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CHAPTER 1

1985

 

HER GRANDMOTHER’S SUMMONS had come to Maria
printed
in an unfamiliar hand, not her usual neat graceful script, which had been
always written in black ink with an old-fashioned fountain pen, the kind with a
sharp metal nib and a little rubber bladder inside. She had dictated this note to her nurse; that fact alone was painful evidence
of her advancing disease, of the urgency of her request: 

 

Dearest Maria, 

I hate to intrude
on your medical training, which I know is most intense just now, but I beg you
to come and see me while I am still able to talk to you. There are some things
I must tell you, not least among them how much I treasure you. Please do not
delay. 

Love, Grandma 

 

Maria managed to negotiate two days off and hurried to her
grandmother’s home. She still had a front door key left from her younger days,
so she let herself in and stood now in the big front room enveloped in a
nostalgic fog of memories provoked by the odors and sight of the room.

The rooms looked very much as they had during the years when she
came here as a girl; they were furnished with dark Victorian furniture, heavy
drapes pulled back, thick Persian carpets, and with light filtering in through
the surrounding trees. A soft odor of furniture oil and old books permeated the
air. Ranks of bookshelves lined the walls, every
shelf packed with neat rows of books and unbound scientific journals.
The many papers on her large desk lay in neat piles; a dust cover shrouded her
old Underwood typewriter. Stacks of books, journals and unopened mail lay on
the dusty dining room table. She must be no longer able to keep up with it; she
would hate the disorder and neglect. 

Maria had only gradually come to realize what a remarkable woman
her paternal grandmother was. Throughout her childhood years she had simply
been her “Grandma”, though there had always been a special bond between them.
She had loved visiting her in this old house at the edge of the campus with its
upstairs rooms—her personal museum—full of
taxidermically mounted animals and birds, carefully labeled specimen boxes with glass tops, bottles of pickled
creatures—fish, amphibians, snakes—even ugly parasitic tapeworms, which
she told Maria had been removed from the intestines of animals. She had been
fascinated and frightened by a little yellowish near-term human fetus floating
in formaldehyde; it was a little boy, his small, perfectly formed genitalia
proved that; a purple umbilical cord dangled from his belly; his eyes were
closed and his face was scrunched up in a worried expression. “He was
stillborn,” Grandma explained matter-of-factly in response to her nervous
questions, “That happens sometimes, but not often. Sometime I will show you the
entire collection of preserved human fetuses at the Natural History Museum, so
you can see all the steps by which a fertilized egg, called an ovum, develops
from the earliest stages into a baby like this one. Come, I set up the
microscope in the next room. I thought we would look at the slides of insect
mouth parts today. We can see how they are adapted to the insect’s life
habits.” Small and neat, gray hair clipped short, quick precise movements,
intelligent dark blue eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. Her gentle hand on
Maria’s shoulder as she peered into the microscope as strong a declaration of
love as any words.

She was always keen to share her love of biology, eager to engage
a willing student, even if—no, especially because—she was her granddaughter.
During the many hours they had spent together, she had amused her, she had
taught her, she had challenged her, and now she realized that she had molded
her in her own image into the physician-scholar
she was training to become. In high school and college, she became aware
that her Grandma was also known as Dr. Emma Hansen, Professor of Biology at Harrington College, and that her life had followed
an extraordinarily challenging path. The youngest daughter of a hardscrabble
farm family, she had somehow managed to scratch out a college education and to
become one of the first women to earn a Ph.D. in biology from Cornell
University in the 1920s, a time when women were strongly discouraged or even
banned from graduate study. She was the first female appointed to the science
faculty at Harrington, a small liberal arts college, and in time became a
respected biology teacher and established the
only active scientific research program in the college until the
appointment of younger faculty in the 1950s. At the time of her retirement in
1970 she had been universally regarded as the most eminent scientist in the
college.

 

A WHITE-CLAD nurse stepped soundlessly into the room, startled her
from her reverie.

“Oh, Dr. Bellafiori, you’re here. She will be so glad to see you.
She has been somewhat agitated all day, knowing that you were coming.”

“How is she?”

“Not well, I’m afraid. Weaker and losing weight. She can still get
to the bathroom with a walker, but I worry about her falling when I’m not here.
She absolutely refuses to go to a nursing home. She needs to have
around-the-clock care.”

“Oh, my. She has always been so capable, so
independent and dignified. She’s been a widow for decades, very self-sufficient. I can
imagine how hard all this is for her to accept.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Is she in pain?”

“Yes and it is getting worse. Metastatic to her bones, as I think
you know. I’ve been giving her Percocet p.r.n.—as needed. And she is using
quite a lot. Is there more you’d like me to do?”

“Oh, no. You should follow her doctor’s orders. I’m just starting
my residency. It would be inappropriate for me to supervise her care. Just
think of me as her granddaughter.”

“Yes, well, please go in. I know she’s eager to see you.”

 

“MARIA, OH, DEAR girl, come here.” A weakened, wavering voice, not
as Maria remembered it.

“Grandma!” 

Grandma was propped up in bed with pillows, emaciated and pale,
but smiling. Maria embraced her carefully, as though the bones that she could feel so easily through her flannel nightgown
might break—as indeed they could—and kissed her dry cheek. She tried to
hide her shock at the deterioration in her health since she had last seen her.

“I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to come to see you. The
internship was just grueling. I couldn’t get away.”

“Oh, I know. I’ve never understood why medical
schools abuse interns the way they do. It’s just hazing, like in the military
academies. Graduate schools are more humane, especially nowadays. And
effective, I daresay. Is it better now that you are in your residency?” Her
eyes drew her in with well-remembered intensity.

“No, it’s just as bad. And with more responsibility. It took some
pleading to get away.”

“I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have asked you to come
if it weren’t important.”

“I know, Grandma.”

“You must miss the research lab. Have you decided on a specialty?”

“I’m pretty inclined toward oncology. I think there are going to
be some exciting opportunities for research. New discoveries about oncogenes,
genes that normally regulate cell growth but go haywire in cancer. They might
be targets for new therapies.”

“That’s wonderful, Maria. You really must choose an area where you
can do research. Use that fine mind of yours.”
Still encouraging, prodding, setting the bar as high as she could
possibly reach.

“But, Grandma, that’s enough about me. I came to see you. See how
you’re doing. You sent for me.”

She waved a skeletal hand dismissively. “Oh,
that’s clear enough, isn’t it, dear girl. I suppose I am paying for all my
exposure to x-rays back in the 30s and 40s. The cancer is quite advanced now. I
intend to die soon.”

“Oh, Grandma. Don’t talk that way.” She bit her lip. How could she
be so matter of fact about it?

“Now, hush. You know I’ve always tried to do things rationally.
It’s time. My disease is progressing rapidly, and I will soon become
incapacitated. Intolerably so. I’m eighty-five years old. I can no longer do
useful work. I need to do this while I can still think clearly. And I need you
to help me.” She broke off abruptly, closed
her eyes, and gripped her blanket with her fists. Muscles tightened in
her face.

“Grandma, you’re in pain, aren’t you?” 

She did not speak, but nodded slightly. 

“Aren’t you taking your medication?”

“Some.”

“What do you mean, ‘some’?”

“Maria, dear Maria, listen to me,” she said
softly. “You are my favorite grandchild. They say you shouldn’t have favorites, but I’m
sorry, I do. And it’s you.” 

Maria fought tears. “I know. I guess I’ve known that for a long
time. I think my brothers knew it too, but . . . but, maybe it doesn’t matter
now.”

“Yes, it does. Because I want you to help me. ”

Maria raised her hands to ward it off. “Grandma, I can’t—”

“Oh,” she interrupted. “I won’t ask you to
violate your medical ethics. Just tell me how much I need. The pain pills. I’ve been
saving them, not taking them except when it gets really bad. I’ve hidden them
away where she can’t find them. And I won’t tell you where they are either.”

“Grandma, please . . .”

“Now, Maria, listen to me.” Such strength, such determination. It
had brought her this far, and it would take her the rest of the journey. “Listen now, my dear. You know how I hate messes.
Hate being dependent. I’m going to do this anyway, so just help me to do
it right. I’ve talked to my lawyer. Got my affairs in order.”

“Shouldn’t we call Dad and Mom?”

“No! Bring them all the way back from Africa? Spoil their holiday?
No, wait until after. Your father is just
like his father, dear Joe, so emotional, so passionate. No. I need calm
now. No scenes. Peace.” Weak as her voice was, it was whip-taut with
determination. 

The knot in Maria’s throat blocked a reply. 

“I just need two things from you,” Grandma said quietly.

“Two things?”

“Yes, now first, tell me how many of these pills will I need?”

“Grandma . . .”

“Maria!” The familiar tone when she disobeyed.

“OK.” Maria sighed and picked up an empty vial from the dresser.
Her grandmother weighed less than a hundred pounds now, perhaps only
eighty-five to ninety. “These are 7.5 milligrams of oxycodone plus 325 of
acetaminophen. I’d guess thirty at one time. Unless you’ve been taking them
regularly and become habituated. Then it will take more. Forty, even fifty.”
She broke off, choked back a sob and covered her face with her hands.

Her grandmother stirred in the bed, groaned and with obvious
effort leaned over to tug gently on Maria’s hands. She pulled them to her lips
and kissed them.

“I’m sorry to put you through this. Please try to think of it as
an act of love. You’re the only one I can trust.” 

Maria couldn’t reply, but fished in her purse for a handkerchief
and dabbed tears from her face.

“There’s one more thing. Something else I need for you to do.”

“What’s that?” She feared to ask, but knew there was little that
she could refuse.

“Look in the top left drawer of my dresser over there. There’s a
key in the back behind my jewelry case. So-called jewelry.” She chuckled. “It’s
all cheap costume stuff that I rarely wore. Find it? It’s a key to the metal file
cabinet by my desk out in the living room. Unlock it and look for a thick,
sealed manila envelope in the file called ‘Am. J. Genet.’ American Journal
of Genetics. Top drawer. Bring it in here, please.” 

Maria went to the living room and fumbled with the key to the file
cabinet. She was crying again, so she paused and took a few deep breaths to get
herself under control. Grandma would want that. She found the file exactly as
described. She returned to the bedroom. Her grandmother was lying back on the bed
with her eyes closed, lips parted, exhausted by the effort of their
conversation.

“Remove the letter on top. The handwritten one from me. There’s a
longer typewritten one under it,” she whispered. “Read it. Take your time. Read
it carefully.”

As Maria read, she became more agitated. Her pulse throbbed at her
throat. “This is incredible. Grandma, I can’t believe this.”

“Shh. Finish reading it. Then read my letter on top.”

She completed reading; her hand trembled as it held the document.
“You want me to send these letters to the editor of the American Journal of
Genetics to be published? My God.”

Her grandmother did not sit up, did not open her eyes. “Yes,” she
said softly. “After I’m gone.”

“It’ll cause a huge scandal. What if he
refuses to publish it? He probably will.”

“Tell him you’ll send it to the New York Times. And if he
still refuses, do it.”

“Oh, Grandma, why now? After all these years?”

“This is not about settling scores, Maria. All the principals are
dead now. Or soon will be. This is to set the historical record straight.”

“What if they don’t believe you?”

“Oh, the truth will get out. I trust the historians.”

“You think they have more integrity than scientists?”

“No. I just know academics. Careers are made by overturning the
conventional wisdom, the established order of things.”





 

CHAPTER 2

1912

 

THE SKIES DARKENED to a glowering blue-gray in mid-afternoon, and
heavy wind-borne snow began falling soon after; slanting sheets of white
obscured the pupils’ view of the surrounding fields. Miss Connor was forced to
light the kerosene lamps because the daylight from the tall schoolhouse windows
became too dim. A cold draft chilled the older pupils, whose desks were ranked
along the west wall nearest the windows and distant from the coal-burning stove
in the center of the room, but Emma Hansen was warmly dressed and so absorbed
in solving algebra problems that she didn’t notice the approaching snowstorm
until an especially strong wind gust rattled the windows. 

It would be a cold walk home through snow-clotted roads; there
would be no shortcut through corn stubble. She would much rather stay here in
her favorite place, the Hamilton Grove School, warmly encouraged by Miss
Connor, than trudge to the big old farmhouse where evening chores and an
ill-tempered mother awaited her. 

Emma dwelt in two worlds, both situated in the
undulating fields and woods of a northwestern Illinois farming community and
peopled by second- and third-generation northern European immigrant families like the Hansens, but separated by a mile and
a half: the world of the little one-room country school where she now sat, and
the world of the farm where she lived with her parents and her siblings: three
older and one younger. She much preferred the school. Although she was not yet
thirteen, she was in the eighth grade because she had skipped third grade. If
some of the sixth and seventh graders called her teacher’s pet, she didn’t
mind, because it was true, but well deserved. Besides, the younger
pupils adored “Miss Emma” because Miss Connor had deputized her to teach them reading and arithmetic; they flocked around her,
competed to hold her hand. And—mirabili dictu—they learned as quickly
under her guidance as they had from Miss Connor. Emma was the only eighth
grader, so Miss Connor had designed a special program for her: algebra, Latin,
English literature and grammar, geography and world history. It was not the
standard eighth grade program prescribed by the county superintendent of
schools, but his visits to the many rural schools in the county were so
infrequent that he would never know. 

Next spring, however, Emma would be forced to
emerge, an uncertain butterfly, from this cocoon of success and approval; she
would graduate from grade school and leave Miss Connor and Hamilton Grove
School forever. She hoped to go on to the nearest “high” school in Stanton
Mills, twelve miles away, but Emma knew little of high schools. Her two
brothers and her sister had completed their education at eighth grade; she knew
that it would be a struggle to persuade her parents to allow her to continue
her education. It was an enticing, if slightly frightening prospect; she was
prepared to fight for it.

 

EMMA STAMPED THE snow off of her rubber boots and removed them on the back porch before entering the
house. Tracking wet boots into the kitchen would earn a scolding. Inside the
kitchen she hung her coat and knit cap on a nail. Adjacent nails where her
father’s, Bjorn’s, and Henrik’s coats normally hung were bare; they must still
be out working. She stood by the great iron kitchen range and rubbed her cold
hands together close to its hot surface; this was the warmest place in the
house and welcome after the long walk home in blowing and drifting snow.

“Emma, don’t dawdle,” her mother called out from the front room
where Emma guessed she was nursing baby Aaron. “Fetch the potatoes from the
cellar and get them peeled and on to boil. Bring up a jar of string beans too. Papa and the boys came in early
from cutting wood because of the snow.
They’re milkin’ now and they’re going to be hungry.” 

This was good news. If her father and brothers had been still
working in the woods, Emma would have been sent to the cold barn to milk their
five cows by hand. She and her mother had done it together until this summer
when the baby was born after a very long labor. Aaron had been born “arse
first”; Emma still cringed at the memory of her mother’s cries and moans. Now
her mother was burdened with the care of an infant and ill-defined—to Emma
anyway—“female troubles,” so many of her farm and household chores fell to
Emma. She retrieved a dozen musty potatoes from the root cellar and sat at the
kitchen table to peel them with her Latin text propped in front of her; she could
memorize vocabulary words while she peeled the potatoes, saving the peels to
feed to the chickens.

“You’d get that done faster if you’d get your nose out of that
book,” her mother scolded as she entered the kitchen. “Honest to God, child.
Kirsten would have had them boiling by now.” 

“Yes, Mama.” Emma closed the offending book
and worked in silence while her mother shoveled more coal into the kitchen range
and filled a frying pan with pink sausages. 

Kirsten does everything right, everything
better than me, she reflected. But she’s not here, is she? Kirsten, seventeen years old, had
been hired out as a live-in servant girl
with the Reinhardt family, who were Catholics and had a large number—a
“litter” her mother derisively called it—of young children. “God knows, we need
her back since the baby was born, but we need the money too.” 

It was far from the first time Emma had heard that remark. Kirsten
only returned to the family home on alternate weekends, and with the snow
filling the rural roads as it was tonight, it was unlikely that her brothers
would take a team and sled to bring her home this weekend. That was all right
with Emma. She would have the bedroom they shared to herself. Cold as it was,
she could wrap herself in quilts and read as late in the night as she wished.
Miss Connor had given her Tess of the d’Urbervilles. Emma read with
fascination at the guilt and shame visited on poor Tess through no fault of her
own—Tess, a milkmaid like herself.

“Now set the table, Emma. Honestly, child, do
I have to tell everything? Get your head out of the clouds.” 

 

STAMPING OF BOOTS announced the arrival of Emma’s father and
brothers on the back porch, and a gust of cold air blew into the kitchen with
them. As they hung their coats and caps on nails behind the kitchen range and
laid their gloves to dry on the floor next to it, a familiar odor filled the
room, an amalgam of the rich organic smell of cow manure and horse urine, of
spicy hay and sour milk—the smell of the cow barn. To it was added the nip of
male sweat; the family had its last weekly baths five days ago.

“Snowin’ like hell out there,” Bjorn offered. “They ain’t goin’ to
be no school tomorrow, I don’t think. The teacher can’t get there if it keeps
up like this.” Like his father and younger brother Henrik, Bjorn was tall and
fair, already muscular from years of fieldwork and cutting and splitting wood.
He patted Emma’s head. “You’ll be sorry about that, huh, Miss Bookworm?” She
did not reply. Bjorn, six years older than she, seemed almost like another parent;
she was more fond of gentle Henrik, who was only two years older and never
teased her about her bookish ways and still played with her in their rare free
time.

“Wash up now,” her mother said. “Supper’s ready.”

After a perfunctory recitation of the usual
prayer, the family ate hungrily. There was little conversation beyond requests to pass
dishes until the meal was finished, when Emma’s father scraped back his chair
and began speaking almost as though he were thinking aloud. “That snow is gonna
slow us down if it gets too deep. We need to get them big oaks snaked out of
the woods and cut for the framing of the barn addition. And the boys have got a
couple wagon loads of fence posts cut that we need to sell.”

Emma’s mother’s mouth tightened. The barn addition was a source of
contention between her parents. Her father had come home a few months ago and
announced, “I’ve been talking to that Swiss cheesemaker, Tschudi. He says he’ll
buy all the milk we can bring him, a dollar a hundredweight. I figure if we put
an addition on the barn, we can milk more cows, store the milk in cans in the
cow tank overnight so it won’t go sour and haul it to his factory every day. Be
good steady income.”

“How many cows?” her mother had asked warily.

“Oh, ten, twelve; maybe work up to more later.”

“Who’s gonna milk all them cows? Not Emma and me, like we do now.
Not that many. And with the baby and all.”

“Oh, me and the boys will pitch in.”

“What about the hogs? We’re feedin’ them the skim milk now.”

“There’s a lot of whey from cheesemakin’. Tschudi needs to get rid
of it anyways. So we can haul it back for the hogs. It’s good for ’em. Along
with corn like we do now.” 

“And how’re we going to pay for the cows? That’s a lot of money.”

“We’ll have to borrow enough from the bank to buy half a dozen or
so. Pay it back from the milk money. Then, if we keep all the heifer calves, we
can grow our own herd in two, three years.”

Her father’s expression made it clear that the decision was made
and no further discussion was welcome.

“Well, just don’t come to me when it’s hayin’ time, or threshin’,
or plantin’ time and you can’t keep up with milkin’ all them cows,” her mother
muttered. 

Emma knew that a good portion of the extra chore would fall to
her, and she dreaded it. Already her hands ached after milking five cows. A
dozen more? It was too much. Secretly she had begun plotting her eventual
escape from the drudgery of the farm: she would become a schoolteacher like
Miss Connor. Already she was teaching the little ones, and Miss Connor called
her “my bright young assistant.”

 

WINTER EVENTUALLY GAVE way to springtime,
Emma’s favorite time on the farm. A canopy of white and pink blossoms covered
the orchard’s apple, plum, and pear trees. Fresh grass and swaths of yellow
dandelions, tender leaves on the trees replaced the melting snow banks and mud
of early spring. There were fields to be plowed and planted, but today, in
respect of the Sabbath, no fieldwork would be done. 

Henrik and Emma were free to pursue a favorite shared pastime.
Henrik had helped Emma with her collection of wild bird eggs from the beginning
two years ago. Finding the eggs of meadow and ground birds—meadowlarks,
bobolinks, red-winged blackbirds, pheasants—had been relatively easy. Henrik
often spotted their nests during his work in the fields and alerted Emma. 

Raiding the nests of birds that nested around the buildings and in
nearby trees—pigeons, sparrows, starlings,
grackles, robins, barn swallows—also presented little challenge, as
Henrik was willing to climb the trees. 

Emma punctured each end of the eggs with a needle and blew the
contents out. She had learned to candle the farm’s hens’ eggs before they were
sold, so she could tell whether a wild bird’s egg contained an embryo that was
too large to be expelled. Those eggs were returned to their nests, although
Emma had broken a few and studied the stages in their development from bloody
spot to tiny bird with huge closed eyes, naked pink body and a rubbery yellow
beak. The empty eggshells were preserved with a drop of camphor and placed in
cotton-lined boxes with neat handwritten labels identifying the species. Emma
also kept written notes about the location and construction of the nests,
undisturbed if possible, but retrieved from trees by Henrik if necessary. 

Now it had become more difficult to add new
specimens to the collection. Emma and Henrik hunted for birds whose nests were harder
to find or raid, such as woodpeckers, owls, and secretive woodland birds. Henrik had spotted a crow’s nest at the top of a
dead hackberry tree hidden in the farm’s woods. He planned to climb it
and retrieve the eggs for Emma’s collection. If he succeeded, it would be a
triumph. Crows were the most intelligent of birds; their nests were difficult
to locate and perched precariously in high, inaccessible places.

As they headed for the crow’s nest, they crossed a stony
outcropping in the hilly pasture that lay between the farm’s gently rolling
cultivated fields and the twenty-acre woods at the northern edge of the farm. A
killdeer fluttered on the ground a few feet from them uttering its shrill “Kill-DEER!” cry and dragging a bent wing behind so
that reddish under feathers were displayed. 

“Look, she’s pretending to be hurt, so we will try to catch her
and not find her nest,” Emma said. “Most birds just fly away or scream at you.
Isn’t she clever?”

“You’ve already got killdeer eggs, haven’t you? Do you want to
look for her nest?”

“No, let her go.”

As they approached the dead hackberry tree, Emma felt a shiver of
fear. “Henrik, it’s taller than our windmill, and the nest is way up at the
top. Be careful.” 

A large saucer-shaped mass of sticks lay wedged in a crotch formed
by three small branches some forty-to-fifty feet above them. Two black crows
circled warily.

“It’s OK, Emmie, I’ll just shinny up there and lower ’em in the
sack the way we said,” Henrik replied. 

The plan was to place two or three purloined
eggs in a cloth sack and lower it gently to the ground with a length of binder
twine so that his hands would be free for the difficult descent. With that,
Henrik was up the tree, searching out branches to brace his feet and pull himself up. He moved quickly but carefully. A few dead branches were too brittle to support his weight and broke off and clattered to
the ground. 

Emma watched nervously. 

As Henrik approached the nest, the crows cried out loudly and flew
at him. He ignored them and let out a whoop
when he secured a position at the top of the tree from which he could
reach into the nest. “Eggs! A whole clutch of ’em!” He wobbled as he wrenched
the sack from his back pocket.

“Hang on, Henrik!” Emma cried out. “You almost fell!” 

“Don’t worry,” came his cheerful voice from above. “I’ve got three
of ’em in the sack. Let me get fixed tight here and I’ll lower ’em down.” The
sack slowly descended, swaying and bumping branches gently. 

Emma reached up eagerly and pulled the sack into her hands. “Let
go the string,” she called. “I’ve got it.” 

Inside the sack were three pale blue-green eggs covered with dark
brown speckles, larger than most of the eggs in Emma’s collection, but smaller
than the hen’s eggs she gathered daily from the henhouse.

“Do they have babies in ‘em?” Henrik called down. 

Emma held an egg toward the sun and squinted, twirled the egg
gently. “No! They’re perfect. Just yolks. Now come down. You’re scarin’ me up
there.” 

Henrik crept down the tree more slowly than he had ascended it. He
felt for supporting branches with his feet. 

Emma watched his fumbling moves nervously, called out when she
could warn that he was missing a branch or tell him where one was near his
foot. She relaxed and returned to studying the eggs when he was about ten feet
above the ground. She heard a sharp snap and little cry. She jerked her head
around and witnessed Henrik landing on his side at the base of the tree. 

“Henrik!” she screamed.

He lay still for a long time, then rolled over onto his back and
groaned. 

Emma knelt by him, her hands fluttering, not knowing if or where
she should touch him, finally caressing his face. “Are you all right? Please,
be all right.”

“I guess so,” he mumbled. “Knocked the wind out of me.” He sat up,
then fell back with a cry. “Oh, my leg hurts like hell.”

“Do you think it’s broke?” 

“I dunno. Have to see if I can stand. Gimme a few minutes.”

Emma began to cry. “I’m sorry, Henny. It’s all my fault. I
shouldn’t have talked you into climbing that tree. Just to get some old crow’s
eggs.”

“It’s OK, Emmie. Don’t cry. Looks like I ripped up this leg of my
overalls. Mama’s gonna be mad.” Henrik pulled the torn cloth aside to reveal
bloody abrasions along his right leg. “Ripped my leg up a little too.”

“Does it hurt? Can you walk? We got to get you back to the house
and cleaned up.”

Henrik struggled to his feet and then cried out. “Oh, shit!”

“Is it broke?”

“I don’t think so, but it sure hurts when I stand on it.”

They made their way from the woods back to the farmstead. Henrik
leaned on Emma and limped painfully. How strange it was to support her big, strong
blond brother, fully a head taller, the brother on whom she had leaned—figuratively at least—for years. She was filled with tenderness.

“What happened? How’d you hurt
yourself?” their mother demanded when they crept into the farm house. 

Henrik hung his head and remained silent, but Emma spoke up.

“He fell out of a tree. We think it’s just a sprain or a bruise.
It isn’t broken.”

“What the Sam Hill was he doing up a tree?” Papa asked.

“He was fetching some crow’s eggs for my collection. It’s my
fault. I put him up to it.”

“That’s just enough of this foolishness,” her
mother cried. “I want you to get rid of them damned eggs. Throw ’em out and
stay out of trees.”

“Mama, no!”

“Yes. Now. A girl has no business fooling around with such things
in the first place.”

“Mama, please let her keep the eggs,” Henrik pleaded. “I’ll
promise not to climb no more trees.” 

Their mother shook her head. Emma and Henrik turned their eyes to
their father in appeal. His word would be final. 

He ran his fingers through his graying hair, avoided his wife’s
glare. “Well, all right. She can keep ’em so long’s you both promise not to
climb no more trees.” 

“We promise,” they chorused, but Henrik winked at Emma. 

She led him to the kitchen and dabbed the wounds to his leg with a
clean rag and warm water from the teakettle on the stove. He tried not to wince
as she painted the abrasions with tincture of iodine. 

“Don’t forget to blow out them crow’s eggs,” he whispered.
“They’re beauties.”

 

TWO WEEKS LATER on a Friday afternoon after all
the other pupils were dismissed and ran shouting out of the schoolhouse, Emma
was surprised when Miss Conner asked her to remain behind. 

“You can clean the blackboards and help me tidy up. Then I’ll take
you home with me. I need to talk to your parents.” What on earth was this
about? Surely she was not in trouble. Miss Conner used a horse and buggy to
travel between Stanton Mills and Hamilton Grove School when the roads were
passable. The horse was kept in a little barn next to the boys’ outhouse. Emma helped
Miss Connor hitch up the horse and the two set off for the Hansen farm.

“For Heaven’s sakes, it’s the school teacher, Miss Connor,” Emma‘s
mother exclaimed when she saw her and Emma dismount the buggy. “What on earth
does she want? Does you suppose Emma’s sick?” 

She pulled off her apron and moved quickly from the house to greet
Miss Connor. Emma trailed behind her teacher.

“Miss Connor. This is a surprise. Can you stay for dinner?”

“Oh, no, thank you. I can’t stay. I wonder if I might have a word
with you and Mr. Hansen about Emma.”

“What’s she done?”

Miss Connor laughed. “Oh, it’s nothing like that. You can be very
proud of Emma. I want to talk about her going to high school next year.”

Papa Hansen was summoned from the barn, and Emma’s parents sat
down at the kitchen table opposite Miss Connor. Emma looked inquiringly at her
parents, then Miss Connor. 

“Emma, stay here. This concerns you,” Miss Connor said. “Mr. and Mrs. Hansen, as you know, Emma will be going to
high school in Stanton Mills this fall.”

“Well, I don’t know,” Papa muttered. “None of the other ones went
to high school.”

“Oh, but, Mr. Hansen, there’s a new law now. Graduation for eighth
grade is no longer the end of required education in Illinois. She has to go to
school until she’s sixteen, and she’s only just turned thirteen. Besides, she
really must go. Emma is without question the brightest pupil I have taught in
fifteen years.”

“Well, I don’t see how it’s gonna work,” Papa replied. “Stanton
Mills is twelve miles from here. I can’t let her have a horse and wagon all day
every day. Besides, in winter sometimes you can’t hardly get through them roads
for the snow. And springtime they’re nothin’ but mud. We can’t send a little
snip of a girl out into that.”

“I agree,” Miss Connor replied calmly. “I’ve been thinking about
that, and I believe I have come up with a solution. Emma can board in town.”

“Board in town,” Mama cried. “We can’t afford that.”

“I’ve talked to the Oosterfelds, the folks who operate the grocery
store on Center Street in Stanton Mills. They
would be willing to provide room and board for Emma in exchange for her
working in the store in evenings and weekends. They have no children and they
could use the help. I’ve known them for years. They’re good Christian folks.
I’m sure they’d be good to Emma. And Emma would do a good job for them.”

Papa Hansen rubbed his chin. “What do you think, Emma?”

“Oh, Papa, it’s a wonderful idea. Please, may I do it?”

“Not so darned fast,” Mama Hansen cried. “What about gettin’ the work
done here? I’ve got this little one here and Kirstin is off at the Reinhardts.
There’s cows to milk, and you”—she glared at her husband—“want to get a
whole bunch more. There’s the garden to put out and hoe and harvest, the
canning to be done, and laundry and cooking and God knows what all. I need her
right here at home. Not off at some fancy high school and workin’ for somebody
else.”

“I understand, Mrs. Hansen,” Miss Connor
replied softly. “It would be . . . a . . . strain for you. But Emma really must
stay in school until she is sixteen. But, what’s more important is that this is
the greatest possible gift that you can give her. I have never known a child
who has more potential to benefit from further education. If she completes high
school and passes the state examination—and I have no doubt that she would—she
could become a teacher. Teachers are earning thirty dollars a month nowadays.
Emma is already doing high school work and helping me teach the first and
second graders. She has gone beyond what I can teach her. She’s been doing
algebra and Latin on her own all year.”

“That’s all well and good, but high school is four years, ain’t
it? A long time until she gets a job. In the meantime, what about my work?
Algebra and Latin don’t get the milkin’ done.”

“She would be home during the three months of summer when the
garden work and canning is heaviest,” Miss Connor replied. “Is there any chance
that her sister could return home?”

“We need the money.”

“Well, maybe with the extra income from sellin’ the milk from the
new cows, she could come back,” Papa offered. “The barn addition will be done
by fall and we can increase the herd by then.”

“But there’ll be the bank loan to pay off. And what if Kirsten
wants to get married? She says that
Reinhardt’s younger brother has been courtin’ her.”

“Guess we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

The table fell silent. Finally Miss Connor spoke. “Well, please
give it serious consideration. Emma is an exceptional pupil. It’s worth some
sacrifice to provide her with a good education.”

“Ya,” Papa Hansen replied. “We’ll think about it.” 

Mama was silent, unsmiling. 

Please, oh, please, Emma thought, set me free. Let me fly.





 

CHAPTER 3

1916

 

EMMA SLID THE brass weight across the scale’s balance beam to the
10 lb mark, then poured beans from a large metal scoop into the pan, briskly at
first, then slowly until the beam rose and hovered at the midline. She poured
the contents of the pan into a paper sack. 

“That’s ten pounds of navy beans at eleven
cents a pound for a dollar ten, plus ten pounds of flour, fifty cents, for one sixty,
five pounds of sugar at nine cents, forty-five; that’s two oh five, and thirty
cents for the coffee. Two dollars and thirty-five cents. Will that be all, Mrs.
Schultheiss?”

“Ja, tanks. You iss zo fast wiss tze numbers, Emma. I can’t do
tzat in English, but I trust you godt it right.” Emma punched the keys on the
big brass cash register so that white tabs reading $2, 30c and 5c popped up in
the little glass window. Mrs. Schultheiss had difficulty when she heard numbers
spoken in English, but she understood them readily if she saw them. She sat her
infant on the counter and fumbled with her pocketbook with her free hand.

“Here, I’ll hold the little one,” Emma said. 

Mrs. Schultheiss pulled a small cloth purse out of her pocketbook
and carefully counted out the correct amount in coins. “Tze prices, tzey always
goink up.” 

“I know. Quite a lot since I started working here. It’s the Great
War driving them up, I think.” Emma wondered
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