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Dedication

Dedicated to the individuals of conscience and courage

around the world. Stand tall.











Epigraph

I have been lost before and come into these woods

to lay my body down.

And you have taken me in arms of light and sang to me,

rocked me gentle in the limbs of trees.

You have taken me in arms of light and sang to me

and wiped away my tears with new green leaves.

From the private journal of Patience Hester

Liberty, West Virginia, U.S.A.

1941–1943
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November 22, 1941

The Ties that Bind

Mama, what’s that?” my son, Danny, asks as a vehicle roars over the stone bridge that spans the Hope River, just outside of Liberty, West Virginia.

I look away from the newspapers in the rack set out on the sidewalk in front of Gold’s Dry Goods and shake my head, swallowing fear. NAZIS TAKE SEVASTOPOL IN RELENTLESS ADVANCE TOWARD MOSCOW, the headlines read. I try to keep it from the children, but I’m worried about Europe’s war spreading like a virus around the world. It’s happened before. It could happen again.

In the last few weeks, the Germans have taken Kiev, Odessa, and Kharkov, places my veterinarian husband, Dr. Hester, has obsessively marked on the National Geographic Map taped inside our bedroom closet.

The roar gets louder as a bolt of lightning streaks down Main. Mira, my littlest, clings to my skirt. Sunny and Sue, the twins, stand hugging each other. “I don’t know,” I answer, catching our reflections in the store’s shiny window, a Norman Rockwell painting, Farm Woman and Children Go to Town.

There she stands in her blue wool coat, small but strong. She wears wire-rim glasses that keep falling off her short nose and her straight shoulder-length brown hair is tied back with a ribbon, a pleasant rosy-cheeked woman, with her shoulders back, but not what you’d call a real looker.

Her brood of four is healthy and handsome too. The dark-haired boy wears a wool cap and clean overalls. Twin towheaded girls in red dresses with plaid jackets turn from the displays in the store window, and a smaller girl, with freckles, has a worn brown teddy bear tucked under her arm.

The vehicle spins around in front of the Saved by Jesus Baptist Church at the other end of Main and I can just make out a bright-red motorcycle with a sidecar of the same color. The driver, dressed in black leather with a scarlet scarf around his neck, races his motor and heads back this way. He stands on the seat like a circus performer and salutes as he passes.

“Wow!” Danny yells.

The motorcyclist stops again on the bridge over the Hope, revs the motor, and shoots back into town. He screeches to a stop in front of Gold’s Dry Goods, then cuts the motor, slowly pulls off his helmet and goggles, then shakes his black curls.

“Ma,” Mira whispers, squeezing my arm. “That’s a woman!”

The female rider, with large brown eyes and skin the color of a newborn fawn, stands with one hand on her hip, swinging her leather helmet by its strap. A thin blond boy, with pale blue eyes, sits hunched and unsmiling in the sidecar.

“Bitsy!” I yell, jumping off the high curb and almost falling on my hands and knees in the street. “You’re home!”

HAVE YOU EVER noticed that when you’re reunited with an old friend, someone you’ve been through hard times with, it’s like you’ve never been apart? That’s how it is with Bitsy and me.

I turn the page in my journal. It’s a beautiful book that I’ve had for years, but it won’t last much longer. Even with my cramped cursive, it’s almost full.

When I saw the bouquet of tulips embossed on the cover in Stenger’s Pharmacy years ago, I had to have it, so I spent my last dollar and bought three! This was before Wall Street collapsed in ’29 and I still had a dollar.

Inside the brown leather, in the top corner of each lined page is a small colored print of a poppy or a rose, a toad or snail, some living thing. There’s a lock and a key that I keep on a long ribbon around my neck, along with my gold watch . . . the gold pocket watch Mrs. Kelly, my midwife teacher and friend, left me when she passed on.

My life has been difficult at times and the delicacy of the empty pages in the journal is what charmed me. The diary is like a friend I can talk to, some gentle, sensible woman . . . someone who would laugh at the things I laugh at and understand when I cried.

TONIGHT, AFTER MY husband, Daniel, and the children are in bed, Bitsy and I sit curled on the sofa in front of the fireplace with my old beagle, Sasha.

“Nice place,” Bitsy says, looking around. I adjust my glasses to see what she sees: a fireplace with a large framed mirror on the mantel, an upright piano, a worn blue davenport, two rocking chairs, and a new electric floor lamp with an amber glass shade.

There’s an oil painting of me as a girl hanging over the sofa and my husband’s framed photographs of racehorses, farm horses, and hunting horses all over the walls. A braided red rug gives warmth to the room and there’s a wood heater stove near the stairway.

“The stained-glass lamp is the first new thing that Dan and I have bought since the Great Depression,” I tell my friend. “That’s what they call it now, the Great Depression.”

“It was depressing all right!” Bitsy laughs.

“So where the hell have you been?” I ask. “No phone calls. Not even a postcard.”

“You really want to know?”

“Well, yes! And who’s the boy?”

“The whole story?”

“Maybe the short version. It’s been almost ten years.” I start to laugh, but stop when I see my friend’s face.

“What?” I ask, touching her on the knee. “What?”

My friend wipes her eyes. “I’m so ashamed.”

“Tell me. Start at the beginning.” I scoot over and put my arm around her. “You left West Virginia with Byrd Bowlin, your sweetheart, the night the KKK came to our farm. After what happened, I couldn’t blame you.”

Bitsy’s brown eyes focus on the flames. “Byrd and I were married by a justice of the peace a week after we got to Philly,” she recalls. “I know you thought we were already shacking up, but you were wrong. There was nothing but kissing going on, and not much of that.

“We lived with my brother, Thomas, at first, and he got Byrd a job as an electric-trolley-car driver, but it turned out because of the economy people didn’t have the money to ride trolleys. Since Byrd was new and a Negro, he was transferred to shoveling coal at the power plant.

“All day long Byrd shoveled coal for the electric cars, but within a month he quit. It was as bad as being a miner, he told me. At first, he went out every day looking for work, walked the streets, stood in line at the unemployment office, but no one was hiring. Fifty percent of the colored men in Philadelphia were unemployed, thirty percent of the whites. I guess it was the same all over.

“Thomas was supporting us, but it was hard on Byrd’s pride. Finally, I got a job in a colored woman’s beauty shop called Sweet Pea’s Salon and we rented a studio apartment for just $12 a month.

“Mostly I just washed hair, oiled it, and swept up. Miss Evelyn, the owner, was from Harlem. I’m not sure she was even trained as a beautician, but she sure knew what she was doing.

“Byrd didn’t like it. He said a woman’s place was in the home, and since he was the man, he should be working. That’s when things started going downhill. Whenever I got paid, he’d take the money. He said he’d buy groceries, but he gambled and drank.

“I tried to hide the cash in my brassiere or my loafers, but he knew how much I made and he’d . . .” She glances at me and wipes her eyes again. “He’d make me strip until he found the cash. Then to punish me he’d force me to kneel naked on the cold floor all night.” Here she stops and rubs her knees as if she still feels the pain.

“Oh, Bitsy!” I say. “I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you come home to me?”

“I wanted to, but Byrd wouldn’t think of it. Also we had no money. Finally, I quit the salon; thinking if we were broke, maybe Byrd would start looking for work again, but this was the thirties, remember. Most young colored fellows were just sitting around on their front porches drinking beer or shooting craps.

“Then one day he hopped a freight train for the West Coast like the other hoboes. I never heard from him again . . . my heart was broken.” She puts her hand on her chest and looks in my eyes for a long time. “My heart . . .” she says again, as if trying to hold the shattered pieces together.

For a moment I say nothing . . . then, “That’s enough for tonight. You must be tired. You can sleep here on the sofa. You can sleep here forever. You are home now, Bitsy. You are home.”
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November 23, 1941

Baby Cabin

Because I stayed up late talking with Bitsy and then wrote in my journal, I’m tired this morning. It was after midnight when we went to bed and I didn’t get to ask where she picked up the boy. All I learned is his name, Willie, and that he’s her ward.

Outside, Sasha barks up a storm and the children call, “Ma. Ma. There’s a car in the drive!”

I lift myself out of the kitchen chair too fast and a moan comes out. Sometimes I can rise with little pain if I do so carefully, but not today. My left knee has never been right since I was kicked when helping my veterinarian husband do tuberculin testing on Mr. Dresher’s cows. That was four years ago, and we were dead broke, so I didn’t go to the hospital in Torrington. What would they have done anyway?

When I look out the front window I see a new burgundy Cadillac crossing the wooden bridge over Salt Creek. The vehicle is unfamiliar, but as Union County’s midwife, these interruptions are not unexpected. What shocks me is the gleaming luxury of the new auto.

“Bitsy,” I yell to my friend who’s upstairs making beds.

“We got company, probably someone coming for the midwives.” I say it like this, as if we’ve been doing deliveries together for the last decade, but in reality she was only my assistant for ten or twelve months. This was back in ’29, the year of the crash.

“What can we do with the children?” she asks. “We can’t take them with us.”

“No, we don’t have to go anywhere. Didn’t you see the little log cabin behind the farmhouse? The cabin is a place where women come to have their babies. Daniel and Dr. Blum built it for me when our family expanded and we adopted the twins. We’d better get a move on.”

“Kids,” I announce as we come out on the porch, “Aunt Bitsy and I are going to be in the Baby Cabin. You know what that means. Don’t interrupt us unless someone is bleeding or the house is on fire.”

“Do we need Mrs. Kelly’s birth satchel?” Bitsy asks.

“It’s already out there.” I smile, realizing that more than a decade ago, when we did deliveries together, we always carried the medical bag. “I only use it now when I go to home births. If the women come to me, the cabin is equipped with everything we need, except hot water . . . I still have to carry that from the kitchen.”

“Sir, do you need assistance?” I ask as we approach the Caddy. A man wearing a natty brown tweed suit and a brown fedora gets out, slams the door, and wipes his very pink brow. The woman inside wears a green floppy hat that covers her face.

“Oh, thank God. Are you the midwives? I’m Mr. Faye. We just drove down from Pittsburgh for a Sunday ride in the country and now my lady friend, Opal, has gone into labor. We stopped in Liberty, but there’s no hospital. Someone at the Mountain Top Diner told us about you. The thing is; she’s too early. Her physician at West Penn Hospital says she’s due near the end of January.”

Bitsy stares at the man, then looks at me as we both calculate how premature the baby will be: almost two months . . . unless the doctor is wrong.

“Well, you’ve come to the right place. We have a little lying-in home on the farm that we call the Baby Cabin. Would you like to see it? Why don’t you bring Opal inside and I can at least examine her and tell you what I think. Maybe there’s time to get her to Boone Memorial in Torrington.”

Bitsy is way ahead of me. She’s already assisting Opal, who’s of African descent, out of the auto and guiding her along the stone path toward the cabin. The expectant mother is a look-alike for a young Marian Anderson, the famous colored opera singer.

I catch up with them at the porch just as Opal has a contraction.

“Oh, baby doll. I’m so sorry,” Mr. Faye says, the leather suitcase banging against his legs as he runs to get the door. From the look of his heavy tweed suit, his shiny shoes, and his fancy auto, he’s a city slicker for sure.

Just as we get Opal inside, she gives a great grunt and her water bag breaks, but having set up the Baby Cabin for just such eventualities, I grab a handful of folded rags and wipe up the mess. The fluid is clear and that’s a good thing.

“Oh my God!” Opal waves one hand in a frantic way as if trying to bat the pain away, and then leans down with both hands on her knees. “Something’s coming!”

Single Footling Breech

Bitsy, who’s as sharp as a briar, pulls back the covers on the double bed, throws a towel on the sheet, and helps the woman pull down her wet bloomers.

“Aghhhhhhh!” Opal bellows, and bears down. I reach for a packet of sterile rubber gloves, intending to do a vaginal exam, but catch my breath when I see a tiny foot at the opening.

“I think I’m going to be ill,” the man says, and backs out of the door.

“It’s a single footling,” Bitsy whispers, gently pinching the infant’s blue foot to see if it still has circulation. The baby kicks her hand away, a good sign.

“We have to break up the breech,” I say. “I’ve seen it done twice by Mrs. Kelly.”

Quickly, I go to the cupboard and get out the birth pack, sterilized in the oven a week ago. Then, while my friend gets Opal more comfortable, I pull over the wooden table on wheels that our friend, Dr. Blum, made for me. I wash my hands and untie the pack. Inside is a simple collection of things we’ll need for the birth (and a few we hope we don’t need).

Bitsy, as if she does this every day, quickly lays out our supplies; scissors, a rubber suction syringe, cotton tape to tie off the cord, and a bowl for the placenta. There’s also a container of oil that I use to help the baby slide out and equipment for stitching if we need it.

With rubber gloves on, I work one finger in and release the second leg. Then, as quick as a wink the rest of the body slides out as far as the umbilical cord.

“It’s a boy, Opal,” Bitsy says. “We can tell the sex already. You’re doing great!”

Before I even ask her, Bitsy has the patient’s buttocks on the edge of the bed and we allow the weight of the baby to help with the delivery. My assistant supports the tiny body while I keep one hand on the patient’s lower abdomen. With a breech, as with any delivery, we must keep the head flexed. My friend smiles and I smile too. We’re working as a team, as we used to do. “Once a midwife, always a midwife!” I whisper.

“Left arm. Right arm,” I say to myself as I gently turn the baby, and then lift him up until the chin comes out and he’s free. “You did it, Opal!” I tell her. Bitsy quickly wraps the tiny wailing boy and lays him on his mother’s chest.

“Oh blessed God,” she whispers. “Is he okay?”

“Yes, hear him cry!” Bitsy says. “He’s fit as a fiddle.”

“The baby is beautiful, honey,” I say, ten minutes later, as I take him back from his mom, weigh him on my hanging scale, and give him a quick exam. He’s scrawny and brown like Opal, has all his fingers and toes and regular facial features. I check his palate, which is intact, and I smile when he sucks on my finger. If I’d had to guess I’d have said he’s a few weeks early, but not two whole months.

While I’m doing the newborn assessment, Bitsy helps the new mom take off the rest of her clothes and re-dress in one of the flowered nightgowns I keep on hand for such occasions. Then we place the crying infant on the breast and cover both mother and baby with a quilt.

The new mother softly touches his cheek. He turns his head toward her, rooting for milk. “Oh!” says Opal, startled. “Does he want food already?”

“Yes. All warm-blooded animals are ready to eat as soon as they’re born. A healthy human baby is no different from a colt or a lamb and even though you don’t have much milk yet, the sucking will bring it on.”

Outside, the burgundy Cadillac roars into life. My partner and I look at each other and step to the window. Now, where is the man going? I ask myself. Doesn’t he want to see his new baby?

Two hours later, the baby’s father still hasn’t come back. “Where could he be?” I wonder under my breath.

“Maybe he went back into Liberty to get some smokes or to celebrate with a beer?” Bitsy guesses.

I run back over to the farmhouse and find the children listening to The Lone Ranger on the radio. “From out of the past come the thundering hoofbeats of the great horse, Silver! The Lone Ranger rides again!”

Willie, who appears to be only a few years older than the girls, has found three cans of Campbell’s chicken soup in the pantry and laid them on the counter, ready for dinner. He’s a resourceful little man and since my husband, Daniel, is out on a vet call, the lad has apparently taken charge.

“Hi, kids,” I call from the kitchen. “Were you good?”

“Yes, Mom!” they all cry, then go back to their program.

“Thank you for getting the soup out, Willie. I keep it around for just this sort of day. I can also open a quart jar of home-canned tomatoes and there’s some fresh-baked bread and butter in the pantry. We just had a baby boy in the Baby Cabin, only five pounds but he’s healthy. Did you see where the father went, the man in the fancy car? Did he say anything?”

Willie, responsibly hands me a folded piece of paper, and I open it, feeling puzzled.

All the note says is “Thank you for delivering the baby and please take care of Opal. Tell her I love her.” There are five twenty-dollar bills folded inside, more money than I’ve ever seen at one time.

“Is the man coming back?” I ask.

Willie shakes his head no and his blond hair falls over his forehead.

“Maybe he was going into town to get the baby some clothes and blankets.”

“I doubt it.”

“Why?”

“Because,” Willie says sadly, “he didn’t look me in the eye.”

November 23, 1941

Male infant born to a young colored girl, Opal Johnson of Pittsburgh, brought to our Baby Cabin by her companion, a white man named Sonny Faye. The baby was thought to be several months premature and was a single footling breech, but Bitsy Proudfoot and I delivered it without difficulty.

The infant weighed 5 pounds, 8 ounces and breathed right away. I would guess that he’s close to 36 weeks. Placenta delivered spontaneously. Blood loss average. No vaginal tears.

Mr. Faye left one hundred dollars with a note and drove away in his sparkling dark red convertible. Opal has not yet given the baby a name, but he’s nursing just fine.

Hush-a-Bye

Come on, kids, do you want to see the new baby? The mama says it’s okay.”

After our noon meal, I take the children over to the Baby Cabin. This is something special that my young ones enjoy and it makes me smile. They are so tender and respectful. Willie says he’s never seen a newborn before and his pale blue eyes, in his very white face, are round and shining.

“Touch him,” Mira, my six-year-old, says, pulling the big boy over to the cradle by the sleeve. He holds back, but she insists. Opal is patient and proud. She still hasn’t asked about her mister and this strikes me as odd, but maybe she assumes that because he’s a man, he doesn’t want to be around childbirth.

The Hope River Valley has changed that way since I’ve been the midwife. Not often, but sometimes, the father will at least stay in the room and hold his laboring wife’s hand. When I began attending births fifteen years ago, that never happened, and I’ll admit, the first father I ever allowed at a delivery fainted and fell on the floor. That was Mr. Macintosh, the owner of the now defunct Macintosh Coal Company.

“See,” Mira says to Willie. “See how soft he is. Touch his little hand.”

Finally the boy reaches out with one finger. He strokes the baby’s palm and the infant’s tiny fingers hold on. Willie’s mouth is half-open, but he doesn’t say a word.

“Any sign of the father?” Bitsy whispers when the children are gone and we’re standing out on the steps of the Baby Cabin.

“Nope.” I shake my head and hand her the note.

“Thank you for delivering the baby and please take care of Opal. Tell her I love her,” she reads out loud, and frowns. Then I reach in my apron pocket and hand her the pile of twenties.

“Lordy!” says Bitsy.

“The money was wrapped in the note.”

“Lordy!” she exclaims again. “I’ve haven’t seen such a pile of green since I left Bricktop’s, but that was on the gambling table and didn’t belong to any one person.”

“I’ll get the kids fed and in bed. Willie told me you allow him to stay up to listen to The Grand Ole Opry.”

“Only until nine.”

I don’t even ask about the gambling table because I’m picking up a dim hum of a motorcar coming this way.

“Do you hear that? A vehicle. Maybe Mr. Faye’s coming back.” An auto bumps into the drive, but it’s not Mr. Faye, it’s my husband, Daniel Hester, veterinarian surgeon, in his old Model T. I watch as he gets out of the vehicle. He’s a tall, thin man, over six feet, with a straight back, and I always feel warm when I see him.

“Who is it?” Opal calls. “Is it Sonny?”

“No, honey, it’s Mr. Hester, Patience’s husband,” Bitsy tells her, reentering the cabin. “We don’t know where your man went, but he did leave a note,” she explains.

“Is the note for me?” Opal asks.

“Actually, I think it’s for all of us. Maybe mostly for you.” I go to the bedside, but my hand is cemented into my pocket. I don’t want to give the callous message to the new mother. It seems so cold, the rich white man leaving his colored woman and mulatto baby behind.

Bitsy takes charge and sits on the edge of the bed. “Mr. Faye left you a note and some money. One hundred dollars. Miss Patience should keep ten for the delivery. Do you have somewhere to go? Do you have family in Pittsburgh?”

Opal reads the words and finally understands. She was so strong for the birth, so calm and determined, but now she crumbles like a piece of cornbread.

“That’s all? A thank you and a hundred dollars!” she says with tears running down her face.

“Do you have kin? Someone we could call?” I ask. “I have a phone in the house.”

Here Bitsy looks impressed. Twelve years ago, when we lived together in the house with the blue door at the end of Wild Rose Road, we didn’t have a telephone. No electricity either.

“Hush. Hush,” I say to Opal. “I know you’re hurt, but you need to stay calm for your baby. If you don’t have friends or family, we’ll figure something out. You’re safe here and with the cows and chickens and our canned vegetables in the cellar we always have enough to eat.”

Bitsy brings the infant to feed again. “Hush-a-bye, don’t you cry,” Bitsy sings, stroking the young mother’s hair. “Go to sleep, little baby.” I look around at the pleasant space, the golden logs and the red and white quilt on the bed, the rocking chair, the cot in the corner, the cradle, all hand built by Daniel and our friend Dr. Blum and I come in on the next line. “When you wake, you shall have, all the pretty little horses. Blacks and bays, dapples and grays, all the pretty little horses . . .”

Back at the house, I warm up what’s left of the soup on the cast-iron cookstove and tell Daniel the news. Willie has fallen asleep on the sofa curled around our dog, Sasha.

“The bastard just left his sweetheart and his new baby?” Dan exclaims under his breath, his eyes flashing. “What’s she going to do? Does she have family? I guess we’ll have to drive her home to Pittsburgh, assuming she has a home.” He’s concerned about our patient, but happy too that Bitsy’s back, because he knows how close we were.

I cover Willie with the blue-and-white quilt in the flying-goose pattern that I made myself when I first moved to West Virginia, and move to turn off the news, but Dan raises his hand signaling me to wait.

On the radio, Edward R. Murrow summarizes in his deep voice the latest developments in Europe, “Adolf Hitler, Chancellor of Germany, announced today that all Jewish establishments are ordered to display a Jewish star on the doors and windows . . .” Dan shakes his head . . . “Go ahead,” he says sadly, and I turn off the radio.

“You okay?” I ask Daniel. “You’ve had a long day. Up at seven in the morning, home after nine. And then to return to all this! I didn’t tell you the rest . . . Mr. Faye left a hundred dollars and a thank-you note. Bitsy says most of it is for the mother, and I guess that’s right.” I lay the five twenties on the table.

“Holy cow!” He touches the crisp green bills with his big work-roughened hands. He glances at me and gives me his crooked smile. “We could do a lot with this . . .”

I put my hand over his. “I know, but it’s for Opal.”

After I clean up the kitchen, I go back to check the Baby Cabin one more time. “She’s doing well,” Bitsy tells me in a hushed voice. “Her uterus is three finger-breaths below the belly button and the bleeding is minimal. She nursed one more time by herself. I’m going to go over to wash up and kiss Willie good night, then I’ll sleep here on the cot. Is Dr. Hester okay with us staying for a few days? I don’t know what to do about Opal.”

“He’s fine about it. He was off making rounds all day and is exhausted, but he suggested we could drive Opal to Pittsburgh in my old Oldsmobile tomorrow if she has family there.”

“That would be good.” Bitsy grins, showing her white teeth. “I’d hate to take her in the sidecar on the motorcycle.”
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Buffalo Girls

At ten we hit the sack, Bitsy in the Baby Cabin and me back in the farmhouse, but I don’t sleep well. I toss and turn, pulling the covers off Daniel, reliving in half dreams the last time Bitsy and I were together at the house on Wild Rose Road.

It was eleven years ago, the fall of 1930. We’d returned late from a delivery and were just going to bed when three vehicles drove up. Eight men got out wearing white pointed hoods, and surrounded our house.

“Buffalo girls won’t you come out tonight. Come out tonight. Come out tonight,” the men warble. Bitsy and I cower behind the curtains, shushing the dogs. Bitsy is crying. “I’m so sorry, Patience,” she says . . . as if it were her fault that the racists are after us.

Then there’s a blazing cross on the lawn and the picket fence burns. The drunken bastards throw torches at the house, threatening, in rough voices, to rape us or burn us out.

“Buffalo girls won’t you come out tonight,” the guys sing, wild with drink. The laughter crescendos, the fire flares, and more flaming pickets twirl toward our roof.

“Come on, Bitsy, we have to get out of here. Bring your rifle,” I whisper.

Scuttling like crabs in the dark, we crawl out the back door and make it to the barn, but when we’re mounted on our horse, Star, I see two white feed sacks hanging on a nail and I change the plan. We tear holes in the sack for our eyes and put them over our heads. “I’m tired of running,” I hiss. “I’ve been running my whole life.”

If there were music to this scene, it would be something from a John Wayne movie. “Hold on,” I growl, filled with rage, and I nudge our horse into a canter and out the barn door. I have no idea what I’m doing. I just don’t feel like sneaking away, coming back in the morning to find the KKK has turned our sweet little home into a pile of ashes.

“You fucking Pillow Heads!” I yell the worst words I can think of as we gallop into the firelight, right up to the knot of men, anger and fear coming out of me in a low roar.

“You fucking Pillow Heads!” my friend echoes, and fires her gun in the air.

The singing comes to an abrupt halt. The men are confused. Who are these new masked riders? Bitsy and I, on top of the wild-eyed beast, tower over them.

“You have business here?” I snarl in the lowest, gruffest voice I can work up, nudging Star farther into the crowd. Bitsy reaches down and strips off one man’s hood. He’s too startled to speak, covers his face, and jumps into his truck.

“Coward!” I yell through my dusty feed sack. Bitsy gets into the spirit of things and fires into the air twice more. Flames, I am sure, are shooting out of the top of my head and I’m reckless with fury.

I dance Star around as I pull off three more hoods. The other men duck down where I can’t reach them and bump into one another as they scuttle like crabs toward their cars.

“That’s right, run! Put your coward tails between your legs and hit the road.”

I sit up in bed, laughing at the vision of Bitsy and me chasing the Klan off. Daniel still sleeps, snoring softly.

There’s a shadow in our open bedroom door. Susie, my anxious adopted daughter, stands there in her white nightgown. “I’m sorry, Mama. I peed the bed.”
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November 26, 1941

A Plan

If I had to choose one electric appliance, the Maytag would be it. I could do without electric lights. Kerosene lamps work fine if you keep the globes clean and trim the wicks daily. I could do without the Frigidaire. The springhouse at my little farm on Wild Rose Road kept things quite cold, but the washer is a godsend. Without it, I would spend all day pumping and hauling water, scrubbing on the washboard and hanging clothes on the line.

When the Maytag is loaded and agitating, I add the Borax and my special ingredient, lye, then I leave Daniel serving breakfast to a tableful of kids and take a tray of coffee and porridge over to the Baby Cabin.

“Everything okay?” I whisper as I put the tray on the rolling table. Bitsy is up and dressed, but Opal still sleeps. The poor thing is exhausted or just doesn’t want to wake up and remember that the man she loved has abandoned her.

Bitsy waves me to the door and we step out on the stoop. “She has no one. Her family disowned her. Her father said she’d come to no good when she moved to Pittsburgh to get a job. After that she was afraid to tell her parents she was pregnant with a white man’s baby.”

“I’m not surprised,” I answer. “Even in Pittsburgh, where it’s against the law to segregate hotels and restaurants, not everyone accepts mixed races.”

“Yeah, her parents are from Connellsville, a small industrial town outside of Pittsburgh, and they’re very closed-minded. She can’t go back.”

I tighten my mouth. “How did she get involved with this Sonny Faye anyway?”

“She was a maid at the William Penn Hotel. Sonny is one of the managers. He told her he loved her, but because of his position, they can’t wed. She’s been living in a room in the basement of the William Penn for the last five months.”

“Well, what was the plan? What were they going to do with the baby?”

“He was going to rent her an apartment. She’d already looked in the paper and made a list of places she wanted to see, then they went on this country ride and . . . well, you know the rest.”

We sit down on the cabin steps. There’s a chill wind but we rest on each other and I can hear the children laughing in the house when the kitchen door opens and my nine-year-old, Danny, comes out to feed the chickens.

“Do you want to use the outhouse and go in and wash up?” I ask Bitsy. “Willie seems to be doing fine. He’s reading my Hans Christian Andersen book. What’s his story anyway? Who is he?”

“You don’t know? I thought you’d know right away. He looks just like Katherine. Katherine MacIntosh.”

“I see it now. But where’s his mother . . . Katherine?”

“Dead,” Bitsy tells me, not sugarcoating it.

“Oh, no! She was the first patient you and I delivered together. Willie was the baby I thought would be stillborn. What happened to his beautiful mom?”

“Another long story. I’ll tell you later. It’s been a couple of years. Right now I’m going for a ride on my motorcycle, and stop to see the Millers out at Hazel Patch,” she says.

“Oh, Bitsy, those folks are all gone. During the deepest part of the Depression everyone left, going north and west looking for work. It’s a ghost town now.”

“Well, I have to find somewhere to live.”

“Why don’t you just stay with us? We’ll work something out. We always do.”

“No,” Bitsy says. “I came home to the Hope River and to you because you’re all the family I have, but I’m not going to mooch off you and Daniel forever. I have to find my own place. I’ve got to ride. . . . It will help me think.”

Two hours later, I’m battling wet sheets at the clothesline when Bitsy roars into the drive. She hops off her motorcycle and removes her helmet. “I have a plan,” she says, full of energy, “but I’ll need a horse and cart.”

Daniel strolls over, along with Willie, who carries a basket. “Look,” he says to Bitsy. “I’ve been helping Dr. Hester gather eggs.” He’s so proud you’d think he’d laid them himself.

“I have a Model T and a tractor with a hay wagon,” Dan says. “What do you have in mind, Miss Bitsy?”

“I found us a place to live!” she says. “Willie, Opal, the baby and I are moving to Hazel Patch!”

“Oh, Bitsy. You don’t have to do that. Those houses have been abandoned for years and the hooligans from town have thrown rocks through the windows. Opal can stay here too, as long as she needs to.”

I glance at Daniel, knowing he already feels the house is too crowded and knowing we don’t have the money to take care of everyone. He raises his eyebrows in response, as if to say, Really?

“I appreciate your hospitality, but I’ve thought it all out,” Bitsy declares. “We’ll split the $100 that Mr. Faye left. That will give Opal and I a nest egg to get started.

“I’ll need some help getting one of the houses in Hazel Patch fixed up,” Bitsy goes on. “The old Bowlin place is in the best shape. There’s still a cookstove in the kitchen and only one broken window.”
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November 30, 1941

The Drums of War

Yesterday, Bitsy and I were in Liberty picking up supplies for her new home and as we crossed Main, we heard male voices in heated discussion. There were six men arguing under the bare trees in the courthouse park, smoking cigarettes and talking politics.

“That bastard Roosevelt! The U.S.S. Ruben James should have never been there in the first place!” says one tall, lean fellow I’ve never seen before. “Two dozen American sailors dead and another hundred injured when the ship was attacked by a damned German U-boat; even one boy from West Virginia got it. FDR has been pushing this war since he rammed the Lend Lease Act through Congress.”

“Charles Lindbergh says getting us involved in Europe’s war is a conspiracy to keep the president in the White House for another four years,” adds a young man with red hair, who I recognize as one of the clerks from the feed store. “No other president has stayed for three terms. Does he want to be king?” A ripple of laughter follows.

“What about that little runt Hitler? He’s nuttier than a bed bug in June. You want him running the world?” a fellow wearing a black wool coat and a crisp wool fedora puts in quietly and I realize it is Joseph Gold, the owner of Gold’s Dry Goods.

“Well, he wants to keep the white race pure. You don’t want a bunch of mongrels, do you?” another man growls. I recognize him too, one of the Bishop brothers, always trouble.

My grip through my friend’s arm tightens. I feel protective of Bitsy when talk comes to racial matters.

“Well, what are we going to do?” a thin razorback, with a patch over one eye, asks. “Wait until the Krauts land on our shores and then wake up and say, By golly!”

“Hitler’s already taken over most of Europe. If England and France fall, do you think he’ll stop there?” the redhead argues.

“Let’s get out of here,” Bitsy whispers. “Those good ol’ boys don’t even know Germany already captured France.”

When I get home, I find Daniel reading the Torrington Times in the kitchen. He glares at the headlines with disgust. NO NEW SURVIVORS ON THE U.S.S. RUBEN JAMES. “It’s a follow-up to the article a few weeks ago,” he says, “when the Nazi submarine destroyed our ship.”

“Bitsy and I heard men arguing about it on the courthouse lawn today. Some blamed Hitler. Some blamed the president. They said FDR has been goading the Germans by sending our ships across the Atlantic with supplies for the Brits.”

“I have to say, I agree,” Dan says. “Roosevelt is spouting rhetoric about staying out of the war, but if he hadn’t set up the Lend Lease Act, our destroyer, the Ruben James, wouldn’t have been with the British convoy in the first place.

“What did he think was going to happen? Hitler was just going to let munitions and supplies be shipped from the U.S. across the Atlantic into the hands of his enemies?” He wads the paper into a ball and throws it across the room, then stands and stares out the window, tightening his jaw, as if he sees Judgment Day coming.

National Savior

I pull a kitchen chair out, sit down, and put my arm around my husband. Daniel was a cavalry soldier in the Great War. He was fresh off the farm and put in charge of the horses.

The first day I met him he described how he saw thousands of the animals slaughtered. “It was hell for them,” he told me with tears in his eyes. “They stumbled through mud and rain to bring us supplies. I watched them die of exhaustion, broken bones, bloody wounds, and tetanus. There was nothing I could do. They should never have been there in the first place. Modern weapons made them sitting ducks.”

“So, I know war has been brewing for years,” I go on. “The Germans were beaten back in the Great War. What’s made them so aggressive?”

Daniel, a bit of a history buff, leans back in his chair. “Well, Germany lost all of their colonies in Africa and thirteen percent of their territory in Europe with the Treaty of Versailles, and then they were hit hard by the Great Depression. Millions of people were out of work, just like here, and the mood was grim. Their humiliating defeat was still fresh in their minds. Germans are a proud people.” Here he smiles. “I know that from living with my grandparents. . . .

“During the Depression, ordinary Germans lost confidence in their government. They called their representatives the ‘Do Nothings.’ The conditions were perfect for the rise of a new party, the National Socialist German Workers Party.”

“Sounds like something I’d join in my younger days in Pittsburgh,” I admit, and Dan smiles his lopsided smile.

“Yeah, probably!” he agrees. “More coffee?” He pours us both another cup. “NAZI is the abbreviation for their party, innocent enough in German, Nationalsozialist. Adolf Hitler, as head of the party, rose to power because he stood for the workingman. He was former military and a spellbinding speaker.

“Remember, this is during the deepest part of the Depression. Hitler attracted a following of people desperate for change. He promised a better life for everyone. He’d make Germany great again, a superpower like it once was. There’d be jobs for all. They’d throw non-Germans out. Limit immigration.”

“So Hitler was elected by democratic vote?”

“Not exactly, but his party was. Hitler was appointed chancellor, which is like the prime minister in Britain, and most of the people believed they’d found their national savior.”

“He seems like a madman to me!” I exclaim. “Do you think the German people realize he’s trying to conquer the world? That’s not the same as making Germany great again.”

My husband shrugs, but I swallow hard. “I don’t like it, Dan. People are saying it’s inevitable that the U.S. will get involved.”

“I don’t like it either, Patience. These are dangerous times and people think the solution is easy. Just battle it out until the Germans capitulate. But don’t worry about me, Patience. I told myself after the Great War, I’d never fight again.” He stands and walks to the sink, and then he says it again: “I won’t go, Patience. If they call me up, I won’t go!”

December 7, 1941

America First

As I walk across the white frosted grass to the chicken house, the sun rises orange in the clear blue sky and despite the cold I think how glad I am to live with such beauty. . . . When I first came to the Hope River Valley from Pittsburgh, Mrs. Kelly and I were on the lam and I thought of West Virginia as the Siberia of America, a good place to hide, somewhere so poor and backward no one would ever want to live here. Now the comfort of these green mountains wraps around me like a quilt.

Across the yard, I can hear Daniel in the barn talking to the cows as he throws hay down from the loft.

“Here chick, chick, chickies,” I call as I fill my bucket with cracked corn from the metal bin. I open the door to let the chickens out of the henhouse.

“Cluck. Cluckity-cluck-cluck,” the reds answer in their soft, soothing voices. Though there are fifty of them, they are like pets or maybe friends. Only one worries me. She’s the runt and is often picked on until her yellow feet bleed. If the bullying continues, I’ll have to put her in a cage by herself where the others can’t get to her.

By noon, Dan has dropped the kids off at the little house Bitsy has fixed up in Hazel Patch and I’ve changed into a gray skirt and blue sweater. It’s Sunday, but we’re not going to church. We’re on our way to a meeting of the American First Committee in Liberty.

“Hurry, up Patience,” Dan calls to me as he puts out our beagle, Sasha, and banks the stove. “We don’t want to be late or miss the speech. B.K. Bittman has gone to a lot of trouble to get this event set up. America First is a coalition of pacifists, progressives, and conservatives that oppose the U.S. getting in the war. It’s right up our line. There are close to a million members.”

Once at the schoolhouse, we find seats near the back and I’m surprised to see about thirty people present. I glance around the room to see who’s here. Sitting up front are our good friends Becky and Isaac Blum, a handsome couple in their forties, both with dark curly hair. Becky’s a registered nurse and her husband’s a physician.

Years ago, we all lived together when I was pregnant with Mira and bleeding. Becky, in fact, took over the home births in the county, since I was on bed rest. Dr. Blum was off his rocker for a while, but he’s fine now.

Then five years ago, Becky and Isaac, Daniel and I, along with our neighbors, the Maddocks, adopted the four little Hucknell sisters, Sonya, Sally, Sunny, and Sue, after their parents and little baby brother were killed in the forest fire of ’35.

I wave at Becky, and when she smiles I remember how much I miss her. We’re all so busy lately, working, taking care of our families. . . . Becky and Isaac run the infirmary at White Rock Civilian Conservation Camp on the other side of the county.

B.K. Bittman, the grocer, is here with his wife, Lilly, along with Ida May, the town hairdresser. Mr. Stenger, the balding pharmacist, and his wife, Mrs. Stenger, are sitting next to Mr. Linkous, the young lawyer. Even One-Arm Wetsel is present, standing in back next to Sheriff Hardman, who looks the crowd over, rubbing the scar on his chin, the thin red line that came from a knife fight.

The guest speaker, Senator Holt of Weston, West Virginia (tall, shock of white hair, very pink face), begins his speech as if he’s standing before Congress.

“Shall the United States become a merchant of death?” Holt asks rhetorically in a booming voice. Daniel leans forward. “My fellow Americans,” the speaker continues, adjusting his spectacles, “We’re being bamboozled! No nation threatens us! President Roosevelt and his cronies are trying to convince people that if we don’t enter the war in Europe, the U.S. will be Germany’s next target, but that’s not the case and has never been. This is a slippery slope, folks.

“Whether or not we do enter the war,” the senator goes on, looking in the eyes of his audience, “rests upon the shoulders of you in this meeting and upon meetings like this all across the country. By the latest polls, only one in four Americans favors the U.S. going to war. We must not let big business and big government push us into this. We can only lose.”

B.K. stands up. “Thank you so much, sir. We’re honored that you came out of your way to give this presentation. I’d like now to open the floor to questions and comments.”

Mr. Linkous stands first. “I think the whole affair should be Europe’s problem. Germany wasn’t treated fairly after the last war. A lot of their territory was taken away. Now they just want it back.” Several in the audience echo his sentiments by calling out. “Hear, hear!” and then Lucille Stenger, the pharmacist’s wife, rises.

“I agree that war is not the best solution, but when you have a madman like Adolf Hitler on the rise, we can’t afford to sit idle. America is a powerful country and if we assist Great Britain and France, we can turn the tide. . . . I’ll tell you something else. My family comes from Poland; some of them still live there. Have you heard about the extermination camps where they kill the Jews? This war isn’t just about Britain or France and losing their empires; it’s about humanity. Do we want a maniac like Hitler running the world?” She plunks her heavy bottom down on the chair

“Oh, that’s just Roosevelt’s propaganda and reporters trying to sell papers,” responds a voice in back. “It’s horse manure. Nothin’ like that ever happened. If Jews in Poland were being slaughtered I think the hell we would know about it.”

I whip around to see Aran Bishop in his coveralls and flannel shirt. He ran against Sheriff Hardman in the election last year and lost by only a few hundred votes. His meek blond wife, Cora, twenty years his junior, gives him the elbow, warning him to watch his language.

“Hear! Hear!” a few fellows cheer, and then more people speak up. “Yeah, half the things you hear in the paper, or on the radio, are outright lies.”

“We should mind our own business!”

“We’ve got to take care of our own, not spend our hard-earned cash on some European squabble.”

Finally, we break for coffee and cake served by the Methodist Women.

Then at three, B.K. gets everyone to sit down again and Senator Holt comes to the front.

“Again, thank you all for coming,” he says. “Americans must show courage! If you believe in an independent destiny for our country, if you believe that we should not enter Europe’s war, we ask you to sign this petition and join America First!”

Just then the oak doors of the school slam open and we all turn around. It’s Loonie Tinkshell from the Texaco Station almost running down the aisle. Dan and I look at each other. Loonie hands the speaker a piece of paper and the speaker’s face goes white.

Senator Holt turns to B.K., whispers something, and then returns to the podium.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this meeting is over,” the senator states abruptly. “I ask that you leave in an orderly fashion and drive straight home with great care. . . . I have just been handed a telegram from Washington that says that this morning at seven forty-eight A.M., Hawaii Time, the Japanese Air Force bombed the U.S. naval base at Pearl Harbor. The attack is still going on. Thousands of sailors and officers are dead, as well as civilians. What we say here is no longer of consequence. God be with you all. God bless America.”
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War

One minute the war was theoretical, the next it was real. As Dan and I walked silently hand in hand out to our auto it started to snow, and the ride home was as somber as if we’d just been to a funeral. When I looked over at Dan, his knuckles were white on the steering wheel and his face was a mask; what was under the mask, I did not know.

When we got to Hazel Patch, we learned that Bitsy, Opal, and the children had already heard about the attack. Everyone was glued to the old console radio that Mr. Gold of Gold’s Dry Goods had given Bitsy. Mira and Susie ran into my arms.

“Who’s Pearl Harbor, Mommy? Do we know her?” Mira asks, her freckles standing out in her very white face.

“No, baby doll, it’s a place, not a person—a place far away.”

“The radio said Pearl got bombed and a whole bunch of other people too. Thousands, maybe.” Susie cries. She knows about death, both the twins do. Their parents and baby brother are buried in the Hope River Cemetery on our Wild Rose Farm.

“Find your coats, kids,” Daniel orders, “and get in the car.”

“You okay, Bitsy?” I can see that she isn’t.

“Wait,” Willie says. “Can we say a prayer first? You say it, Ma.” This appellation of “Ma” surprises me. When did that start? Bitsy has always referred to him as her ward.

Bitsy takes his hand and he takes mine and I take Danny’s and Danny takes Opal’s . . . until we make a circle in the middle of the living room, now nicely outfitted with sofa and chairs and even an old rag rug that neighbors have provided.

“Okay . . . .” my friend begins. “Dear Lord, we know that war is scary, but there are bad people in the world and someone has to stop them. Now our country must do its part. Please help our soldiers. Help our sailors. Make them brave and strong. Bless their families because they will have to sacrifice. We will all have to be brave and strong and we will all have to sacrifice, because we must win. . . . Amen.”

Family Meeting

Everyone sit down,” Dan commands when we get home. I’m surprised at this, because I know there’s nothing we both want more than to listen to the radio.

“You heard about the attack on Pearl Harbor,” he starts out. “The United States has a naval base, where we keep our ships and airplanes, on an island in the Pacific Ocean, which is way on the other side of the world. The Japanese who live even farther away bombed our base. This is a terrible development, and now our country will have to go to war and fight the Japanese, but life won’t change for us here in Union County.

“We’ll still have our farm work to do and new babies to deliver. I’ll continue to take care of people’s animals. You’ll go to school. Every night we’ll pray for the soldiers, but we will not be in any danger. Do you understand?” Our four children nod, but I don’t think they believe him.

“The reporters like to tell exciting stories, and this is very exciting, but it does not affect us. Now, who wants some gingersnaps?”

Later, Dan and I go out to the barn to do the chores. The snowfall is heavier now and comes down like sand, little hard pellets that sting my face and hands. For a second it stops and I glance around the barnyard, at the stone farmhouse, the golden light streaming out the windows, the snow and Spruce Mountain leaning over us, a peaceful Christmas scene. Too peaceful.

When I get back to the house, I discover that the twins, Sunny and Sue, all by themselves, have made ham sandwiches on the last of the homemade bread. They’ve also put out a pitcher of milk and a quart jar of canned peaches. Mira has set the table. “We’ll wait for, Pa,” I say. “He’s still feeding the horses.”

From the living room I can hear The Chase and Sanborn Hour on the radio with the sassy dummy, Charley McCarthy, and his sidekick, the ventriloquist, Edgar Bergen. It’s one of our Sunday favorites, but every ten minutes it’s interrupted with an update on the bloodshed and destruction in Hawaii. The Japanese have also attacked our base in the Philippines . . . Manila is on fire.

Once the children are tucked in and Dan and I are ready for bed, I get out my journal.

The news of war in Europe and the Far East has swirled around us for years, the voices getting louder, but still the impact of the unprovoked raid on our own base, our own people is shocking. I turn over expecting Dan to be asleep, but he’s staring at the ceiling and I slide closer, resting one leg over his.

“The world’s going crazy isn’t it, Dan? The only place I feel safe is lying in your arms.” I nestle in, but he doesn’t answer and his body is rigid and as cold as ice. “You okay, honey?”

“I won’t go, Patience. I told you before, I won’t go!”
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December 9, 1941

War

It’s official. The United States of America is at war.

Today, Dan was called out to attend to a horse with bad colic on the other side of the Hope River and he didn’t get home until bedtime. While passing through town he bought a fresh copy of the Liberty Times and when he opened it on the kitchen table, we read it together.

U.S. CONGRESS DECLARES WAR—THREE THOUSAND CASUALTIES IN HAWAII—HUNDREDS DEAD IN THE PHILIPPINES—GREAT BRITAIN JOINS OUR FIGHT the front page screams.

“Part of what’s upsetting the politicians so much,” my husband explains, “is that there was a delegation of Japanese diplomats in Washington last week, supposedly meeting with the president trying to find ways to avoid war while their aircraft were secretly on their way across the ocean to Pearl Harbor.”

I point to the side column about Great Britain. “So England’s coming to our defense with the Japanese, but we won’t help them fight the Nazis? That’s neighborly of us.”

“Oh, we will! FDR has been waiting for something like this. Remember his speech about the sinking of the Reuben James by German submarines? ‘There are those who say that our great good fortune has betrayed us—that we are now no match for the regimented masses who have been trained in the Spartan ways of ruthless brutality.’”

Dan perfectly imitates the president’s New England accent. “‘They say that we have grown fat, and flabby, and lazy—and that we are doomed. But those who say that know nothing of America or of American life!’

“It’s only a matter of time until we declare war on Germany and Italy too, or they on us.” He folds his arms in despair and puts his head down on the table, something I’ve never seen him do.

“The children are in bed, Dan, and the house is quiet. Why don’t you go to sleep? I can do the chores.”

“You’re right. I’m exhausted. I’ll just take the paper upstairs and read it in bed.”

“No, hon. Leave it here. It will only upset you.”

“Right again. I’m sorry, Patience. I saw Sheriff Hardman and Judge Wade in town and they asked me to be on the Draft Board and the Civil Defense Committee. God, the attack on Pearl Harbor only happened two days ago and they’re already talking about having blackout drills.”

“What did you say?”

“I’d have to think about it. This war hysteria is out of control. I just told the kids that what happened in Hawaii wouldn’t affect us, that we’re safe and out of harm’s way. Next week we’ll probably have to tell them we’re hanging blankets over the window and using candles, because the Japanese or Germans might bomb us. People get whipped into a patriotic fever and start thinking the other side is pure evil; now look where that’s gotten us. The whole damn world is ablaze with hate and fear.”

“Come on, honey . . . bedtime. You’re really wound up.” I lead him upstairs, rub his back, and cover him up. Then I go back down to the kitchen thinking about Dan. Something is festering in him, something that smells rotten, like meat that’s gone bad.

I stare at the headlines again. U.S. CONGRESS DECLARES WAR!

December 11, 1941

Family

Do you think Opal will go home to her family?” my friend Becky Blum wonders as we motor toward Hazel Patch to convey the message that Opal’s family has tracked her down and wants her to come home.

All along the gravel road into the once prosperous community are abandoned one- and two-story houses, some made of logs, others of peeling painted wood. Once the village contained dwellings for about 100 colored people, subsistence farmers who thrived and supported one another, a beacon of harmony led by the Reverend Miller. One by one everyone moved away during the depths of the Great Depression.

“Why shouldn’t she go back?” I challenge. “At least she has a family. Her father’s a porter on the B&O Railroad and, thanks to the union, the porters make good money. Mr. Johnson said on the phone they’ll take care of Opal and baby Joey too.”

“Maybe she’ll have too much pride,” Becky says, winding a lock of her short dark hair around her finger. “Maybe she
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