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Synopsis

Times are tough for sixteen-year-old Stick
McLaughlin, running from a trumped up arson charge and hiding among
hobos in 1918 Boston. Denied the companionship and support of
lifelong soul mate Ellie, Stick edges her way through prison as
“Mac,” only to be thrust alone and wide-eyed into the very
definitely Roaring Twenties. She swallows what’s left of her pride
through the final year of her sentence—serving as maid to a wealthy
family—but stockpiles many invaluable lessons about
rapidly-changing life in 1924.

Confrontations with bootleggers and a particularly
enthralling flapper go a long way toward molding a strong,
confident, clever “Mac,” who hits the streets with a gang of her
own, determined to claim the good life she deserves by beating the
corrupt system and Boston’s ethnic mobs at their own game.

Little does she know that the lost love she’s mourned
for years is closer than she thinks. But have time and circumstance
conspired against her once and for all?
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PART ONE

October 1918

Dorchester neighborhood

Boston, Massachusetts


Chapter One

Old man Henderson clamped onto the back of Stick’s
frayed jacket collar and nearly hauled her into his store, but lots
of twisting and squirming sent her darting down the alley to
freedom for the second time this month.

“Goddamn kids!” He shook his gnarly fist in the air.
“I’m goin’ for the cops!”

Ten minutes, a trolley jump, and five blocks later,
Stick scrambled under the loading dock at Cirelli’s Meat Packing
Plant and took a much needed breath. She couldn’t help but grin as
she filled a ragged carpet satchel from her bulging jacket and
pants pockets. Two cans of Boston Baked Beans, two cans of brown
bread, four potatoes, assorted lollipops, and a fistful of
chocolate-covered malted milk balls. It was a good day’s haul, and
Stick figured Mama might even shed a grateful tear before reacting
with a heavy-handed slap. Little sister Dottie would think it was
Christmas. Ray wouldn’t approve at all. Stick knew his
high-and-mighty big brother superiority would make all that hard
work feel shameful.

Stashed into a front pocket, the biggest cherry
lollipop was set aside just for Ellie when they met for her walk
home from school. With about fifteen minutes to spare, Stick
gathered up the satchel, adjusted her black newsboy cap, and
crawled out into the October afternoon. Ellie liked the cap and
always grinned a bit shyly when she told Stick she did. And that
just warmed Stick inside and out.

Ellie was the prettiest girl Stick had ever seen,
and no one could be luckier than to have Ellie alongside, smiling,
laughing, walking through their forlorn neighborhood of weary
triple-deckers. She brightened everything in sight. Stick walked
taller when Ellie was around, aimed for tidiness and good manners,
too, because Ellie was special. Not because her father was a
trolley driver and kept bread on the table and Ellie in nice
clothes. Ellie was special because of her smile and her open heart.
She longed for Stick’s company, and the feeling was mutual.

Stick had given up trying to figure out why.

They were girls, after all, and wasn’t it improper
to want the companionship of another girl so badly? Mama and Pop
never spoke of such a thing, but Father Ignatius, their parish
priest, had hinted at it on many a Sunday—way back when they all
used to attend St. Leo’s as a family. Stick remembered those days
fondly, not so much because of the church, but because they were a
family back then.

So often in those days, she wished her best friend
was with them, part of their family. Or that she was part of
Ellie’s. Stick firmly believed that their closeness qualified as
family. But Father Ignatius preached about the wrath of God, if
ever friendships between women or men developed into something
more. Sinful, he’d said. Stick snorted as she briskly walked the
eight blocks to Ellie’s school. Sinful. Ha. What she
spent the day doing was far more sinful than wanting to be around
Ellie. But at sixteen, they both were undergoing family pressures,
the “time to be dating” finger-shaking from both their mothers, and
it was getting harder to avoid the issue without argument. Ellie
dealt with her home life with great diplomacy. Stick just kept to
the streets.

With long blond hair, baby blue eyes, and that
turned-up nose, Ellie was every boy’s ultimate goal. And Stick’s
angel from heaven. They’d been friends since first grade and vowed
they always would be. When Stick’s dad died in the train yard
accident three years ago, Ellie held Stick’s teary face to her
shoulder for hours. And a year later, when Stick’s mama ordered her
to leave school for work like her brother and Stick fell into a
despondent state, Ellie walked with her all across Boston and held
her on a bench on the Common till suppertime. She baked Stick
cookies every day for a week until the smile returned to Stick’s
face.

And Stick had been there for her as well, like when
she raced into the street to save Ellie’s dog after the ragman’s
horse kicked the poor thing in the head. Stick ran flat-out for
five miles, from their Dorchester neighborhood halfway to Neponset
to get Smoochie to the veterinarian. But Smoochie didn’t survive,
and Stick surrendered her shoulder to Ellie on the Westons’ porch
till well past bedtime.

One week later, Stick found herself daydreaming
through the 5&10 when a knick-knack shelf of tiny ceramic dogs
caught her eye. The beagle figurine, Smoochie’s identical twin, fit
perfectly in the palm of Stick’s hand and eventually in Ellie’s.
Bursting into tears, Ellie threw her arms around Stick’s neck and
kissed her cheek and neck several times. Stick hugged her close and
was thankful to be behind closed doors in Ellie’s bedroom. Their
bodies pressed together eagerly, so perfectly, she’d had no desire
to move. For a change, she was someone special instead of just a
kid from the streets, and it felt so good just making Ellie
smile.

And then there was the summer day Stick helped Ellie
and her mama plant flowers in the boxes that hung off their front
porch. She’d never planted flowers before; there was never money
for such frivolous things at her house across the street. So she
tackled the project gleefully and, in appreciation, Mrs. Weston
invited Stick to stay for supper. It was the first of many grand
and delicious meals she enjoyed at the Weston home over the years.
Each one ended with a little intimate chat with Ellie on the porch.
Just last week, their hushed good-bye ended with Ellie leaning up
on tiptoes and kissing Stick’s cheek.

Crossing Washington Street now, Stick grinned at the
memory as she squinted at the trolley car rattling by. Mr. Weston
was behind the wheel, and they waved and smiled at each other.
Stick grinned all the way to the schoolyard corner and leaned
against the lamppost, toying with the lollipop in her pocket. She
couldn’t wait to see Ellie. Her breath was short, and she couldn’t
stand still. Her palms started to sweat.

“Hey, Stick. You just hangin’ here?”

She turned to see two boys her age trotting across
the intersection. Davey and Baggers were neighborhood guys, one
small and one wide, but okay in her book, up to about as much good
as she was in the world. Together, they’d pulled their share of
stunts around town in the past few years.

“Hanging, yeah,” she answered as they gathered
closer. She adjusted the satchel strap on her shoulder and tugged
her cap down tighter over her forehead. “What’s up?”

“We were going past Henderson’s.” Baggers snickered,
hitching his pants up around his broad waist and reinforcing his
name. “And he comes chargin’ out, sayin’ he’s callin’ the cops. We
ain’t even done nothin’!”

“So I say we give him something to whine about,”
Davey added. He jammed his fists in his pockets and rocked back on
his stubby boot heels, his face glowing with mischief.

Stick glanced back toward the school, but there was
no sign of Ellie yet. She shook her head and frowned. “Uh-uh. Not
getting in on that. He almost nabbed me today. Ain’t going back no
time soon.”

Baggers elbowed Davey. “Toldja she wouldn’t.”

“Listen,” Stick said, leaning toward them, “good
thing I’m tall. If I’s as shrimpy as you, Dave, I’d never got loose
from the ol’ man.”

“Aw, Stick. Come on.” Davey shuffled his feet and
whipped his father’s Fedora off his head in frustration.

“Yeah, Stick. You’re the best at this,” Baggers
tried. “We get him talking, and you do that sleight of hand magic
you do.”

Davey was just as persistent. “I even got us some
Co’Colas from Johnny-O for later. Traded him my dad’s
Geographic, the one with the naked pictures.”

Again, Stick shook her head. “I’m done for today.
Was a close call with him and I ain’t going back to his place for a
while. I got some decent stuff.”

“What decent stuff, Stick?”

They all turned to see Ellie gazing up at her.

“Uh…Beans,” Stick blurted. “I—I got some beans
and…and bread today. But me and Mr. Henderson, though, we don’t get
along.”

Ellie rolled her eyes. “Nonsense,” she said,
slipping an arm through Stick’s. “Let’s all go. I’ll talk to him.
Come on, guys.”

Stick pulled back quickly. “No. I—I mean not now.
It’s not a big deal. These guys wanted to go, not me, so they can
go. I…I came to see you.”

Ellie glanced at Davey and Baggers and then blushed
toward the ground.

Stick jumped into the silence. “We gotta head home,
guys. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

The boys mumbled in disappointment as they turned
away, and Stick led Ellie back across the street.

“Did I embarrass you?” Stick asked.

Ellie shook her head and then grinned. “Maybe for a
second, but it…it felt good to hear you say that in front of them.
I was…proud.” And she looked away shyly.

“I’m the proud one, Ellie. You’re…um…So, you ain’t
embarrassed to be seen with me?”

Ellie looked up sharply. “After all these years,
Stick, why would you ever think that?”

“Well, you know I’m not like you. My family…We’re…I
mean we don’t…Ellie, I really ain’t the fine example of womanhood
that you are, and—”

“Stop.” Ellie halted them outside Kennedy’s butcher
shop and then had to push Stick aside and into the alley to let a
customer pass. “You stop right now, Elizabeth McLaughlin,” she
said.

Stick’s eyebrows shot skyward. Only her family,
teachers, and Ellie ever used her real name. And it usually
signaled serious talk ahead.

“All that matters to me is who you are.” Ellie poked
between the looped wooden buttons of Stick’s jacket. Bashfully
pulling her eyes from Ellie’s glare, Stick concentrated on the firm
set of her mouth, lips so rosy and smooth, plush…kissable. Stick’s
gut tightened and her heart rate kicked up. Yep,
kissable.

“You’re Stick. My very best friend. My
Stick.” Ellie palmed Stick’s jaw. “And to me, you have everything
that’s important in this world. You have honor and loyalty, and
you’re strong and brave and have warm, yummy eyes just like melted
chocolate.” Ellie paused and withdrew her hand. She giggled at the
blush on Stick’s cheeks. “And you have the biggest heart, and I’m
proud to be with you because I lo—”

Ellie’s fingertips flew to her mouth, too late to
catch the words. Stunned by her near admission, her eyes widened,
frantic with apprehension.

A corner of Stick’s mouth slowly curled upward. She
set her palms cautiously on Ellie’s shoulders and squeezed
tenderly. “I love you, too, Ellie,” she whispered. Stick’s heart
pounded euphorically as she lowered her head and gently touched
Ellie’s mouth with her own. The plush velvet of Ellie’s lips set
Stick to shaking all over. Feeling Ellie returning the kiss, brief
as it was, nearly dropped Stick to the dirt.

Nothing in her experience compared to the sweet,
consuming sensation of kissing Ellie. Stick couldn’t believe she’d
been so bold, but she knew she’d be forever thankful. The whole
world disappeared when their lips touched. The chill of the
overcast day, the worries about tomorrow’s supper, nothing
mattered. Her mind went blank, swirled off to someplace like
heaven. She couldn’t even remember feeling her feet on the
ground.

They each took a modest step back, looking
everywhere but at each other. Finally, Stick reached out and
delicately brushed a few loose strands of hair from Ellie’s cheek.
“I have a little present for you.”

Stick dove into her pocket for the three-inch cherry
lollipop.

Ellie recognized the shy desire in Stick’s gaze and
it caused her to wonder if a little romantic kiss between friends
had been inevitable. A slight tremor wiggled along Ellie’s spine.
It was only a little kiss, but it made Ellie’s heart thump and her
arms feel useless and weak. She was unnerved and a bit overwhelmed
to realize it was a kiss she wanted to experience again, but next
time she really would like to have the security of their
friendship, Stick’s strength and familiarity, wrapped around her.
Finally, she remembered to swallow.

Stick looked different to her somehow, or maybe
Ellie was seeing her differently. The keen surveillance of Stick’s
eyes had softened, centered on Ellie’s with a comforting glow.
Stick’s stern, patrician nose and long jawline lent her a proud,
almost defiant look. And that slipped into a broad, humble smile.
It wasn’t the first time the descriptive handsome had come
to Ellie’s mind, and she almost blushed at the thought.

Tall and much too thin for her height, Stick had
earned her neighborhood name, as had so many others, and only the
non-locals mistook her for a boy. The locals knew that the lanky
teenager with the boyish figure and striking features was one of
them from birth; she was smart, street savvy, and just as tough as
the boys. It was all a matter of survival in tough times, and Stick
was a survivor. Ellie was ever so proud of that.

At the sight of the candy in Stick’s hand, she
leaned forward without thinking, whispered a quick thank-you onto
Stick’s mouth, and set a kiss on her lips that lasted a few seconds
longer than their first. She really enjoyed kissing Stick. In fact,
it was exhilarating…and perfect.

*

“I love feeling your arms around me like this, so
tight and snug.” Ellie kissed Stick’s neck lightly, endlessly
excited by the intimate turn in their friendship. Private time was
a rare, precious thing, and Ellie summoned every reasonable excuse
to rendezvous like this in the shadow of her house. For Stick’s
strong embrace, she’d risk everything.

“I can’t get you close enough, El.” She kissed
Ellie’s ear. “You’re perfect, you know.”

“We’re perfect.”

Stick brought her mouth to Ellie’s and whispered.
“Are you sure they can’t see us from the kitchen?”

“Stop worrying. It’s okay. This is very
okay.”

A figure suddenly raced around the corner of the
house and crashed into them, all three of them spilling to the
ground like bowling pins.

“Holy shit!” Davey Matizano scrambled to his
feet.

“Cripes, Davey!” Stick exclaimed, helping Ellie
up.

He peered at them oddly. “What the hell? What’re you
two doin’ out here?”

“Mind your business,” Stick snapped as she brushed
off her clothes. “What’s up?”

He paused in thought, breathing hard and looking
from Ellie to Stick. “Were you two…Um, I mean, did I see what—”

“What’s up, damn it?”

Davey couldn’t organize his thoughts, so Stick
socked him in the shoulder.

“Talk, stupid!”

“Um…I-I checked your place, Stick, but…At least I
found you. It’s Baggers. We need you bad. He’s…he’s stuck.”

Stick straightened to her full height and crossed
her arms. “He’s stuck?”

“Yeah. In Henderson’s storage room, Stick. He fell
through the floor.”

“Jesus Christ, Davey!”

“Yeah, so come on!” He pivoted to run, but Ellie
grabbed his arm.

“What’s he doing in Henderson’s at this hour?”

Davey froze, then looked at Stick for help. Ellie
followed his gaze.

“Sounds like he’s up to no good,” Stick offered and
clasped Ellie’s hands. “We have to help Baggers, Ellie. I gotta
go.”

“But, Stick, if you get caught it’ll look—”

“Shh. We won’t get caught. Trust me. Look for me
here in an hour, okay?”

Ellie set her jaw and nodded. Stick squeezed her
hands and Ellie watched her race away with Davey.

*

Within ten minutes, Stick and Davey were at Bagger’s
side…or rather his chest, because the rest of him dangled beneath
the floor into the cellar.

Stick found a coil of rope just inside the back
door, and they wrapped Baggers up good and tight and began
pulling.

Baggers inhaled sharply as jagged wood threatened to
pierce his rib cage. He let loose with a “Yeooowwww!”

Davey slapped the back of his head. “Shut up,
goddamn it!”

“You’re gonna have the whole damn neighborhood in
here, yelling like that,” Stick said.

“I can’t help it!”

“Grab onto the rope. C’mon. Use your strength.”

The floor flexed awkwardly beneath Stick’s feet.
“Hold it.” She stepped away and stared at the hole around Bagger’s
beefy body. “I’ll go down and find something he can stand on. Watch
out for this floor.”

Old man Henderson kept a kerosene lamp at the top of
the cellar stairs, and Stick lit it and made her way down, pausing
at the bottom to set it aside. At the broken ceiling where
Baggers’s legs swung freely, she piled every crate and box she
could find until he could get his feet under him.

Then she heard shouting from the front of the store.
Lots of heavy footsteps thundered across the old wooden floorboards
above her, and it only took a second for Stick to know the cops had
arrived.

Panicked, she scanned the dimness for the outside
cellar door. There was no chance to help her pals upstairs. Now it
was every man—or woman—for herself. She darted across the cellar
and tumbled over a pallet, sending several boxes crashing down on
her.

Stick charged back up and shot for the door.
Footsteps stormed down the cellar steps.

She grabbed the paint-chipped doorknob and flipped
back the bolt lock just as a cop yelled for her to stop. He was
yelling profanities when he stumbled over the kerosene lamp on the
bottom step. Fire sloshed across the floor in a wave of
illuminating yellow, and Stick rocketed out into the night.

*

True to her word, Stick was standing in Ellie’s
backyard one hour later. Within minutes, they were huddled together
behind Mr. Weston’s massive rose bushes.

“Ellie, now listen, please.”

“I want to know what happened, Stick. You’re filthy.
Is everyone okay?” She looked off at the sound of emergency sirens
a few blocks away.

“No, it didn’t go too good. Listen, Ellie. It was
just one big circus. We almost had him free, out of the hole, when
the cops barged in. I was down in the cellar and managed to get
out.”

“Good. That’s good.”

Stick shook her head. “Not really. A cop might’ve
seen enough to identify me. He yelled for me to stop, but I didn’t
’cause I was too scared and then…then…he knocked over the lantern,
and I think the place might have caught fire.”

Ellie’s hands went to her cheeks in shock. “Oh, no,
Stick!”

“Yeah. So they must have caught Davey and Baggers,
and they’re probably gonna be looking for me, but I didn’t do
anything, really, I swear.”

“I know. Shh.” Ellie put her palms on Stick’s
flushed cheeks. “It will be okay. Go and tell them what
happened.”

“No! Ellie, I can’t.” Stick paced away and paced
back. “They won’t believe a word I say. Henderson already hates me.
I have to go hide somewhere for a while.” She bent over, braced her
hands on her knees, and took a few deep breaths. It was so, so hard
to breathe. Why couldn’t she think clearly? Why didn’t her heart
explode? It was pounding so hard her body shook. “They’ll figure
out what really happened, right?” She straightened abruptly. “I
hate to say it, El, but Baggers and Davey will have to take the
fall for this. I feel bad for them, but I didn’t do—”

“Stick. Slow down, please.” Ellie removed Stick’s
cap and combed her hair back with soft, gentle fingers.

The sensation made Stick pause. She thrust her arms
around Ellie’s waist. Eyes closed to calm herself, she clung to her
desperately and nearly crumbled at the press of tender lips to her
mouth.

Stick dropped her forehead onto Ellie’s shoulder. “I
don’t want you mixed up in this, so I gotta go now.”

“Where?”

Stick’s hammering heart threatened to choke her, and
judging by the pale expression on Ellie’s face, it was obvious. She
was scaring them both to death.

“Stick, no.” Ellie shook her head vehemently. “You
being gone will look suspicious. You have to just act like
noth—”

“Don’t you get it?” Stick’s eyes teared up. Vivid
memories of old man Henderson played across her mind like a moving
picture show at the Strand. He’d even had a grip on her a couple of
weeks ago. He’d finger her as the third kid just out of spite. “El,
I have to, at least for a while…until the commotion settles and the
truth comes out. I gotta get away from my house and you. I will be
in touch with you, though. I promise, ’cause I need you, Ellie. I…I
love you.”


Chapter Two

The night of the fire, Stick kept to the unlit
backstreets and alleys and made her way across to the South Side of
Boston and the rail yard. She had walked it with Ray many times
when their father was alive, when they’d bring him supper or fetch
him to come home. Stick knew the yard well. She allowed her mind to
escape into the vivid fantasies she’d concocted as a small girl.
The broken, abandoned railcars and the hobos made up the simple
houses and folks of a quiet little town all its own.

So when she picked her way through the darkness,
stepping over sections of railroad ties, scattered lengths of rail,
chunks of coal, and shattered bottles, she wasn’t intimidated. The
back acres of the yard were a vast, decrepit wasteland, and street
people took it in stride. It was, even with its lost and alone
atmosphere, far more welcoming than the real city she now feared as
a sixteen-year-old on the run.

How in the name of God had life come to this, she
wondered. She couldn’t go home to anything that felt like
sanctuary, even if her mother did decide to treat her decently, but
separating from Ellie was what really gnawed at her guts. It was
turning her aching head inside out. It made her duck into alleys to
vomit. It felt like her heart was forcing itself through her chest,
reaching out. She wondered if she would die from it.

Stick poked her head into several boxcars until she
found one with a roof without holes. She climbed in and walked the
inside perimeter in the pitch black. Determined she had it to
herself and there were no men or rats lounging about, she sat down
heavily in a corner. She wasn’t hungry. She hadn’t eaten since…she
couldn’t remember…but she was more numb than anything else, except
for the deep ache in her chest.

Leaning back against the wall, she sighed hard and
closed her eyes. They burned, on the edge of tears, but there’d be
no crying. The facts would be out in short order. You can do
this. Just buck up. Hang on for a bit. But the here and now was
cold. If she was going to get through this insanity, she’d have to
take charge of herself. She’d need a few provisions, a little food
here and there, and a plan to see Ellie. Such were the necessities
of life, she decided, dropping off into an exhausted sleep.

Come morning, Stick woke with a sore ass and a stiff
neck. Shivering, she crawled to the doorway and sat back on her
heels surveying the yard. Images of Baggers jammed into that hole,
of Henderson’s cellar awash in flame, of Ellie’s scared and teary
eyes…They screamed across her mind. What had she done? Jesus. She
scrubbed at her face with irritation. What now?

She wondered how long she could last this way with
nothing but the jacket she was wearing, not a penny to her name.
This was where grown men never bathed and went days without food,
where they shivered in the chill night air and froze to death in
the snow. This was where you stole just to stay alive, and slept
with one eye open, and stayed away from the law.

Stick blinked up at the pale early sun, thankful for
fair weather. It wouldn’t last, and she knew she couldn’t afford to
sit still. She committed the lay of the land to memory. About three
acres away, two men shuffled toward the empty guardhouse near the
street and, thinking they probably knew where free coffee was
available, Stick paid attention.

“Hey.”

The gravelly male voice surprised Stick so much she
almost fell out of the car. He was taller than she was and a good
hundred pounds heavier, and he stood several feet away, filthy from
head to toe in a ragged flannel shirt, dark pants, and shoes with
no laces. Black curly hair stood up all over his head, and his very
scruffy face broke into a broad smile.

“I’m Smitty. Who are you?”

Stick was struck dumb and the big man laughed.

“You got no name? Look, no offense, but…” He
squinted at her. “You a boy or a girl?”

Stick’s jaw flexed. “I’m a girl. My name’s
Stick.”

“Well, then.” Smitty set his big hands on his hips.
“You get in last night?”

Stick weighed just how much she should say. She
already regretted using her own name. Better learn faster than
that. “Maybe. So?”

Smitty shrugged. “Just wonderin’. We ain’t got
nothin’ here, so hope you ain’t looking for a handout. Those two
fellas just went off for coffee.” He nodded in the direction of the
guardhouse. “Salvation Army has it every morning. It’s a couple
blocks over on—”

“I know where it is.”

Smitty squinted at her again. “So you’re from
here?”

Stick kicked herself mentally. If she kept up this
carelessness, she’d be in jail in a heartbeat. “You?”

“Ah, hell no.” Smitty waved his hand in denial.
“Pennsylvania. But the other guys, they’re from here, ’cept Heath.
He’s been here six years now, I think. Before that, no one knows,
but far away would be my guess.”

Stick just nodded and turned back into the car.

“How old are you, Stick?”

She stopped and looked sideways at him. “Old
enough.”

“How much time you lookin’ at?”

Now, she faced him directly. “I ain’t running from
nobody.”

“You kill somebody?”

“Shit, no! I said I ain’t run—”

“Ahuh.” Smitty left her standing in the car doorway.
“Fellas’ll be comin’ around soon and you’re welcome to sit in.
Might as well get to know everyone. No one’ll hurt you.”

“I can take care of myself, thanks,” she said toward
his backside.

“Yup. I figured.”

*

Once she left the Salvation Army building, having
washed up and thrown back two cups of the strongest, sorriest
version of coffee she’d ever tasted, Stick spent the day scrounging
around the army base in Southie, the fish piers, and then the
Leather District. She avoided the naval barracks at Commonwealth
Pier and the base in Charlestown because of that horrible influenza
everyone was talking about. Sailors were dropping like flies, she
heard, so she kept a safe distance.

Back in her rail car after sunset, she assessed her
day’s work: a pair of U.S. Army green pants and matching green
socks with only one hole by the right little toe, a wool blanket a
fisherman tossed at her, and two leather gloves, one small and one
large. She needed a shirt or two. And some underwear was a must,
but she had no idea how to land those…except off someone’s
clothesline. She knew it probably would come to that, but she still
didn’t like it.

And it turned out the guys in the yard were okay.
Friendly and usually pretty funny, and they treated her like one of
them.

It took a good couple of weeks to adjust to that,
being “one of the boys,” homeless and down on your luck, but as the
days went by and things became more routine, Stick didn’t see their
gang as homeless or all that unfortunate. Sure they could use a
good meal now and then, and a bath and a decent shirt, maybe, but
they had a place to call home and friends they could trust like
family. That meant a whole lot.

But the Thanksgiving holiday threatened to send
Stick into the dark doldrums, missing what little festive time she
used to enjoy with her parents, siblings, and neighbors. She
constantly reminded herself that her mother had become someone
whose company few people enjoyed, so she really didn’t miss her at
all. Did she? Brother Ray, at nineteen, had become his own version
of God’s gift to women and was too irritating to hang with for any
length of time, anyway. It was seven-year-old Dottie she missed,
her giggles and bright-eyed smiles, and the games they used to
play. And then, of course, there was Ellie.

She mailed Ellie three postcards on Thanksgiving
week, staying in touch as best she could and keeping her own spirit
from crashing to the yard dirt like so much shattered glass. She
wrote about past Thanksgiving nights, when they’d gather around the
Westons’ big kitchen table and have leftover potatoes and gravy and
big pieces of Mrs. Weston’s pies, either apple or squash. The
Westons could be counted on to have a fat, juicy chicken stuffed
with cornbread and apples, which was why there never were any meat
leftovers.

At her own house, Stick’s mother always prepared
four baked chicken legs, potatoes, and turnip, which was cheap at
the A&P, and although Stick never liked that vegetable’s
bitterness, she ate it to fill up. There was a cup of custard for
each of them as dessert. After heating water for dishes on the old
coal stove and washing and putting everything away, Stick always
made a beeline for the Weston house across the street.

She’d stay till bedtime, munching down cookies Ellie
made with her mom. Oatmeal with peanut bits. Couldn’t buy them in a
store. Crumbly, especially when stashed under a pillow. Special
cookies for special moments…with a special girl.

Now, sitting on a cold chunk of railroad tie and
watching the fire, Stick slouched deeper into her jacket and
studied the faces of the men in the flickering light. It was
Thanksgiving night, and she wondered where each man’s thoughts had
gone. She wondered if her first foray into the streets had been
like any of theirs. She supposed that growing up, eyeballing the
delicious or fun things in stores hadn’t helped keep her on the
straight and narrow.

She sighed and watched her frosty breath dance in
the firelight. Any day now, she calculated, the police would tell
the newspapers how the whole fire went down, that Davey and Baggers
confessed to breaking in, and that the fire was an accident and
nobody was really to blame. It was the truth, after all, so it
might take a little time, but things would sort themselves out
soon. The reasoning gave her hope.

It was plain to see that once this mess was cleaned
up, she’d need a genuine job like other adults. She was one now.
That’s how it felt. She would get back on her feet, and life would
get better than ever. She needed to start right away. Besides, how
could she expect Ellie to even see her, if she was nothing more
than a hoodlum, some street tough? How could she give Ellie sweets
and flowers, the pretty things she deserved? Stick vowed to climb
back to respectability. Tomorrow, she’d send off another postcard
and they’d meet behind the A&P again soon, so Stick could make
sure Ellie knew her intentions.

*

Anonymous postcards arrived every few weeks, and
Ellie treasured them all. Stick was present when she held the
cards. That shared touch of hands. She missed Stick terribly.
Nothing her mother said cheered her. Meal times were subdued;
after-school homework sessions grew into prolonged, sad, and
secluded hours; shopping at the A&P with her parents was
torturous as neighbors always stopped to chat about Henderson’s.
Everyone knew the situation was deadly serious. Ellie had little to
say to anyone.

She continued to save all the news clippings of “the
crime” which, instead of being unraveled and resolved, had exploded
with complexity. A policeman suffered severe burns in the blaze
that turned Henderson’s into a vacant lot of charred debris.
Firemen wore themselves out fighting the losing battle. Neighbors
were all gathered ’round when the police pushed Davey and Baggers
into the paddy wagon. Everyone heard the boys shouting explanations
of what happened, yelling in protest. Everyone heard the police
urgently calling out, asking if any onlookers noticed a fleeing
accomplice.

Within a day of the fire, police started throwing
Stick’s name around. In the neighborhood, it was plenty obvious who
was missing, and everyone figured the beat cops knew more than they
were saying, but nobody was giving up a local girl, one of their
own, because of an accident.

No one knew where Stick had disappeared to anyway.
For that, Ellie was sadly grateful because the cops came calling.
The third and last time the police knocked, they chose right after
supper so her father would be present.

“Eleanor Marie Weston. Have you seen Stick in these
weeks since the fire?”

Her father’s formal tone just made Ellie sink deeper
into the sofa. “No, Dad. I told you and them before.” Her eyes
flickered at the two officers standing in the parlor. “I haven’t.
And nobody I know has, either.”

“Miss Weston,” the mustachioed officer injected,
“the charges are extremely serious. Breaking and entering with
intent to commit larceny, destruction of private property—not to
mention arson. You could be considered an accessory if you don’t
reveal—”

“Arson?” Ellie’s expression was incredulous. “Nobody
would’ve set fire to the place!” She heard the resentment and
indignation in her voice.

Both officers were nodding. “’Fraid so, miss. Lit it
in the cellar. It’s in the official report.”

Ellie felt her blood pressure rise. All that stuff
in the newspapers about corruption was true. It was city-wide.
Someone must have something to gain by calling it arson.

Her mother stepped into her distant line of vision
and cocked her head curiously. “Honey? Are you sure you haven’t
heard anything, any talk about the fire?”

“No, Mom. The only time I’m out is with you or Dad,
so you’ve heard everything I’ve heard. And at school, all anyone
ever mentions is how Davey and Baggers will probably get years in
jail when they go to trial.”

Her father’s baritone made Ellie jump. “And no one
mentions Stick? She’s run around this neighborhood her entire life
and no one mentions her?” Ellie shook her head. He sighed. “I find
that hard to believe.”

Ellie refused to look at the police officers. She
was afraid her façade would crack. But when her father pulled a
stack of postcards from his suit jacket pocket and handed them to
the officers, she thought she would faint.

“Take these,” he said to them, handing over Stick’s
communiqués. “None of them says anything but foolish dribble, but
they’re from her. At least you know she’s still in town.”

He turned and stared into Ellie’s eyes.

“We’ll turn these over to the detectives,” the other
officer said. He shot his partner a glance and they nodded. They
settled their hats on their heads. “If you have anything else,
miss, anything at all, please let us know.”

Mr. Weston opened the door for them. “Thank you,
Officers. We certainly will. You boys do good work and we’ll do our
best to help.”

He shut the door after them, exhaled heavily, and
stuffed his hands into his pockets. “They work practically seven
days a week, you know, and for a pittance. They’re even talking
about a strike, for God’s sake. They need our help, and we need to
do our part as honorable citizens. And that includes you, young
lady.”

Ellie blinked back tears at having lost Stick’s
cards. “You didn’t have to give them away, Dad. You know they
didn’t say anything.” She hated the invasion of her privacy at the
deepest level. And she hated sharing Stick in that way. It was a
violation of their love.

“We will continue to read any more that arrive,
Ellie, and hand them right over.”

“But they’re mine, Daddy! They don’t hurt anyone!”
Now tears rolled.

He waved his finger. “There are people in this city,
very important people, mind you, who believe I’m a family man fit
for public office, and I’m not going to allow questions about my
family’s integrity jeopardize the chance for that raise in pay.
Your mother and I taught you right from wrong when you were a
little girl. You’re a young lady now. You know better and will
behave accordingly.”

He left for his study, pulling a thick cigar from
inside his suit jacket.


Chapter Three

Christmas was the hardest to take. As days counted
down to single digits, Stick was sending postcards daily. Now she
adorned them with little sketches of Christmas trees, wreaths, and
snowmen, all around the words she wrote. Two days before Christmas,
she mailed the last one Ellie would get before the holiday. So many
things were left unsaid once Stick dropped the card into the
mailbox on the corner of Washington and Franklin.

She saved every cent possible, especially lucky ones
she found in the gutter. And she had three books now, old
schoolbooks left on trains by students: arithmetic, mechanics, and
history. She read them religiously in hopes it would make up for
missing school. And everywhere she went, she asked about work,
convinced there was a paying job out there for someone like her,
strong and hardworking with brains. And then she’d get that
experience she’d need to help keep a real roof over their heads. It
was their dream. Stick knew she’d die before giving it up. And she
knew Ellie certainly would be by her side.

And then there were the moments when the whole world
turned into a blue, empty, bone-chilling gut-wrenching place with
no horizon, no Ellie. Stick agonized through those times, focusing
on the brilliant smile that lit up Ellie’s face, her carefree
laughter, the squeezing of their warm hands. And their always
heartfelt, soul-baring kisses.

Hands in her jacket pockets, she walked with head
down into the bitter wind, away from the holiday gaiety along the
streets, and settled on a bench on the Common. Tears slowly blurred
her vision just as snowflakes started to fall. There was only one
thing she wanted for Christmas, and she would see Ellie, kiss
Ellie, if it was the last thing she did.

She’d only been working at Maggie’s Market in
Southie for two weeks and had only twenty-five cents to her name,
so she couldn’t buy Ellie much of a present. Stick kept most of her
pay in a different pocket and vowed to sneak back home as soon as
she had fifty cents to give Mama. Meanwhile, she battled the guilt
of not providing more. She’d find a few items at the A&P
for her family’s Christmas dinner and leave them at the back door,
but she was too poor to buy presents for anyone. And all the while,
she longed to offer Ellie something special. She wiped away tears
with her mismatched gloves and sat up straighter to think.

By the time she reached the rail yard a half hour
later, she was walking on an inch of snow and sporting a headache
that would kill a horse. Ahead was the now-familiar little fire the
guys had going for warmth. Stick wondered if they had any food. She
had a foot-long roll of salami under her jacket, a little something
she borrowed from Foster’s Grocery over in Scollay Square
two hours before. She’d share it with the guys.

That thought finally brought a smile to her face as
she approached the fire ring. She still hadn’t come up with the
ideal present for Ellie, and it weighed heavily on her mind, but
she had to admit, this sight was heartwarming. A gap in their
circle drew her eye to the Christmas tree they’d erected a few feet
away. It was a scrawny-looking pine, probably a reject from the lot
down on D Street where they were selling trees. But a few things
sparkled on its droopy branches, illuminated by the firelight.

Stepping closer, Stick saw the shards of glass,
wrapped in string and connected to many others, encircling the tree
several times.

“Wow,” she said in a reverent whisper. “You guys did
a great job!” She looked at all the faces, but none would look
back. The men mumbled their thanks and pretended not to be touched
by Stick’s praise. She smiled fondly at their pride. They might not
have much in this world, but they had that.

*

It was almost dawn on Christmas Eve, and the fire
was nearly out by the time Stick finished scraping and polishing
the piece of green glass that filled the palm of her hand. Their
humble little Christmas tree had inspired her, and she’d spent
nearly two hours searching for the right piece, kicking up the snow
far across the yard where someone had dumped bottles over the
fence. It was the thick bottom of a wine bottle, and she’d sat down
with it and scraped the jagged glass edges with a chunk of cement
all night until they were ground smooth.

The long night disappeared with Stick hard at work,
her mind drifting far from her shivering hands. Too bad I can’t
ground down my own rough edges. All shiny and polished is how Ellie
should see me, not as some hoodlum who steals salami from the
market…some hobo who needs a good scrubbing and wears stolen
underwear.

Stick could see Ellie’s small, gentle hand absorbing
the warmth and desire of Stick’s hand every time she touched this
simple piece of glass. Ellie’s slim fingers, delicate and white,
would glide along these edges so tenderly, with as much adoration
as her touch to Stick’s cheek. Stick would make sure of it.

She held the glass up to the firelight every so
often and marveled at how the circular piece went from a
black-green to brilliant emerald in her hand. Then she began
scraping a nick into the edge of the glass, running it over a
pointed piece of cement, again and again. Eventually, the nick
widened, deepening toward the center of the glass, and the more it
widened, the more Stick smoothed and rounded back its edges. The
guys went wide-eyed when Stick held the glass up again, this time
in the shape of a heart.

Everyone had gone for free pancakes at St. Mary’s by
the time Stick closed her eyes to sleep. She tucked Ellie’s present
into her jacket pocket, wrapped herself in her blankets, and nodded
off to get enough rest so she could see Ellie later in the day. A
trip to the A&P for last-minute Christmas dinner necessities
was the plan she had outlined in code on the last postcard, and she
hoped with all her heart Ellie could sell the excuse to her mother
and be there.

*

Five hours later, with her spirit as bright as the
winter sun, Stick spotted her. She tugged her cap down harder on
her head and cleared her throat. Stay composed, she told herself;
no falling apart, no blubbering and wasting time being lovesick.
Concentrate.

Through the crumbling walls of the old horse barn
behind the market, Stick watched Ellie shift her parcel to her
opposite arm and hold the hem of her long crimson coat out of the
snow with the other. Even walking tentatively, she was graceful.
And she’s coming to see if I’m here.

The breeze teased some of Ellie’s hair from beneath
her thick collar, and the sight of such golden silk against the
deep blue sky made Stick swallow hard. Ellie was the most beautiful
creature Stick had ever seen, and she loved her with every beat of
her heart. She blinked away joyful tears.

Ellie disappeared around the corner of the
dilapidated building and reappeared in the open doorway. She beamed
at Stick, her parcel cast aside, instantly forgotten.

That happy, knowing smile nearly knocked Stick to
the ground. They stepped into each other’s arms and sobbed their
hellos. Composure be dammed.

Stick finally drew back and cupped the chilled, rosy
cheeks in her palms. Ellie reached up between Stick’s hands and
softly stroked away a tear. Her smile widened when Stick leaned
into her touch.

“Oh, Ellie…I…I don’t have the words to tell you how
much you mean to me. You’re everything I need in this world.” She
kissed the tip of her nose. “I dream of y—”

Ellie’s gloved fingertips stilled Stick’s lips. “I
love you.” She rose up on her toes to press her kiss to Stick’s
trembling mouth. “I hate what’s happened, but don’t you forget that
you’re all I need, too.”

They kissed with intense passion, Stick wrapping her
arms around the bulky coat and drawing Ellie down onto the blanket
she brought. Both their hats fell away as Stick leaned along Ellie,
their kisses unending. Ellie locked her arms around Stick’s
shoulders, wiggled her fingers from her gloves, and drove them up
into Stick’s hair. She sighed in Stick’s ear as kisses traveled
across her mouth to her cheek and neck and returned to her lips
with urgent need.

“My God, I have missed you,” Stick breathed, lifting
her head and gazing in wonder at Ellie’s face. “There will never be
anyone for me but you.”

Now Ellie’s eyes filled. She pulled Stick’s head
down and sealed her lips to Stick’s. She moaned into Stick’s mouth,
squeezing her closer with shaking hands.

Stick caressed Ellie’s clenched eyes, kissed away
the tears, kissed her forehead ever so slowly. “Somehow, we have to
stop crying, my beautiful girl,” she whispered against the bridge
of Ellie’s nose. “You can’t go home with red eyes even if it is the
color of Christmas.”

She drew back, kissed the sad smile slowly, and sat
them up. Ellie rose to her knees and then her feet.

“Where are you going?”

Ellie just grinned down at Stick and moved to a pile
of discarded boards in the corner of the ramshackle structure. As
Stick watched with great curiosity, Ellie moved the wood aside and
lifted a bundled blanket from a depression in the floor. She
returned to Stick and set it onto her lap.

“I’ve been collecting things,” Ellie said. “Each
time I’ve had to run to the market, I’ve added to the package.”
Stick just stared at it, baffled. “Go on. Unwrap it.”

Stick unfolded the blanket and gave a little gasp.
She looked up with disbelief from the odd assortment of very useful
items. “Is all this for me?”

Ellie nodded repeatedly. “See?” she began, and dove
into the pile. “Peanut butter, Stick, and that strawberry jam we
like so much.” She held up one item after another, and Stick’s eyes
just grew more dazed. “Here’s some licorice sticks and peppermints,
a bag of crackers, these two apples, some deviled ham, Heinz
spaghetti, and Campbell’s vegetable soup. I know you like that. Oh,
and also some of my heavy socks, a scarf my nana made years ago,
and my favorite mittens. And of course this blanket.”

“Holy mackerel, Ellie!” Stick studied the lapful of
treasures. “I can’t believe you did all this. I…I…”

“Oh, and these too.” Ellie pulled a small bag out of
one of the socks. “My cookies.”

Stick’s head popped up. “Your special cookies with
the peanuts?”

Ellie wiped a tear from the corner of Stick’s eye.
“How else could I take care of you? God knows, Stick, you have to
eat and stay warm, be careful not to get this influenza. It’s so,
so dangerous. I’ve been going crazy, waiting for this day.” She
leaned close and pressed a soft, lingering kiss onto Stick’s lips.
“Now, keep your eyes closed.”

Her opened hand resting in Ellie’s, Stick felt the
feather-weight touch of chain draping across her fingers, and then
the press of something the size of nickel into her palm.

“Okay, open.”

Stick stared down at the gold chain and the heart it
carried, and tears fell immediately. Ellie quickly captured Stick’s
wet face and kissed her. “Merry Christmas to my love.”

Stick hung her head, sagged heavily into Ellie’s
arms, and cried. “Oh, h-how did you do—”

“Shh. Don’t worry about that.”

“I-I love this, Ellie,” she managed. “So much.” She
sniffed hard and sat up, ogling the jewelry. Ellie’s hands appeared
then, and she took the necklace and lowered it over Stick’s head.
“Ellie, I…I’ll never take it off. I swear.”

“I want you to have a reminder of me, of us,
wherever you go. To know I’m with you, Stick, through all of
this…and more.”

They cried, kissed, and just held each other for
what seemed like mere seconds when it came time to part. Ellie
piled all the items together and wrapped the blanket around
them.

“Before your kisses get my brain any more mushy,
Miss McLaughlin, I need to let you know something.” She stroked
Stick’s hands. “Your postcards. Be careful, honey. My father takes
them.”

Stick was outraged. “That’s not fair. It’s against
the law to take someone’s mail!”

“Shh. Yes, I know. But I guess until I’m eighteen,
he can do as he pleases with me—and my rights. I’m lucky that Mama
gets the mail from the mailman every day and lets me read your
cards. I don’t know what I’d do if I couldn’t read them! She stands
right there while I do, then takes them to give to Dad. He…” Her
head lowered. “He gives them all to the police, Stick.”

“Oh.” It was another gut punch to withstand. “But at
least you get to read them. I’m not stopping. I’ll be careful.” She
set her forehead against Ellie’s. “So far so good with our
code.”

“Thank God,” Ellie said with a sob, and thrust
herself into Stick’s arms, crying as she kissed her.

Stick returned her kiss with equal fervor until they
had to break apart to breathe. “I know we should go soon,” she
murmured, her eyes filling again. “I can’t get you in trouble.”
Ellie traced Stick’s jaw with a fingertip and the wisps of Ellie’s
short, excited breaths tickled her face. They matched her own, and
she knew Ellie’s heart raced just like hers. She closed her eyes to
concentrate. “This mess will probably be over soon, but until then,
I don’t want—”

“What do you mean, ‘over soon’?”

Stick leaned in and kissed her tenderly. “I heard
about the trial starting, so Davey and Baggers will finally get to
say how the fire was all an accident. Once that’s official, I—”
Stick frowned at Ellie’s frown. “What?”

“Stick, listen please.”

Stick cringed at the sight of Ellie’s deepening
frown, and when Ellie pressed her palm to her cheek, Stick knew
there was more bad news to come.

“They’re after you for breaking in, yes, but they’re
also charging you with arson.”

Stick jerked back. “No! That’s not true, Ellie.” She
moved to get up, but Ellie grabbed her arm and held her in place on
the blanket. “It was an accident. Honest.” Stick’s eyes were
watering again, and her voice shook.

Ellie pulled her into her arms. “Honey, you don’t
have to explain to me. You know I’ve believed you from the
beginning. But every damn one of them is on the take.”

Stick pulled away enough to search Ellie’s eyes for
answers. “Why, though? What do any of them have to gain by making
up stuff?” She dropped her face into her hands and groaned.

Ellie hugged her shoulders with one arm and drew
Stick’s head to her chest with the other. “I have a theory on that.
Dad says the police are trying to start a union, so I think they
want people to be on their side. And a cop was badly burned at
Henderson’s, you know, so they have the perfect way to get people’s
sympathy if it comes to voting for a strike.”

Stick was glued to the tale, dumbfounded, and
feeling all the more lost. She was grateful for the soothing motion
of Ellie’s chest at every breath. She rubbed her eyes with both
hands. “Ellie, what can I do?”

“Whatever you’ve been doing, honey. You stay safe
and be smart. The truth is bound to come out. It’s only right.”

Stick burrowed her face inside Ellie’s collar to
hide from the world. She nuzzled her neck. It was hard to resist
snuggling deeply into Ellie’s warmth and the scent of her
honeysuckle lotion, especially when Ellie welcomed her within such
a firm embrace. Stick’s insides coiled. Her breathing went ragged.
She was ravenous for every inch of her. This wasn’t the first time,
but it was the most inconvenient.

She pretended to bite the sweet skin. She couldn’t
help it, and growled into the crook of Ellie’s neck and shoulder.
Escaping to this place was heavenly. Stick licked the spot and
sucked it eagerly.

Ellie’s face flushed and she shivered. She playfully
pushed Stick away. “Mmmm. We need to behave, Stick.”

Stick reached out and slipped her fingers to the
back of Ellie’s neck, then dipped beneath her collar, enjoying the
satin feel of Ellie’s shoulder. “We’ve never misbehaved,”
she whispered, her lips a breath away from Ellie’s. “Every part of
me wants to be connected to you.”

Stick sat still and quiet. She didn’t know if she’d
just opened her big mouth once too many times or if Ellie was
seriously considering what she’d insinuated. Again, speaking
without thinking. But boy, she meant what she said. With any
luck, Ellie would put her trust—and everything else—in her hands.
And then Stick would pray she’d know what to do.

Ellie finally met Stick’s eyes and gave her a
sheepish smile. “You really
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