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“In Towards Her Awakening, Kathleen Renk combines literary scholarship and her novelist’s imagination in a rich and searching portrait of the essential American author, Kate Chopin. Here, Chopin is more than the bold writer we think we know. Rather than treating her as a solitary genius or a symbol of women’s liberation, Renk gives us a deeply human portrait of a daughter, wife, mother, lover, reader, thinker, and artist shaped by the contradictions of her time. We see the Creole world that formed her, the legacies of slavery and emancipation around her, the formidable women who modeled independence, and the private costs of marriage, childbirth, parenthood, desire, and artistic ambition. Chopin’s husband, Oscar, is no footnote here, but a flawed and beloved presence whose marriage to Kate—with its passion, betrayals, and uneasy freedoms—helps shape her emerging moral imagination. Chopin’s awakening is more than sexual self-discovery. It is also an artistic awakening, a portrait of a woman whose voice gradually emerges through courage, contradiction, and the stubborn need to tell her own truth.” — Carol Roh Spaulding, award-winning author of Waiting For Mr. Kim
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“Tuck into Kathleen Renk’s Toward Her Awakening, an absolute delight. Renk writes the life of canonical writer Kate Chopin from her early days as precocious little Katy O’Flaherty born into Creole/Irish slave-holding family in the Missouri borderlands to her destination as wife, woman, mother, protofeminist, and—generations later—an always pertinent canonical writer. Renk’s attention to historical detail is meticulous and nuanced. Her prose, transportive. Her understanding of human emotion, complications, and limits is a master course in writerly wisdom.” — Christina Marrocco, award-winning author of Addio, Love Monster and When Beauty Comes Apart
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“Kathleen Renk paints a vivid portrait of the fiery and independent-minded Kate Chopin as she fights to claim her voice as an author and independent woman against the strictures placed on women in the late 19th century. This is a beautiful tribute to a talented, persistent and brave woman who forged her own way against great odds in life and literature.” — Chris Chandler, Stay Sweet: Tales of Quirky Southern Love
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A PRECOCIOUS CHILD
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“I DON’T WANT to ride sidesaddle, Da,” soon-to-be six-year-old Katy O’Flaherty announced to her papa Thomas. That afternoon, Katy had refused to ride the pokey pony she usually rode whenever they visited the stables. With her top lip protruding and her arms crossed over her chest, she was a study in petulant pouting. Her father finally caved in, just to satisfy the stubborn child. Now, she was elated. She had won and was about to mount a real horse, albeit a petite silver-gray mare, an Irish Cob.

Thomas thought about how much Katy resembled her feisty mother Eliza. She had a mind and will of her own, just like all of the women in Eliza’s French-Creole family.

“But that’s what ladies do,” he said as he shortened the stirrup, adjusted the saddle, and lifted Katy onto the horse. Thomas instructed Katy to bend her right knee and wrap her leg around the pommel. He handed a short whip into her right hand.

“I’m not a lady. I’m a girl. And I want to ride the way you do.” 

“That may be what you want but this is the way you’ll learn to ride for now.” Thomas mounted his horse, Lightning, an ebony, three-year-old stallion with fire in its belly and settled himself on the saddle.

Katy straightened her bonnet, sighed, and moved the reins into her left hand. “If you’re going to try to make me a lady, I’ll have to ride fast like a boy.” She kicked the Irish Cob. “Let’s go, Gypsy. Let’s fly.” 

Gypsy picked up her pace into a trot and Katy bounced up and down on the saddle. She felt like she might fall so, in defiance of her da, she lifted her right leg over the pommel and extended it so she was astride the mare. She booted Gypsy again but this time with both legs and the horse broke into a canter. Katy’s strawberry-blond braids flew behind her as Gypsy gained speed. Katy’s heart leapt with joy.

But soon the horse slowed her pace and walked; she was a tired, old horse who no longer relished running. 

Thomas O’Flaherty caught up to his tiny daughter, who’d been born both precocious and a bit outspoken. He pulled back on his reins in order to walk his horse in tandem next to Katy’s mare. He was about to scold Katy, but she interrupted him.

“Da, Gypsy is a boring, old-lady horse. When can I ride Lightning?” Katy much preferred the lively horse her father regularly rode; Lightning’s running gait resembled his name. He bolted. If she were a horse, as Katy often imagined herself to be, she figured she’d be like Lightning.

Thomas chuckled. “In due time, Katy girl. You need to grow up. Right now, this stallion’s too much for you; he’s sometimes even too much for me. He’s fickle. It’s best you learn how to ride a wee horse like Gypsy who’s as sweet as sugar to you. Now, put your leg back where it belongs and ride like a lady. And look around. The hills have shed their winter coat and are emerald green; they remind me of home.”

Katy ignored his order to look around. She didn’t care about green hills. Or his Irish home, which he said was far away across the ocean or the pond as he called it. “I’m tired of sugar; I want vinegar. I’m strong and Lightning doesn’t scare me.” She envisioned herself as an Indian princess riding bareback, just like the girl with long dusky braids, wearing beaded buckskin, she once saw at the fair. She repeated her pout but her da ignored her. She wasn’t going to get her way this time no matter how hard she sulked.

When it was clear she couldn’t win a second time, Katy reluctantly did as she was told and kicked Gypsy again. Once more, the mare sped up but grew fatigued. Gypsy shook her head and whinnied as if to say Let me rest. Katy felt defeated. Her da was treating her like a ninny, and she didn’t like it. Someday, he wouldn’t boss her around and she’d ride the way she wanted to. 

Steel-gray clouds hid the sun and heat lightning flickered across the sky. 

“We’d best get to shelter,” Thomas said. “We don’t want to get caught in a storm. The horses might bolt.”

“That sounds like fun to me,” Katy said.

“I assure you it’s not,” he replied as the wind blew his hat from his head. Katy dropped one of her reins and grabbed the hat. She handed it to her da. Then, she kicked Gypsy into a trot and her dad urged Lightning to run alongside the mare.

Rain splattered on them, and they raced to the stable. Once inside, Thomas jumped down from Lightning and closed the gate as frigid rain pelted him in the face. Katy swung her right leg over the pommel, removed her foot from the stirrup, and leapt down before her da had a chance to lift her. Then Thomas unbuckled the horses’ girths, removed the saddles and bridles, attached halters, and tethered both horses to a post.

Thomas handed Katy a curry comb and told her to stand on a stool next to Gypsy and groom the horse’s flanks while he brushed Lightning’s withers and mane. It continued to rain, and Katy heard raindrops tattoo the metal roof of the stable. The sound was soothing.

“Da, do you think we could bring Justine and Marguerite here sometime? I think they’d like to learn how to ride horses too. I like to play with them. They like the doll I gave them.”

“Who?” 

“Francie’s daughters.”

Thomas thought about the four-year-old, twin mulatto girls, their cook’s daughters. He didn’t know their names. Why would Katy want to bring them here? Was she friends with their slave’s daughters? She shouldn’t be. 

“No, they’re busy in the kitchen helping their mama. They wouldn’t have time. Besides, they aren’t our kind.” 

“What’s our kind?” she asked as she removed hair from the curry comb and threw it on the straw-covered stall floor.

“We’re white folks and they’re nigras.”

“So what? I like their color. They look like the sun kissed them.”

Thomas grimaced. “That’s quite poetic and may be so, but the races aren’t the same. Besides, they wouldn’t be allowed to visit the stables anyway.”

“Why?”

“Because they aren’t white children.”

“That’s unfair.”

“Well, life isn’t fair, but that’s just the way it is.”

Katy paused. “You know, Mammy Loretta said that Marguerite looks like me.” 

Thomas stared at Katy. “That darky doesn’t resemble you in the least,” he replied as he pulled a tick out of Lightning’s mane and crushed it between two fingers.

“I kinda think she does. I looked in the mirror with her standing next to me. We have the same eyes and smile. Da, who’s Justine and Marguerite’s daddy?”

Thomas looked quizzically at his daughter. Why was she asking? What did she know? 

“Katy, you know about the stork, don’t you?” 

Gypsy snorted and shook her head. 

“I don’t believe in the stork.” Katy climbed onto the stall railing and groomed Gypsy’s mane with long, smooth strokes. Gypsy’s mane reminded Katy of her French Creole grandmother’s shimmering stardust hair.  

“Why not? You’d best get down from there before you fall.” He took the brush from Katy’s hand and brushed Gypsy’s gnarly tail that slowly swished back and forth. 

“I heard Maman yell, ‘Please God, don’t let me die’ and then Janie was born. Mama Loretta said that Maman birthed Janie and that someone put something into Maman that helped make Janie. Just like someone put something into Francie to make those babies in the kitchen.” 

“You’re too precocious for your own good,” Thomas said as he untied Gypsy, swatted her rump, and coaxed her into her stall. “And your mammy should confine herself to nursing the wee ones and not telling tall tales to them.”

Katy plopped down on a haybale and pulled out a notebook from her satchel. She scrawled her name on the front of the book. Katy’s mother, her maman as she was called in her Creole culture, frequently told her stories and fairytales of princesses and ogres, particularly during the winter months of Toussaint, a French tradition, when they sat in the darkness by the brilliant fire. And she had taught Katy to read when Katy was three. Now, Katy was learning to write and loved scribbling her name on the covers of books. She decided that someday her name would be printed on those covers. After all, she was half Irish and Mammy Loretta told her, even though Katy’s da wasn’t a storyteller, that the Irish were the best storytellers in the entire world.

“What’s precocious mean, Da?” Katy concentrated on making her letters perfect and didn’t look up.

“Too clever, and, in your case, bold.” 

“What’s wrong with being clever and bold?”

“It does not fare well for a girl.”

“Why not?”

“Never mind, quiet down, lass,” he replied. He fetched his pocket watch from his vest and checked the time. “We’d best be headed home. George is due back from school any minute. I know you’re as eager as your mama is to see your big brother.” 

The rain had stopped, and the sun peeked out from behind a cloud. As they climbed into their buggy, Thomas considered what he should do with this overly curious child. He didn’t want her associating with darkies, and he wanted her to stop asking questions for which there were no acceptable answers. Some things were best kept secret. He cared about his oldest daughter but there were things that were none of her business.

When Katy and Thomas arrived home, the front door of their ivy-covered, brick mansion on Chouteau Street was wide open, and Katy heard a lot of commotion as she raced into the house. Aunt Josephine was directing the servants to set the table with the finest bone china. In the kitchen, Katy heard pots getting banged about as Francie and Zora prepared dinner. Eliza was bustling about. She barked orders at Francie to make sure that George’s celebration dinner of pot roast, sweet potatoes, lemon cake, and sweet iced tea was on time and perfect.

Thomas hung his riding jacket on the hall tree and bade Katy to fetch her mother. Then, he walked into the parlor to pour himself some whiskey. He needed to think about what to do with his daughter who clearly didn’t understand the difference between White and Black children. He needed to stop her from associating with the little girls in the kitchen. They weren’t appropriate playmates. They were inferior and needed to stay in their own world. Perhaps he should send Katy to a convent school to remove her from her mother’s influence and from playing with those pickaninnies who weren’t her kind.

As he walked toward the liquor cabinet, his eyes grew wide when he saw that Francie’s girls were sitting on the settee playing with Katy’s doll, the one he had given her when she had turned four. A replica of a Southern Belle with long, spun-gold hair, the doll wore a pink chiffon dress decorated with lace, and a large ribbon-bedecked, coral-colored felt hat. Her ivory-colored petticoat was torn and dirty. One of her glass slippers was missing. Those girls had no right to the doll, even if Katy had bestowed it on them. And they appeared not to have taken care of it.

“What are you two doing in here?” he bellowed.

One of the girls, he couldn’t tell the one from the other, tossed the doll on the floor as tears welled up in her eyes.

“You two don’t belong in here. Go back to the kitchen.”

He had never spoken to them before. One girl started to bawl and the other followed in sympathetic and terrified unison. They grabbed each other’s hands and ran into the kitchen as if they were fleeing the ogre they sometimes saw in their mama’s room.

Eliza hustled into the parlor. “What have you done, Mr. O’Flaherty? Why did you reprimand Francie’s girls? They’re hysterical and cowering under the kitchen table. Francie can’t get anything done.” 

“I merely told the pickaninnies to return to the kitchen where they belong,” he said as he poured four-fingers of Jameson and sat on the settee that the cocoa-colored girls had just vacated. He picked up the doll they had dropped and handed it to Eliza. “Return this to Katy. And tell Francie that her girls need to stay out of the parlor. They are not family; they shouldn’t have the run of the house. Is George here yet?” he asked, deliberately changing the subject.

“If you want Francie’s girls confined, you tell her.” Eliza paused and looked in the mirror. She pinched her cheeks and tidied her chignon, tucking the stray gray hairs behind her ears. “The train is supposed to arrive at six. It will be so good to have George home.” She greatly enjoyed her stepson’s company, who was closer to her own age than her husband was. Even though George wasn’t Creole, he relished her French culture and had learned to speak the language. Thomas hadn’t bothered to learn more than a few words and phrases of the language and didn’t admire her culture. He wasn’t much company. He was rarely home and when he was he often squirreled himself away in his attic library, hiding among his books.

“Indeed. Maybe while here he’ll figure out what to do with himself after he graduates. The boy needs to find an interest before he goes to university,” he said as he sipped his whiskey. Thomas had big plans for George which involved enrolling at Harvard and then attending law school. It would be prudent to have a lawyer in the family to oversee the family business ventures.

“He has plenty of time to do that,” Eliza replied. “He’s only sixteen. What were you doing at sixteen?”

Thomas thought about his family back in Ireland. “I was busy helping my da and mam survive.” He paused. “We were on the verge of starving. You know that or perhaps you’ve forgotten.”

Eliza continued to primp in front of the mirror. She didn’t reply, even though she knew his personal history was painful. She was tired of hearing about his family’s woes and how he had pulled himself up by his bootstraps. 

Noting how little empathy she had for his Irish family’s plight, he said, “I will discuss his future with him but, right now, I need to talk with you. Sit down for a minute.”

“What’s wrong?” Eliza stopped her preening and sat, even though she disliked his dictatorial attitude. “Is everything all right with the store?”

“There’s no trouble at the store. Katy’s the trouble. She needs to go to school. She needs structure and restraint. You and Loretta tell her silly stories that excite her imagination too much. She doesn’t understand truth and can’t tell right from wrong. She’s stubborn and willful. I’m thinking of enrolling her at the Academy of the Sacred Heart, which the mayor has recommended to me. The good sisters will straighten out her waywardness.”

“No, you’re not.” Eliza shook her head. “She needs to remain at home. I’ll continue to teach her. She’s still a baby.” 

“She’s a baby but a precocious one and other girls her age are already in school. It’s time for her to go too. I want you to pack her belongings.”

“What do you mean? You aren’t planning to send her away, are you?” Eliza’s eyes grew wide with surprise.

“I am. I plan to board her. That’s the only way for her to receive proper discipline and to learn right from wrong.”

“She doesn’t need discipline, and she already knows right from wrong. But she’s a free spirit and those nuns won’t tolerate her free spirit. They will try to break it.”

“That’s exactly why they should be her teachers.”

“You want to squash her spirit?”

“I intend to try before she becomes completely unmanageable. She asks too many questions.” He sipped his drink.

“What did she ask?”

“She wanted to know who sired Francie’s girls.”

“Well, who did?” 

“You’ll have to ask Francie,” he said. 

“Perhaps I will.” Eliza stood. “And there’s nothing wrong with asking questions. That’s how we learn. Furthermore, I will not allow you to take my daughter to a convent school. I’ll have no part in subjecting her to the cold hearts of calloused nuns.” Even though an ardent Catholic, Eliza had never had a positive experience with nuns who often lacked goodwill and grace. The nuns who taught her catechism on Sundays after church punished her for asking too many questions and for backtalking. They sat her in a corner for the entire class and told the other students not to speak with her. They had wanted her to be a parrot, not a thinking child.

“You have no say in this,” he said as he drained his glass. “I’m in charge of what happens with the children.”

“We’ll see about that,” Eliza replied, shaking her finger. “I carried the children beneath my heart and gave birth to them. You only supplied the seed.”

He glared at his wife. She was being her typical obstinate self. Realizing that Eliza would not follow his order no matter what he said, he marched into the kitchen and pulled Loretta aside. “Loretta, I need you to pack Katy’s belongings. She’s going to school tomorrow. And it would behoove you to refrain from talking with the children about the birds and bees. That’s not your place.” He felt as though he should punish Loretta, but Eliza loved her former nurse like a mother, and he knew that Eliza would seek revenge if he berated her nurse. 

He needed to clear his head and settle his temper. He left the kitchen, donned his coat, and walked the mile to the Academy. Starting tomorrow, the sisters would tame Katy. In the morning, he would steal her away from Loretta and Eliza. And Katy would no longer spend time with children who weren’t her kind. Thomas was certain that the nuns at the Academy would expunge from her all her nosy inquisitiveness, and the family would then have a child stripped of all that made her troublesome.
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“MISS KATY, DON’T cry now. You lucky you gets to go to school. You maman never got the chance and neither did I.”

Katy gulped her tears. “Maman got to learn at home. Why didn’t you go to school?”

“Slaves ain’t allowed schooling.”

“Are Marguerite and Justine slaves?”

“Yes.”

“They aren’t midnight black like their mama.”

“That’s true, but some slaves have lighter skin like you.”

Katy thought again about how Marguerite resembled her. Their eyes were the same, violet with a tinge of gray.

“Could my da not own them?”

“He could. But he won’t. Now that’s enough questions. Help me pick out the clothes you gonna take to school.”

“Why do I have to take clothes?”

“Cause you gonna live at the school, like you daddy says.”

“But I don’t wanna. I want to stay with you and Maman.” Katy took Loretta’s hand.

“You have to do what Mr. Thomas says,” Loretta said. She squeezed Katy’s hand and then let go of it. Then she tucked Katy’s three nicest dresses and her underclothes into a carpet bag.

“That means I’m his slave. I hate my da; I wish he’d die.”

“Don’t say that. That bad luck and is evil to say. And you ain’t a slave. You daddy’s good to you. He doin’ what he think is best. You get to have the good sisters teach you.”

“You mean those ladies in church that look like ugly black crows?”

“That ain’t a nice thing to say, Katy child.”

“They look scary. Are they smart?”

“I suppose they’s smart. They’s teachers. You sure do ask alotta questions.”

“How will I learn if I don’t ask questions?”

“You makes a good point. Now, dry you eyes and get ready to go downstairs. George’ll be home soon.”

Loretta tucked Katy’s doll into the carpetbag and Katy immediately pulled it out saying, “I gave this doll to Marguerite and Justine. Will you please give it back to them? I never liked it anyway.” She swept the back of her hand across her eyelashes, wiping the tears that glimmered there.

Loretta nodded and slipped the doll into her apron. Then, she took Katy’s hand and led her down the stairs.
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GEORGE’S PARTY WAS a failure. The mood at the dinner table was deadly. Katy adored her big brother but that evening she barely spoke to him. She was sad and scared. What would those crow women do to her? If she were bad, would they peck out her eyes? How would she get along without her maman and Loretta? She had never spent a night away from them. Why was Da mad because she wanted to play with Justine and Marguerite? That seemed so unfair. They were just like her but smaller and darker, but so what? If she went away, she wouldn’t be able to see them or give them more of her toys. Why did he tell her that the stork brought those girls to the house? That was a silly story that made no sense at all.

Eliza sat at the table but refused to speak with Thomas. The dinner was burnt and inedible, and the cake had fallen, because Francie had to keep an eye on her girls after Thomas berated her for letting the girls roam about the house. Thomas was disgusted.

“Can’t a man get a decent meal in his own house?” He threw down his napkin and left the table early. He slammed the door and retired to the parlor to calm down. This time he poured eight fingers of Jameson and threw them down his throat, enjoying the burning sensation that always brought relief. He thought more about his plan to send Katy away. Maybe Eliza was right. No, he was the man of the house, and he got to decide what happened with the children, not his wife who knew little about how the world worked and what was necessary to tame a wild child.

Before she went to bed, Kate ventured into the parlor. She felt bold. She wasn’t going to let her da boss her around and make her go to school without getting something in return.

She stood in front of her father. “I won’t go to school unless Marguerite and Justine can go too.”

“Katy, come here.” He patted the seat next to him.

“No.” She shook her head and stood defiantly, even though she felt her heart race. It felt good to stand up to her da.

“Those darkies are slaves. They can’t go to school. And the Bible, God’s very word, ordains slavery. Some people are like children and need to be governed. Now that’s enough. You’ll do as I say.”

Katy put on her pouting act again, but he paid no attention to her antics.

“Loretta,” he shouted.

“Yes, Mr. Thomas,” Loretta waddled in and wiped her hands on her apron. 

“Take Katy to bed. She’ll need to awake early to get to school on time.”

“Yes, sir. Come on, child. We’ll say your prayers and I’ll tuck you in so’s you has a good sleep.”

Katy glared at her da, secretly wishing he would die, even though Mama Loretta had told her that wishing for someone to die was the devil talkin’ bad.
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IN THE MORNING, Katy was dry-eyed. She’d cried out all of her tears and felt empty. Loretta didn’t just tuck her in after prayers. She lay down next to her, stroking her head until she fell asleep. Katy drifted off as Loretta told her a story about an old woman named Geraldine who taught children how to be brave and stand up to bullies. When Katy went downstairs in the morning, her hair was brushed and braided, and she was wearing the blue monogrammed school uniform her da had brought her from the Academy when he enrolled her. It was too big. She practically swam in it. Thomas had overestimated her size, but figured she’d grow into it. Thomas tried to speak to Katy, but she ignored him and looked at him like he was the invisible man. When her maman embraced her, Katy wrapped her arms around her mother’s legs. Thomas had to pry her from her mother. Eliza screamed and told Thomas he was the devil incarnate and that he had best find another place to sleep. Her door would be locked and would remain locked until Katy was rightfully returned to her. 

“Fine,” he said. “I can find comfort elsewhere.”
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AS HE DROVE their buggy to the school, Thomas watched his daughter as she stared out the window at the Great Muddy River flowing by. He figured she would eventually forgive him for stealing her away from her maman and Loretta. After all, he had taught her to ride, and he allowed her to pepper him endlessly with questions. But he hoped it wasn’t too late to tame her willful spirit. And he knew that headstrong Eliza would return to her senses and do her wifely duty. She always did. She knew who buttered her bread.
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BLACK CROWS AND A TOAD

––––––––
[image: ]


KATY SAT ON an oak bench in the dark hallway waiting to enter the Reverend Mother’s office. A scary statue of the weeping virgin standing on a snake peered down at her and Katy wondered why the Blessed Mother was stomping on a snake’s head. Were there snakes in the desert in Palestine? If so, were they poisonous? Or were they boa constrictors that squeeze their prey to death and then swallow them whole? She’d ask the Reverend Mother.

Her da had escorted her into the school. Katy thought the school resembled a foreboding fairytale castle where children were imprisoned and then eaten. She tried not to think about that as her da advised her, before he left, to behave herself and not reveal how clever she was. Katy didn’t understand his advice, for being clever was all she knew how to be. And she knew that her maman relished her intelligence, insight, and imagination, gifts most children did not possess, especially Eliza’s other children, Tom, and Janie, whom Katy dearly loved but who were so ordinary. They did not seem to stem from the same family tree, where Eliza’s grandmother, Victoire de Charleville, ruled the family as La Verdon. Eliza had often told Katy, “You are La Verdon’s true descendant, more than I ever was. Someday, you’ll see how alike you are, as if you are branches on the same tree.” Katy wished she were meeting La Verdon rather than the old crow in charge of the school she would now attend. She had only seen nuns from afar in church. She had never spoken to one and she wondered if they were smart and clever like her or more like Tom and Janie. Were they ordinary people or bold and brilliant? 

The heavy walnut door creaked open, and a tall, beaked-nosed, bird-like nun bedecked in a black habit and white wimple stuck her head out of the doorway and motioned to Katy. “Come in, Miss O’Flaherty. Madame Reverend Mother is ready to speak with you. Be quick. She hasn’t much time before chapel begins.”

Katy stood and quickly trotted into the office lit only by a lone candle. A fat nun with an enormous double chin that rested on her wimple, making her look more like a toad than a crow, sat behind a wide oak desk. The walls were bare of any decoration except for a large crucifix that hung on the wall behind Madame’s head. Katy thought that the crucifix looked like it was about to pierce the top of the nun’s head, and she was ready to say so when the nun who had escorted Katy into the room pointed to a chair and nodded, indicating that Katy should sit there. The chair was made for adults, and Katy had to climb up and sit with her legs dangling. She swung her legs back and forth, until her escort ordered her to sit still.

“This is Katy O’Flaherty, Madame Mother; her papa says she needs to be tamed,” the bird-nun said.

“Tamed? Is she an animal? Are you une bête, a beast, child?” Madame Reverend Mother looked at Kate curiously.

At first, Katy wasn’t sure what to reply. Sometimes she actually felt as if she were a horse, like Lightning. She watched all the young horses in the corral and loved their energy and vigor. They pranced and bolted. They swished their tails. They reared and jumped. If you looked deeply into their eyes, you saw their free and fiery spirits. She felt akin to them.

“No, but sometimes I wish I were a horse. They are free to run. They jump and gallop. I’d like to do that.” Katy swung her legs again and the bird-nun looked at her with scolding eyes. Katy tried hard to sit still. 

“You would, would you? Well, we aren’t a corral, and St. Louis isn’t the Wild West, even if some think it’s the gateway to it. We are a school. The Academy of the Sacred Heart is for girls whose parents wish for them to become young ladies. There will be no jumping, running, or horsing around here. There will be curtseying and quiet, gentle manners. We will tame you if that’s what your papa thinks is necessary,” the fat nun croaked.

Katy looked thoughtful, as if she agreed with her papa’s desire but then blurted out, “My maman says I’m a free spirit, like La Verdon.”

The corners of Madame Mother’s mouth turned down and she glared at Katy. “Who or what is La Verdon?”

“She is my great-grand-mère from France. She ran away from her mean husband and ran trading boats on the Great River,” Katy said proudly.

“Hmm, and a woman who deserted her husband is a model for your behavior?”

“My maman says so.”

“Well, we don’t speak Creole here, child, and your maman, your mother, is not here. She is not in charge. Neither is your La Verdon. I am. You’ll do as you are told. You will not be a wild thing, horse or otherwise. You’ll remain far from the river. Now, collect yourself so you can follow Sister Celeste to chapel. Here is your prayer book and rosary. Do you pray, child?”

“Sometimes, when Da says we have to,” Katy replied as she grasped the book and rosary and placed them on her lap. She thought about how she was now the toad nun’s slave because the nun could tell her what to do, just like her da tried to do. She’d have to find ways to defy Madame Reverend Mother.

Madame shook her head in disapproval. “You must pray every day, so God remembers who you are.” 

“If God made me in his own image, as they say in church, then wouldn’t he remember me because I am just like him?” Katy asked as she fingered the edges of the prayer book.

The nun’s eyes bulged out with shock, making her appear more toadish. “Now, I see what your papa is worried about. No, you are not like God Himself. You are a child who must learn proper behavior and speech. Sister Celeste, take the child away now. I’m already weary from talking with her,” she said as she fondled and counted her beads and straightened her wimple. She stood to indicate that their audience was over.

Katy didn’t have a chance to ask about snakes in Palestine and why the Virgin might stomp on them. The toad nun probably didn’t know anyway; she didn’t seem clever.

Sister Celeste beckoned to Katy to follow her. Katy ran ahead and saw a bevy of black crows walking down the hall. One was particularly ugly, but she smiled at Katy as she and the other nuns flew by.

“Stop, Miss O’Flaherty. Did you not hear Madame Mother? There’s no running in the cloister. You are not the horse you wish to be,” Sister Celeste tweeted with finality and a bit of exasperation in her voice.

Katy slowed down but inside she was still running ahead as she wondered whether she could harness her energy and cleverness or whether she even wanted to. She did not wish to disappoint her mother or La Verdon, whom Maman said was the cleverest woman in all of Missouri or even Louisiana or possibly France where she learned and was permitted to be bold and clever. 
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SISTER CELESTE DEPOSITED Katy in the chapel next to a girl who didn’t look up when Katy genuflected and then knelt next to her. She appeared to be deeply in prayer with her rosary in her hands and her eyes closed. Katy placed her prayer book on the pew’s bench behind her and then grasped her rosary, looking over at the girl’s rosary to see which bead was currently being held. Katy thought it best to try to be attentive, for she always felt distracted and confined in church. She wished she could run up and down the long aisles and slide on the waxed floor, even though she knew no one ever did that and it wouldn’t be allowed. In fact, she thought that anyone who did would be deemed devilish. Joy and fun were not permitted in the Catholic Church. The saints and Jesus himself never had fun so why should those who followed them enjoy themselves?

As Katy pondered what fun it would be to slide on the floor, the girl next to her dropped her beads and her head bobbed. Katy realized that the girl hadn’t been praying; she’d been asleep. Katy reached down to pick up the rosary and hand it to the girl. The girl also bent low, and Katy was face-to-face with her. She appeared slightly older than Katy.

“Thank you,” the girl whispered. She had blue-green eyes, and her long, wavy black hair fell to her waist. “You’re new here. What’s your name?”

“Katy O’Flaherty.”

“I’m Kitty Garesché.”

“Do you often sleep in chapel?” Katy asked.

“I can’t help it; I try hard to stay awake, but the rosary puts me to sleep. I have a hard time praying. I know I’m supposed to, but mon père says God hears everything we think and knows our hearts, so I wonder why we need to pray to him.”

Katy nodded. This Kitty thought about God in the same way she did.

“Girls, silence! There’s no talking in chapel. If you must talk, talk to God or the Blessed Virgin, not each other. And Kitty Garesché sit up straight and keep your eyes forward. Concentrate on the Blessed Sacrament.”

“I’ll find you later,” Kitty murmured. “I’m surprised Sister Celeste heard us; she’s as deaf as a doorknob.”

Katy giggled and smiled. She liked this Kitty Garesché, who fell asleep in church and didn’t pray because God already knew their thoughts and hearts.
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WHENEVER KATY AND Kitty saw one another, even though they were instructed not to, they grasped each other’s hands and ran down the hall into the exercise yard. They ran as fast as they could, and Katy imagined herself and Kitty as thoroughbreds galloping on the track far ahead of all the other horses, kicking dust in their faces. They dashed to the magnolia tree at the farthest end of the yard and then climbed it, hoping Sister Celeste hadn’t spotted them sprinting out the schoolhouse door. If they climbed the tree fast enough, no one would be able to see them through the thick spring foliage, as they inhaled the sweet calming scent of the flowering pink and white tree. 

While in their secret hiding place, they talked about life at home. Kitty said she owned a pony and sometime, when they were on holiday, Katy could come to her house and ride her pony, Sassy.

“You’re lucky to have a pony. Someday, I’ll own a horse. Right now, I don’t even have a dog or cat. My da says pets bring filth into the house. Your pony doesn’t come inside, does it?”

“I walked Sassy into the kitchen once and our cook took the broom and shooed us out,” Kitty said laughing. “She said she’d tell Mother, but she didn’t because she’s like an auntie to me.”

“My Loretta, my mammy, is that to me too. She takes care of me more than my mother does. I miss Loretta’s hugs and the smell of her clothes that smell like sunshine. Do you have a mammy?” Katy asked.

“No, my mother says it’s wrong to own people. Even though he wants to, she won’t let my father buy slaves. She’s from New York City and doesn’t like what goes on here.” Kitty shifted on her seat and broke off a white blossom and placed it behind Katy’s ear.

Katy considered Kitty’s remark. It wasn’t just that it was unfair that she couldn’t play with Francie’s girls or that they were treated differently because they were cocoa-colored. It was wrong to own people, like they were cattle. Kitty’s mother was right. Katy tucked that thought away to ponder later. “My da is from Ireland and he sees nothing wrong with owning slaves. He says it’s in the Bible and that makes it right. Francie makes our meals, and Zora takes care of our house. Francie has two little girls who don’t look like her. The babies are light-skinned, and their mother is as black as ink. I like to tickle the girls and make them laugh. They are pretty little girls with curly hair. I gave them one of my dolls. One girl has violet eyes, like me. My da tried to tell me the stork brought those babies to the house, but I know that’s just a made-up story.”

“Come closer, Katy, and I’ll tell you where those babies came from.” Kitty was eager to share her carnal knowledge with her friend.

Katy leaned forward and her eyes grew large as Kitty whispered the secret about their biological origins. The idea of that silly, snake-like dangling thing she once saw hanging off her brother Tom, when he got out of the tub, making a baby in a lady, made Katy laugh. No wonder, Katy thought, they blame it on the stork.
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IN THE DORMITORY, which they shared with twenty other girls, Katy climbed into Kitty’s bed and she and Kitty whispered after the candles had been extinguished, for Sister Celeste ordered all of the girls to be quiet once they had said their evening prayers to God to “keep their souls” and let them live another day. Katy hated this prayer. It made her think that God might steal their breath in the middle of the night.

Katy had only been at the school for six months, but it felt like six years. She missed her mammy and her mother whose grand presence always made her feel safe. Loretta had been Eliza’s mammy too so the two of them bestowed considerable affection on her. Katy told Kitty that she wished to go home and that she wanted to break out of the school, which felt and looked like a prison.

“Would you know how to get home? Is it far?” Kitty asked as they cuddled in Katy’s bed after the candle had been blown out and they heard Sister Celeste softly snoring.

“I don’t know. I’d follow the river. I think I remember how to get there.”

“But your parents want you to stay here. Won’t they be mad that you came home?”

“I don’t know. I just want to see my mammy and mother. I have to see them. Would you go with me, Kitty?” Katy pleaded.

Just then, Sister Celeste chirped like a bird and woke herself up. She heard the girls talking. She walked toward the commotion and commanded Kitty to return to her own bed. There would be no more secrets told tonight.

The next morning Madame Reverend Mother ordered Katy to her office, and she sat in the cold hallway waiting for the nun. She looked again at the Virgin stomping on the snake and thought she might ask about it, but then she realized she was likely in trouble with Reverend Mother. She fretted that her escape plan had been overheard, even though Sister Celeste was practically deaf, and that she’d be locked away in a dark room, where bad girls were kept. Instead, as soon as the toad nun ordered Katy in her office, and before she could sit down, Reverend Mother told her she was returning home.

“I get to go home. Is my da coming to get me?” Katy eagerly looked at Madame.

“No, child,” Reverend Mother said without emotion. “Your mother is arriving within the hour. Your father is dead.” 

Katy’s wish had come true.
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DEADLY RAIN
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EARLY ON THE day he died Thomas O’Flaherty had been feeling grand. Because of his charitable work in St. Louis, he had been invited along with several hundred others, including the city’s founder, Henri Chouteau, to ride the inaugural train, the O’Sullivan, across the new wooden Gasconade Bridge, a 760-foot structure, from St. Louis to Jefferson City, the state capitol, a hundred and thirty-two mile trip. Feeling like the V.I.P. that he now was, Thomas was excited as he sat on the plush velvet seat in the lead car directly behind the engine. While he blew on his hot coffee and waited for the train to depart Union Station, he realized he ought to be in church, since today was All Saints’ Day, a holy day of obligation in the Catholic Church. But he thought that riding this train, which would pave the way to the West, was more important than his duty to the Church. Besides, once home, he could always go to confession and receive absolution. Five Hail Marys would likely expunge his sin and cleanse his soul. So, Thomas shifted his attention to the present moment and watched as hordes of people milled around the platform. Earlier, Mayor Washington King had given a rousing speech, lauding the Pacific Railroad and its effort to build a transcontinental railway, of which this line was a part. Brass bands played on the 7th St. platform and hosts of people waved to the exceptional passengers, which included state representatives, the St. Louis mayor, bankers, and judges. Thomas was in illustrious company, and he couldn’t believe his good fortune. 

Using his handkerchief, Thomas wiped the condensation gathering on the window. Light drizzle had started to fall; people were rushing to climb aboard the train and porters were scurrying to help them find their seats. As Thomas waited, he thought about how far he had come since he had arrived in St. Louis at the age of eighteen in 1825 from Galway. His family had been farmers in the rocky West of Ireland, a difficult undertaking even before several years of blight. Sometimes, because of the terrain, farmers even tried to grow potatoes along the coast in seaweed. And sometimes when the potatoes failed, they ate seaweed because there was nothing else to eat. That fact, and the odor of rotting potatoes was enough to drive him away from his homeland. 

One evening as they sat at the dinner table, he told his da that he needed to leave; Ireland was doomed; he wanted a better life in a place where he could thrive. 

“You know you’ll never return? You’ll break your mam’s heart because she will never see your face again?” his father asked mournfully.

“I realize that, Da, but there’s no future here. All signs point toward hunger. Besides, I want more freedom than Catholics are allowed.” Thomas pushed his plate away and put his elbows on the table. Dinner had been sparse. A few potatoes and some shriveled green beans. He felt his stomach rumble.

“Where will you get the funds? I’m sorry to say I haven’t any to share with you,” his father said, casting down his eyes. He felt ashamed that he couldn’t help his oldest son. 

“Not to worry, Da. Father Damien has promised me the passage money. I’ve vowed to pay him back once I land on my feet.”

“Of course you will, but where will you go?” Thomas’s father leaned forward and lit his clay pipe.

“I’ll book passage to New York and sort it out from there. Cousin Seamus is there. No doubt he’ll help me.”

So, his da reluctantly bestowed his blessing and the family held the customary wake for the loved one’s departure from their home. Thomas kept his emotions hidden in his heart while his mother and sisters wept and wailed like crazed banshees, as if he had already died. He felt as though he was witnessing his own funeral.

Seamus helped Thomas get a job on the docks in New York and after a few months, Thomas acquired sufficient funds to travel to St. Louis, which was becoming the Gateway to the West. He figured he would find a way to take advantage of people’s desire to claim land for themselves, even at the expense of those natives who already lived there; he acquired a job at a boat and supply store; he often went hungry in order to squirrel away the necessary bankroll so he could one day purchase the store. He had grown used to hunger but this time it was a choice, not a death sentence.

Now, back in Ireland, people were starving, just as Thomas predicted. The great blight, the Great Hunger, an Gorta Mὁr, was beginning to consume the people and the land. The family had been eating nettles; his mam had been the first in the family to starve to death, and Thomas felt deep remorse that there was nothing he could do to help his family. He sent what money he could, but his brother Cillian said money was of little use when there was no grain or victuals to buy. And they didn’t have enough money to emigrate. Cillian told him it was obvious that the Brits were deliberately starving the Irish. Cillian had also informed him that Queen Victoria was now called the “Famine Queen,” because it was said she had only donated £5 to famine relief. So, even though Thomas’s heart broke for his brothers, sisters, their families, and his da, all he could do now was take care of his American family. He had to forget his Irish family.

Thomas had succeeded and was the veritable example of the American Dream, at least the monetary version of it. He now owned the thriving boat and supply store as well as a large, three-story, ivy-covered brick mansion with wrought-iron balconies on a well-appointed boulevard. He and his wife Eliza, their children Tom, Katy, and Janie, lived in style along with his son George from his previous marriage to Catherine who, God bless her, bled to death in childbirth. He was also grateful that through his business acumen he was able to care for Eliza’s mother and four of Eliza’s siblings (Charles, Zuma whom everyone called Puss, Wilson, and Josephine). They were quite the brood, Thomas thought, but they needed his protection, and he was happy to be their heroic knight. He had saved Eliza and her family after their feckless, drunken father abandoned them. Thomas felt steadfast. He would never leave. 

The drizzle had turned into heavy rain, delaying their departure. While they waited to leave, the train’s engineer, Mr. Thomas O’Sullivan, a fellow Irishman, walked through each car and shook passengers’ hands. He introduced himself, especially noting Thomas’s surname and origins. 

“We’ve a fine engine here, Mr. O’Flaherty; this is indeed a grand day which will long be remembered in Missouri history and in our national history as we begin to open up the West via our locomotives.”

O’Flaherty agreed and pumped O’Sullivan’s hand, wishing him Godspeed. “I’ll see you in Jefferson City and we’ll toast your success.”

The O’Sullivan train left the platform at nine a.m. and stopped occasionally to pick up more passengers. All were in a festive mood, even though it continued to rain heavily, often with an occasional torrential downpour that created numerous rivulets along the track. Those passengers who boarded at various stops shook out their rain-soaked coats and hats and then asked the porters for tea and coffee to warm themselves. 

Thomas kept to himself still thinking of his family and especially his daughter Katy. Eliza still hadn’t allowed him to return to her bed. She protested like the women in that Greek comedy he couldn’t recall the name of, but this was no laughing matter. He wanted to sleep with his wife; it was her duty. 

Her willfulness was always a bad example to Katy, but was he right in keeping the girl from her mother? Did he wish to stifle the child from becoming herself? Perhaps he should bring her home. 

The last time Eliza and he visited, Katy bawled as they were leaving, and Eliza was also brought to tears. “Thomas, I warned you that the child is too young to be away from me and Loretta. The nuns don’t know how to teach a gifted child. And they have no maternal skills; they do not hug and kiss the girls,” Eliza said as she sat across from him in their carriage. “They merely reprimand them for the slightest offense. I know you think you’re helping our girl grow up, but I want her to come home. She cries herself to sleep. She told me she plans to run away
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