Teresa's Story, as told in Mail-Order Kid 

  

  

Teresa's birth plunged her into trouble. As an infant named Jessie Feit, she lost her family when her mother placed her in the Foundling, a Catholic orphanage in New York City. 

  

Next both Jessie's name and her Jewish heritage disappeared as Foundling officials baptized her a Catholic, naming her Teresa after a Catholic saint. 

  

Three years later, Foundling nuns took Teresa by train from New York City to Kansas. There they gave her to strangers, a Catholic couple, Mr. and Mrs. Bieker. In a tiny Volga German village, the Biekers raised Teresa as a Catholic; she attended a Catholic-run school where classmates ridiculed her for being an orphan—and for being Jewish. 

  

Teresa's experiences with Mr. Bieker made her wary of men. He molested the girl from the time she was four until the sheriff took her away at thirteen. Then the judge appointed to oversee her welfare "did her worse" than Mr. Bieker. But Teresa, spunky and bright, refused to be crippled, so her biography relates the story of her pluck and determination. 

  

Convinced of education's importance, Teresa, in time, graduated from high school and college while working full-time, raising two daughters, and caring for an invalid husband. 

  

She became a librarian; first, a children's librarian in Hays, Kansas, not far from her childhood home. Later she moved to Denver, attended graduate school, and became a highly respected medical librarian, working for several of the city's top hospitals. 

  

Then two discoveries helped Teresa heal her self esteem, still smarting from the wounds of her childhood. First, she met other people relocated as children from New York to the plains, people who became like a family to her. To her amazement, she realized she was part of a huge relocation, the orphan train movement. Then Teresa discovered blood relatives, rich Jewish cousins in Chicago, who recognized her as one of their own. 

  

Teresa's life, which began so inauspiciously, ended at ninety-five with a deep sense of satisfaction as she came to terms with her past, her faith, and ultimately, herself. 

  

Her gripping tale of transformation, Mail-Order Kid: An Orphan Train Rider's Story, celebrates not just triumph over adversity but also shows how loss, betrayal and shame can evolve into compassion, even wisdom. 

  

  

-- Marilyn June Coffey 
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