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  For my children

For all children



and

For survivors



May we work to create the future that should be theirs.
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  Author's Note


The stories in this collection contain harsh truths. Although the characters are fictional, some of them face situations that readers might find disturbing or traumatizing. 
As you read this collection, I urge you to, above all else, practice self-care. 
For a list of content warnings and their associated stories, see “Content Warnings” at the end of this book.






  
  In This World As In the Other


Sometimes Francine lives in a world where people take her ministry seriously. Standing in her pulpit at Dearborn Methodist on Easter morning 1872, following the Great Chicago Fire the October prior, Francine draws inspiration from the story of Mary Magdalene as she explains that just as Jesus at the tomb entreated Mary to share the good news that He had risen, she has studied and prayed upon the tragedy of the Fire, and she has joy to share. “In this moment,” Francine proclaims, “we are provided with an opportunity to demonstrate our faith. Like Mary Magdalene, we must spread the word that despite unimaginable tragedy, God and His Son are still with us.” 
Francine, noting the way the congregation sits up straighter and meets her gaze, encourages them into action. “Neighbor must help neighbor rebuild,” she says. Quoting Paul in his letter to the Galatians, she urges the congregants to “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”
All agree that Francine is the ideal leader for these trying times. Four years earlier, following in Universalist Olympia Brown’s footsteps, Francine had made history by becoming only the second female in the entire country to graduate from theology school. She is fortunate both to live in the progressive city of Chicago and to have had a father who believed God chose her for this work. Her father was a shoemaker, not wealthy, but when he lost both his shop and his life in the Great Fire, it was Francine who counseled her mother and indeed their entire Methodist congregation, whose minister, the kindly old Reverend Patterson, also perished in the tragedy.
In this world, Dearborn Methodist, with the support of the Methodist Protestant denomination, ordained Francine and called her to be their new minister. “Having known Mrs. Williams her entire life, having witnessed her extraordinary educational achievements, and as a people who recognize her theological talents, so unusual for a woman, her unique understanding of Scripture and exceptional ability to make God’s Word accessible to all,” the lay leaders wrote in their appeal to the denomination, “we are confident that no other could as capably instruct our flock regarding the Good Lord’s plan following our catastrophic Fire.” The Methodist powers that be, understanding Dearborn’s petition, made an exception, and thus Francine became one of only a handful of ordained female ministers in the United States.
Under her leadership, the church building, burnt to the ground, is reconstructed faster and better than any other house of worship in Chicago, this time of brick rather than timber. Each Sunday morning, Francine’s flock swells, because one and all want to hear the lady preacher who presents such thoughtful notions, stirring them to action. Francine speaks of commitment to Christ and one another. She makes eye contact with those seated before her—not just her mother, her husband, Norman, and her stepsons, but each congregant from the youngest child to the oldest church elder. She notices the burn scars on one’s neck and the runny eyes of another, lamentably sensitive to the slightest hint of smoke following the Fire’s ordeal. After services, she walks among them—shaking men’s hands, pressing a palm to women’s shoulders, patting children’s heads. She inquires about their needs and, in a small notebook she carries, records who to connect with whom, ensuring all receive the assistance they require.
Sunday afternoons, while she takes respite in her oak-paneled office in the beautiful new church, her prayers are those of gratitude to her Creator for the good fortune of being born into a forward-thinking world, a world where she can use her God-given talents to inspire others through His Good Word. She prays for her twin brother Fred, also a minister, who has gone to the West and who writes of all he sees and those he meets, including native peoples who explain their religion to him while he introduces Christianity to them, and reading his letters, she considers how she might incorporate their lessons regarding the connection between the natural and spiritual worlds into her own sermons. Surely, God agrees with them regarding care for the earth, as Genesis 2:15 clearly states: “The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it.”
Weekday mornings, she engages in tasks related to her ministry. Then, following noontime dinner, Francine revitalizes her body by riding. She saddles up her sorrel quarter horse, Whimsy, and urges her into a lively trot toward the outskirts of town. From there, she lets Whimsy run freely, crossing southwest toward what used to be called Junction Grove but is now Englewood. Pausing while the mare drinks from a creek, Francine gazes at the beauty of the land, appreciating its endless bounty and possibility.
During these times, Francine also reflects upon her mistakes—for she is not perfect; she makes mistakes like any of God’s creatures. She thinks of her sermon last Sunday, how she praised the congregants for their care of the new Dearborn Methodist building and of each other. “The Lord helps those who help themselves,” Francine proclaimed—words commonly mistaken as scripture which are in truth simply something Benjamin Franklin said. She observed nodding in the pews, but after the service, a woman she didn’t know came up to her, shy and hesitant, and asked Francine, what about other neighborhoods, those still without rebuilt houses and churches, those with orphaned children—even children who, through no fault of their own, have been raised in other religions. Doesn’t God obligate us, the woman asked Francine, to extend our care to such souls? Francine, red-faced, agreed. Now, she reaches into her saddlebag, draws out her Bible, turns to Proverbs 19, and finds verse 17: “Whoever is generous to the poor lends to the Lord, and He will repay him for his deed.” This, Francine decides, will be her text for next Sunday; it will frame her forthcoming guidance to the congregation.
Then she heads home, settling Whimsy in the stable behind the humble but comfortable parsonage the congregation has erected for her family. Exiting the stable, Francine dips the tin dipper into the water barrel, drinks, and wipes the back of her mouth with her hand. She belches—not because she can’t help belching; of course she can—but it makes her feel spontaneous and silly, despite the still-scorched ruins of the town, the reminders of what they have lost and are working to regain. In the evenings, Francine, Norman, and his sons make supper as a family and clean up as a family and later, she relaxes and whittles by the fire—because like the men and boys, she has put in a long day.
Each night, Francine curls into bed beside Norman, warm and comfortable and feeling like she—nay, the city, nay, the country—are moving in the right direction. It’s a feeling that pulls one into a deep, restful sleep and allows one to awaken refreshed, ready to face God’s perfect new day.

      [image: ]But sometimes Francine lives in a different world. In this world, she might dream of such activities but when she slips toward one—and oh, does she slip—she is scorned at best and punished at worst. Francine, in this world, manages to graduate from high school, but due to her sex, higher education is disallowed. In theory, her father supports the education of females, but owing to his station in life, he is unable to offer Francine assistance, financial or otherwise.
Meanwhile, Fred, a favored son of Dearborn Methodist whom all agree demonstrates great potential, wins a scholarship to Northwestern University. The War Between the States interrupts his education in this world as in the other, but Fred survives, graduates, and goes on to Garrett Biblical Institute, located on the Northwestern campus. Francine, for her part, devours Fred’s textbooks and completes all his classroom assignments, even if she receives feedback from no one but Fred, who claims she writes with more insight than he or anyone in his classes. In the evenings, at their parents’ hearth, she asks Fred pointed questions. Which, she wants to know, does God prefer: that they, as His devotees, work tirelessly converting heathens to recognize His glories—or, instead, expend their energy ensuring the heathens’ need for daily bread is fulfilled, while letting God attend to their souls? Such questions Fred relays to his professors, in turn dispatching their generally unsatisfying responses to Francine.
She learns quickly not to mention such matters among her female friends, who, the few times she attempts to engage them in theological discussion, only titter. Sometimes, in the company of men, her mouth opens before she can stop herself—such as when, standing with a group of men at Dearborn Methodist following services, she quotes Peter 3:15: “But in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect.” How vital to Peter’s message, she wonders aloud, are the words “gentleness and respect”? She hopes to engender intelligent discourse, but Reverend Patterson and the other men frown and say she must learn her place. Eventually, she makes such gaffes so many times, the reverend warns her father that if she is incapable of silence, she will be barred from attending services.
Fred graduates and goes west—and her brother, for their entire lives her closest confidant and ally, begins feeling distant in more ways than miles. In his letters home, he speaks of manifest destiny and spends pages defending his goal of converting savages to Christianity. When Francine responds that she’s unsure this is what God intends, Fred writes back that, as a woman, she couldn’t possibly understand.
In this world as in the other, Francine meets Norman, a widower, at a church social. Francine knows that Norman’s interest in her has as much to do with the stark truths that his children need a mother and she is available, as with Francine specifically. But Norman is also good-natured; they laugh together at the boys’ antics, and Francine is a competent stepmother and a faithful wife who becomes accustomed to sleeping in Norman’s bed. For all this she is grateful, because before he came along she was an old maid, and life is hostile to old maids.
The Great Chicago Fire still occurs in 1871, and afterward, Francine mourns her father and sits through the rambling sermons of the minister who takes over at Dearborn Methodist following Reverend Patterson’s demise—the jowl-cheeked man who takes liberties with young female congregants, letting his hand linger on their waists in an attempt to appear fatherly but maintaining contact inappropriately long, and from the pulpit admonishing the congregation to place more pennies in the collection plate, lest they face God’s wrath for their stinginess.
Years go by until one day, her mind wandering while she’s seated on a rough-hewn pew in a building more akin to a shanty than a church (the congregation, lacking inspiring leadership, has thus far failed to build a new building, and in fact no one is quite sure where the collection plate funds are going), Francine stumbles upon the idea of becoming a circuit rider—a traveling preacher. Her marriage has produced no children, and her stepsons are nearly grown and no longer need daily mothering. Norman and the boys can manage without a woman constantly in the home; they know how to batch it—after all, Norman lived such before he and Francine met, while raising children, no less. That evening, she speaks with him regarding her idea, and while concerned for her safety, he is nonetheless supportive because he believes, as her father did, that she was chosen for this work. Surely, remote hamlets will welcome an educated, well-read preacher, even if not ordained and even if female.
There is no Whimsy in this world, but she saddles a mule named Ginny and sets out—Bible, notes, and sermon texts in her saddlebag. But in one town after another, she is ridiculed and reviled. Over the course of several weeks, she becomes increasingly concerned that negative words about her might be spreading among the rural communities; nonetheless, God has given her no choice but to persevere.
And then, after another failed attempt in a town somewhere west of Springfield, as sleep eludes her while she lies upon the straw inside a barn that a solitary, kindly soul provided, entreating Francine to be gone before daybreak and please, please, do not tell her husband—as Francine lies awake, sticks of straw chafing her back, as she gives herself over to fanciful dreams of the other world, she hears them coming.
Her dreams rupturing like soap bubbles, she scrambles to her feet and throws the saddle on Ginny and prays, please, Lord, spare me, let me continue my work. But her prayers are in vain. The barn door bursts open, and through the firestorm of booming voices, in the light cast by torches, Francine catches the gaze of Ginny, who stares back at her with equal parts terror and sympathy in her eye.






  
  Pieces of Everyone, Everywhere


Digging graves is straightforward labor, involving little more than brute strength and a sufficiently sharp blade. The job can be done with relative ease by even the most doltish of common workhands. 
But here’s something many do not know: exhuming graves, by contrast, is art. One cannot simply thrust one’s spade in the ground, hack around until one hits upon some solid object, then mercilessly subtract shovelful after shovelful of raw earth until the grave’s remains, treasurelike, are exposed. Nor can one wrest such treasure from the ground, haphazardly tossing fragments to the surface and flinging them into any vessel conveniently nearby.
No. Such practices would be immoral. Moreover, they would, as my Uncle August said, invite misfortune. August believed, as do I, that regardless of circumstances, the dead deserve to lie peacefully. They should be disturbed only in the most dire of situations. If a body must be moved, it should be done properly and with reverence.
“There’s no cause to uproot them, Sam,” Uncle August told me. “If you have to do it, you better have a damn good reason. And you better treat them with respect.”
I had, and continue to have, no argument with that. All bodies, in my belief—both the dead and the living—should be treated with respect.
Uncle August and I had this conversation last year while standing in an Iowa cornfield. Plowing a new field, we encountered a shallow grave under a meager scattering of stones. We

      [image: ]
      [image: ]We play at paste,
Till qualified for pearl,
Then drop the paste,
And deem
ourself
a fool.
The shapes, though, were similar,
And our new hands
Learned gem-tactics
Practising sands.

      [image: ]
      [image: ]And so, upon this wise I prayed,—
Great Spirit, give to me
A heaven not so large as yours,
But large enough for me.

      [image: ]
      [image: ]Through the straight pass of suffering
The martyrs even trod,
Their feet upon temptation,
Their faces upon God.

      [image: ]
      [image: ]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
“UIVID AND RELATABLE, THOUGHTFUL AND INSPIRATIONAL.”
— ERIKA KROUSE, AWARD-WINNNING AUTHOR OF SAVE ME, STRANGER

THIS

CYNTHIA SwaNS DN

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF

THE BOOKSFLLFER





OEBPS/images/6ec0ce3e-d67b-4fa5-8d75-b0e593186b8b.png





OEBPS/images/c464537e-6f65-46cd-b753-6cda6b32387f.png
/@ﬁ
iy 258 5
AR xm\w/

TN








