stopped, and the leader, the blacksmith’s wife, whispered loudly, “She’ll not be staying, will she?”

Maureen looked back to see her aunt’s spine straighten as she removed her gloves.

“You’ll not be expecting us to join her for tea, Verna Keithly,” the cooper’s wife admonished. “Surely not!”

Aunt Verna tilted her head, smiled, and said simply, “No, Mrs. Grogan, I don’t believe I will” and quietly closed the door.

Maureen felt her own eyes grow wide. But her aunt smiled, wrapping a work-roughened hand round Maureen’s wrist. Maureen bit her lip at the sign of affection. But the tremble threatened anyway, so she turned her face aside, whispering, “You’ll live to regret this kindness to me. They won’t forget, you know.”

“My only regret is in not being kinder sooner.” Verna turned her niece to face her and hugged her properly. “I’ll do better before this night is through. I promise.”

Her aunt’s words quickened the hope in Maureen’s heart. Perhaps she’d grant her wish, after all. Surely she’d see the need, the urgency, once Maureen explained her plan.

“Shall I set the kettle, Aunt?” Katie Rose sniffled from the kitchen.

“Please! Tea first; I’ll cut the cake directly. But let’s get a bit of something warm going for later. I’ve a good shank of lamb already roasting.” She hung her damp cape on the hook nearest the door. “Good food—that’s what’s needed. Maureen, you scrub the potatoes. Katie Rose, cut the bread.”

As Maureen passed, her aunt whispered, “Once Katie Rose is abed for the night, we’ll talk. We need to talk before your uncle comes home.”

Maureen looked at the clock. “He’ll be closing soon, won’t he?”

Aunt Verna harrumphed. “Not tonight. First round’s on him—’tis the first one that loosens purse strings for all the rest. So kind and generous of the grieving brother-in-law, wouldn’t ya say?” She raised her brows in sarcasm, knotting her apron strings behind her. “They’ll drink and sing and smoke and dance their hearts out. He’ll cha-ching his till the whole night long. By then we’ll have things settled.”
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After the washing up, when her sister finally yawned with the weariness and emotion of the day, Maureen sat by Katie Rose as the girl knelt to say her prayers, then tucked her sister in herself. Maureen knew that Katie Rose had spent the last year doing all the cooking and sewing and tucking, ever since their mam became too ill to care for either of them. No matter that her sister was nearly grown—it was good to do for her now, if only for this night, their last together.

When Maureen returned to the little parlor, Aunt Verna had stirred the fire and laid more peat, indicating a long chat was in the offing. Maureen sat down, less certain now the time had come. But she could not miss this opportunity to sway her aunt to her thinking, and so she began before Aunt Verna had taken her seat. “I’ve been thinking of Katie Rose and what’s best for her.”

“Good, then, as have I,” her aunt returned.

“If Katie Rose could live with you—” Maureen began, but her aunt cut her off, shaking her head.

“Katie Rose must go—leave the village—and she must go now. Gavin Orthbridge has set his eye upon her.”

Maureen felt the blood drain from her face. “He’s a boy!”

“He’s fourteen and Lord Orthbridge’s son. He’s only bided his time for Margaret’s death, till the girl has nowhere to go. He’s already told her he can assure her of a job in his father’s house. You know what that means.”

Maureen knew exactly. It meant the same for Katie Rose as it had meant for her, and there would be no escaping, not once the disgrace came upon her.

“If she stays with me, there’ll be no way to save her. The Orthbridges or your uncle will see to that—especially if it means security or gold.” Her aunt spread her hands. “I’ve never been able to change that man’s course once the drink or the gold has him in its grasp.”

Maureen felt that vile truth rumble in her stomach, sensed the floor drop beneath her chair. She could not imagine a life like her own for Katie Rose. It was not to be borne. “I’ll take her with me, though I don’t know how. Every penny went to Lord Orthbridge to pay for Mam’s rent and their food. I’d thought to go to Dublin, where no one knows me, and begin again, maybe work in a shop.”

“With no references.” Aunt Verna laid a practical hand upon her hip.

Maureen’s shoulders drooped. The only letter of reference she’d ever possessed was from Lady Catherine—a last effort to protect Maureen from her son. But when Maureen had given her notice, Julius Orthbridge had rooted through her things, found the letter, and burned it. Foolish, foolish me for not simply runnin’ away! The plan Maureen had laid such hope by now sounded feeble in her mouth. “I’d hoped to start over,” she whispered. “I wanted Katie Rose here, safe with you. Uncle owns the tavern. I thought—”

“You’re not listenin’. She’ll not be safe with me.”

“I am listenin’.” Maureen stood, angrily. “I said I’ll take her with me, then. I’ll find work for us both. I’ll go into service once more if I have to but never to be used like that again. And Katie Rose must never go into service! Never!” She bent her head into her hands. “Dublin’s not far enough to hide us both. I know Julius Orthbridge. He’ll come lookin’. And his son’s of the same cloth.”

“Sit down and calm yourself, Maureen.” Her aunt spoke sternly. “There’s another way.”

But Maureen could only see in her mind the image of a drunken, bare-chested Julius Orthbridge, could only relive that first dark and fearful night. The night Lady Catherine lay dying, when he, reeking of whiskey and bearing a globed lamp that cast its shadows up and down the walls from the open window’s night breezes, had barged into her servant’s quarters and thrown her roommate to the hallway.

No matter that her screams had rent the night and were surely heard throughout the estate, they’d brought no one—no one to help her, no one to save her from the animal intent on relieving his lust. Not then, nor any night thereafter. They were all too afraid or too beholden to the English lord.

But neither fear nor debt had bridled their tongues, and within the week the entire village had heard the gossip. Whether or not they’d pitied her, they’d openly shunned her. The image of Katie Rose facing such a night, such a life, clawed through her brain.

“Take hold, Maureen! Take hold!” Her aunt shook her, forced her into a chair. “Drink this.” Aunt Verna forced something strong and vile-smelling between Maureen’s teeth, something that shot a hot path down her throat and shook her awake, making her sputter and cough.

“That’s better. You need your senses about you. We’ve not much time. You must listen carefully.”

Maureen tried to focus her brain.

“Do you remember the tale your da told over and over when you were but a girl?”

Maureen barely remembered her da, though she’d loved him with all of her heart. He was part of another life, a good life she could hardly claim as her own. She shook her head.

“About the war in America—the war between the states, north and south—the American Civil War, they called it,” her aunt coaxed. “He’d gone to America to make his fortune—worked in service as a groomsman for some wealthy family in New York. They had some sort of falling-out, though your da never said what. When the war called for soldiers, he served with the Union, and he saved a man’s life—an officer. The game leg your da hobbled upon came because he took a Confederate bullet meant for the American.”

Maureen blinked.

“I can’t believe ya don’t remember.” Aunt Verna waited, then went on. “The officer was so grateful that when your da came home to Ireland, the man wrote him a letter, offerin’ to set him up in business if only he’d return to America.”

Yes, Maureen remembered. Half-fantasy, half-real—she never knew where the truth lay . . . or the letter. And what good had letters done her?

“That letter was the talk of the town, the first letter straight from America to be found in the village, and an invitation to streets paved in gold. And though never said aloud, ’twas the reason his first wife married him; God rest both their souls.”

“What?” Maureen tried to push the web from her mind. “Mam said the letter was Da’s fireside tale.”

Aunt Verna pressed on. “Your da and his first wife were expectin’ their first child. They planned to sail for America as soon as the babe was weaned. But she labored early, and mother and child died before the midwife reached them.”

“I never heard that.”

“It was never talked about. But your da grieved mightily and walked very near the abyss for seven years or so. It would have been better if he’d returned alone to America, but he hadn’t the heart. Then, finally, Margaret caught his eye and lifted his spirit. Though I think he never loved her as he did his first.”

Maureen bristled. It was not a thing to be said the day of her mam’s burial and surely not by her mam’s sister.

“Don’t look at me so. You were not there. You did not see.” Aunt Verna sighed and stood to stir the fire again, though it needed no stirring. “Your da had saved the letter, and once he and Margaret married and were expectin’ a bairn, he wrote to the man in America again, seein’ if he was still of a mind to make good his offer.” She set the poker down. “And the man heartily replied to come on, to bring his new bride and their babe, as soon as he was born. Promised to set him up in business and treat Morgan’s firstborn as his own son. He even sent money for the passage, first class.”

“And is this another tale for a winter’s night? Because if it is, I—”

“I read the letter with my own eyes. I read it to your da because he could not read and Margaret was visitin’ our folks when he came with it from town.” Her aunt returned to her seat. “They laid their plans, and after the babe came, hale and hardy, your da sold most everything but his good name. Most importantly, he sold his land. They waited until sweet William turned three years old, to be sure he was strong enough for the voyage, and set off for Dublin. Three weeks they waited for the ship to sail—some problems with the keel that needed mendin’.”

Maureen knew the rest by heart.

“Cholera swept through the city—a plague on two feet. William died, and they buried him there.” Her aunt stopped and stared into the fire. A moment passed before she lifted the corner of her apron and swiped her mouth. “A sweet and lovely lad.” She tucked her head to one side, and Maureen caught the shine in her eyes.

“The great ship sailed for America without your mam and da. Your mam could not bear to be parted from the country holdin’ William’s grave, and she convinced herself that God had cursed your da and his letter and the entire scheme of goin’ to America—that the Almighty made him pay with the lives of his children for the notion of risin’ above himself. She’d have no more to do with it, no matter how your da begged, no matter how he reasoned. She was sure they’d both die before reachin’ the golden shore.”

“Da owned his own land?” It was the part of the tale that Maureen could fathom least. None in the village owned so much as a grave plot, save her uncle, who owned his tavern. Lord Orthbridge owned all the rest.

“And he could have bought it back with the money saved from the voyage, but Margaret hid it, convinced as she was that it was cursed; your da became just as enslaved as all the rest to Julius Orthbridge. She was not a good wife, my sister.”

Maureen did not stir. The story rang true with every memory of her da’s bent back and white hair, of his sad retelling of the tale as he knew it—stolen gold and the lost letter—minus his wife’s deception.

“She could not risk Morgan’s findin’ the letter, so afraid she was of goin’ to America. So she asked me to destroy it and give the gold secretly to the church—none to know the giver. She said I dared risk Morgan’s wrath if ever he learned the truth—and risk the curse of death, better than she; I was barren anyway.”

Heat raced up Maureen’s neck. She hated her aunt’s accusing tone but understood. They’d both known the pain and betrayal of her mother’s selfishness. She was certain her mother had known the price Maureen paid for rent for their cottage and food, but never once had she questioned her. Maureen thought of herself as her mother’s workhorse. Her aunt must have felt something of the same.

“I didn’t do it.”

Maureen looked up. “What?”

“I didn’t give the gold to the church and I didn’t destroy the letter.” Aunt Verna stood and clasped her hands. “I knew that one day she would rot in her selfishness and that your father would need the money and the hope. He was a good man, your da. But working for the Orthbridges did him in—that, and . . . well, the rest.”

Maureen stood. “You kept the gold? Then why didn’t you give it for our rent and food when Da died? Why did you let Mam send me to the grand house, into service?”

“I didn’t know what it would mean. I thought only that it would get you away from her. She would have turned you into herself, and I could not bear it—not for you. I didn’t know Lord Orthbridge would . . . would hurt you.”

Maureen sat down again. “Hurt me.” What could she say? “Yes, he hurt me.”

“I swear by the Virgin Mary that I never imagined it.” Aunt Verna sat down heavily. “I was foolish. I’m sorry, Maureen. I’m so terribly sorry. Margaret would not have taken the money, she was that sure it was cursed. But I should have stolen you away, sent you to America or London, to start fresh.”

The idea was so big and unbelievable that Maureen laughed, one helpless, soulless laugh. “I couldn’t have gone. I was obliged to help Mam. I would have stayed—for her and for Katie Rose.” She looked at her aunt. “There’s no way out—no end for me. First it was looking to Da’s needs after his stroke; then it was providin’ for Mam, and now I must protect Katie Rose.” How could she have hoped to escape?

“You’ll go to America and Katie Rose with you. You’ll stand up to that man and have him make good on his promise to your da. You’re Morgan’s firstborn now—his firstborn livin’.”

Maureen laughed bitterly. “You’re crazy, Aunt Verna.”

Aunt Verna’s lips pulled grim. “I’m not accustomed to bein’ told I’m crazy by a slip of a girl, and never under my own roof.”

“I’m a soiled woman, Aunt. I’m nobody’s ‘firstborn son’ or ‘slip of a girl.’ I’m near crazy myself.”

With a toss of her hand, Verna waved her niece’s melodrama aside and bent to the hearth, prying a stone from the space nearest the fire. “You should go on the stage for all of that, Maureen. You sound as dark as your mam, but there’s more to you than she ever reckoned. You’ve just forgotten what it is to hope, to have a chance at life. You’d best set your mind to put that life to good use.”

Maureen watched as her aunt pried a second stone, lifted out both, and wedged a poker beneath a third. From their opened graves, she pulled a rectangular metal box, dusted the dirt with her apron, turned a key set in the lock, and removed a small pouch and twice-folded paper from inside. She laid both on the rug by the hearth, then replanted the box, easing the bricks into place.

“There, now.” Aunt Verna looked up, smiling, and knelt before Maureen, cupping her hands. She spread the neck of the pouch, turned it upside down, and spilled gold coins into her niece’s palms. “What do you think of that?”
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Olivia Wakefield’s maid pulled the last pearl button through the loop of her mistress’s deep-apricot watered silk. She dusted a faint, shimmering powder across her shoulders and pinned the best and last of the autumn’s garden roses in her upswept hair. Then she stood back, critically examining the masterpiece from coiffed head to slippered toe, and smiled. “Perfect, miss.”

“Thank you, Mary. You’ve outdone yourself.”

“You’re ready for the ball, miss.” Mary tucked a wayward wisp behind her mistress’s ear.

“Now or never.” Olivia smiled, then sobered. “I’m not much for balls.”

“But this is your birthday, miss. Mrs. Meitland said that everyone who is anyone in New York will be here. The Ascots, the Vanderbilts, the—”

“Please, Mary.” Olivia raised her gloved hand to stop the outpouring. The less she knew or thought about the grand event her sister and brother-in-law had orchestrated, the better chance she had of pretending a composure she did not feel.

Mary curtsied again, a habit that made Olivia want to bob up and down, too.

“Please tell Dorothy I’ll be down directly.”

“Yes, miss.” Mary curtsied once more but hesitated. “The guests are arriving. There’s already a dozen carriages by the—”

“Dorothy and Drake will greet them.”

“Yes, miss.” Mary bobbed less certainly but obediently pulled the door behind her.

Olivia sighed, relieved to be alone at last. She blinked at the softly powdered oval in the looking glass above her dressing table, recognizing the face but unnerved by the lackluster eyes reflected there. She hated this vulgar display of wealth and eligibility Dorothy and Drake had concocted. She’d argued and pleaded but in the end hadn’t known how to stop them.

“Father, I miss you tonight most of all,” she whispered. At last she breathed deeply, straightened, took up her dance card, and marched toward the battle.

Along the upper hallway, she paused and turned the brass knob of her father’s study. One moment. Just one moment. Olivia slipped inside and leaned against the closed door, breathing in the faint, lingering scent of his tobacco. She strolled the perimeter of the room, running gloved fingers over his collection of stones chipped from the bases of pyramids in Egypt, tracing long shelves of leather-bound volumes. She smiled as she spun his globe—something she was ordered not to do as a child—and smiled again as she blessed the marble busts of his literary trio, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis—“Tous pour un, un pour tous.” She ran her fingers for the hundredth time over the last stack of books he’d been reading. All of it yours a year ago. All of it mine now.

Olivia sank into the leather chair behind his mahogany desk, turned her face to the moon-filled window behind her, and fingered the string of pearls at her neck—his last personal gift given on her last birthday, a quiet and earnest family affair that he’d understood she loved so well. You understood so many things.

And she had understood him—understood what he was about to say, about to dictate, even before he’d formed the words. She’d been his protégé in travel and research for historic articles ever since her disappointment—ever since she’d sworn off men, a determination her father had assured her would pass with time. She’d been his secretary and typist for treatises on issues of social justice. She’d embraced the causes he’d espoused, and that had been enough for her—to work at his side—until last year.

With his first sign of heart trouble, he’d stopped traveling and insisted that she embrace a cause of her own, a life of her own. That was when she’d taken up with other young women from her church, forming a circle. They’d embraced the garment industry workers’ strike, hoping that wealth could influence where desperation and a righteous cause could not. But the crusade was short-lived, at least for her.

When her father suffered a massive heart attack, Olivia had given up her crusade for social justice to nurse him. He’d lingered three months, arguing all along that her time with him was too great a sacrifice from her own life and aspirations.

Oh, Father. It was so little.

He’d encouraged but never pestered her to marry. Now that he was gone, it seemed the topic of every conversation with her sister and brother-in-law.

They’ve tried to assume the position of father, mother, and matchmaker—all in one. It does not suit them. It does not suit me.

“I thought I’d find you here.” Dorothy, magnificent in ivory silk and diamonds that sparkled in the light of the hallway’s chandelier, stood, eyebrows raised and hand on hip in the doorway. A perfect halo of electric light spread round her. “Hiding, Miss Liberty?”

Olivia smiled at their father’s pet name for her—a title bestowed when she was born the same day Lady Liberty was dedicated in New York harbor. “Seeking courage, I’m afraid.”

“You’re not a coward,” her sister chided.

“I miss him, Dottie,” Olivia pleaded, hating her own pleading.

But it softened her older sister, if only for a moment. “I miss him too. But that’s why you need someone, Livvie. You’re turning into a recluse, shut up in this house.”

Olivia turned away. “While he was alive, I had a purpose. I felt more alive—a part of something greater than myself.”

“Father had that way about him.”

“But now—I don’t know. I feel . . . adrift.” Olivia raised her shoulders helplessly.

“A ship without its mooring?”

“Yes . . . exactly.”

Dorothy sighed but stayed by the door as if coming into the room might draw her into something too deep. She squared her shoulders, and Olivia recognized the subtle change as her sister’s retreat to safer territory.

“There are things I want in life—things I need, things I mean to do,” Olivia went on. “I just don’t know what they are.”

“I only want what’s best for you.”

“I know that. But I don’t think I’ll find what I’m looking for tied to a man I don’t love and a silly social calendar. You, of anyone, should know that of me.”

Dorothy looked away. “It’s not all silly.”

“I’m sorry,” Olivia stammered. “You know I didn’t mean that for you.”

But Dorothy forged ahead. “Drake has invited some charming and eligible men to the ball. You can take your pick—railroad, real estate, banking. You’re a wealthy woman.”

Olivia’s nerves pricked. “A perfect merging of bank accounts—how good of Drake.”

“You need a husband. You can engage in all those causes you’re mad about inside marriage, provided your scribbling about them doesn’t create scandal. But Drake says you must have someone to direct your business affairs, at the very least. And if you won’t allow him to take things in hand, well, then . . .”

Olivia closed her eyes at the unspoken but repeated topic of every conversation: money, money, money. Sometimes she envied people who had none to fight over.

“Drake said you really must be settled before . . . before long.”

“Before I’m a crotchety old maid?” Olivia smirked.

“Let us say, more kindly, before the bloom leaves the gilded lily,” her brother-in-law countered, standing suddenly behind his wife.

Dorothy started, clasping her hand to her neck.

Olivia, too, felt her breath catch but stood, determined to regain her composure. She did not want Drake in her father’s study. He had no right, though he acted as if he possessed everything. Nothing could have moved her to her detested birthday ball so quickly as his presence.

“We mustn’t keep our guests waiting.” Olivia squeezed her sister’s hand and pushed past Drake into the evening ahead.
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Maureen knew her aunt was not one to waste words or actions, so it was no surprise that she’d set well-laid plans in motion within the hour of Mam’s death.

Maureen argued that such a trip on short notice was impossible. She sputtered at the very idea that the American Colonel Wakefield might yet be willing to help them, insisted they were begging a fool’s errand—a fool’s irretrievable mistake. Still, she knew her aunt was right—this might well be the last night before the Orthbridges’ minions pounded the door for Gavin’s new toy. So Maureen numbly followed her aunt’s orders, cutting bread and cheese and wrapping thick slices of roasted lamb in cheesecloth for boxed lunches.

Aunt Verna divided the gold coins, stitching some in the hem of each niece’s skirt and tucking one in each girl’s shoe. She placed the rest—all but one—in Maureen’s purse.

“You should keep some,” Maureen said, looking up from her task and wiping her hands down her apron. “I’ve never seen so much money. I’ll not know what to do with it, and it’s all foreign, beside.”

“It won’t be foreign once you get there, and you’ll need every penny. There’s the passage to be bought and more food for the trip. You can’t trust the shippin’ company to provide their due. This last coin—” she tucked it into Maureen’s coat pocket—“you’re to give to Joshua Keeton.”

“Joshua Keeton? Whatever for?”

“You’ll be needin’ a ride to Dublin if you’re to sail, won’t you? He’s goin’ there himself, isn’t he? And hasn’t he agreed to meet you and Katie Rose at the crossroads beyond the hill, two hours before dawn?”

“You’ve already asked him, then? You were that sure of yourself—of me? And how can you trust anyone in this village?” Maureen wondered if she should be vexed.

The huff and puff left Aunt Verna’s face. “Joshua Keeton is a good man—the only man I’d trust with both my nieces in the dead of night. And if you had eyes in your head, you’d see he’s been taken with you since you were twelve. You could do worse, but I doubt there’s a better man.”

Maureen turned away, not willing to believe any man did something expecting nothing in return.

Her aunt crossed the room, taking Maureen in her arms. “You’ve no choice, Maureen, nor does Katie Rose. If you both stay, you’re both doomed. If only one of you goes to Dublin, they’ll track that one down and likely take it out on the one left. You, of all in all, should know that of the Orthbridge men. You must both go—you’re best off together—and you must both live and thrive. Set your face to it, girl.”

“I’m afraid,” Maureen whispered in her aunt’s hair. “And I’m not afraid of much.”

“Do it for yourself, if you can. If you cannot, then do it for love of Katie Rose.” Aunt Verna pushed flaming tendrils past Maureen’s temples. “May America be good to you, Maureen O’Reilly. May every road rise to meet you, and may the good Lord hold you in the palm of His hand.”
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Nearly three hours before dawn, Maureen and a sleepy, bewildered Katie Rose hugged their aunt good-bye and stumbled through her dark cottage garden, out onto the moonlit road.

No candles to guide lost souls burned in the windows they passed. No dog ran to bark or give them away. Hard frost had settled on the fields, causing their boots to slip and their footsteps to echo brittle in their ears. Maureen wondered if she’d ever walk this pasture or that field again, if she’d ever sit to rest on any stone wall in Ireland.

She could not understand why Katie Rose walked along without speaking, why she allowed herself to be led so easily through the cold and dark with only a promise of going abroad. All Maureen had said to her younger sister was “Do you trust me?” And Katie Rose had simply nodded. It would not have been enough explanation for Maureen, and it nearly vexed her that it was enough for Katie Rose. How could a girl, especially a girl of thirteen, be so trusting? But, Maureen remembered, she herself had trusted at that age, and it had been her doom. Never again. Not once.

They were early by a good half hour, but Joshua Keeton, with his cart and his horse pawing the ground, stood patiently waiting in the cold.

“Miss O’Reilly.” In the pale moonlight, Maureen could see that he tipped his hat and offered his hand to help them over the wheel. But she ignored his hand, pushed Katie Rose ahead of her, and climbed up to take the outside seat.

She wrapped her arm round her sister to keep her warm and steady and as far from Joshua Keeton as she could.

The Keeton men were not known for useless speech; Joshua’s even pace and silent forward slump with traces loosely held betrayed nothing unusual in his midnight errand.

By the time gray dawn softened the sky, Katie Rose was fast asleep against her sister’s shoulder, and Maureen’s chin had begun to bob very near her chest.

“You’ll not want to fall off, Miss O’Reilly,” Joshua Keeton whispered.

The sound of a human voice jerked Maureen awake, and she shifted in her seat, adjusting her hold on Katie Rose. “Thank you, Mr. Keeton.”

“It’s an early ride. Once we’re settled, you’ll have a chance to sleep.”

“‘We’?” Suddenly alert, Maureen felt the cold creep through her.

“Did your aunt not tell ya? I’m sailin’ too, bound to make my way in America.” Joshua glanced proudly in her direction, then back to the road ahead. “When I told your aunt last week I was goin’, she said you’d been waitin’ to go yourself—you and your sister—until your mother passed, but to keep it to meself. ’Tis a fine and grand thing—a fresh start—good for the both of you.”

Maureen felt her face flame. She’s tricked me! Did she think I’d not go alone—or that if she told me he was goin’ too, I’d back out? I’ve half a mind to jump out of this cart and drag Katie Rose with me!

“I mean,” Joshua stammered, “I mean I only wish you could have gone sooner—for your sake, Miss O’Reilly. The good Lord bless you in your new life.”

Maureen didn’t know what to say. She was furious with her aunt and didn’t know how to take Joshua’s words—kindly, at face value, or as an insult, deep and abiding. The good Lord’s not blessed me so far, Joshua Keeton, and I’m not expectin’ His ways to change in America! So she said nothing at all, and the miles passed.

When at last the sun spread its golden orb over the horizon, she mustered a civilized tongue. “Why would you leave County Meath, Joshua Keeton? You’ve a good job, have you not?”

He clicked the reins and the horse stepped up. “I’m beholden to Julius Orthbridge just for livin’ on his land.” He grimaced as if he’d swallowed vinegar. “He’s got us all under his thumb one way or another. ’Tis a shame, to be sure, but no shame to those who’ve no choice.”

Maureen blinked, still uncertain as to his meaning. Does he think I had a choice and made it?

Joshua stared down the road. “I admire you for takin’ your leave this way, and I’m proud to be of service, Miss O’Reilly—now, and in America.”

So, there it is. A man in search of an easy woman. She didn’t give Joshua Keeton the courtesy of a reply. For the sake of no other choice, she would ride with him to Dublin. But once they reached the wharf and she paid him his due in gold coin, as Aunt Verna had likely promised, she’d walk away. I’ll never leave this past if weaselin’ men with tales of my sins trail me to America. I’ll trust no one, least of all a man from County Meath!

Katie Rose woke when at last they clattered over the cobbled and rutted streets of Dublin.

Maureen inhaled the sea air. Anticipation of change quickened butterflies in her stomach.

“I see the ships!” Katie Rose pointed, speaking for the first time.

“I’ve promised my horse and cart to a farrier near the docks. If you ladies will wait while I make the transaction, I’ll—”

“No, Mr. Keeton. Thank you for the ride, but we’ve no mind to wait. Katie Rose and I’ll go on alone. Drop us near the shippin’ office, if you please.” Maureen looked straight ahead but could sense the turn of Joshua’s face.

“I’ll not drop you alone at the docks, Maureen O’Reilly. You must wait for me.”

“We’ll be makin’ our own way, and we’d best begin. We’ll no longer be needin’ your assistance, Joshua Keeton.”

She felt him straighten, felt the air charged with his confusion and displeasure, but refused to look him in the face.

“I’ll not—”

“You will!” She glared at him and pushed a gold piece toward him. “You’ve earned your gold coin, and that’s the end of it.” Your fine shoulders and unruly black hair might have wormed their way into Aunt Verna’s senses, but they’ll do no good with me!

Joshua, his jaw set and his eyes dark, guided the cart to a walkway across from the shipping office door. He made taut the traces and steadied the cart but did not get down, did not offer his hand to either woman as they descended. With a curt “God go with you, Maureen O’Reilly,” Joshua seemed about to say more but instead picked up the coin, flipped it through the air toward Katie Rose, lifted and slapped the reins, clucked his tongue, and clattered down the wharf.

Maureen grabbed the coin from a startled Katie Rose and threw it into the back of the cart. Take your fine baritone voice and pitch it in the sea. With one strong spit to the back of his wagon, she gave her final good-bye to Ireland and all thoughts of Joshua Keeton.

And yet, several times over the next two weeks, Maureen wished she’d not sent the man away so hastily. For one reason or another she was not able to book passage: the ship she’d hoped to board was standing in dock in need of repair; a second ship was waiting until the full complement of steerage was booked—“Sardines in a tin,” the ticket holders complained. Still, Katie Rose never protested, never questioned Maureen’s decisions.

Crossing the western sea was not as easy as their aunt had believed, nor was the wait at third-rate rooming houses in Dublin cheap. Maureen spent first the gold coin in her shoe, then the one in Katie Rose’s. By the time they’d bought a nightdress apiece, a comb and bag between them, the barest of lodging—a warehouse with sleeping pallets where they were locked in with others at dusk and let out at dawn—and food and tickets for a ship that would finally, truly sail, Maureen’s purse was empty. They were down to two coins sewn into their hems.

To stretch the money, Maureen had bought tickets in steerage—four women to a cabin with a tiny washbasin in between.

“Aunt Verna said that God will help us through—if we trust Him,” Katie Rose ventured when Maureen’s spirits sank low.

Maureen smiled. She rumpled her sister’s hair until Katie Rose smiled, too, but thought, I’ll not be trustin’ what I cannot see.
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The crossing was storm-tossed rough, the bowels of the ship dank and putrid from vomit, urine, unwashed bodies, and voyage upon voyage with nothing but a splashing down for cleaning. The cabin doors bore no locks, and there was no privacy from drunken, leering men or curious boys.

“Here, then, let’s pile our bags in front of the door, so we can at least hear if those ragtags push open in the night,” the oldest of the cabinmates ordered, a stout woman with iron-gray hair greased back into a tight bun.

Maureen was grateful for someone else to take charge, if only for the night. Still, to be sure and safe, she and Katie Rose slept in their dresses and fastened cloaks, leaving them crumpled and dirty.

The next morning, after a too-salty herring and biscuit breakfast they couldn’t keep down, a rousing melody of Irish pipes and drums drew the sisters to the swaying deck.

“How is it,” Katie Rose, half-green, stammered, “that they’re singin’ their hearts out—not the least bit sick. How can they?” She dry heaved over her elbow.

“Riverboat hands, lass.” A knowing voice spoke over the wind behind the girls as the man handed Katie Rose his handkerchief. “Doesn’t matter if they’ve never set foot upon a seagoin’ vessel. They’ve the needed cork in their legs and bellies to keep steadily afloat.” He swatted the air whimsically, dismissing the musicians and the twirling, fancy step dancers. “They’ll be larkin’ about clear to New York, full of their own bravado, singin’ up their courage!” He laughed. “Like as not they’ll need it.”

Maureen and Katie Rose exchanged envious glances and, clutching the back of a ship’s bench for dear life, turned to make their way below deck.

In that moment a new high-stepping couple twirled to the center of the dancing ring. Spinning broad shoulders and a familiar mop of flying black curls caught Maureen’s eye.

“Joshua Keeton!” Katie Rose called.

Joshua looked up, bright-eyed and laughing, and waved at Katie Rose as he spun his fair colleen.

Maureen gritted her teeth against the sudden drop in her stomach and the fury that raced up her neck. She grabbed Katie Rose’s hand, pulling her quickly below deck and back to their cabin.

“Why did you do that?” Katie Rose demanded. “He’s been nothin’ but a friend to us, and you run from him like the plague!”

But Maureen refused to answer. She couldn’t explain how desperately she wanted to leave all of Ireland and its memories behind. She had no reason to believe that Joshua Keeton would keep her secrets from America’s shores—shameful secrets known by the entire village—if he could not curry the favors from her he wanted. And surely, she thought, that’s what he wants. Why else would he be carin’ about me, about us? Why couldn’t he have sailed on a different vessel?

She kept her distance. It wasn’t hard; the seasickness never left either sister, and they were rarely fit to take the sun on deck.

For that reason the simple food ration included in their ship’s fare proved more than ample. What little they’d bought and stowed to supplement their meals was pilfered first by small boys and then by ship rats.

The last day, as the ship sailed through calmer waters nearing the American coast, they were simply too weary to eat.

“Will the pitchin’ never end?” Katie Rose moaned from her bunk.

But by that time the pitching and rolling had truly stopped. All sailing was smooth.

“What is it, Katie Rose?”

“It’s freezin’ in here, and I’m just so weary of the motion. I’ll be grateful to stop.”

Maureen checked her sister’s brow. “You’ve a fever. Eight days at sea and now the fever?” She thought it worse than bad luck.

“It’s nothin’, just a sore throat,” Katie Rose assured her, sniffing, but didn’t open her eyes.

“Keep her turned to the wall,” the gray-haired leader ordered. “We don’t want whatever she’s got.”

“It’s a throat raw from the damp, nothin’ more,” Katie Rose whispered.

“Scarlet fever or influenza or raw throat—no matter. They’ll not allow fever of any kind off Ellis Island. They’ll send her back—and anyone catchin’ it.” The woman ignored Katie Rose but warned her cabinmates, “You’d all fare better on deck than in this tin can.”

“Back?” Maureen could not believe her ears.

“To Ireland—in two shakes of a lamb’s tail, and no regrettin’. I’ve heard Americans claim they’re not the world’s hospital, after all—that’s what me brother wrote. You must stay well, strong, to make it through the medical check. They’ll take no public charges on American shores.”

“I’ll not go back,” Katie Rose whispered. “I’ll not. I’ll jump overboard first.”

“Hush! There’ll be no such talk, Katie Rose O’Reilly—never!” Maureen pinched her arm.

Katie Rose grabbed the neck of her sister’s dress. Strong in her desperation, she whispered fiercely, “I heard what Aunt Verna said that night—that last night you both thought me sleepin’. I heard what she said about Gavin Orthbridge. He’ll not touch me. I’ll kill him first. I’ll kill me first.”

Maureen’s heart nearly stopped. She had underestimated her sister. No wonder she’d never once complained; no wonder she’d never once challenged leaving everyone they’d known, everything she’d held dear, despite the trouble, the weariness of the journey. Maureen felt she’d been running uphill all night. “You knew, then?”

“I’ve known everythin’, all along. I’m not stupid. I know about Gavin and I know about his father.” Katie Rose struggled for her breath. She spoke so quietly that Maureen could hear only by placing her ear next to her sister’s mouth. “I never would have done it.”
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The ship docked at four o’clock Tuesday afternoon. By half past six, first- and second-class passengers had been treated to a medical officer’s cursory glance and walked ashore.

But steerage passengers were held aboard for a trip to Ellis Island, for close questioning and a more thorough going-over. No matter the delay, no matter the sickness, there’d be no more ferries to Ellis Island until the next morning.

Rumors sped through the offended ranks during the wait: no carriers of disease and no vermin would be admitted among the poor, no immigration for anyone who might become a public charge—anyone too poor, too sick, too lame, too elderly, too deaf, too simple—and certainly no women traveling alone.

“Close, just not close enough. Ach, I s’pose the personal ailments of the swells is better than ours—venereal disease and all,” groused a nearby voice at the ship’s rail bright and early Wednesday morning, carrying with his foul humor the smell of sour ale and an accent Maureen did not recognize. “S’pose a bit of loose change in the pocket makes all the difference, no matter what the trouble.” The man stepped closer, removing his tweed cap as if to speak to the sisters directly.

But Maureen, her instincts rising and her heart beating an unnatural rhythm, pulled the collar of her cloak higher. She turned aside with everyone on board to stare at Lady Liberty, fired by the rising autumn sun, and tucked Katie Rose into her embrace. She pointed to the statue and a bit too loudly urged her sister, “She’s that lovely, isn’t she?”

Maureen knew that Katie Rose, her shoulders weak and trembling from fever, was beyond answering.

The man beside Maureen took up the conversation as if it were meant for him. “Aye.” He nodded toward the statue and stepped closer still, until their elbows touched. “Regal and majestic, that’s what she is. Green, like she’s risen straight from the sea to welcome us to her shores.”

Maureen braced Katie Rose against the railing. She hoped with all her heart that the Statue of Liberty was welcoming, that the officials of Ellis Island were welcoming, that they would let them pass. But Katie Rose’s fever had spiked in the night, and scarlet splotches had appeared on her neck and arms that morning. Maureen had covered them as best she could, pulling Katie Rose’s shirtwaist higher round her throat. Still, she knew it would take a miracle for the officials of Ellis Island to let her sister pass. And Maureen had stopped believing in miracles long ago.

She could hardly bear to look at the magnificent skyline opposite the great statue—the skyline behind South Ferry that meant New York and all of America beyond—not if they would never be allowed to see it, to walk among its buildings.

“Are you well, then, Maureen O’Reilly?”

Maureen had not seen Joshua Keeton approach. Hearing her name spoken quietly in the familiar baritone, very near her ear, caught her off guard.

“There’ll be a medical inspection, I’ve heard, and questions against the ship’s manifest.”

She could not let him see Katie Rose’s splotches, could not let him call attention to them in any way. So she turned her back, keeping between them, and did not reply.

“You should have listed as comin’ with me. It would have gone better for you.”

What was that supposed to mean? Are you pushin’ your last chance with me, or do you mean to help? She didn’t know, and she couldn’t risk making a mistake, not when they were so close.

A minute later she regretted her high hand and considered that perhaps Joshua would be willing to help them, to help her get Katie Rose off the ship and through the lines that surely awaited.

She turned, opening her mouth to speak. But Joshua was gone. No matter which way she looked, she saw no sign of him. Maureen drew a deep breath. “Well, then,” she whispered, “we’re on our own.” That’s best. That’s what I want.

At last a strange, flat-bottomed boat—a barge, strong and big enough to carry hundreds at a time—pulled beside their ship.

“You don’t suppose we’re bein’ made to ‘walk the plank,’ do you?” Maureen tried, to no avail, to tease a little life into her sister as they crossed to the barge that would ferry them to Ellis Island. The deck was so tightly packed with bodies and hand luggage that there was no place to sit, no shelter in any form; passengers stood shoulder to shoulder, front to back.

“If one takes a tumble, we’ll all be in that frozen slop,” a woman near Maureen fretted.

Perhaps in the cramped quarters no one will notice if Katie Rose cannot stand alone.

In only minutes they were moored before the grandest building Maureen had ever laid eyes upon. Redbrick with high, arching windows framed in white stone—something akin to towers, but fabulous beyond her imagination. She’d never been to London but doubted if anything there could be so grand.

The thrill was short-lived when they were told they must wait as an earlier barge unloaded its immigrants for processing. More than three hours later, still on their feet, still in the cold and wind, sheltered only by bodies before or behind or beside, they waited. And then it was noon, and men in uniforms streamed out the great doors.

“Where are they going?” a woman screamed, very near the end of her tether.

“They’re leaving! Don’t they see us waiting here?” another called, pulling her wrap tight over her head.

Maureen thought a riot stood in the offing. She didn’t know what she’d do with Katie Rose, how she’d get her to safety, for her sister was sound asleep and only on her feet for being wedged between the railing and Maureen.

“Calm yourselves! Calm yourselves!” a voice with a nasal accent called from the landing, speaking English so foreign that Maureen craned her neck to see what manner of person spoke. “It’s dinner, is all, and we’ve got a bite for you. But you must stand back so we can board! Stand back!”

Maureen dared not leave her post, but a woman nearby pulled a small box from the delivery wagon and handed it over Maureen’s shoulder—a slice of brown bread, more salted herring, an apple. Maureen bit into the red apple. With juice dribbling down her chin, she retrieved the apple chunk and tried to press it between her sister’s lips. But Katie Rose numbly shook her head. Maureen ate the apple herself, though it didn’t sit well on the turbulence in her stomach.

By two o’clock they’d filed ashore to be tagged with their ship and manifest number, to wait yet again in an out-of-doors line. Maureen found a spot on the pavement for herself and Katie Rose; they slept, sitting back-to-back, despite the cold and biting wind. At last they were roused, allowed through the heavy doors of the imposing building, and directed to a long flight of stairs.

Doctors in uniform stood on the top landing, staring down into the maze of immigrants. Maureen felt rather than knew that they assessed each weary immigrant who climbed toward them. She did all she could to rouse Katie Rose, even pinched her to put a spark of life in her step. Ahead, she saw a young man favoring his lame left leg, and then an older woman, short of breath, pulled to the side, where officials chalk-marked large letters on their lapels. The two were pointed away from the group, and Maureen’s heart sank into her shoes. She pinched Katie Rose again. Her sister slapped her hand.

“You there—one moment.” A doctor, chalk in hand, reached for Katie Rose, but Maureen wriggled between them and pushed Katie Rose forward.

“How do you do, sir?” She smiled, not a foot from his face. “It’s more than pleased I am to be makin’ your acquaintance. How good and kind of you to welcome us to America! I’d no idea the doctors in America would be so fine and gracious.” Maureen stroked his cheek in a brazen flirtation that astonished the doctor nearly as much as it astonished her. “I hope I’ll be seein’ you again, sir.” She flashed a smile she knew would dazzle, then demurely lowered her eyes and moved forward with the orderly surge of the crowd. Please, God, don’t let him call us back, she prayed—and that prayer was a wonder greater to her than any flirting she’d conceived.

The stairs opened into the center of a great hall. A moment of awe swept through the crowd as a sea of caps slipped respectfully from heads before the gigantic American flag.

Maureen caught up with Katie Rose and placed a supportive hand on her sloping shoulder. They filed through a maze of metal railings, benches, high wire cages, and holding areas overflowing with group upon group and line upon line of jabbering humanity—some laughing self-consciously, some tearful, all crowding, talking loud enough to make themselves heard above the great din.

Maureen caught snippets of conversation, guessing at their general meaning by the inflection and tones of voices, the physical movements of hands and creases in brows. She never knew there were so many languages on the face of the earth and wondered how the people of America were able to understand one another if all these strangers with their strange words poured onto her shores.

She’d begun to rub her temples in weariness and worry when a little girl with coarse raven curls and eyes browner than any Maureen had ever seen smiled up at her. Maureen stared. The child reached out her hand. Something in that happy, trusting gesture pushed the strangeness of the din away. The little girl’s open smile was infectious and sprang a return from Maureen—a smile that, this time, played naturally about her lips, pushing quibbles of fear and anxiety from the ache in her head. Refreshment seeped into her bones.

For the first time she paused and dared look forward to stepping into New York, to exploring that city of tall buildings set against the skyline opposite the Statue of Liberty—the one she’d been too frightened to more than glimpse while holding Katie Rose.

She drew a deep breath, looked about her with unveiled eyes, and suddenly wished she could understand the feminine voices two lines away—women in full, embroidered skirts—and the young men who spoke with their hands nearly as fast as they spoke with their mouths. She wondered what country they’d sailed from, how they meant to get on in America. This was, after all, the land of hopes and dreams—her aunt had said so. Her da had sworn by it.

But when she looked again at Katie Rose to share this sudden hope and saw that the clusters of scarlet splotches had sprung in a garden across her face, Maureen realized anew that they might never know.
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“Chicken pox,” the doctor pronounced not an hour later. “You should have reported this right away. Highly contagious.”

Katie Rose looked too frightened to speak, like a small child disciplined for stealing biscuits from a crock.

“She’s my sister, sir.” Maureen intervened, as if that explained everything.

“How old is she?” the doctor demanded.

“Thirteen—just,” Maureen hedged. “Please let us go through, sir. We won’t be any trouble. I had the chicken pox when a bairn and I know just what to do.”

“If you’d known what to do, young woman, you should have reported this! No telling how many have been infected from your negligence.”

Maureen felt the hair on her arms prickle. “Well, she got it from somewhere, now, didn’t she? She certainly didn’t have it when we boarded ship! ’Tisn’t like we brought the plague as a gift!”

Now the doctor did look at Maureen. He spoke evenly, and Maureen knew that flirting was out of the question. “Your display of temper will help neither of you.”

“Please don’t send me back,” Katie Rose whispered. “I’ll do anythin’. Please.”

“Quarantined.” The doctor marked Katie Rose’s cloak and motioned for a nurse to come forward. “Chicken pox.”

The nurse took Katie Rose by the arm and began to pull her away.

“No!” Maureen pulled Katie Rose by the other arm.

“Please.” Katie Rose began to cry.

The nurse looked expectantly at the doctor, but he said nothing. She pursed her lips—appearing as disapproving of the doctor’s callous behavior as of the girls’ outburst—and took Maureen aside. “It only means that we’ll keep her here in the hospital until she’s well. Because she’s contagious, she’ll have to be in a ward with other patients with chicken pox. If all goes well, and if she has no further complications, she’ll be released.”

“Then you’ll let her go to America?” Maureen begged.

“Then we’ll see.” The doctor spoke now. “She’ll be eligible for further examination.”

Katie Rose’s eyes filled with terror, and she reached for Maureen’s hand.

“I want to be here—to be present—durin’ all my sister’s examinations,” Maureen said stoutly.

The doctor laughed. “Only if we detain you for idiocy.”

The nurse’s lips pursed again. “You’ll have to go through, my dear. We’ll take good care of your sister. Once you’ve settled, once she’s past the point of contagion, you may come back to visit her. If she passes her examinations, she’ll be free to immigrate.”

“But how will I know?” Maureen persisted.

“You’re holding up the line. Move along.” The doctor pushed the women through, barely glancing at Maureen.

“Let me get your sister settled. I’ll make sure you have all the information you need.” The nurse checked the watch pinned to her uniform. “I’m going off duty soon, but I’ll make certain someone from the next shift speaks with you. Is someone meeting you both?”

“No,” Maureen said miserably, holding Katie Rose’s clutching hand.

The nurse pulled the girls aside. “They’ll certainly not let you through alone, my dear,” she admonished. “Have you no one?”

“What?” Maureen could barely focus. The day and its emotions had become a murky swamp in her brain.

“The letter,” Katie Rose whispered.

“The letter,” Maureen repeated, as if all the world should understand completely.

“You have a letter of sponsorship?”

Maureen realized she was skating precariously. “Yes.” She nodded and, unbuttoning her cloak, pulled the letter from its hiding place. “We’ve been invited, you see.” She waved the page before the nurse, hoping she would not read it closely, hoping she would not focus on the letter’s details or notice its date.

But the nurse was thorough. She snapped the letter from Maureen’s hand and just as quickly copied the return address onto a new chart for Katie Rose.

Maureen tried to lift the page from her fingers, but the nurse turned aside, reading every word. “My dear, this letter of invitation was written twenty-eight years ago! And it mentions a son.” She stepped back, eyeing Maureen hard. Her action raised the eyebrows of the official in the next line. “This paper will never get you through Ellis Island,” she whispered.

Katie Rose moaned, snapping the nurse to attention.

“It’s all we have. I know it’s good. Our father saved Colonel Wakefield’s life; he’s pledged himself to help us.” Maureen was too old to cry but felt very near it.

The nurse shook her head. “Well, it’s not my affair. You’ll have to take it up with immigration.” She tapped her chart with her finger. “You understand that your sister’s care will not be free.”

Maureen felt the room begin to spin. Beyond embarrassment, she lifted the edge of her skirt and searched for a weight, holding it up to the woman in white. “We’ve each a gold coin left. Is that enough?”

The nurse’s eyes softened in pity. But she shook her head. “You’ll need that and more. They won’t let you go through empty-handed, you know.” She sighed, and Maureen saw the weariness of futility settle upon the nurse. “Whatever happens later, I must get this girl to the ward now.” Wrapping her arm round Katie Rose, she sternly whispered to Maureen, “But if you don’t want to be sent back, I advise you to come up with a better plan than this—and quickly.”
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Maureen barely noticed the succession of doctors prodding her with their tongue depressors and stethoscopes. Even the dreaded eye exam, when her eyelids were quickly flipped inside out with a wicked buttonhook in search of the fateful trachoma, seemed as nothing compared to her worry for Katie Rose.

And then a woman, a pert official, asked her, “And how do you expect to earn your living here? Do you have a job waiting for you?”

“Not yet, but I’m willin’ and most able to work.”

It was a question the woman aboard had warned her about. She mustn’t be seen as taking work from another.

“What sort of work have you done? In the town? In the tavern?”

Maureen straightened, uncertain what the woman was asking, but fairly certain she understood the implication. “I’ve served seven years in domestic service, mostly as a lady’s maid.”

“Mostly?”

Maureen lifted her chin but felt her face flame and hoped the shame of her past did not paste itself across her brow. “I began in the scullery and then as a parlor maid. I attended the person of Lady Catherine Orthbridge of County Meath.” She’d not say that Lady Catherine died a year past.

The woman seemed satisfied and motioned Maureen down the line, where she was directed to stand with a small group and await her turn yet again.

She’d not thought her nerves could be wound tighter, but when she heard women called up by turn and pounded with a barrage of questions, she thought she might snap. Most of the questions she recognized from the documents she and Katie Rose had completed as best they could before sailing from Dublin—a list of questions she’d answered with as much truth as she knew and telling as little as she thought they could get by with. She’d not considered the questions terribly important at the time but realized now that any conflicting answers might keep them both out of America. Maureen no longer cared so very much for America. But the thought of going back to Ireland, penniless and with a reputation more shamed for rejection at Ellis Island, was too much. Joshua Keeton, if you were here now, I’d not be refusin’ your help!

“In a bit of a jam, are you, dear?” a young uniformed man whispered to Maureen in an accent so familiar that her heart raced. It could be a voice from the next county back home. “There, there now. They’re a rough lot, right enough.” He stood, looked around as though he was keeping an eye on the orderliness of things, then whispered again, “I couldn’t help but overhear your troubles with your poor sister. A rotten piece of luck.”

It was the first word of sympathy Maureen had heard since landing, and her lip quivered once, a thing she despised.

“Well, then, perhaps I can help.”

“I’d be grateful, sir.” Maureen could be polite. She would have been polite to the king of England if it would help Katie Rose.

“Would you, then?” He pulled her papers from her hand and looked them over. “Would you be grateful, Maureen O’Reilly?” He lingered over her name and eyed her carefully, returning her papers.

Maureen stepped back. “Is this a trick you’re about?”

“No. Why, no, of course not!” He looked so offended that Maureen felt contrite.

“Beggin’ your pardon. Everything’s so—I don’t know what to think.”

“Or who to trust?” He nodded sympathetically.

“Aye, or who to trust.” She sighed, glancing from side to side.

“Well, I’ll tell you this: you can trust me. You’re an Irish lass, for all of that, and we’ve got to help our own, now, don’t we?” He pulled a small wad of bills from his vest pocket and passed them to Maureen as though he were shaking her hand.

She pulled back, but he pressed her palm between his two and whispered into her ear, so close she smelled his onion and cheese breath upon her cheek. “Now, not to worry. They’ll ask if you have money and how much. They’ll be wantin’ you to have twenty-five American dollars to pass through so they know you’re not about to become a public charge. I’ve given you thirty.”

Maureen stopped pulling. “Thirty dollars?”

“Shh, then,” he whispered. “I’ve not enough to do for everyone. Just one here and there as I can help a fellow countryman—or woman.” He smiled.

Maureen did not like his smile. “I don’t know what to say, sir.”

“Say only that you’ll make a fine American and a good friend.” He squeezed her hand.

Maureen tried to decipher his meaning and her instincts—so hard to do with the desperation racing through her veins.

“You can give it back when you’re through the lines or pay me back as soon as you’re able. It’s always good to have friends from the old country. We help one another with jobs and such. And if it comes to needin’ someone to meet you or claim you’re a relative, just leave that to me.”

“Maureen O’Reilly!” Her name was barked by an official at the desk.

“Jaime Flynn—that’s my name. Don’t forget. I can send a friend round to meet you if they give you any trouble—someone to vouch for you. I’ll make sure he sees you safely into the city.” He winked—barely.

“Maureen O’Reilly!” The call came again, and Maureen, not knowing what to do, pulled away and stumbled toward the desk.

The man at the desk fired one question after another, checking her answers against the ship’s manifest, until Maureen’s head spun. When he asked how much money she possessed, she forgot about the gold coin sewn into her hem and dutifully opened her palm, displaying thirty American dollars folded into a slip of paper. From the corner of her eye, she saw Jaime Flynn raise his brow, smile again, and nod. Maureen felt a seasickness fill her belly.

Miraculously, the official seemed ready to pass her down the line and through the doors to freedom. But at the last possible moment he said, “Oh—nearly missed this,” pausing his pencil over the printed form. “What is your final destination, and who is expecting you?”

Maureen swallowed hard.

“Do you have family here? Someone to vouch for you?”

“I have a letter,” she stammered. The letter seemed completely foolish and impossible now.

“Well?” he demanded.

Maureen slowly handed him the letter and watched as he unfolded it, her heart pounding. In that moment two junior officials came to her interrogator with a question about another passenger; the man set the letter down and turned away. Maureen quickly stole the letter, licked her thumb, and worried the paper’s edge, half-smudging and half-fraying the date in the upper right-hand corner.

Which was worse—to be sent back with an old and useless letter or to be sent back for deception? Please, she prayed, blind his eyes to what I’ve done.
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Joshua Keeton stepped from the immigration center into the late-November sunshine. Getting through Ellis Island had been quicker and easier than he’d dared hope. Good health, a strong back, quick answers, and the requisite finances had stood him in good stead.

He stepped onto the ferry just before it pulled from the dock. He looked about but saw no sign of Maureen or Katie Rose among the passengers. Disappointed and a little unsettled, he found a seat, reminding himself that Maureen had made it clear she wanted nothing to do with him. He pulled from his pocket the rough map a fellow traveler had drawn for him, highlighting places he might find a room for the night. Long after he’d digested its information, he continued to stare at it while he prayed.

Thank You, Lord, for this new beginning in this new land. Guide my footsteps, keep my path straight, and make me a blessing to those I meet.

Joshua nodded to the Green Lady as the ferry passed her in the harbor. Give Maureen and her sister the fresh start this good land offers and the liberty they’ve never known. I’d hoped to be of service to her in makin’ that fresh start, thought that was what You had in mind when Mrs. Keithly asked me to watch over them. I’d hoped . . . But he didn’t finish. He looked away, shrugging the disappointment aside. He was used to forging a different path from those around him, both in his thinking and praying and in his doing. Still, he knew some honest confession was in order. She’ll not be needin’ me when she has the Wakefields and all their wealth at her beck and call. And maybe that’s as it should be, but I’m disappointed, Lord; I won’t say I’m not.

Just before the ferry docked against the pier of New York’s Battery, he squared his shoulders and hefted his bag. I ask that You keep her in Your care, Lord. And if she needs me, let me know.
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When the interrogator returned his attention to Maureen, he took up the letter, squinting as he read. “This letter is written on your behalf?” The official looked skeptical. “It mentions a son.”

Before Maureen could answer, a short and thickly set middle-aged woman with gold wire-rimmed glasses and slate-gray hair fluffed into a soft bun interrupted. “Excuse me, Mr. Crenshaw. Nurse Harrigan asked me to see to this young lady.”

“Mrs. Melkford.” The official tipped his hat.

She smiled. “I see that cold has gone by the way, thanks be to God.”

“As has your chicken soup. Does the trick every time.”

“You let me know whenever you feel a sniffle coming on and need another dose of good medicine, and I’ll cook you up another pot.”

“In that case, I’m thinking I might be sick straight through the winter!” he teased.

“Then I’ll see you with a crock next trip.” She patted his hand. “Now, about this young woman. The Missionary Aid Society and I will vouch for her. We’ll make sure she reaches her destination or finds a job, whichever we can accomplish first.”

“That would be fine, but she’s put forth a letter.” He turned aside so Maureen wouldn’t hear him, but she heard just the same. “She may be trying to pull a fast one—pinched some other fellow’s letter.”

“No, no, Mr. Crenshaw, it’s her letter—a long story, no doubt. It will all work out in the end. You have my word for it—mine and Nurse Harrigan’s.”

“Well . . .” He hesitated, scratching behind his ear.

She smiled winsomely and laid a hand on his arm.

He shook his head, stamped the paper, and handed it to Mrs. Melkford. “With friends like the two of you, the woman’s standing on gold.” He looked hard at Maureen. “Don’t make me live to regret this.”

“No, sir. I won’t, sir.” Maureen wasn’t certain what had just transpired, but she lifted her bag and dutifully followed the woman with her letter and papers, down the stairs and through a set of doors into another sea of humanity.

“Stay close beside me, dear,” Mrs. Melkford ordered as she wove through piles of luggage, squirming children, and tableaux of joy and misery. “This is the waiting area for immigrants to meet their families and sponsors. And that—” she pointed across the room—“is known as the kissing post.”

As if to demonstrate her meaning, a middle-aged man, dark, wiry, and heavily mustached, dashed through a gate at the end of the room, wove through a small crowd of bystanders, and whooshed into the air a woman at least his age. He twirled her twice around and kissed her lips and eyes and cheeks until Maureen thought he might eat her alive. Two children hung on to his coattails for dear life, and when he was finished kissing their mother, he tossed them high by turn. Maureen didn’t need to know their names or jabbering, lilting language to envy their reunion.

“It’s not always so happy.” Mrs. Melkford tipped her head toward a tearful young woman just meeting her husband. By the empty baby blanket the young woman held, the child’s tiny portmanteau with no child at her feet, and by her fearful looks and gesturing toward the doors through which Maureen and Mrs. Melkford had just passed, it was clear that something had gone terribly wrong.

“No.” Maureen spoke to Mrs. Melkford for the first time. “’Tisn’t always happy.” She thought again of Katie Rose. “You’ve seen my sister and Nurse Harrigan, then? Can I see her? Will they let her come with us?”

Mrs. Melkford shook her head. “Goodness, no. Nurse Harrigan said your sister has the chicken pox! She’s been quarantined. They won’t release her until she’s well. But if all goes as expected, she should be up and right as rain in a week or two at most.” Mrs. Melkford nodded to this official and that, showed them her own papers as well as Maureen’s, and waltzed the two of them through the doors into the biting wind and November dusk. “Come along,” she chirped, half-running. “We’ll want to catch that ferry!”

Maureen grabbed her arm and dragged her to a stop. “But I cannot leave this island without Katie Rose!”

“Oh, child! Have they explained nothing to you?” Mrs. Melkford wrenched her arm away.

But Maureen wasn’t a child; she was a grown woman, and she was sick to death of Americans stomping on her life. I never should have let them take Katie Rose! I’m her sister—she needs me. She dug in her heels as the final whistle blew for the ferry.

Mrs. Melkford, stronger than she looked, jerked Maureen’s bag from her grasp and headed down the planked dock. “It’s up to you now!” she called back to Maureen. “If you want to stay in America, if you hope to see your sister again, you’ll come with me!”

Maureen did not want to follow, but she didn’t want to be left behind. Mrs. Melkford, whoever she was, had her bag, her letter—her only feeble claim to being allowed in America. Just as the dockhand was pulling up the gangway, Maureen dashed aboard, nearly knocking him over.

He swore in words familiar to Maureen, but she didn’t stop. She’d heard them all in the Englishman’s house and out the back door of her uncle’s pub in the village. Even so, she felt the heat bathe her neck as she searched for Mrs. Melkford among the groups of passengers. A handkerchief and sheaf of papers waved through the air near the back of the ferry. Maureen followed their signal, hoping that Mrs. Melkford would be attached.

“I’ve saved you a seat, Maureen O’Reilly.” Mrs. Melkford patted the bench beside her.

Maureen plopped close, too weary and exasperated to more than follow orders. “What did you mean, it’s all up to me? What can I do to get Katie Rose out of there? When can I see her again?”

“I’ll check on her next week when I come across. As soon as they’re willing for her to have visitors, I’ll let you know and will make sure you see her. But you’d best hope they keep her a time.”

“And why should I be hopin’ that?”

“Because you’ve got to make certain you’re settled and employed, with a place to live, that you can take care of her—or that someone can. I can help you with that—the Society and me, that is.”

“We’ve an invitation,” Maureen said weakly.

“Yes.” Mrs. Melkford raised her brows. “Nurse Harrigan told me about your ‘invitation.’”

Maureen straightened, indignant. “It’s perfectly real. My father saved Colonel Wakefield’s life once. Colonel Wakefield is an officer and an honorable man—Da always said. He pledged to help Da, to help his child. He’ll not let us down.”

Mrs. Melkford turned her face toward Maureen and her back on the gentleman seated the other side of her. “Be that as it may, Nurse Harrigan said the letter is nearly thirty years old. Do you even know if Colonel Wakefield still lives in New York? If he’s still alive?”

Maureen looked away.

“Well—” Mrs. Melkford sat back—“tomorrow is Thanksgiving Day. If your Colonel Wakefield still resides at the address on his letter, he’ll surely be celebrating the feast at home with his family. We won’t ring or send word; we’ll just go along and see what we can learn.” She shook out the letter and read. “Hmm. Morningside . . . this address is in Gramercy Park—much closer to my home in Greenwich Village than to the Aid Society. Perhaps I’d best take you home with me, just for the holiday. We’ll be a mite cramped, but you could sleep on the settee in my parlor. I wonder if this could be—” Mrs. Melkford’s brow creased and she bit her lip. “Oh, dear—my neighbor’s grandniece. I promised her I’d come round early and help with her turkey. She’s just married, and it’s her first time cooking it on her own. Her mother’s away, and my neighbor simply can’t see well enough anymore.”

Maureen could not imagine a new bride not knowing how to roast a fowl but knew it wouldn’t do to say such a thing. “I can find my way.”

Mrs. Melkford looked doubtful, then brightened. “I suppose that’s so. If you can find your way across a vast ocean, you can manage a couple dozen New York City blocks. We’re laid out on a grid, so it’s simple enough.” She smiled, then patted Maureen’s hand sympathetically. “I’ll draw a map. But we must consider the very real possibility that things will not turn out as you anticipate.”

Maureen couldn’t think about that now. She knew she should be grateful for help, and at least Mrs. Melkford seemed an upstanding sort of lady. “Thank you for helpin’ me, mum.”

Mrs. Melkford half smiled. “You’ll need a job before you can afford a place to live.” She lowered her voice. “Nurse Harrigan said you came with no money.”

“I have money! Katie Rose and I each have a twenty-dollar gold piece Colonel Wakefield sent our da.” She felt along the front of her hemline and, finding it, whispered, “They’re sewn into our hems. He sent us more, but I needed it for the fare and food and—everythin’.”

Mrs. Melkford looked at her steadily. “You sewed a twenty-dollar gold piece into your sister’s hem?”

Maureen nodded.

Mrs. Melkford sighed. “Well, it’s not enough. Even so, you might as well say good-bye to that.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’ll wash her clothes in the hospital, my dear.” She studied Maureen, hesitated, and looked away again. “I’m sorry to say that not everyone is honorable—even in America.”

Maureen groaned inwardly, knowing precisely what she meant; it was one more strike in a miserable day.

She slumped back, thrusting frozen hands into her pockets. And she felt the dollars—thirty American paper dollars—she’d completely forgotten. Surprised, she started to show them to Mrs. Melkford, about to explain about Jaime Flynn and his offer. But something about the memory made her uncomfortable; something about it felt dishonorable in its own right, and she hesitated.

When she looked up, she saw Jaime Flynn watching her from the next aisle of the ferry. He winked, tipped his hat, and turned away.
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