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Chapter One

 

Gerda Gerta Scholler didn’t think it odd to have two names so much alike. None of the other children at Sisters of Mercy Orphanage had two given names so similar, but none of the other children were like her. After all, she was eight years old, almost two years older than the other children and, at 50 inches, taller than most. Her names were an added distinction.

Her parents surely knew that “Gerda” and “Gerta” banged together when spoken aloud, yet they had named her that anyway. They must have felt the names were perfect for their daughter, otherwise they would have named her Frieda or Bernadina or something. That is how Gerda Gerta felt. Besides, after four years in the orphanage, she barely remembered her parents and the names were a special link to them.

On a windowsill near her bed, she kept a brown-toned photograph of a woman in a dress with a collar buttoned high against her neck, and a man wearing a black coat and cloth cap. The couple sat in chairs next to each other, neither touching nor seeming to notice one another. They might have been strangers seated in a public hall. Gerda Gerta had been told the man and woman were her father and mother, but they hardly looked to her like real people. She couldn’t imagine the unsmiling couple laughing or talking or eating pudding.

The father she remembered lay in his bed, barely moving, with a very, very sweaty face. Within a year of emigrating from Germany, the young husband and wife in the picture had died after falling ill with a coughing fever, her mother first and her father four months later. With no other family in New York City, her dying father had made arrangements to place Gerda Gerta with the Sisters of Mercy in Morrisania, north of the city.

The orphaned girl desperately missed her parents at first, of course, but after several months, she grew accustomed to orphanage life. Her desperate loss eventually settled into a smoky longing that mostly visited her at night. The feeling faded further when Sister Angelica, her favorite nun at the Roman Catholic orphanage, told her the meaning of “Gerda” and “Gerta.”

“In the German language, Gerda means ’protected,’” she told the girl one evening as they sat together in the quieted dining room after dinner. As she spoke the word, the nun slowly moved her hands over the girl’s head and shoulders like a shroud. The girl felt enveloped by her parents’ love.

Then Sister Angelica rolled the fingers of her right hand into a hollow fist and raised it as if she were grasping something. The black sleeve of her loose-fitting habit fell to her elbow. “And Gerta,” she said, “means ‘strong with a spear.’ Could you throw a strong spear, you think?”

Gerda Gerta shrugged. She barely knew what a spear was and certainly had never thrown one.

“Gerda Gerta. Two good names for a good girl. They each are assurances of long life. What are you going to do with your long life?” Sister Angelica asked in a soft voice, eyes smiling.

The girl shrugged again. After a bit, she said, “I hope I have a family someday and grow up. Then I want to come back and visit you.” A smile brightened the face of the nun. She hugged the child and said she always would look forward to her return visit.

Some of the orphans made fun of “Gerda Gerta,” of course. They sometimes teasingly called her “Dirty Dirty,” because it sounded almost the same. She mostly ignored them, and eventually everyone came around to calling her simply Gerta. Only Sister Angelica sometimes used both names.

One winter morning after an icy storm ripped small limbs from trees, Gerta noticed a particularly straight limb on the ground near the building, longer than she was tall. She studied it a while and then dragged it to a tool building at the rear of the property, where she used an ax to whack off small branches. After its thicker end was sharpened, the limb became a spear.

She decided to become “gerta,” to be strong with a spear. Searching around, she found a rotting bushel basket and set it in the middle of the yard. Standing several lengths away, with one eye shut, she aimed the spear and threw it at the basket. It slipped sideways in the air and bounced on the ground harmlessly. A couple of boys and another girl tried to throw the spear with about the same result and quickly lost interest.

But Gerta kept throwing. After several attempts, she figured out where to grip the limb so the point would lead the spear’s flight through the air. Eventually, she punctured the basket more than once, spear and target rolling away locked together. That made Gerta smile. She leaned her spear against the tool building at the end of the day. The next morning she threw it at the basket some more.

In April of 1866, Sister Angelica sat in her office near the dining room hall. Gerta was in a chair in front of a desk, dressed in a plain chocolate-brown dress, her hands resting in her lap. Her brown hair, cropped just short of her shoulders, was uncombed but tangle-free. Her bare legs hung down the front of the chair, one crossed in front of the other. Gray canvas shoes covered her feet, which barely touched the floor.

Sister Angelica had escorted her into the room and then moved past Gerta to her chair behind the desk. The nun’s clothing rustled and whispered sacredly as she passed. The panes of a window behind the desk were sky blue with wisps of clouds moving across them. Sister Angelica scooted her chair forward, placed her arms on the desk and looked at Gerta expectantly.

“Do you know what today is, Gerta?” she asked. The child shook her head. “Well, today is a wonderful day for you. Here is why: A man and woman want to invite you into their home. You have a new family!” The nun said nothing more and waited for a reaction. She raised an eyebrow when no response was forthcoming. “What do you think about that?”

“I’m not sure, sister,” Gerta said in a faint voice, feeling numb. She had wanted this day to arrive for almost as long as she could remember, but now that it had, the thought of leaving her orphanage home made her uneasy.

Life in the orphanage was comfortable. Gerta enjoyed making her bed in a dormitory each morning amid a roomful of girls doing the same. Many of the younger girls looked to her to lead them safely into the day. By midday, the younger girls would lose their fears in playing and doing assigned tasks. But as each day dawned, anxiety always returned and Gerta’s steady presence reassured them. She had begun to feel responsible for the girls.

The nuns subsequently asked Gerta to help supervise the play of the younger girls and to report any injury or illness among them. Before each evening meal, she also had been assigned to help in the kitchen, slicing cabbage, washing pans and doing other small jobs. Beatrice, the cook, who was not a nun, welcomed Gerta’s help and often gave her an extra pudding or a piece of newly baked bread. Gerta had settled into her new life.

“Are you nervous about leaving the orphanage?” Sister Angelica spoke gently.

“I…I don’t know who it is I am going to live with,” Gerta said.

“Ah, well, of course you don’t. I haven’t told you yet,” the nun said, with a quick smile. “You are going to live with John and Marcia Bourdon and their son, Caleb. Their son is two years older than you, and his mother and father want a daughter to complete their family. They are opening their home to you. Isn’t that wonderful?”

Gerta wasn’t sure what to say. It was wonderful and it wasn’t. Becoming the daughter of a family seemed good. Yet not knowing anything about the family left her with many questions, none of which she seemed able to voice at that moment.

“Mr. Bourdon is a farmer who, naturally, has animals like chickens and horses. You can throw your spear, and climb trees in the yard,” the nun said. “You like climbing trees, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Gerta said. It was true. A favorite activity was jumping up to hang on a lower branch before swinging her legs up and climbing to a higher branch. One of the nuns called Gerta a “tomboy,” which never sounded very flattering to her. A maple tree in the orphanage compound had a limb low enough for her to reach. She liked to climb to the middle of the tree and sit alone there, looking down through broad leaves at the scampering children.

Gerta asked, “Is the farm near here?”

“Ah, well…no. It isn’t.” Sister Angelica rose to her feet and beckoned to Gerta to follow her. She rustled past the girl and turned down the hallway before entering the dining hall. On the wall nearest the door, the sisters had tacked a map. It was black, white and gray and to Gerta and the other children, was a bunch of lines on paper.

Sister Angelica stood at the right edge of the map and laid one finger on it. “This is where you and I live now…Morrisania on the edge of New York City. It is on the coast of the United States. You and your parents came all the way across this ocean and landed in New York…here. I don’t suppose you remember much of that, do you?” Gerta screwed up her face in thought and shook her head.

“Well, so here is where you live now. But Mr. and Mrs. Bourdon live allllllll the way out here in the western part of the country,” she said, dragging her finger across a bunch of crooked lines before stopping in the middle of the map. “Their home is in the new state of Kansas. You are going to live with them there, with their horses and their chickens. It will be an adventure!”

Sister Angelica dropped her hand from the wall and knelt next to Gerta, who had been staring at the map. The girl turned her head toward the nun, whose smile slightly lifted the anxiety Gerta clearly felt.

“But…” Gerta said, looking at the nun’s upturned mouth, “…how am I going to get there?”

“That might be the biggest adventure of all,” Sister Angelica exclaimed, standing and clapping her hands together. “You are going to ride to Kansas on a train!”


Chapter Two

 

Gerta was not excited about riding a train. She was worried, in fact, and walked around the rest of the day with a wrinkled forehead. She imagined all the opportunities she would have to fall off the train between New York and Kansas. She could see herself being left behind when the train chugged away from a station. And what would she eat? Where would she sleep? Does a train have a toilet? The questions crowded her mind till she got a headache.

In the evening, Gerta slumped on her bed after slipping her dressing gown over her head. She looked up to see the younger girls looking back at her forlornly. They were not happy she was leaving and were even unhappier that she did not seem to be happy. Gerta tried to make a funny face to mask her gloom but it didn’t fool anyone.

Several times in the following days, Sister Angelica arranged to run into Gerta and answer her questions. The nun assured Gerta she would not be traveling alone on the train. Two other girls and a boy from other Catholic orphanages also would be on the train traveling west. A man and his wife would ride the train, too, so that each child would arrive safely. The children would be fed. And, yes, toilets would be on the train or in stations where they stopped.

Gradually, Gerta’s nervousness faded except for when she thought about it, so she tried not to think about it. One thought that nevertheless kept pushing itself into her brain was about Indians. Going “west” would put her nearer wild Indians. From what she had heard about Indians in the west, living near them did not seem like a good idea. During the two weeks before she was to leave the orphanage, Gerta tried very hard not to think about Indians.

Though she had never ridden a train, she had seen one. When the sisters took everyone on a picnic in a pasture outside Morrisania, they watched a train’s engine blacken the sky as it rumbled along tracks pulling its cars. Its horn blasted as it entered the town, and they could hear the train screech and bang as it shuddered to a stop at the depot. All in all, Gerta hadn’t been very impressed.

But Sister Angelica told Gerta that she herself had traveled on trains more than once. “If you don’t open the window, all that smoke and cinder coming out of the engine’s stack won’t bother you,” she told Gerta as they sat together on steps leading upstairs to the dormitories. “If you want some fresh air, just make sure the smoke isn’t drifting past your window before you open it.” Gerta said she would check first.

“The best part is the rumbling beneath you. It feels like someone giving you a backrub. The wheels on the cars make noises as they roll along the rails—bang-a-bang-a-bang-a-bang, like that—and the car sways a little, this way and that way. It’s quite comfortable, really. You can sit back and the train will rock you to sleep.”

“It does seem like it should be fun,” Gerta said, looking up at the nun. “I wish you could come, though.” Sister Angelica laughed and said she wished she could, too.

So Gerta prepared for her trip, first by planning what to take. Everything that belonged to her she could pack in a cloth bag with a drawstring. She would wear either her long-sleeved brown dress or her faded blue one, putting the other dress in the bag. She also would bag her three extra pairs of underpants and two extra pairs of socks. Her dressing gown would go into the bag wrapped around her parents’ framed photograph. In the April coolness, she would wear her woolen coat and cotton gloves, her brimmed hat and, of course, her only pair of shoes.

The sisters had given Gerta a small book of stories. Gerta could read only a few of the words, but looking at the pictures helped her recall the stories, including her favorite about Joan of Arc. The book would go in the bag as would her cloth doll, its smile formed of red stitching, with buttons for eyes. She loved the doll even though its white dress had turned gray after being dropped in a puddle.

As the day of departure approached, Gerta’s anxieties were almost entirely overcome by
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