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Prologue 
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OPHELIA HARRISON JOLTED AWAKE, HER HEART pounding with terror. It was the middle of the night, and her room was dark. Dark enough that she shouldn’t have been able to see her father standing at the end of the bed, but she could.

“Ophie, you got to wake up. Get up, girl.”

Ophie’s father hadn’t gotten home before she’d fallen asleep, and at first Ophie thought she was imagining her daddy standing there—he was still in his checkered work shirt and dungarees, sleeves rolled back to reveal deep brown arms her mama always said were just as strong as John Henry’s.

But rubbing her eyes didn’t clear the vision, so she knew she wasn’t dreaming. “Daddy, what’s happening?”

“Something bad, Ophie, but you ain’t got time to fret. Get up and go get your mama, and find the coffee can I keep under the floorboards. Third one from the door, the one with the squeak. Then meet me outside.”

“Why can’t you get it?” Ophie asked. She knew she shouldn’t act so petulant, but she wanted to go back to sleep, not run around in the middle of the night looking for noisy floorboards.

An icy chill entered the room, and Ophie wrapped her arms tight around herself. Even though it was November in Georgia, the weather had been unseasonably warm, enough so that Ophie wore just a thin nightgown. Still, the window wasn’t open, and it had been cozy a few moments before.

Ophie’s father shook his head; if he noticed the sudden cold, he didn’t show it. “I know you ain’t back-talking me. What I tell you?”

Ophie sighed. “Get Mama and the coffee can from the front room.” Ophie had only once talked back to her father in her twelve years. The result had been a week of mucking out the chicken coop. It wasn’t a mistake she aimed to make again.

“Good girl. Now get.”

Ophie rubbed her eyes once more, climbed out of the tiny bed her father had built for her when she was born, and went to wake her mother.

When Ophie pushed open the door to her parents’ bedroom she was startled to find her mother awake. Almost as surprised as Mama was.

“Ophelia Harrison, where was that knock?” she asked.

“I didn’t knock. Daddy said I should get you and the coffee can from the living room and meet him outside.”

Ophie didn’t wait for her mama. The strangeness of her daddy’s appearance and the late hour conspired to sink a peculiar anxiousness into Ophie’s bones. Now that she was fully awake, cold dread unfurled in her chest, making it hard to breathe. It was like that sudden chill in her bedroom had settled in right under her heart, lodged into her like an icy splinter. She couldn’t explain the nervous feeling to her mama. There wasn’t time. Instead, she ran to the living room and started pressing the floorboards near the door.

“Ophie!” Mama hurried into the living room. Their house wasn’t big, only three rooms, really, and by the time Ophie knelt down to wedge her fingers in the small gap between the third and fourth floorboards from the door, her mama stood over her, pulling her robe tight. When she spoke, her words shook. “Are you and your daddy having a go at me?”

“No, Mama. And we’ve got to hurry.” The board lifted up with a creak, and sure enough, underneath was a coffee can. Ophie pulled it out of the hole, and Mama grabbed it up right quick.

“What’s this? Who put this here?”

“I did; we got to move.” Daddy stood next to the front door. Like before, Ophie could see him clear as noontime. There was something amiss; Ophie knew it, but the dread in her chest shifted to bone-numbing fear, and she couldn’t stop to think about what was happening.

It was at that moment that she heard the far-off sound of a car approaching, and Daddy’s face shifted, a combination of rage and sadness twisting his features. “Y’all need to get outside. Ophie, take Mama to your hiding spot. Go through the back door. Hurry now!”

“But what about you?” Ophie asked, fear causing sudden tears.

“Ophie?” Mama asked, confused. “What in the Lord’s name is going on?”

“Don’t worry about me,” Daddy said, ignoring Mama completely. “Go! Go on now!”

The urgency in Daddy’s voice was enough to spur Ophie into movement. She grabbed Mama by the wrist and pulled her toward the back of the house, putting all her weight into tugging her mother along with one hand.

Mama sighed in exasperated confusion but kept walking, the coffee can cradled in her arm. “Ophie, what are you doing? The middle of the night ain’t no time for pretend.” Her words were stern, but the expression on her face wasn’t anger. It was fear.

Ophie huffed out her annoyance. “I ain’t playing! Didn’t you hear Daddy? He said I should take you to my hiding spot.”

Mama opened her mouth to say something, but the far-off car engines grew louder in their approach. Mama clamped her mouth shut and let Ophie pull her along out the door, the screen slamming shut behind them.

The moon was high in the sky, painting the woods beyond their back door in silver and shadow. There were no electric lights where Ophie’s family lived—though the nearby town had electricity, the power company didn’t consider rural Negroes to be a priority—and Ophie hadn’t had time to stop and light an oil lamp. Luckily, she didn’t need to see to find her hiding spot. Her body knew the way, knew the roots and rocks to step over and the low branches to duck under. She rushed straight between two knotty pines, the thick undergrowth in between the trees swallowing the sounds of her and Mama’s footsteps. The sharp pine needles poked at Ophie’s bare feet, filling the night air with their clean scent, and something small and scurrying ran across the path in front of them, but Ophie barely noticed. The dreadful knot of cold fear in her chest chilled her arms and legs, urgent pinpricks that pushed her forward.

And all the while, the cars drew closer, headlights glowing somewhere out on the road, enough to brighten the gloom.

Faster, Ophie. Hurry up now, girl. Ophie swore she could hear her daddy’s voice, even though he was still back at the house, waiting on whatever had put such a fright in him.

Ophie’s favorite hiding spot wasn’t all that far beyond the tree line. She’d found it on the way to the wide, muddy, sluggish creek where Daddy liked to fish on hot days. The oak had fallen over long ago, most likely during one of the violent thunderstorms that ran across Georgia in the summer, and at one point some creature had dug out a burrow amongst the roots. The critter was long gone, but Ophie made frequent visits to the spot, most especially when Mama got to hollering at her about some chore or another.

When Ophie showed Daddy her hidey-hole, he’d laughed. “You can’t just run off to a hole in the ground. You’re going to end up bit, or worse.” So he’d helped Ophie plant marigolds around the outside of the burrow to keep the snakes away. And then he’d brought home scrap wood from the rail yard and built an elevated floor, sturdy enough that sometimes Ophie liked to stomp the boards, pretending it was a fine dance floor or a stage.

But that night, there was no pretending. Ophie slowed, letting go of her mama’s hand only long enough to feel for the armlike branch that marked the entrance to the burrow. Once she found it, she stepped around to where she’d built makeshift steps.

But Mama hesitated. “What about snakes, Ophie? And the mosquitoes are already eating me alive. I don’t know what’s got into you, but we can’t go running out into the woods like this in the middle of the night. I don’t care what your daddy said. We need to go back and find him.”

There was a quaver to Mama’s voice that Ophie had never heard before, and she laid a calming hand on her mother’s arm.

“It’s safe, I promise. Daddy helped me fix it up.” The pinprick feeling now felt like icy bugs crawling up and down Ophie’s skin, and she yanked hard on Mama’s hand. “You gotta get down here, quick. Please.”

Maybe it was Ophie’s tone, or maybe it was the strange thickness in the air finally seeping into her mother, but whichever it was, Mama climbed into the hole after Ophie.

Headlights cut through the night, tangling in the trees closest to the yard, as several cars pulled into the grass, the rowdy sounds of men echoing through the still night. Ophie couldn’t tell what they were saying, and she couldn’t see much of anything past the roots of the oak tree, but she caught enough of it that she knew these were the white men in town her mama and daddy had warned her about. Not many Negroes she knew could afford a car, after all—just the pastor, and Dr. Hamilton, who came down once a week from Atlanta to take care of all the sick colored folks. But Ophie mostly knew who it was by the words the men were saying: words that were unkind at their heart, the kind of words that bruised and jabbed just by being spoken. The men in her yard, yelling and laughing, were the kind of white men who had beat up Tommy Williams just because he accidentally looked the wrong way at a white lady from Atlanta. After they’d pummeled Tommy they’d dropped him off in the woods near Ophie’s house, most likely because they’d figured no one would find him. But Daddy had found him, brought him home, and they’d pressed a cool, wet rag to Tommy’s bruises and stitched up a cut over his eye while the boy tried not to cry.

Ophie had been anxious before, the kind of feeling she sometimes got when Miss Anders—the nice, light-skinned teacher from up north—gave them a timed test. But now? Now fear dug sharp talons into Ophie, chilling her blood and making her shiver. Because nothing good could come of running afoul of the bad men in the yard.

Any objections Mama might have had to hiding were long gone. She crouched in the hidey-hole, wrapping strong, warm arms around Ophie, pulling her near and squeezing her hard. “Stay where you are, don’t make a sound, Ophelia,” she breathed. “You hear me? If those men find us, we are dead.”

Mama’s voice was strong and steady, but Ophie could feel the way her mother trembled. She leaned back into her mother’s soft strength and tried to hold on to her, tried to give her as much support as she could.

But Ophie was so scared that it took everything she had not to burst into terrified tears.

After several heartbeats came the sound of glass breaking and loud whoops. The scent of burning wood, usually so comforting when Daddy lit a fire on cold days, drifted through the forest. The snap and crackle of fire slowly grew louder than the voices of the men, a roar of consumption, followed by thick smoke that twined sinuously through the treetops, illuminated by the headlights from the cars and the flickering of flame. Where Ophie and her mother huddled, the air was still clear and sweet, even as the acrid scent of burning wood began to taint it.

Ophie squeezed her eyes shut and startled at a small touch on her forehead. Standing outside of the hidey-hole, looking down like he always did when he came to fetch her for supper, was Daddy, a sad smile on his face.

“They’ll leave soon, Ophie. Don’t be scared. You did good, girl. You and your mama’ll be safe here until the sun comes up. You get some sleep now.”

Ophie shook her head, unsure how she was supposed to sleep after all that had happened, but within moments a powerful drowsiness weighed her down, and she found herself yawning widely.

And before she knew it, she was fast asleep.

Ophie woke to the sound of voices. She was stiff and cold, and it took a long, fumbling moment for her brain to remember where she was. Once she did, she shot up in the hidey-hole. Her mama and the coffee can were both gone, and for a moment she feared the worst.

That’s when the sound of voices came through the trees—both her mother’s and the pastor’s. As Ophie picked her way out of the woods she saw them in the yard; the pastor and his wife were standing near their big car, holding Ophie’s mama in a comforting embrace. Mama didn’t like the pastor all that much—both he and his wife were originally from Atlanta, and Mama said they asked for too much in tithing and did too little shepherding. But Ophie always liked the way the pastor’s deep bass rumble voice read the Scripture, and the way his wife always closed her eyes as her husband read. It made Ophie feel that maybe some of those Bible words were actually true, even if she didn’t entirely believe they were meant for her.

But Ophie’s gaze was quickly drawn away from them and to the house. The house that Daddy bragged about building with his own two hands after he married Mama. The house where they spent Christmas and Sunday dinners and where Ophie slept and argued and cried and did all the messy business of growing up. Her house.

The house was gone, a smoking ruin left in its wake.

“Ophelia, honey, come over here with your mama,” called the pastor’s wife. She was a big woman, and Ophie’s impression of her had always been of glamour, even as she taught the children about Jesus in Sunday school. Usually she wore sharp red lipstick that highlighted her dark skin and matched her Sunday suit; that day she wore no makeup, her face was streaked with tears, and she wore a regular housedress.

Ophie made her way over to where the pastor had his head lowered next to the car. At first she thought he was praying, but then she realized that he, like his wife, was crying.

“What happened?” Ophie asked, forgetting her manners. A creeping gloom unfurled in her chest, the same kind of bleak feeling she got when she’d broken a rule and knew her mama was fixing to be cross with her. “Why did those men burn down our house? And where’s Daddy?”

Mama shook her head and looked away. She wasn’t crying, but she had a look of despair and anger and something else, an emotion that Ophie didn’t have a name for. The sight of her made Ophie feel panicky, and her own eyes prickled with tears.

“What’s happening?” Ophie asked again, even as she began to dread the answer.

The pastor came over and dropped down onto one knee. “I’m very sorry, Ophelia. Your daddy has gone to Heaven to be with Jesus. He was a good man, and a brave man, and some cowards in this town killed him because of it.”

“I don’t understand,” Ophie said. The pastor must have been mistaken. She’d just seen Daddy the night before when he came into her room to wake her up and tell her to get her mama. Unless . . . “Did they . . . did they get him when they came to burn down the house?”

The pastor shook his head and rubbed his hand over his face before resting it on Ophie’s arm. “No, they got hold of him last night on his way home from the rail yard. He voted yesterday morning, and those men didn’t like that, so they . . .” The pastor trailed off, and from the expression on his face, Ophie didn’t want to know what those men had done to her daddy.

She remembered Tommy Williams. And other names, people she hadn’t met but whose names she’d heard whispered in her home and at church: Mary Turner, Obe Cox, Paul Jones. Colored folks who’d broken some unspoken rule, gotten uppity and acted above their station, and paid the price for such an error with their lives.

And here was the pastor telling Ophie she could add her own daddy to that list.

“Can’t we call the sheriff?” Ophie asked, setting aside for the moment the strange memory of her daddy from the night before. How could those men do something like this, destroy someone’s house in the dead of night, and get away with it? It was more than just unfair: it was a whole new kind of awful.

It wasn’t right.

The pastor shook his head but looked to Ophie’s mama as he answered. “If we go to the authorities they’ll just say he was a bootlegger. Or worse.” The pastor did not say what the worse was, and Mama pressed her lips into a pale pink line at the pastor’s words.

“We should go,” the pastor’s wife said, putting a small bit of distance between her and Ophie’s mama. “There’s no telling whether those men will come back to admire their handiwork.”

The pastor nodded. He rose and opened the passenger-side door to the back seat of his car. “We’ll take you to our house and get you fed and cleaned up. We have some extra clothes that we’ve collected that should fit the two of you. It might be a good idea to get out of town.”

Ophie slipped inside, and he shut the door after her. She was covered in mud and scratches from their flight through the woods, but neither the pastor nor his wife seemed to mind much. Mama slid into the seat next to Ophie as the pastor held the door open on the opposite side. Usually Ophie would be excited to ride in such a fancy car, but all she could think about was her daddy and the way she could see him clearly among the shadows of her dark house, almost as if he’d been glowing with his own light.

Normal people didn’t glow like that.

“We can head up north,” Mama said after a long moment, once everyone was settled inside. “Robert was saving money to leave Georgia, and we have enough to get us there. He has kin up in Pittsburgh, so when we get to the train station I can send them a wire to let them know we’re coming.”

“You might want to take the train out of Atlanta,” the pastor’s wife murmured.

“But what about Daddy? I saw him,” Ophie said to her mother, quiet enough that the pastor and his wife couldn’t hear over the sound of the engine as it started up.

Mama gave Ophie a sharp look. “I don’t know what happened last night, and I don’t want to know. You did not see your father, Ophelia, and that is enough of that! You are going to leave off talking about it right this moment, and you won’t ever talk about it again. Understood?”

“But Mama—”

“Promise me, Ophelia.”

Ophie opened her mouth to argue, but all her objections died on her tongue. Her mother’s eyes glittered, and she’d started shaking. She wasn’t crying, not yet, but she was moments away from falling apart, and Ophie didn’t want to be the one to break her fragile control.

“I promise.”

The pastor said something then, but Ophie stopped listening to the conversation around her. She was trying to puzzle out the mystery of seeing her father the night before. Had she imagined it? Dreamed it?

She looked out the window. Standing in the front yard in his work clothes was her daddy. His hands were in his pockets, and he looked sad and wistful, and maybe a bit faded, like something had leeched most of the color from him. Ophie raised her hand to the glass, waving to him or reaching for him, she didn’t know.

But it didn’t matter, because her daddy raised one hand in return, smiled at her, and disappeared into sparkling sunlight.

I love you, Ophie. Be a good girl for your mama.

As the car pulled out of the yard and onto the road, Ophie fell back against the seat and let the tears she’d been holding back finally fall.

When she was twelve, Ophelia Harrison saw her first ghost.

And it was the last time she saw her father.





The Pennsylvania Railroad
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THE PENNSYLVANIA RAILROAD, OR THE PENNSY AS she was known to her friends, was a proud, strong train line. The Standard Railroad of the World, that was what folks called her. And it was a name she lived up to. Pennsy’s length eclipsed that of her sisters, the Union Pacific in the west, the Topeka and Santa Fe in the middle of America. Pennsy’s only competition was her older sister, the New York Central, which had twice as much track.

But she didn’t have Pennsy’s reach. Pennsy sent her engines all over the East Coast, as far south as Florida and then all the way up to Boston. Pennsy’s thousands of miles of track crisscrossed the United States. Every day she opened her arms and welcomed riders aboard.

And it was her rails that ferried hopeful colored folks away from the clutches of Jim Crow in the South and into new opportunities in northern cities like Philadelphia, Chicago, and New York. If colored folks were only allowed to sit in certain train cars, well, that was the work of Jim Crow, not Pennsy, and once north of the Mason-Dixon Line people were free to sit where they liked. Pennsy was a true and loyal friend, and if you had the funds she was happy to take you wherever you might like to go.

But the living were not the only ones to be found on the greatest railroad in the nation.

Ghosts congregated thickly along Pennsy’s corridors, pulled along by the bright shining lives of the living. Pennsy didn’t mind the dead, because they left her passengers alone. And it wasn’t like folks could see them, lined up along the track, waiting for who knew what. Poor, dead boys in army uniforms from every era, their pale skin even whiter in death, clung to bridges and passenger cars, their grasping fingers reaching out for the memory of life. Hollow-eyed women and children, the casualties of a million cruelties, ran after Pennsy’s engines as they sped past. But they never quite got anywhere, because Pennsy never slowed down for them. They were no concern of hers, and so the dead were doomed to watch the train rush past, forgetting them just as quickly as the rest of the world had.

As Ophie and her mother traveled from Atlanta to Washington, DC, on the Birmingham Special, Pennsy enfolding the wounded pair in the embrace of her passenger car seats, the dead took notice. They met the girl’s eyes as she stared out the window at them, they felt her gaze like sunshine on a spring day, warm and comforting, and for a moment they were seen. They existed once again.

It was a heady feeling, and every specter wanted more.

And so, as Pennsy’s Birmingham Special sped Ophie and her mother north, the ghosts noticed. They watched the sad-eyed colored girl as she went, and their whispers carried on the wind, sharing the joy of her regard, the news traveling from spirit to spirit so that, when Ophie and her mother disembarked in DC, the dead welcomed them. They pressed in close, reaching toward the little girl who could see.

Pennsy, ever busy, always on a schedule, rushed the little girl and her mother through Union Station so that they could catch their next train.

As Ophie and Mrs. Harrison boarded the Capital Express to Pittsburgh, the dead of the nation’s capital grieved. They were, after all, a city of the best ghosts. In their lives they had been men of importance and ladies of standing. They spent their days hoping and yearning for someone who could see them, a connection to the world of the living, for it was rare that such folks came along anymore. Once, the city had a number of spiritualists, real and pretend, but the capital had lost its penchant for séances and the paranormal. Now, the people were more concerned with lawmakers lining their pockets at the expense of their constituents. The Teapot Dome scandal preoccupied the living, but the dead had their own concerns. And so the spirits left Union Station as Ophie’s train left Washington, DC. There were better places to haunt.

As Ophie fell asleep the dead whispered, their ghostly voices carrying along Pennsy’s tracks over the distance, winding through autumnal forests and mountains, over rivers and through towns. The dead knew where Pennsy’s engine would take the girl who could see, and if they couldn’t follow her, the least they could do was to tell of her arrival.

As the Capital Express pulled into Pittsburgh, a city of steel and iron, coal and power, Pennsy unloaded her charges onto the platform, bidding them farewell as the Steel City opened strong arms to welcome the newcomers.

But the dead of the city were only concerned with Ophie. They watched her passage and awaited what would come next.

The dead were very good at waiting.
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Chapter 1

Three Months Later

“LET’S GO, OPHELIA. TIME TO GET UP.”

Ophie opened one eye and groaned. The room was still dark. It seemed unnatural to wake up before the sun, but that was exactly what she was doing.

It was her first day working with her mother at Daffodil Manor, and Ophie didn’t want to go. Not because she wanted to lie about in bed, like no-good Aunt Helen did. But because she didn’t want to work. She wanted to go to school, to read and write and learn her arithmetic. But Mrs. Harrison had put an end to that yesterday, when a housemaid position at the manor had come available.

“We’re living on charity,” she’d said when Ophie had gotten home from school, “and I will not have us overstaying our welcome. Pittsburgh is expensive, and we’re never going to make enough to move out of your Aunt Rose’s house with me doing folks’ hair like I did back in Georgia. So we have to make a few sacrifices. For me, that means working at Daffodil Manor. For you, that means leaving school and doing the same.”

It hadn’t been a row like it would have been once upon a time. Mrs. Harrison had just very quietly told Ophie what was what, and that had been the end of it. Even so, the unfairness of it all burned in Ophie’s chest as she dragged herself from the warm cocoon of the bed she shared with her mother and made her way to the basin to wash her face.

While she did, Mrs. Harrison kept up a constant stream of chatter, giving Ophie endless reminders about what the day would entail. “When you first meet Mrs. Caruthers, the lady of the house, you’re gonna curtsy, just like we practiced. Whenever she gives you a command you say yes’m and you never, ever say no, you got that? These are good people, Ophie, with nice things. You need to be careful not to take advantage of their kindness.”

Ophie nodded and swallowed a huge yawn. “I know, Mama.”

Mrs. Harrison pursed her lips and waved Ophie over. “Let me redo those braids, since we have a bit of time.”

Ophie sat on the cold floor and let her mother tug at her hair as she considered the day before her. She still didn’t understand how it was that the Carutherses were being kind by giving her a job. Wouldn’t it be much kinder for them to just pay Mama more money and let Ophie stay in school?

It was one of those things Ophie had started to notice a lot more since her daddy’s passing. People had a curious way of double-talking around things, saying the opposite of what common sense would dictate. The Carutherses were “good people” with “nice things” . . . so did that mean Ophie and her mama weren’t good people? Ophie knew better than to ask such a thing, to wonder why it was that all the grown folks said nice things about people even when they were lies. She just took it as part of the unspoken rules of life, the same as don’t back-talk elders and clear off the sidewalk for white folks to get by. Things that had always existed, that she couldn’t question or argue, any more than she could argue with the rain. But it seemed like there were even more of them now that they were in a new town, which was unfair. It wasn’t as if they got to leave any of the old ones behind.

Ophie stared at the wall in front of her while her mama continued to speak. It was all things she’d heard before, after all; Mama was repeating it because she was nervous. Ever since they’d left Georgia, Mrs. Harrison had been wound up tight as a top, and Ophie was loath to set her spinning. So she nodded and yes’m’d right up until her mother finally sighed, the last braid laid down tightly against Ophie’s scalp.

“Get dressed and meet me downstairs once you’ve used the privy,” Mama said, picking up a hand mirror and double-checking her own hair, which was as neat and tight as Ophie’s. And then Mrs. Harrison was gone.

Ophie finished pulling on her new dress, all black like the rest of the household staff at Daffodil Manor, along with heavy stockings and her shoes, which pinched just a bit. She needed new ones, but, like so many things in her life, new shoes were expensive and would have to wait. If she’d been back in Georgia she could have run around barefoot, shoes only necessary on Sundays. But Pittsburgh was cold, and walking barefoot was not an option.

After using the toilet—Aunt Rose had indoor plumbing, thankfully, even if she didn’t have electricity—Ophie tiptoed downstairs to the kitchen. Aunt Rose and the rest of the house were all asleep, and it would do nothing but cause strife to wake them. There had been enough tight-lipped conversations since Ophie and her mother had appeared on Aunt Rose’s doorstep. While the older woman had been happy to see them, the rest of the family—Aunt Helen and the insufferable cousins—had been less excited to have their lives complicated by two more mouths to feed. That was the reason Ophie’s mama had taken a position at Daffodil Manor. It had been the first work she could find.

“It’s 1923, for goodness’ sake,” Mama had grumbled one night as she scanned the newspaper, looking for jobs and finding very little. Even though women had the vote, there were still many who believed a woman’s place was in the home, and for a colored woman with few options, that meant taking care of someone else’s home.

So Ophie, ever conscious of the precarious state of their lives since Daddy had died, held her breath as she moved through the quiet house to the kitchen, where a cold biscuit and a glass of water waited for her. Mama said nothing as Ophie ate, but Ophie had gotten used to her mama’s silences. Before Daddy had died, Mama had been brighter; now the light had gone out of her. Ophie chewed the biscuit and drank the glass of water, and once she’d broken her fast Mama gave a nod.

“All right, then, let’s go. We don’t want to miss the trolley.”

After putting on heavy coats, Ophie’s a few sizes too big (“So you’ll have some room to grow,” Mama had said), they walked quickly to the trolley stop. It was a short trip down and around the block. Aunt Rose’s house was in a nicer part of the city, the place where respectable colored folks lived, as the elderly woman liked to brag. Ophie wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but she figured it had something to do with the nice yards behind each row home, even if the plants were currently buried beneath several inches of snow.

Pittsburgh was cold.

Stupid cold.

Ophie tucked her head inside the collar of her coat as much as she could and prayed for the trolley to hurry. They waited a few feet away from the stop, toward the back of the group, because the city crowds still made Mama a little bit nervous. Ophie shivered and looked around at the people gathered: housekeepers like her mother wearing black uniforms that peeked out from below the hem of their jackets; steelworkers heading to the mills that belched steam on the outskirts of the city, their lunch boxes weighed down with the day’s meal; and men wearing sharp suits who were most likely up to no good. Mostly everyone was colored, and the few white folks who were gathered in amongst the group seemed oblivious to the differences of their skin.

“Ophelia, you’re going to muss your hair. Stop squirming. You can’t go before Mrs. Caruthers looking a fright.” Mama pulled Ophie toward her so she could triple-check the handiwork of the braids she’d painstakingly laid into Ophie’s crinkly, curly hair.

“It’s cold,” Ophie said, pulling away. “Mrs. Caruthers isn’t going to hire me if I freeze to death.”

“And if you keep talking back like that you’re going to see what it feels like to go to bed without dinner. You hear me?”

“Yes’m,” Ophie said, rounding her shoulders and trying once more to pull her coat up around her ears. Even now, three months after leaving Georgia, Ophie still found Pittsburgh strange. February in their small town of Darling, Georgia, was chilly, but the sun still rose every morning to remind everyone that spring was on its way. But Pittsburgh was gray and sad, the sun nonexistent and the clouds fluffy with unshed snow. The weather wasn’t the only different thing Ophie had noticed. Everything about the gloomy town seemed odd. From the trolleys that everyone used to get around to the department stores that offered a dizzying assortment of ready-made clothes, city living was different. Back in Darling, people were always talking about trying to find work, maybe heading up to Atlanta to see what the possibilities were. In Pittsburgh, the factories hummed with activity, and Negro men filed into work daily with their lunch buckets. Skyscrapers poked at the gray sky with skeletal fingers, and politicians promised big things coming to the Steel City.

The biggest thing that had come through recently had been a snowstorm that drifted up huge piles of fluffy white snow. The walks had been cleaned since the night before, but there were still a few slick spots near the trolley stop. Ophie watched as a white lady with smooth blond hair accidentally stepped on one, her heels skidding dangerously. A nearby Negro man caught her arm, steadying her, and she thanked him laughingly. He tipped his hat at her and turned back around to wait for the trolley. Ophie expected someone to yell at him, but mostly no one seemed to notice. She frowned, wondering if maybe some of the old rules didn’t apply in Pittsburgh after all.

“Most likely passing light,” Mama said, her voice low, as she caught Ophie watching the woman. “Not a lot of white folks in this part of town, but plenty of passing folks.”

Ophie nodded. Colored folks with pale skin—light enough to look white—but not white according to another one of the unspoken rules. There had been a girl back in Georgia with light brown hair and freckles, and everyone had always stared at her whenever she went anywhere, thinking maybe she had gotten lost and ended up in the colored school. One day she disappeared, and the story was that she had run off to California to be a movie star. But Mama said she’d probably just moved to Atlanta and told everyone she was white.

Ophie could understand why someone would want to do that, even though she couldn’t imagine abandoning her people. The more Ophie thought about it, the harder it seemed to be colored, to have to think before doing anything, to wonder if the white folks looking at her meant her harm. No one came and burned someone’s house down in the middle of the night if that person was white.

A dinging bell dragged Ophie from her musings and back to the icy day. The trolley trundled toward them, only half full since most of the factory men caught an earlier car. Ophie stood back, letting all the other folks, especially the white-looking ones, get on before she clambered aboard. When he’d dropped them off at the train station, the pastor had told Mama that Jim Crow didn’t rule the North, but from what Ophie had seen, Old Jim still held some sway here in Pittsburgh. And even if the pastor was right, and the North was different than the South . . . well, Ophie and her mama were just the same. They knew firsthand how white people acted when colored folks broke the unspoken rules, forgot their place.

And there was a chance that not all the pale-skinned folks at the stop were passing light.

Ophie’s mama settled into a seat near the back, and Ophie squeezed in next to her. An elderly Negro lady sitting on the opposite side of the car gave them a gap-toothed smile. There were a few folks standing in the aisle, and she leaned around them to talk.

“Going to school?” she asked, whistling curiously as she spoke.

“Good morning, Miss Alice,” Ophie’s mother said. “And, no, not today. Today we are going to work.” Mama straightened a little as she said the last word, and she smiled down at Ophie. “She starts her first job today.”

Ophie fought to keep the pout off her face. She wished right then that she was back home with her cousins, getting ready to head off to the Frederick Douglass School for Negro Children. And considering that Ophie never wanted to be around her cousins, that was saying something about how much she already missed school.

Miss Alice leaned forward into the trolley aisle, causing a man to adjust slightly to give her the space, and shook her
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