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            I went to the Garden of Love,
And saw what I never had seen;
A Chapel was built in the midst,
Where I used to play on the green.
     And the gates of this Chapel were shut
     And 'Thou shalt not,' writ over the door;
     So I turned to the Garden of Love
     That so many sweet flowers bore.
And I saw it was filled with graves,
And tombstones where flowers should be;
And priests in black gowns were walking their rounds,
And binding with briars my joys and desires.
— William Blake
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​No man in the house. People talked as if Pop were dead. He was living right at the end of the patch we lived in, a Pennsylvania village once owned by a coal company. True, his new dwelling didn’t look like much—a wooden shack covered in coaldust. But Pop had made himself a clean, cozy home in that shack, which used to be the boss’s office of a colliery that shut down a decade ago, during World War II. He moved in there after the bang on the head he got at his coalmine put him out of work. He was so forgetful now that they wouldn’t take him back, said he put the other miners at risk. A few factories gave him a try, but they’d let him go by the end of the week. Word got around. No one would hire him. He wasn’t about to stay in a house where he couldn’t pay for his own keep, much less feed five kids. He still came home for supper, but he paid for his meals with coal he had gleaned from the slagpiles, black hills of rocks discarded from the mines.

I loved the sound that meant he was home—the screeching hinges on the little cast-iron door below our front porch. Pop would lift his wheelbarrow and pour his payment into the coalbin. Coming in through the kitchen, he’d wash his hands and greet each of us with a kiss. After supper, he’d help with our homework.

Summer came and Pop still had no job. One Sunday morning, I set out to wake him up for church. He might have slept in the shanty or in the bed of black-eyed Susans blooming up on the slagpiles. I glanced up while walking along the hump of shaggy grass between the tire tracks in the alley. The road forked at a brown boulder with quartz crystals that glistened like skyscrapers in a miniature city. Heading left, I was sad to discover that the rusty chain between two posts had let go of one corner of the blistered metal sign:

EBONY GEM COLLIERY

PREMIUM PENNSYLVANIA ANTHRACITE

My grandfathers proudly dug coal there when they came to America in 1900. I propped the sign up with rocks so it didn’t look like somebody hanging his head in shame. I was sure they were looking down from a cloud, wishing someone would straighten up that sign. I was happy to do it even though my white patent-leather shoes got caked with rusty crumbs. I imagined Pop’s father saying, “Danke schön,” and Mom’s saying, “Dziękuję.”

“Pop!” I called out as I approached his shack. “You here?”

Pop appeared in the doorway, his eyes crusty from sleep. “Ah, Annilee!” he said, reaching to hug me. Taking a look at the gritty black lines framing his fingernails, he let his arms drop. “Oh. You’re all dressed up.”

“For Nine-o’clock Mass, Pop.”

“Oh, right. I’ll be up to take a shower, give my hair a good scrubbing. What’s left of it,” he said with a wink. He patted the bald spot above his ear. The scar, shaped like a crooked smile, was still pink. “Come on in!”

I sat down at the large brown desk. He settled into the green armchair with the stuffing busting out and gazed at me in a proud sort of way. “Your mom set your hair?”

“Yeah, last night. Don’t tell her, but I don’t like it.” I licked my palm and plastered down the wildest curls with spit. Mom had caught my bangs in a bobby pin, so they dried slanting upward. I appeared to be staring through a dark, crooked picture frame.

Pop’s smile made me feel like the luckiest kid in the world. It almost made me forget how sad I was at home when I couldn’t run to him in the next room with questions like “Do animals have dreams?”

His expression changed to concern, as my mind turned to something I was hoping he wouldn’t find out.

“Something on your mind, Susie-Q?”

I came out with the part that was probably okay to say. “Yeah, Pete the Plumber came by to sell Mom a new coal stoker.”

“Really? I had a beer with him last night. He didn’t mention it.”

I wasn’t surprised that Pete didn’t mention it. Us kids were listening from the top of the parlor stairs when he showed up to talk mom into replacing our old furnace. “When winter comes,” he said, “it’ll be tough tending to an old-style furnace with no man around. Half price, Helen. Free installation. No payments for a year.”

“I can tend a furnace,” Mom informed Pete, “and I do have a man around. Alec comes by every day. He’ll help keep the fire going and haul the ashes. Our kids will help, too.”

Pete acted like Mom hadn’t said a word. “Your old furnace is so much work, dumping clunky coal through the fire door three, four times a day. With a stoker, you fill the hopper with tiny rice coal, once in the morning, once at night. The metal worm shoos it into the fire.”

Mom said she was happy with the furnace she had. Was I ever glad! The clunky coal Pop brought home to pay for his supper would never work in a stoker.

Pete changed the subject. “You know, Helen, maybe it’s none of my business, but—”

We knew what was coming, same thing lots of people were saying: she should put Pop away. “I see him gleaning coal from the slagpiles like the desperate immigrants ages ago. People have coal delivered now. Why put your children through such humiliation? Oh, it’s fine for the kids to remember their father, but can’t they do it in a rest home? Or in a hospital? And another thing— Face it, Helen, how can anyone know what Alec’s gonna . . . well, what he’s gonna do with a brain injury and all?”

Mom opened the front door. “Alec won’t be going to no rest home or no mental hospital.”

No, I couldn’t tell Pop all that. I simply said, “Mom told Pete she wasn’t interested.”

Pop looked relieved. “I’ll go shower. See you at the chapel.”

“Okay.” As I was cutting through the baseball field, I found a red shotgun shell still packed with teeny-tiny beads. I put it in my shoulder bag. I couldn’t wait to show it to somebody! Too bad the only kid I saw was my second-grade classmate, Candace. She was whirling her long blond hair as she twirled down the sidewalk in a lavender dress. I tore open my purse. “Look what I found!”

Candace peered in at the shell. “Ooh, can I have it?”

“No. It’s mine. I found it.”

“But I can give it to my dad. He’s a hunter.”

“So is my pop.”

Candace laughed. “Oh, sure. He hunts. He couldn’t tell a shotgun from a shoelace now. My gram says he’s stark, raving mad.” Candace made a grab for the shell. Our hands locked like couplers on rail cars till I stomped on her foot and she let go. “Oh, and Gram says you bring him sandwiches every morning. Says you’d think it was the Holy Grail the way you go traipsing down to that shack with your head up.” She flicked a curl near my right ear. “Nice hair. Get it caught in the Mixmaster?”

“Shut up, Candace!”

“I don’t shut up. I grow up. When I look at you, I throw up.”

I ran to the ballfield and sat hugging my knees on home plate till the chapel bells rang. I was thrilled to join Pop in the last pew.

Candace sat in front of us, erect as a queen. Her elbows rose up like cricket’s legs as she gathered her hair and dropped it behind the back of her pew. Scooping up a lime-green inchworm from our kneeler, I placed it at the tip of a long, blond lock. We were grinning like mad as the critter hump-da-dumped its way to Candace’s crown.

The next morning, hoping she wouldn’t see me, I started out extra early. I hid Pop’s sandwich under my shirt in case she did drag her lazy self to her window to scoff at my Holy Grail. Passing back yards with vegetable gardens, I got to a house that was boarded up for years. No one but old, drunken Tipsy Andreyev ever went into that overgrown yard. But through the space where a plank was missing from the stockade fence, I saw a boy around nine or ten. He was so skinny his clothes hung flat on him. A cowlick of his yellow hair stuck straight up over his left eye. He had a hunted look. Snaking through the tall grass, he climbed partway up the steps leading to the high back porch and looked over the fence. When he saw me, a big smile brightened his face. But glancing up at the back door, he scrambled down into the tall grass, looking panicked. The bushes rustled as he neared the fence. I knocked on a plank. He knocked back. We laughed, softly, secretly. He opened the gate, pressing his finger against his lips.

I pulled out the sandwich, figuring I could get another one for Pop. The boy’s eyes widened when I unwrapped the wax paper. “Muh muh my?” he stuttered, pointing to his chest.

I nodded. “Yes, for you.”

He took it into the house and came back with half of the sandwich and a note: “If you tell that we here, we will must to run away.”

“I won’t tell.” Zipping two fingers across my lips, I made a big X across my chest. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

The boy ripped up the note. I gasped when he ate the pieces. Tearing off scraps of the sandwich, he chewed them one by one, making each piece last a long time. With a sweep of his arm, the boy invited me into his magnificent jungle yard. We braided willow strands into a swing and took turns on it. “My name is Annileeeeeeee!” I squealed as I swung, brushing the tall undergrowth with my toes.

“Shhhhhh!” The boy looked up at the closed door with dread.

I slapped my hand over my mouth and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“Aw-k-k-kay.” He sure didn’t talk much. I wondered what his name was, but everything seemed to be a secret. He pointed to himself and said, “B-Bee-lee.”

“Billy?”

He nodded. We fell into step with one another, playing in whispered shouts of joy. At 9:30, Itchy Malloy, who got nicknamed that for getting the chickenpox right after the measles, showed up next door and hollered, “Yo, Will-eee-eee,” for his best friend. Itchy’s holler was always at 9:30. Willie’s mom was going to make him go to Harvard, so he wasn’t allowed out before completing two hours of lessons that started at 7:30 every day, all summer.

At the sound of Itchy’s holler, Billy waved and rushed inside. He was in for the day.

I showed up again at dawn with another sandwich. Billy was waiting for me with a surprise. Deep inside the yard he had cleared a secret circle. The dewy earth smelled sweet and rich. There was a tin tray with a crumpled bag of huckleberries and two bumpy apples, probably from a neighborhood tree. “Voo-elcome,” he said. “Sit. Eat.” His eyes were lit with joy. We ate slowly, taking turns holding the bag of blueberries for each other. A mass of blooming honeysuckle covered a large section of the stockade fence. We pulled out the little green stemmy things from the center of the flowers and sucked the nectar off. We did everything slowly. It was a lovely way to eat. I went there every day, telling no one.

One morning, Billy greeted me with a sly grin and one arm hidden behind his back. Suddenly, he threw a hat into the air. It was a flat, dark hat with two narrow ribbons hanging down the back, a gold anchor stitched at the bottom of each one. He stepped back to let me catch it. “Baltiski Flot,” he whispered as he ran his finger over the funny-looking letters—Балтийский флот—on the band. He put the hat on my head and beheld me with delight. The back door burst open, just enough to let out a frantically beckoning arm. Billy flew up the steps. Seconds later, he ran back down, whisked the cap from my head, and took it into the house. When Itchy Malloy called for Willie at 9:30, Billy’s door was still shut tight. I left through the hole in the fence.
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The House on American Street
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How I wished Billy had never showed me that military-looking hat! My dreams that night were guards chasing Billy, me trying to signal him into a safe place. At sunrise, I carted two of Pop’s old navy shirts down the alley, as if that would somehow cancel out whatever dreadful blunder Billy had committed by showing me that hat.

Billy was in his yard at dawn. I braced myself for a farewell-forever note from whoever was in that house. There was no note. Miraculously, we could just start over! I put the dark blue sailor shirt on over my T-shirt and offered Billy the white one. He eyed the back door, then went into the house and came back out smiling. “Aw-aw-awkay, she t-told. Uh-Uh-Uhm-Amerikanski moryak. Amerikanski sailor, she told. So awkay.”

“Okay! Hey, you wanna meet my pop?” Even as I asked that question, I dreaded that Pop would forget my name and call me Suzie-Q. How could I ever explain that to Billy?

“Papa?” Billy asked.

“Yes,” I said, nodding. I summoned Billy to the gate. Satisfied that no one was watching, he flashed five spread fingers three times, saying, “Pyat—dyecit—pyatnatzit minoot.”

I figured minoot must mean minutes. “Okay, fifteen minutes.”

We slipped out to the alley and climbed up to the bed of black-eyed Susans, where Pop was planning to sleep last night.

Pop was sitting on a boulder, tying his old miner’s boots. Foam drooled from a shaving mug on the ground, his brass razor drying on a rock. “Ah, Annilee!” he said. “And a friend!”

“Pop, this is Billy.”

Billy gaped at Pop’s pink scar.

Pop offered his hand. “How do you do, young man?”

Billy blushed as he tried to get words out. “Heh— Hello.”

I warned Pop not to tell anybody about Billy. “He’s hiding.”

“Yes, in that old boarded-up place.”

“You know?”

“I see a hell of a lot from up here. Don’t worry. I don’t say nothing. I’m looking out for your friend. And for you. Don’t go into that house.”

“I won’t. Wow, Pop! Thanks!”

Pop looked us over. “And what do I see here? My old navy shirts!”

“You don’t mind we borrowed them, do you?”

“Naw. Billy, you can keep that shirt.”

I could tell Billy didn’t understand. I tapped on his chest. “Yours.”

“My?”

“Yes!”

“Zzzz—zank you!”

“Here’s another present,” Pop said, taking two bottles of Chimay Ale from his duffle bag.

“Pop! You know we can’t drink that!”

“No, not drink it. I’ll do that. Hisser Doyle brought me these. He got them at the Clover Hosie in Mount of Olives. Pretty fancy stuff. Looka here.” From the top of each brown bottle, he pulled off the twisty wire basket with a gold cap from over the cork. The cap had a white-line drawing of a shield with the word “Chimay,” and above that were two flower-like symbols.

“Fleur-de-lis,” Billy said, pointing to them. He didn’t stutter at all when he said that.

“Sounds French,” Pop said. “Well then, here’s some classy French tie-holders for you.” He untied our ties and slipped the ale baskets on.

I saluted Pop. Billy, saluting, said, “Go! Ssss—sorry!” He ran off.

“Sorry, Pop,” I said, handing Pop his sandwich and running after Billy.

We wore our sailor shirts as we pretended to hit the high seas, using a plank on the ground for our ship. We swayed ourselves sick and made like we were puking over the sides. One morning, while fishing, we heard a woman shout, “Eleanor Regina Zakowski! You dirty poojack! How the hell did you get out? Christ! You’re like a frickin’ Houdini!”

It wasn’t unheard of for parents to scream nasty stuff at their kids, but it usually wasn’t until they became “big lugs,” meaning they were too big to sit on grown-ups’ laps and get cooed over anymore. Eleanor was only around four. Climbing up the willow, I peeked through its long, wispy branches. Eleanor’s springy, pale curls flopped around as her mother dragged her back toward her house by the scruff of her shirt. The kid, doubling over, lurched forward again and again like a determined bulldog on a chain.

I sat back down on the plank in front of Billy. A little while later, I began to struggle with a giant fish. “I got a big one!” I whisper-shouted. “Ha! A swordfish!” I had become very good at not screaming for joy. Billy had taken to repeating my English. Staggering on his knees behind me and struggling valiantly, he said, “I got a beeg vone!” Then a third voice squeaked from behind him, “I got a beeg vone!” It was Eleanor. She was on her knees, writhing and hanging on to a skinny stick. With a mighty yank, she landed the fish, tumbling backwards. “A tuna fish!”

Billy gasped and hid in the tall weeds.

Eleanor stood up and stretched her neck. “Where’d that boy go?”

I couldn’t say he was hiding. “He went to pee,” I whispered.

“Why does he pee in there?” she asked in a whisper as quiet as mine.

“Don’t you have any brothers?”

“No.”

“Well, boys like to pee in the bushes, that’s all.”

I jumped at a shout on the street. “Eleanor Regina Zakowski!”

Eleanor fingered the Chimay basket holding my sailor tie together. “What’s this?”

“Just a tie-holder. Listen! Your mom’s calling. Go home.”

“But I like it here!”

“There’s fifty-seven sinkholes in this yard. You know about sinkholes, don’t you?”

Eleanor shook her head.

Holding my right palm only inches above my left, I said, “A sinkhole looks like a little hole about this deep. But God help you if you step in one!”

“What happens?” she asked, looking more curious than scared.

“The bottom of the hole is very thin. It busts open and spreads into a great big hole. You fall down and down and down and down like Alice in Wonderland.”

“Ooooooh. Let’s go to Wonderland!”

“Sinkholes don’t go to Wonderland. They just go to a big dark mine with nobody to talk to, nothing to eat. All you can see is black. Giant rats come after you. And guess what.”

“God helps you!” Eleanor blurted with a look of unshakeable confidence.

“Oh, no he doesn’t. God never even heard of sinkholes. He wouldn’t hear you from down there if you prayed for help as loud as you could.”

“Then where’s the hole that goes to Wonderland?”

I gritted my teeth. Never met a little kid who was so hard to scare off. “In England.”

“Let’s go there!”

“We have to ask your mom first, Eleanor. Let’s go.”

“Can I have a tie-holder like yours? I’ll put it on my sailor dress.”

I slid the Chimay basket off my tie and held it out to her. She petted it tenderly with one finger, as if it were a newborn kitten. “Tell you what, Eleanor, if you let me take you home right now, I’ll make sure you get your own magic tie-holder tonight. I know the angel who gives them out, Kristaluna. I’ll ask her to drop one into your yard tonight. Okay?”

“Okay!”

“When you close your eyes and rub your tie-holder, you’ll see singing flowers, dancing birds, and talking toys in Wonderland.” I cupped my hand over one ear. “Eleanor, guess what.”

“What?”

“Kristaluna just whispered in my ear. She said your tie-holder will be magic only in your own back yard. Understand? The magic works only in one place. Where?”

“In my own back yard.”

“Yes. And, oh, wait!” I listened again. “Kristaluna said you must never, never tell anyone you saw me and that boy in this yard. Understand?”

“Yeah. I won’t tell.” I listened some more.

“And she said you must never come in here again. If you do, the magic won’t work anymore. No more magic. Okay, let’s get you home.”

I took my Chimay basket back and slipped it onto my tie. I walked Eleanor to the end of the patch so her mother wouldn’t see us leave Billy’s yard. Eleanor’s mother was outside. She was wearing a bright blue house dress that made her slanted blue eyes show striking and fierce. They looked just like my mom’s eyes when she got mad. Her straw-colored hair was set in a broad crescent of pin curls. She was holding a rolling pin. She shook it at me with hands covered in flour. “Where did you take my little girl?”

“I didn’t take her. I found her wandering around and—”

“Yeah, yeah. What! Do you think this is a doll you can cart off?”

“No, no, I just— My name is Annilee Klaus. I live—”

“I know who you are, don’t worry, I know,” she said with a penetrating glare. “I know where you live. I know all about you. You and your family. I know, don’t worry, I know.” She picked Eleanor up. “Come on, honey. Let’s go in.” She carried Eleanor inside.

I felt like I had no clothes on. An old Polish lady carrying a peck-sized wooden basket of apples came waddling toward me. She reminded me of my Babshi, who died a year before. Patting my shoulder, the woman said “Nie martw się” (“Don’t worry”) in such a dear, heartfelt way. She handed me an apple and walked on.

Afraid Eleanor’s mother would be watching, I didn’t go back to Billy’s yard. I went looking for Pop. He was at his shack, sitting at the desk with a box of crayons and some construction paper, making a birthday card for my sister, Martha. Seeing my worried face, he reached for my hands. “What’s the trouble, Sweetheart?”

I told him about Eleanor seeing Billy. “What if she tells somebody?”

Pop drew me close. “Nobody can hide in a little coal patch very long, Annilee. Billy’s not a secret anymore.”

“You mean more people know?”

“Yes, lots of kids. They’re calling it, wait, I want to remember. They have a name for Monday. Let me think.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Pop, a name for Monday.”

“Come, look.” Pop led me to another shanty. It was stockpiled with mud grenades, watered dirt wrapped in newspaper. “See? And looka here.” He peeled back a swathe of burlap covering buckets of wild cherries, still green and hard, the kind we put in drinking straws to make peashooters. “Ah! I remember now,” Pop said. “On Monday, The Battle of—”

“Battle! You mean they’re gonna pelt Billy with this stuff on Monday?”

“Yes. They call their plan, ‘McCarthy’s Raiders Versus—’ I forget.”

“Which McCarthy, Greg or Ronnie?”

“Joe.”

“There’s no kids named Joe McCarthy in Black Hollow, only Ronnie and Greg.”

“No, not them. I mean Joe McCarthy. That there House Un-American, oh, I forget.”

“The house on American Street? Pop, there’s no American Street in Black Hollow. Think, Pop! Try to think!”

Pop slumped into the old busted green chair. “Ohhhhh, think, think. I just can’t.” He rubbed his head. “You know, Washington, D.C., that senator. Senator Joe McCarthy, the one’s always on the news hunting down communists in America. Ah, I remember now! McCarthy’s Raiders Versus That Little Commie Bastard. They saw Billy’s Soviet sailor hat.”

“You know about the hat? Is it really from the Soviet Union?”

“Well, I didn’t see it. I overheard the kids talking about it.”

“Billy only brought it out once. For two minutes! How do they know the hat is Soviet?”

“Some kids’ grandparents still get newspapers in Russian. The kids recognized the Russian letters on the hat.”

“But we were hiding in the tall grass. How could anybody see them?”

“McCarthy’s Raiders have wunna them there whatchamacallits up there.”

“A whatchamacallit? Up where?”

“Aw, you know, wunna them there, them there, aw, you know.” Making a visor with his hand, Pop turned his head like a periscope.

“A scout?”

“Yes, in a tree. Spying on Fort Russia, they call it. They’re planning to rescue the fair Annilee first, and then—”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.”

“I don’t want to be rescued! Billy’s my friend. I’ll fight back!”

“Annilee, honey, they’ve even recruited kids from other patches. They know Billy stays outside till 9:30 and sometimes you hang around in the yard alone then. Someone will rescue you before the rest of the raiders come busting in. I was gonna tell you tonight.”

“Thanks for the warning, Pop. I gotta go.”

I climbed back up the slagpiles, squinting at every tree along the alley, trying to pick out that scout. There he was, way up in an oak tree, looking into Billy’s yard with spy glasses. Billy was listlessly tossing a baseball into the air and catching it in a glove. I hid in some bushes, trying to think how to warn him without tipping off the scout. Billy started throwing the ball with more force, hurling it way up and letting it smack hard into his glove, missing it most of the time and crawling after it. On one high throw, he froze. I could tell he had spotted the scout. He didn’t even look to see where the ball was coming down. At that moment, the scout was looking away, so he probably didn’t realize Billy had spotted him. Billy ran inside.

Right then, I knew. Billy would have to leave. My heart was crumpled like a sheet of homework that was handed in all wrong. I used to pity the kids our nun ordered back to their seats to do the whole thing over. But I would have given anything for a chance to do this all over, to make sure no one but me ever saw Billy.

That night, rain came down hard. I imagined Billy’s family bundling up their belongings in rags, tying them to the ends of broomsticks, dashing down the alley, drenched and running for miles in some forest. Too bad Kristaluna was just some special angel I had made up to get rid of Eleanor. I’d ask Kristaluna to please, please see Billy’s family to safety. Oh, no! Eleanor! If I didn’t get out there and throw my Chimay basket into her yard, she’d comb through the grass come morning and find nothing. I sneaked out of the double bed I shared with Martha and ran out through the cellar. Dashing down to Eleanor’s yard, I threw my Chimay basket over the fence. There. A gift from Kristaluna. I headed home through the alley behind Billy’s yard and peered in through a knothole in the stockade fence. No one came out. There was no use knocking on a door they wouldn’t dare answer. If they were still there . . . if.

The next day was Saturday. At daybreak, I went into Billy’s yard, a flashlight hidden under my shirt. A scout was already on duty. If the family was gone, I had to make it look as if they were still there. The door gave way when I knocked. I stuck my head in. “It’s me! Annilee!” The place, boarded up, was as dark as a mine. My flashlight revealed shiny, new hook-and-eye locks above and below the doorknob. Somebody from our patch must have installed those locks to hide this family here. How I hoped that same somebody had found a safe place for them!

I searched every floor. There were no clothes in the closets, no knapsacks, no sleeping mats. I turned over the purple aluminum pitcher on the kitchen counter, cupping my hand under it. A single drop of water fell into my palm, drawing a rush of tears from my eyes.

“Get hold of yourself, Annilee!” I commanded. “You can’t save Billy if you don’t toughen up and think hard.” First, the scout would know it was odd that I went inside. I never did that. I had to convince the scout the family was still there. Ah! I would make him think Billy was sick. I ran home, swiped a big pink bottle of Pepto-Bismol, and displayed it on Billy’s porch railing while I untied and retied one sneaker, muttering, “Take a good look with those spy glasses, scout.” I knocked on the door, waited, went inside, and latched the eyehooks. I sat on the floor with my back against the door for about fifteen minutes, then strolled to Pop’s shanty, looking unfazed.

Pop must have seen me coming. When he opened his door, I flew into his arms and sobbed through my tale of the empty house.

“I’m glad they got away,” he said. He led me to the green armchair and sat me on his lap. “And I’m glad you got out of that house okay, too.”

I was confused. “Why wouldn’t I? The raid isn’t until Monday.”

“We don’t even know those people, Annilee. Or why they were even hiding in there.”

“But Billy’s my friend.”

“I know. But you were always outside in the yard, where I could see you. I don’t want you going in there, in case they come back.”

“I have to! I have to pretend they’re still there and Billy’s too sick to come out so they get a good head start before the raiders guess they’re already gone. Please, Pop. Tomorrow’s Sunday. I won’t go in tomorrow. The scout knows I never do because of church. But I have to show up at dawn on Monday morning, like always. If Billy’s back, I can warn him. But why would they come back? They know they’ve been spotted. They took all their stuff.”

“Tell you what, Honey. That bag of clean rags I always take back to the shanty on Sunday nights? I’ll pretend to forget it on Sunday night, stop by for it in the morning. We’ll carry it to Billy’s house together, go inside together. If no one’s there, and I’m sure you’re safe, I’ll come out without the bag, like it was something I delivered to them, and be on my way.”

“Good idea! Thanks, Pop!”

On Monday morning, after Pop left the bag in the house, I waited in a bedroom closet. McCarthy’s Raiders busted in downstairs, shouting. “Halt, you commie bastards!” Hard green cherries, shot through straws, pinged off the metal cabinets in the kitchen. Mud grenades walloped the walls. The stairs creaked, and I heard pthhhh, pthhhh, pthhhh as green cherries pelted the upstairs hall.

“Hold your fire!” shouted Itchy Malloy. “We have to rescue the fair Annilee. Where’s the fair Annilee?” A flashlight stung my eyes. Willie scooped me up.

“Thank God!” I said, pretending to be glad. I was so mixed up. How could it be that you love somebody so much that you help him disappear forever?
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The newspaper published a story about communist spies attempting to kidnap a little girl from a local patch. Mom muttered and fumed through every task. Didn’t we have enough trouble already? I’d protest that Billy was my friend, not a spy.

“Really? How did you know you wouldn’t be kidnapped? Killed, even! And your father. He saw you playing with that boy. He even carried groceries into that house. To communists! Don’t be surprised if the FBI arrests him for giving aid and comfort to the enemy. No wonder people are talking, wondering if he’s right in the head.”

“Not groceries, Mom. A bag of rags.”

“Rags. That sounds even crazier.”

Pop understood I had lost a true friend. He never tried to rush me through my tears and into some cheery way of looking at things with baloney like, “It’s for the best,” or, “God had a reason.” When I’d be all cried out, he’d spot some nifty piece of junk along the coal roads, like an old bottle or a boot rotted into an interesting lacy design. We’d sit on a boulder, examining our lucky find with fascination. I understood Pop, too. With no mine to take him on, no factory willing to give him a second chance, he missed working. Thank God he still had friends—Cheap-Cheap, Hisser, Angelo, Brick, Marty the Chemist. They’d play cards with him in the shanty and their own houses. No newspaper article could lower their opinion of Pop. But to most people, Pop looked worse. I became more and more afraid, knowing they thought something should be done about him. What was the something? And when would they do it?

At home, everything we did got on Mom’s nerves. We were always broke. Her cigar-factory pay didn’t keep up. We’d root through coat pockets for pennies to buy a quart of milk before Friday’s paycheck. One Thursday night, Clemmy, putting a tooth under his pillow, expected a dime from the Tooth Fairy. Nine pennies spilled into Mom’s hand from her change purse. “Cripes! I don’t even have a lousy, frickin’ dime to put under the poor kid’s pillow!” We scrounged up the last penny. The next morning, Mom’s face was a mix of amusement and shame as Clemmy, a little sack of pennies wagging from his fist, ran down the stairs, shouting, “Mom! The Tooth Fairy must’ve been broke! She left me all pennies!”

Even a kid that young got the picture.

At supper that night, I could tell Mom had a secret. Something to do with me, and I wasn’t going to like it. When Pop went back to the shanty, she took over Martha’s job of washing dishes so we’d be alone. For several minutes, the only sounds were us clattering dishes.

“Annilee, your pop’s unemployment ran out. I have to sign you up for free lunch.”

“Me, start Third Grade as a lowdown free-luncher? As soon as we go down to the cafeteria after Mass, some nun yells, ‘Who takes free lunch?’ The kids who do have to raise their hands and go to the back of the serving line. The nuns said it’s so the ‘more deserving children’ are sure to eat in case the supply runs out. Mom! Those kids look so embarrassed! And what about Pop? He’ll have a conniption! He won’t even eat in his own house for free. He’ll be so ashamed if his children have to eat free lunch in front of everybody at school.”

“For God’s sake, Annilee! Don’t tell him! It’s just my factory pay now. You know they send us home early a lot. We stand in line at the Unemployment Office for a stinking partial. Surly clerks act like the money’s coming out of their own pockets. Don’t be so high and mighty. You think I like going uptown and lining up for the Surplus on the first of the month? You’ll eat free lunch.”

The Surplus was government food in plain brown boxes and plain-labeled cans. The powdered milk had a terrible aftertaste, even when mixed with real milk. Our school served lots of Surplus food. I hated that pork and gravy on soggy bread. They must have gotten it for free like us, but woe to the kids who ate it for free!

No getting out of it. Food from home wasn’t allowed. Kids living nearby could go home to eat. Catholic High had no cafeteria. Students there had to bring sandwiches. Me, a free-luncher! What a terrible secret to keep! How could I look Pop in the eye?

At school, it wasn’t just the free-lunchers that irritated the nuns. No matter how little income your family had, how many mouths to feed, no less than a dime was required in each child’s monthly mission envelope to help bring “the one true religion” to people worldwide. My September donation was short two cents. I tried to slip my envelope into the middle of the stack on Sister Mary Immaculata’s desk. Her eyes bulged when my envelope bent in half from the weight of eight pennies.

“Chicken feed!” she yelled. “How many?”

“Ten, Sister.” I shriveled before her glare.

She snatched the envelope from my hand and slapped it into the cast by her desk lamp. She had a very tall head because of the stiff white thing holding up her black veil. Her shadow crept over the envelope like the shadow of Godzilla dawning over a mountaintop. Poking at each round lump, she mumbled, “Six . . . seven . . . eight. Only eight, you liar! Did you think you could fool God? God doesn’t miss a trick! He’s writing it all down in a Black Book with your name on it. And look at you, a free-luncher. Huh! A free-luncher telling lies! That’s a DOUBLE SLAP in God’s face!” She struck my left cheek so hard that my chin jerked over my shoulder. “There. See how you like it.” She dropped into her chair with a hefty sigh, her face a picture of disgust. “Awwwwww, go sit down. Just go sit down.”

My cheek still stung as I took my seat. I tried not to feel angry. Last year, in order to make our First Holy Communion, we had to memorize all 214 questions and answers in the catechism, mostly the many ways to sin and offend God. We still had to recite them. So I knew anger was a sin against the Fifth Commandment. And one of the Seven Deadly Sins to boot!

To stifle my rage, I pictured the two nuns in our school who were kind. Sister Mary Julianne brought her first-graders the unconsecrated scraps of the unleavened bread that the Communion wafers were punched out of. Kids had to be seven to receive a host the priest had consecrated into the real body and blood of Jesus. She felt sorry for her pupils stuck in their pews while other kids received Jesus at the altar at our daily Mass.

It was nice to think of Sister Mary Prudence, too. She taught Fourth Grade. She was so kind. Later that day, she invited me into her empty classroom after the final bell. I stood before her while she sat sideways at her desk. I almost cried when she clasped my hands and looked at me as if I were the most precious child in the world. “Annilee,” she said excitedly, “did you hear that I was put in charge of the Saint Theresa procession this year?”

“No, Sister.”

“Well, I was. You might remember the procession last year. There were eight girls in gold taffeta gowns, one from each class.”

“I remember. They had wide-brimmed hats to match their dresses. They got to walk right behind the priest and altar boys.”

“Yes. Well, Annilee, how would you like to be the third-grade girl in a gold gown?”

I didn’t care much about the fancy gown. But me, Annilee Klaus, in such a place of honor! “Oh, yes!” was all I managed to say.

Sister Mary Prudence lifted the glass vase on her desk and brought the red rose to rest on my upper lip. “You’ll be carrying a fresh, red rose just like this one, Annilee. Saint Theresa loved roses.”

I took a deep whiff. “Oh, I have to tell Pop!” I left in a flash and ran to his shanty. Pop was sweeping the floor when I arrived. I held the dustpan for him, nearly busting with the effort to hold in the news till I flung the dirt out the door.

He was amazed. “How’d they happen to pick you, Annilee?”

“Don’t ask me. You’ll come, won’t you, Pop?”

“Of course, I’ll come!”

“Yay! Here’s what we do. The procession starts in the lot behind the church. We walk around the block, and then up and down the aisles in church. Us girls in the gold gowns get to walk right behind the priest and the altar boys. And, get this! We also get to carry a red rose! The rest of the school lines up behind us, grade by grade.” My thrill at seeing Pop’s face light up sank with an alarming thought. “You won’t forget to come, will you, Pop?”

“Hmm. I’ll try to remember, but I might not. You better send somebody for me.”

“I will. Hey! Let’s draw calendar pages! September and October, 1954. Saint Theresa’s feast day is on October 3rd, a Sunday. You can X off the pages from now till then.”

“Good idea.” Pop took a sheet of lined paper from the desk drawer where he also kept blank paper and other supplies for making greeting cards. We drew all of September and the beginning of October. Pop wrote a great big giant 3 on the feast day, circled it with a red crayon, and wrote: “Annilee in Gold Gown!!” in the blank space after that. We stuck the calendar to the plank wall, using pieces of pink bubblegum he gave me to chew first.

* * *
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ONE DAY AFTER LUNCH, the pupils had to stop playing behind the church and practice for the procession. An eighth-grade boy pretended to be Father Fellini leading. The line had to zigzag to fit into the lot. I was so happy, I bit my bottom lip to keep from grinning. Sister Mary Prudence took each of us gold-gown girls by the shoulders, smiling as she straightened us up tall. I straightened up before she even got to me. “Very nice, Annilee, very nice.”

Sister Mary Thomas, our hefty principal, was coming down the concrete staircase alongside the church. She carried a yardstick everywhere she went, ready to whack some disobedient kid. Sister Mary Prudence shushed everyone. You could hear dry leaves blowing across the lot. The principal began her inspection with the eighth-graders at the back. Stiff and upright, she moved in and out of the snaked line, turning abruptly like one of those wind-up toys that change direction when they bump into the leg of a chair. When she reached our group, I could feel her staring at me, hear her tapping her yardstick on her shoe.

Sister Mary Prudence asked, “Is something wrong, Sister?”

“What’s she doing here?” The yardstick swung up to my chin and pressed into my jaw.

“Annilee Klaus? That’s where I told her to stand.”

“You told her to stand in this section?”

“Yes, Sister. She’s the third-grade girl I chose.”

“But these are the girls who wear the gold gowns. They walk right behind the priest and altar boys. A place of honor.”

“Yes, Sister, that’s right. All these girls are very devout.”

“Devout, maybe. But this one’s a free-luncher.”

“I don’t understand. What does that have to do with—”

The principal grabbed my arm and flung me out of line. I felt as naked as when Eleanor’s mother said she knew all about me. “Get back in line with your class!”

I tried to slip quickly into line, but my classmates were already paired up. My face burned red as I stood alone in the open while the principal chose a different girl. She picked Candace, the girl who made fun of my Holy Grail. Her parents were always giving the nuns rides to Philadelphia, to Harrisburg, wherever they wanted to go. No wonder she got picked!

Candace strutted to the special place that had been mine. I stood up tall with a what-do-I-care face. But I struggled not to scream. I remember that day as the day I learned for myself, not like from a dictionary, what hate was. I hated that principal, hated Candace. I hated my free-luncher self most of all. And God hated me.

My thoughts turned to Pop. For the first time since his accident, I hoped that he’d forget something. But he had been X-ing out each passing day on his calendar sheets. How could I tell him I was kicked out of the gold-gown section because I couldn’t pay for my lunch?

Planning to get it over with right after school, I headed straight to the shanty. As I approached, he was climbing down the slagpiles with his burlap sack full of coal. He dumped it into the wheelbarrow. Having to wait for him gave me too much time to think. I lost my nerve. By the time he came into the shack, I had a lie ready. Yes, God would be adding this lie to the Black Book labeled Annilee Klaus, but hurting Pop felt worse than offending God. A lot worse! I told Pop I got punished for yanking the braid of the girl in front of me during procession practice. “So forget it, Pop,” I said, pulling his calendar off the wall. I crumpled it and stuck it in my pocket. I got the feeling Pop didn’t believe my lie. If he thought I had actually done that, he would have said something like, “Annilee, did you really think that was a nice thing to do?”

He seemed to sense my sadness, my innocence, seemed to suspect there was some other cause, but he didn’t press me for the truth. He shuffled over to the window and gazed out at the slagpiles, saying, “I got a good haul of coal up there today. And a beautiful petrified branch you can keep in your room. I’ll bring it home at suppertime.” He turned around with a worried look, reaching for me as if about to console me with a hug. But looking at his smudged hands, he said, “Guess you better get going. Your mom will want the potatoes peeled.”

“Yeah,” I said, glad to get out of there.

Facing Mom was next. When she came home from the factory and didn’t see the gold gown I was supposed to bring home to get ironed, she demanded, “Well? Where is it?”

“The gown, you mean.”

“No, Annilee. I mean the thousand-dollar bill I left sitting on the table this morning.”

“They picked somebody else.”

“Why?”

“They just did, that’s all. Candace. Teacher’s pet.”

“Ho, la-di-da, that figures, the way they cart the nuns all over the state. But you musta done something if they picked you first and changed their minds. What?” Mom tried shaking the truth out of me. “What, goddammit, what? You must’ve done something, what!”

“Okay, okay, I poked the girl in front of me and pulled her hair.”

“I knew it! Get the hell upstairs!”

A few days later, everyone in our class but Candace was present by the time we recited the Pledge of Allegiance. My desk was right by the door to the hall. Candace stepped in, a ring of silk daisies crowning her head, and then retreated into the hall. But her mother was going, “G’wan! Ask her! Ask her!” As Candace stepped back in and approached our nun, she tossed her fancy leather bookbag against my leg as if I were an umbrella stand. “Sister, I’m sorry I’m late, but my mother has a question. She’s out in the hall.”

The nun whipped around and glared at the class. “I have to step out for a minute. Practice your spelling words till I come back. Page thirty. I don’t want to hear one peep. Not one!”

I opened my book to the spelling lesson. It had a picture of the Blessed Mother on a cloud hovering over a bush. The three peasant children of Fatima were kneeling before her. I read the passage, noting the bolded new spelling words, but I kept one ear cocked toward the slightly open door. Candace’s mother said, “I’m sure you won’t mind if Candace wears this wreath of lovely silk daisies at the procession instead of the matching hat. Her pretty little face is just lost under that wide brim. And these flowers look so sweet on her.”

Sister Mary Immaculata’s voice was gentle. “Oh, but it’s a sin for girls and women to enter the church without their heads covered. I can ask Father Fellini to make an exception for you, but he’d have to petition the bishop for a special dispensation. The procession’s this Sunday. There won’t be time. Please try to understand.”

Candace’s mother said, “See, honey? Didn’t I tell you?”

“Ah,” the nun said cheerfully, “this was your idea, Candace. You’ll look pretty in the hat. . . . Oh, come now. Let’s have a smile.”

Candace’s bookbag was still propped against my leg. While the conversation in the hall turned to the nuns’ need for
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