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Harrisburg disappeared, but not in a mass of flame and smoke like Jessie Parsons’ house had done. No, Harrisburg shrank from a city to scattered houses. A few more miles and the tall brick office buildings in the heart of the city gave way to shorter buildings and homes that were just a story or two high. 

Looking through the rear windshield back to where Harrisburg could once be seen, Jessie wasn’t sure whether watching the city disappear from view was better or worse than what had happened to her home. 

Worse. 

Definitely worse. Harrisburg didn’t have her family in it. Not anymore. She was alone, with no idea of what would happen to her. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not next year. 

Mrs. Connelly drove her black sedan across a bridge over the Susquehanna River, and the city was gone, and they were in the country, a place where Mrs. Connelly had promised her she would be happy. Jessie saw nothing special about it. It was empty, like a giant park on a cold winter day.

She saw fields that stretched into the distance, patches of woods, and an occasional house. The sight depressed her even more, but then, it was winter. The sky was gray; the fields were covered with the stubble of long-harvested crops and the trees bare of leaves. 

She pulled her feet onto the car seat and stared at the shrinking city through the back window until the road dipped over a hill and even that view slipped away.

Her family was gone. The home her family had lived in was gone, and now the city where her home had been was gone.

“Jessica, sit properly,” Mrs. Connelly said as she tapped her on the shoulder. “You are a young lady.”

Jessie wasn’t a young lady. She was a thirteen-year-old orphan, but she turned and faced forward. Nothing to see behind her, anyway.

Jessie sniffled, but she didn’t cry. She doubted that she could anymore. She had cried for days after fire, throughout the closed-casket funeral of her family, and when the police had left her in the orphanage. She had no more tears left in her, just grief.

Mrs. Connelly looked over at Jessie and smiled. The woman looked older than she was. Her white hair was tied up in a bun on the back of her head. She had mentioned to Jessie that she had had white hair since she was twenty-five years old. Mrs. Connelly’s gray dress with white trim didn’t make her look any younger.

Jessie sat quietly, which apparently disturbed Mrs. Connelly. She started talking about the weather, the traffic on the road, and the plans incoming President Mr. Franklin D. Roosevelt had for getting the country out of the depression it was in. Jessie’s father had tried to explain the depression to her, saying that a lot of people no longer had jobs, which meant they couldn’t afford food and places to live. He had told her their family was lucky because her father ran his own business making cigars, which he said were always in demand.

Some days, men had stopped at the house, knocking on the front door, offering to do work in exchange for food. They were dressed in shabby clothes worn almost through at the knees and elbows. Most of them were polite and removed their hats and smiled as they asked for work. Jessie’s mother sometimes had them clean up the yard, but even if she didn’t have a chore for the men, she always made sure to give them a couple sandwiches.

Jessie leaned sideways so her head rested against the window. She felt the vibrations from the car and the cold outside through the glass.

“Don’t look so sad, Jessica,” Mrs. Connelly said. “You’ll like this place. I promise.”

“My name is Jessie.”

Mrs. Connelly clucked with her tongue. “That’s what everyone calls you, but your name is Jessica. Jesse is a boy’s name.”

Jessie closed her eyes. She had had the same argument with other people over the past week. They might think they were being correct in using her legal name, but it just proved to Jessie that they didn’t care about her. They were doing their jobs and nothing more. They were trying to take her name like the fire had taken her family.

Even if they cared about Jessica, which she doubted, no one cared about Jessie. She wasn’t even sure she cared about herself.

The fire had taken everything from her. The only thing she had that was hers was her name. Even the plain blue dress she wore now, which was two sizes too big, was something the woman at the Children’s Aid Society had pulled out of a drawer and handed to her. It had been another girl’s dress before it became Jessie’s. Jessie imagined she still smelled the other girl on the fabric, but it was just the soap used to wash the dress.

What had happened to that girl? Had she been adopted? Had she grown old enough to go out on her own? Why had she left the dress behind? When Jessie moved on, would she leave the dress behind for another little girl who had lost everything but her name? When would that be? She was only thirteen years old. How many years would she be stuck in an orphanage?

A sign on the road announced they were entering Abbottstown. The sedan rolled through the small town that seemed barely larger than the street Jessie had lived on in Harrisburg. Then it was more farms set off by rough-looking fences.

The car slowed and turned up a long, unpaved drive. Clouds of brown dust billowed up on either side of the car. Jessie clenched her eyes shut. It reminded her too much of smoke.

The car stopped, and Jessie opened her eyes. The dust settled, and she saw a three-story house with a wide front porch. Off to the side, she saw a barn and a smaller outbuilding. Two old tires hung on ropes from branches of a large maple tree. She also saw three bicycles and a wagon sitting between the house and the barn.

“This is an orphanage?” Jessie asked.

It was nothing like she imagined when she read about them in books. In her mind, she saw an orphanage as a prison, with too many children crammed into small rooms. Guards walked the halls looking for reasons to punish the orphans who were made to wear potato sacks for clothes. That wasn’t at all what she was seeing here. This place was a farm.

“It’s a group foster home. You’ll feel like you’re part of a big family.” Mrs. Connelly smiled. Jessie believed the woman meant it to be reassuring, but it didn’t look natural on her face. It made her look a little like a clown in a circus. The smile was too wide, and her lips were too red.

Mrs. Connelly climbed out of the car and walked around to Jessie’s door and opened it. Jessie slid out and looked at the whitewashed house. A sign mounted on the porch overhang read: “Wilson’s Home for Children.” Jessie’s gaze traveled up to a nearby window on the second floor. Two girls, close to her own age, looked back at her. They didn’t smile or wave.

Mrs. Connelly walked over to speak briefly with a man standing on the porch. Then she came back to Jessie, gave her a hug lacking any warmth, and said, “Be a good girl, Jessica.”

The white-haired woman climbed back into the car and drove off. Jessie tried to wave away the dust the car raised with no luck. She sucked on her lower lip to try to keep from crying.

“Jessie?”

Jessie stared at the middle-aged man standing on the porch. He looked friendly with bright blue eyes and wavy brown hair combed straight back.

He held his arms out wide, not to invite her to hug, but to present the farm. “Welcome. I’m Mr. Frank Wilson. You can call me Mr. Frank. My wife and I own this place. Would you like to come inside? Miss Erin—that’s my wife—and I will get you settled in.”

He sounded pleasant enough. He also didn’t look like a dungeon master or a jail guard. Jessie had read Oliver Twist. She had also read Anne of Green Gables, but that wasn’t set in an orphanage. If anything, this would be more like Oliver Twist, which meant this man would be like Fagin. She would have to watch herself.

Mr. Frank looked like a farmer, though. He wore blue jeans and a red flannel shirt. His cracked leather boots were coated in dirt.

He put his hands on his hips. “It doesn’t look like you have a bag or suitcase.”

Jessie shook her head.

Mr. Frank cocked an eyebrow and stared at her. “Well, that just doesn’t seem right.”

He reached over and picked up a small brown bag that sat on the porch railing and passed it to her. Jessie felt the weight of something inside.

“You can look inside if you want,” Mr. Frank said.

She opened the bag and saw assorted home-made cookies. She caught a whiff of sugar and chocolate that had been trapped in the bag.

“The other children baked you their favorite cookies to welcome you,” Mr. Frank explained. Then he lowered his voice and said, “If you want to eat one before we go inside, it’s all right. You can’t hand a child cookies and tell her not to eat them.”

Jessie reached into the bag and pulled out an oatmeal raisin cookie. She nibbled on the end. It was delicious. She took a larger bite.

“Thank you,” she said in a near whisper.

“It’s from everyone here, but you can’t tell Miss Erin I let you eat one already. She’ll be mad at me for spoiling your dinner.” He winked at her, and Jessie decided he was making a joke. Maybe he wasn’t Fagin after all.

She nodded and took another bite. She wondered how long she could make this cookie last. The longer it did, the longer it would be before she would have to go inside.

A carved sign hung on the door read, “Home, Sweet Home.” It seemed like a contradiction to the sign above the porch. “Home, Sweet Home” was a place filled with love and family. It was a secure place, a place where you belonged and wanted to return to. A “Home for Children” was an orphanage, an institution like a school where you were one of many and lost among the crowd. It was a place you were passing through until you were adopted or too old to remain.

When Jessie went through that door, she would no longer be someone’s daughter or sister. She would be an orphan. Alone.

Mr. Frank opened the wide door and waved for her to follow. Jessie entered a large living room with two sofas and two armchairs. The walls were covered with pictures of children, most of them smiling. A large floor radio sat in one corner of the room.

“Miss Erin, she’s here,” Mr. Frank called out over his shoulder.

A woman walked into the living room from the back of the house. She was younger than Mr. Frank, with her red hair pinned on top of her head. She dried her hands on her apron and walked over to kneel in front of Jessie.

“Hello, Jessie, I’m Miss Erin. I know right now everything is very confusing to you, but I have no doubt that you’ll quickly get the hang of things and fit right in. We do have our rules of the house, but Mr. Frank and I will explain them to you as they come up. That way, you won’t get overwhelmed on your first day. For the time being, just behave as I’m sure your parents taught you. Listen to me and Mr. Frank, and if you have any questions, ask us. Okay?”

Jessie looked into Miss Erin’s green eyes. They were kind and looked a bit sad.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jessie answered.

Miss Erin smiled and rubbed Jessie’s shoulder. “Good girl. We have twelve children here, and we keep them evenly split between boys and girls. I’ll introduce you to them soon. Don’t worry about learning all their names right away.”

Jessie nodded. Miss Erin stared at her for a few moments and then took Jessie’s hand in hers.

“I know you’re sad, Jessie. You shouldn’t have to be here, but that’s the way things are. Right now, this is where you need to be, and I promise you, one day, you’ll be happy again.”

No matter how kind Miss Erin was, Jessie didn’t think she could keep that promise.

Miss Erin stood up and walked over to the staircase. She picked up a teacher’s school bell off a small table next to the stairs. She gave it three quick shakes while Jessie covered her ears at the loud clang.

Miss Erin looked over and smiled at Jessie. “I was a teacher before I got married. I kept my old bell. If I had to yell every time I needed to gather everyone together, I’d be hoarse all the time. So, the first thing you need to know is if you hear this bell ringing, go to it.”

Children started streaming down the stairs from the second floor. From what Jessie could see, they ranged in age from around four to her age, or maybe a year or two older. The boys wore denim jeans and shirts of different colors. The girls wore simple dresses. None of them wore shoes. They were all in their socks. Jessie glanced over at the front door and saw a line of shoes of varying sizes and styles against the wall next to the door, including lace-up boots, Mary Janes, and leather shoes.

The children weren’t quiet as they came down the stairs, but neither were they yelling. They talked, a few laughed, and some said nothing. One little girl with blonde pigtails waved at Jessie.

The children lined up in the living room in two rows with the older children in the back row.

“Where’s Jeremy?” Miss Erin asked, looking around.

“Here I am,” said a tiny voice.

The children started laughing. Miss Erin and Jessie turned around. A little boy about five years old waddled down the stairs with his pants around his ankles.

Miss Erin put her hands on her hips. “Jeremy, what are you doing?”

The little boy stopped on a step, his brown eyes wide and round. “I was on the toilet pooping when you rang the bell. I didn’t have time to pull them up.”

The children laughed harder, and even Mr. Frank laughed, though he tried to hide it behind his hand.

Miss Erin rolled her eyes. “Well, pull them up right now before you trip and tumble down the stairs.”

The little boy sat on the wooden stairs and tugged his pants up. He wore overalls, which meant he had to pull the straps over his shoulders. He struggled with that, so Mr. Frank hurried over to him and helped.

“Thanks,” Jeremy said.

Mr. Frank ruffled his hair. “You’re welcome. Now go join the rest of the kids.”

“Children,” Miss Erin said. “This is our new friend. Her name is Jessie Parsons. She used to live in Harrisburg.”

The little girl with the pigtails raised her hand.

“Yes, Laura?” Miss Erin said.

“Is she an orphan?”

The boy standing behind her lightly nudged with his hand. “Of course she is,” he muttered. “That’s why we’re all here.”

Miss Erin held up her hand. “No pushing, Jeffrey. Yes, Laura, Jessie is an orphan like all of you, but it is up to her whether she talks about her life in Harrisburg. So don’t pester her with those types of questions, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Miss Erin had the children introduce themselves. All of them were smiling, except for a boy named Ralph who was about Jessie’s age. He looked angry; not at her necessarily, just angry at the world. It was a feeling Jessie could identify with.

Counting Jessie, an even split between the boys and girls lived in the home just like Miss Erin had said.

“Now, I want you all to remember how you felt when you first came to live here and treat Jessie like you would want to be treated,” Miss Erin said.

She turned to Jessie. “You’ll share the bedroom with the older girls, Leanne and Mary. We have three children in each bedroom.” Miss Erin waved Leanne and Mary over. 

Mary was quite pretty, with blonde hair and light blue eyes. Although she was only fourteen, she looked years older. Leanne was a year younger than Jessie. She had a bright smile and looked like she was ready to laugh at the drop of a hat. She had been the first one to laugh when Jeremy came down the stairs with his overalls down.

“Girls, why don’t you take Jessie up and show her the bedroom?” Miss Erin said. “Then you can start to show her around the house. The rest of you get things ready for lunch. You know your chores, so take care of them so we can eat.”

Leanne grabbed Jessie’s hand and tugged her toward the stairs. “C’mon, you’ll like our room. Our window faces west, so we get to see great sunsets at night, and we don’t have to worry about the sun waking us up in the mornings.”

“No, we have to worry about Miss Erin doing that,” Mary said.

They climbed the stairs and turned left. The hallway was covered with children’s paintings. Mary pointed out the bathroom.

“We have two bathrooms,” she said proudly. “Most houses only have one. Some of the houses around here still have an outhouse.” Mary wrinkled her nose as if she smelled something unpleasant. “This is the girls’ bathroom. Miss Erin and Mr. Frank also use this one. The boys’ bathroom is upstairs.” Two bathrooms? Jessie had never heard of a house with two bathrooms. Her house in Harrisburg had only had one bathroom on the second floor. Mary continued, “There’s an outhouse by the barn if you need to go when you’re outside. I have to use it sometimes because I started menstruating.”

Jessie’s brow wrinkled. “You talk about men?”

“What?” Mary said.

Leanne laughed and pointed at Mary. “You do that!”

Mary frowned and stood with her shoulders pulled back. “Not men-stating. Menstruating. I’m becoming a woman.”

“Then why isn’t it womanstruating?” Jessie asked. She had never heard of such a thing. It made little sense. She frowned and shook her head.

“I don’t know,” Mary said, frustrated. “That’s the word.”

“What’s it mean?” Jessie asked.

“It means she bleeds once a month, and she thinks that makes her special. I think it’s gross,” Leanne said.

Mary blushed. “It is special. Miss Erin said so. She said it happens to every girl when she becomes a woman.”

“Then it’s not so special, is it? It sounds gross,” Leanne said. “And it makes you act weird weirder than usual.”

“Just wait until it happens to you,” Mary said, waving a finger at Leanne. “Then I’ll be laughing at you.”

The girls led Jessie into a bedroom that was a little larger than the one she had had in her house before it had burned down. Of course, that had been her room alone. She would be sharing this room with Mary and Leanne.

The room was bright, with the walls covered in floral wallpaper. The walls also had mounted shelves for books and small toys. The room had a set of bunk beds and a single bed. It also had an armoire, a desk, and dresser.

“New girl gets the top bunk,” Leanne said.

“My clothes are in the armoire,” Mary said. “You and Leanne will share the closet and bureau.”

Jessie looked at the floor. Even these girls, who were also orphans, had more than she did. “I don’t have any clothes other than what I am wearing, and these aren’t even mine.”

Leanne’s chipper attitude was unfazed. “That’s okay. Miss Erin will take you upstairs to the clothes store.”

Jessie looked up quickly. Was she going to get to go on a shopping trip like she used to do with her mother in Harrisburg?

“Clothes store?” Jessie repeated.

Leanne nodded. “That’s what we call it. It’s a big room upstairs where all the clothes no one is using are kept. When we outgrow something, we get new clothes from the clothes store, and our old clothes are kept up there until someone grows into them.”

Jessie’s smile slipped. Who had ever heard of a clothes store in a house? Whenever Jessie had needed new clothes, her mother had taken her shopping on Market Street. They would ride the trolley to Bollard’s or Weinstein & Young for clothes, and then her mother would take her to F. W. Woolworth’s where they would have lunch with ice cream for dessert. It was always a fun day with her mother. Sometimes, they would even stop in to see her father at his business. He made cigars at a factory on Paxton Street near the riverfront. They were sold all over the East Coast.

“So, it’s not a real store where we can get new clothes?”

“We get new clothes sometimes if Miss Erin gets a bargain at a store in town.”

Mary added, “Miss Erin is teaching me to sew, so I’ll be able to make my own clothes.”

Jessie looked at Leanne. “Not you?”

Leanne grinned sheepishly. “I stuck myself with too many needles. She said she would try again next year. She said she didn’t want me to bleed to death.”

Jessie giggled, and Leanne smiled.

“We also use a big closet in the hall for linens, towels, and things like soap, toilet paper, and toothbrushes. We call that the general store,” Mary said.

The hand bell started ringing.

“Time for lunch,” Leanne said.

She grabbed Jessie’s hand, and they hurried out of the room and down the stairs. The girls were hurrying, but the boys came pounding down the stairs from the third floor, rushing toward the kitchen. They pushed past the girls, without so much as an “excuse me,” to be the first downstairs.

The kitchen took up the back of the house. It had two large tables pushed together and lined with bench seats, although there was a chair set at each end of the long table. The kids found a place at a table and stood waiting.

Leanne grabbed Jessie’s hand. “Sit next to me, Jessie.”

They found two spots together and stood. 

“What are we waiting for?” Jessie asked.

“Just wait.”

Miss Erin set a large pot on the table and then called out, “Let’s see your hands.” The children held their hands out, and Miss Erin looked them all over to make sure they had been washed. “Nice job.”

Mr. Frank walked in and stood behind one of the chairs. “Let’s bless the food.”

“Let’s see your hands,” Miss Erin said.

“I’m an adult, dear.”

“You have hands, don’t you?”

Mr. Frank rolled his eyes and held out his hands. Miss Erin glanced at them and pointed to the sink. The children laughed.

“Frank, you need to set a good example for the children.”

“I was just getting ready to wash them,” he said as a way of defense.

Miss Erin cocked an eyebrow at him. “At the table?”

He walked over and washed his hands in the sink. He dried them on a dishcloth and held them up for Miss Erin to inspect. She smiled and nodded. Jessie had the feeling that this was a scene that had played out before, probably more than once. 

Mr. Frank sat down, and everyone bowed their heads. Jessie copied them, unsure why. Mr. Frank said a simple blessing on the food and thanked God for bringing Jessie to be part of their family. When he said, “Amen,” everyone repeated it. 

The children sat down, and hands started reaching out for the ham-and-cheese sandwiches, potato salad, and sliced apples.

Jessie realized she was hungry and happily filled her plate. 
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Jessie enjoyed lunch with the other orphans in the kitchen of the Wilson Home. Leanne was a chatterbox, but Jessie couldn’t help but like her. She was bubbly and friendly, and her laugh made Jessie think, maybe, things wouldn’t be so bad here. 

After lunch, Leanne stayed to wash dishes with two other girls. Everyone had assigned chores to do, and they changed from week to week. According to Miss Erin, it was her way to make sure all the children learned responsibility and would be able to care for themselves when they left the home. This happened when a child turned eighteen, if he or she wasn’t adopted earlier.

Jessie was thirteen years old. Did that mean she would be here for five more years? Her parents would never come for her. Her brothers would never play with her again. She had nowhere to go.

While the girls were cleaning up after lunch, Miss Erin led Jessie up to the third floor.

“This is the boys’ floor,” Miss Erin told her. “But we also have the clothes store up here.”

Jessie nodded. “Leanne told me about it.”

Four doors opened onto the third-floor hallway. Miss Erin led her to the door at the back of the house. She used a key to unlock it and flipped the lights on as she entered.

Shelves lined the walls of the room, and wooden dowels hung from the ceiling. Clothes filled the shelves and hung over the dowels. The room didn’t look like a clothing store. It looked like a giant closet that smelled of mothballs.

“Eventually, you might buy some of your own clothes when you start earning money, but we do have clothes in all sizes. We reuse them until they are worn out. When you outgrow something, we trade it for something bigger,” Miss Erin said.

She looked Jessie over and walked to a set of shelves. She pulled a dull yellow dress off the shelves and held it up next to Jessie. It hung to just above her ankles.

“That should do.” 

Miss Erin handed the dress to Jessie. It was a plain dress with no frills or even an interesting pattern to the fabric. Her mother had always liked interesting designs, but Jessie had no mother anymore to help choose her clothes.

Miss Erin pulled multiple sets of undergarments off the shelf and had Jessie set them on a table by the door. Jessie wondered how many other girls had worn them before her.

Miss Erin moved onto other shelves and picked out an assortment of dresses, skirts, and blouses. Each one was sized by her practiced eye. She even gave Jessie a pair of blue jeans.

“These are for when you have outdoor chores with Mr. Frank. It’s hotter to wear than a dress, but it will hold up better in the dirt,” Miss Erin explained.

Jessie left the room with a complete wardrobe piled in her arms. She walked downstairs to her room to put her things away in the bureau. She had clothes to wear now.

Were they really her things, though? When Jessie outgrew the clothes, would she return them to the clothes store and trade up to larger sizes? She did not own these clothes, and if she didn’t own them, they could be taken from her. 

Dinner was at six o’clock, and afterward began the long process of getting ready for bed. It was a mixture of chores, showering, brushing teeth, and waiting for her turn in the bathroom. The kids who had evening chores were among the last to get time in the bathroom. Jessie quickly learned it was not a bad thing to have other girls whining outside the door for her to hurry. It meant that she was more likely than those girls to have hot water for showering. No one ever took a bath because it meant that person bathing would spend too much time in the bathroom when other people might want to use it.

The bathroom gave Jessie the only privacy she had in the house. As she slipped out of her dress to put on her night gown, Jessie stared at the burn scars on her arms. They were no longer bandaged as they had been for a week after the fire, but they still looked red and the skin was somewhat tender. They looked like flames eating at her flesh and not just the scars from that happening. Either way, it was a reminder of the worst day of her young life. She pulled her nightgown over her head and then brushed her auburn hair.

Everyone was in bed by nine o’clock. That was when Miss Erin started going from room to room, checking that the kids were dressed and in bed. She also gave each of them a kiss on the head. 

It surprised Jessie at first, and she stiffened. She wondered why this woman was taking liberties with her, but after all that she had been through the past week, she found Miss Erin’s gentle touch reassuring. Jessie could smell the fresh soap on Miss Erin’s skin. It was different than her mother’s floral scent, but it was just as pleasing.

After a moment, Jessie relaxed. 

“I’m so glad you’re part of our family,” Miss Erin said.

Jessie couldn’t help but think about her family and home. All of that was now gone. This was what she had now. It might not be so bad.

She had been terrified during her few days in the orphanage in Harrisburg. There had been so many children, and they had been treated as if they were soldiers having to obey orders. Some of the children had been bullies, but more of them had been like Jessie, scarred over the loss of their families.

The meetings with the headmistress had been interrogation sessions. The woman hadn’t worried about what Jessie was feeling. The headmistress had just peppered Jessie with question after question about possible relatives who might take Jessie in.

Before one of the meetings, Jessie has seen a man through a window of the headmistress’s office. He had watched the interview, although Jessie wasn’t sure how much he could hear through the glass. She didn’t recognize him, but he stared at Jessie as if he knew her.

And all of that had led to this. Was it better? That was hard to say, especially after one day, but it was different.

Miss Erin turned off the bedroom light. “Goodnight, girls.”

Jessie lay on her back in the dark listening to Mary and Leanne shift around, trying to get comfortable.

Jessie fell asleep and dreamed that she was back in her house. She lay in front of the fireplace reading Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Her mother had just gone upstairs to put Brian and Bruce, her twin one-year-old brothers, to bed. Her father walked into the kitchen to make himself an evening snack.

A log in the fire popped, and sparks flew out of the fireplace and landed on her book. Jessie brushed them away, but one must have landed where she didn’t see. It caught the book on fire. The page she was reading turned brown, then black, and then a flame appeared. Jessie yelped and tossed the book away, not wanting to be burned. It landed in the fire. Instinctively, she reached into the fireplace to grab it. When the flames burned her hand, she flicked the book away. It landed on the couch and caught it on fire.

Jessie screamed again, louder this time. Her father ran out of the kitchen. He tried to put the fire out with water, but it seemed to grow faster than the water could douse it. The bright flames grew larger, consuming more. The heat started scorching her as sparks flew in different directions. Jessie cried and screamed. 

Jessie heard her brothers yelling, and she ran for the front door, which was now on fire. She tried dodging out of the way. Part of the ceiling in the living room fell. She backed away. A flaming curtain fell on her arm. The flames burned her skin. She screamed, trying to shake it off.

Jessie and her father got out of the house quickly, but then her father ran back inside when he heard his wife screaming for help with the Jessie’s brothers. 

“Jessie, wake up! Wake up!”

Jessie opened her eyes. She was in the bed in the Wilson Home. Leanne was shaking her shoulder.

“Are you all right?” Leanne asked, her eyes wide.

Jessie sucked in air, trying to catch her breath. “I had a bad dream.”

“I’ll say,” Mary said. “You were screaming and thrashing around on the bed. I thought you were going to fall off.”

The door to the room opened, and Miss Erin flicked the light switch. “What’s going on in here?” she said sharply.

“Jessie had a bad dream,” Leanne said.

Miss Erin hurried over to the bunk bed. “Are you all right, Jessie?” Jessie nodded. Miss Erin brushed Jessie’s hair out of her face. “Are you afraid of the dark, Jessie?”

“No, ma’am. It was just a bad dream.”

She trembled and tried her best to hide it from Miss Erin.

Miss Erin stared at her for a few seconds and then nodded. “Okay, well, you girls need to get some sleep. Tomorrow’s Visiting Day.”

Miss Erin tucked Jessie in and then did the same for Leanne who had climbed out of her bed to help Jessie. Mary hadn’t even bothered to sit up in her bed. 

Miss Erin walked to the door, turned off the overhead light, and then closed the door as she left the room.

Jessie lay in bed with her eyes wide open. She rubbed on her left forearm. She could feel the twisted flesh underneath the nightgown. Her arm seemed to throb. She doubted it she would be getting to sleep anytime soon.

And just what was Visiting Day?
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Sunday morning came too soon for Jessie. It seemed Miss Erin had barely closed the door and said goodnight before she was opening it again to say, “Time to wake up, girls.”

Jessie moaned and rolled onto her side, so she faced the wall. Leanne shook her shoulder.

“C’mon, Jessie, we need to get ready for breakfast. If you’re slow, you don’t get hot water.”

Hot water was overrated. Jessie wanted to sleep.

Mary was already out of the room, and Leanne hurried after her. Jessie went back to sleep only to wake up when the girls came back into the room, freshly showered.

“Jessie, you need to get up. You’re lucky you don’t have morning chores yet,” Leanne said.

Mary opened the armoire to get clean clothes out. “Let her miss breakfast because she’s late. She’ll learn.”

Jessie sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She rubbed her eyes and stretched.

“What’s the hurry?” she asked.

Mary laughed as she quickly buttoned up a long, green dress.

Leanne frowned and said, “You can’t just do things when you want to do them. You have to shower, brush your teeth, and be dressed before breakfast. Sometimes you even have chores to do before breakfast. If you aren’t ready, you don’t get breakfast.”

Jessie climbed down from the top bunk. She walked down the hall to the bathroom, which was free. She stepped in the shower and shouted as she was hit with cold water from the showerhead. It woke her up as she danced around, trying to clean herself with as little water as possible touching her. Leanne hadn’t been lying about running out of cold water. 

When Jessie climbed out of the shower, she peeled off the wet bandages from her arm and dropped them in the wastebasket. The burns on her forearm looked pink, but the skin was slightly swollen. It looked unnatural against her darker skin. 

She put her nightgown back on and brushed her teeth. When she opened the door to go back to her bedroom, Miss Erin was there.

“I was told about your arm,” she said as she held up gauze and tape. “Let’s put a fresh bandage on it.”

Jessie looked away. So, Miss Erin knew Jessie had failed her family. Had she told everyone else? Jessie stepped back and let Miss Erin into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. Jessie rolled up her sleeve.

Miss Erin winced. “Does it still hurt?”

Jessie nodded. It was more the memory of the pain now than it was actual pain. Miss Erin spread a pale green ointment on the arm and then wrapped it firmly in gauze held in place with white tape.

“Can you please not tell any of the other kids?” Jessie asked.

Miss Erin looked at her as she brushed Jessie’s hair back and tied it in a ponytail.

“I can, but don’t you think they will realize you have burns on your arm? Maybe not now, but when the weather turns warm, you’ll want to wear short-sleeved blouses.”

Jessie shrugged. “I just don’t want them to know if they don’t need to. I don’t want to have to answer their questions.”

Miss Erin nodded. “They won’t hear it from me.”

Jessie went back to her bedroom and pulled out a blouse and skirt from her dresser drawer. Leanne saw her and shook her head. 

“You need to wear the nice dress Miss Erin gave you,” Leanne said as she brushed her hair in front of the mirror. “It’s for Visiting Day.”

“What is Visiting Day?”

“It’s when anyone who wants to adopt a child comes to see us.”

“Every Sunday?”

Leanne shook her head. “Not every Sunday. We’re not that lucky, but Miss Erin told us before you got here yesterday that people would be coming by today.”

Jessie shrugged. “They won’t be coming to see me.” Not that she cared. She didn’t deserve to be adopted, not after what she had done.

“Maybe not, but everyone has to dress in their nicest clothes when it’s Visiting Day. Miss Erin says we want to put our best foot forward. Even Mr. Frank dresses in his Sunday best, although he squirms like one of the boys and complains he’s not the one getting adopted,” Leanne told her.

The school bell rang, and the girls headed downstairs for breakfast. Jessie pulled out a frilly white dress Miss Erin had given her yesterday and hurriedly dressed. Breakfast was oatmeal and peaches and fresh milk. When Jessie sat down beside Leanne, the other children were already eating.

“Don’t dawdle so much, Jessie,” Miss Erin said as she set a bowl of hot oatmeal with sliced peaches resting on top in front of Jessie. “It’s not such a big deal on the weekends, but during the week, you’ll have to get ready for school.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Jessie enjoyed the meal, but she was very careful not to spill anything on her clean dress. 

After breakfast, Jessie went back upstairs to lay down in her bed and read The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. She had borrowed it from a bookshelf in the living room with Miss Erin’s permission. 

She had also seen a copy of Alice in Wonderland on the shelf, but had quickly passed it by even though she hadn’t finished reading it. She doubted she ever would. It reminded her of the fire.

The bell rang half an hour later, and the children headed down to the living room. Miss Erin lined everyone up like they had been yesterday when Jessie came into the house, except now, Jessie was part of the back row between Leanne and an eight-year-old girl named Molly.

Miss Erin did a last-minute check to smooth down collars and brush unruly hair—usually on one of the boys—into place. Based on her nervous behavior, you would have thought Miss Erin was the one who was being considered for adoption.

“Okay, children, remember to be on your best behavior,” she said.

Mr. Frank ran his finger around the inside of his collar, trying to loosen it a little. Then he opened the front door and led a couple inside. The woman wore a polka-dot dress, and the man wore a business suit like Jessie’s father used to wear to work. They looked to be about the same age as Mr. Frank and Miss Erin.

“Welcome,” Miss Erin said with a wide smile on her face. “These are our children, and they are all happy to meet you. I love them all.”

The woman smiled broadly while her husband looked at the children. He had rosy cheeks that should have made him look very happy if he smiled, but he wasn’t smiling.

“Is this all of them?” he asked.

“Yes, we are not a big home because we want the children to feel like they are in a home rather than an institution. I can tell you they are all wonderful boys and girls.”

The man shook his head. “No, I mean none of these children are babies or even toddlers.”

Jessie felt Leanne’s shoulders sag beside her. “Figures,” Leanne whispered.

“No, we don’t care for children that young,” Miss Erin said, some of the enthusiasm draining from her voice.

The couple walked over to stand next to a small girl who might have been five years old. She had shiny auburn hair tied in two ponytails tied with red ribbons. She was the youngest of the children at Wilson’s Home for Children.

“Who’s this little one?” the woman asked.

“I’m Betty,” the girl said.

“You look very lovely in your dress,” the woman said as she knelt down next to Betty.

The little girl curtsied. “Thank you.”

The woman chuckled and whispered something into her husband’s ear.

Behind the couple, Miss Erin continued smiling, but now it seemed forced. The sparkle in her eyes had dimmed.

“Betty,” Miss Erin said. “Why don’t you show the Ewells your bedroom and the animals in the barn?”

Betty reached out and took the woman’s hand. “C’mon, I’ll show you my doll. Her name is Clara.”

Betty led the couple up the stairs to the second floor. Mr. Ewell still didn’t look happy, but his wife smiled and couldn’t take her eyes off Betty.

Miss Erin turned to the other orphans. “I’m sorry, children. I wish I could find families for all of you because you are all wonderful. I guess Mr. Frank and I will have to do for a while longer. I have cookies in the kitchen.”

She waved everyone toward the kitchen. The kids broke their formation. Most of them hurried into the kitchen. A pair of boys sat down in the living to resume a game of checkers they had been playing. 

Mary started up the stairs to the bedroom. Her shoulders sagged and her head was bowed. How many Visiting Days had she seen to still be without parents at her age? Did she even get her hopes up anymore?

Molly walked over and hugged Miss Erin. “Don’t be sad, Miss Erin,” the young girl said.

Miss Erin patted the top of Molly’s head. “I just want you all to have mommies and daddies again.”

“It’s all right. We have you and Mr. Frank.”

Miss Erin dabbed at her eyes and led Molly into the kitchen.

Leanne looked like she might cry.

“What’s wrong?” Jessie asked.

“Nothing everything.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

They walked into the kitchen. Leanne grabbed a chocolate chip cookie from a plate and sat down at the table. Jessie took an oatmeal raisin cookie. It was still warm and smelled of cinnamon.

“I wasn’t expecting them to be interested in me, but it would have been nice if they had faked it,” Leanne said.

“What are you talking about?”

“When people come looking to adopt a kid, they usually want a baby like Mr. Ewell said. Did you see how when they found out there weren’t any babies here, they went right for the youngest kid?” Jessie nodded. “Well, I’m thirteen. I’m not a baby, and that means I’m not likely to get adopted. It’s not even worth the older kids getting dressed up, but Miss Erin is an optimist.”

Jessie thought the same, but she didn’t mind it. “I like Miss Erin. She’s nice.”

Leanne’s head bobbed quickly. “She’s wonderful, and Mr. Frank is, too, but they’re not our parents. If you think about it, they’re raising us like show cattle to sell off. Maybe it’s the farmer in them.”

Since Jessie had never raised animals, she didn’t know if it was an accurate comparison.

The girls finished their cookies and walked upstairs. Mary lay on her bed, staring at nothing. Her eyes were red, and Jessie thought she may have been crying.

Jessie looked out the window and saw Betty walking with the Ewells toward the barn. The little girl bounced on her toes as she pointed at the tree swing, the horse in the pasture, and even the outhouse. The Ewells smiled and followed her. Betty seemed to have won over Mr. Ewell. He was actually smiling.

Mr. Frank walked along behind the group, supervising but staying far enough away to allow them to get to know each other without his interference. He stopped and turned. He saw Jessie in the window and smiled. Then he waved. She waved back.

Jessie was just as old as Leanne. Would this be her home now until she was sixteen? She could think of worse places to be, but she wished
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