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April, 1892

Amy looked at her reflection in the mirror, barely catching a glimpse of the person she used to be before she left the orphanage and came to California to marry Josiah Overton. Two years of unhappiness had left their marks, in addition to the bruises Josiah left when he was drunk or angry. Her face was thin, her blue eyes veiled, and her brown hair dull and listless. She had dark circles under her eyes and couldn’t remember the last time she felt happy. She thought for a moment about how her father always said, “You’re such a pretty girl.” No one said that again after her parents died and she was sent to the orphanage. Certainly, no one would say it now.

Relieved. She had felt relieved when Shannon Byrne offered her a job sewing for her company, Shannon’s Creations, so she could make some money for food. That is, when Josiah didn’t demand the money. She hid what she could and learned to spend the money before he could find it, but she was so afraid of Josiah. She felt relief now because Josiah had taken off again. She prayed he would never return, but he always did eventually, drunk and out of money.

Shame. She knew what that felt like when people looked at her bruises with pity, when she went door to door looking for work so she could eat, when Shannon and others gave her clothing they no longer needed, and when Parker & Johnson Mercantile started delivering free boxes of food. She was so grateful, but the shame of poverty never went away. 

Amy thought about the letters she had received from Josiah, so full of promises and promise, but Josiah couldn’t read or write. Someone else wrote the letters for him and lured her to California, but she came with no money and no family and no one to help her, so she married him. She wanted so much to leave Josiah, but where could she go?  

She dreamed sometimes that she had killed Josiah or maybe she just wished he would die. She wasn’t sure but no longer felt shame at the thought. However, there was no law against a man beating his wife, but there was a law against the woman killing the man who was doing it. Amy knew she was trapped.

Amy rubbed her hand over her growing belly, wondering what kind of life she could ever offer her baby: “What will we do? What will we ever do?” Josiah hadn’t paid his property taxes for years, and they received a final notice saying the property was going to be seized and auctioned, but when she told Josiah, he just shrugged. Amy had no idea what she would do when that happened. 

Her work was the only bright thing in her life. Now that Shannon had taken over most of the top floor of the Parker & Johnson Company office building for her business, which produced toys and some clothing, such a skirts and children’s clothes, Amy had a safe place to work. The other women were always kind to her, and it was so much easier to work there than in the gloom of her home, if you could call a shack a home. The house was only two rooms with an outhouse and no running water, but it was shelter. She had been able to find wood in the nearby forest to heat the stove when Josiah left her with no firewood..

Amy often worked long hours just to avoid going home and to make as much money as she could before the baby came. Shannon had set aside a small room for a nursery and another room for a playroom for older children to help women who had children and needed to work.  Amy sighed, gathered her things, and headed out the door. She arrived at the office building just as Patrick and Howard were entering. Patrick Byrne, Shannon’s husband and the general manager of the retail businesses, and Howard DuPont, the handsome young lawyer for the company, smiled at her and said, “Good morning.” 

“Good morning,” Amy answered, avoiding eye contact. They always seemed so nice, but Amy was wary and used to keeping her head down. When Amy reached the work room, Susie Abrams, who was now officially the vice president of sales, was already sitting at her desk working but lifted her blond head, looked up, and smiled, “Good morning, Amy. We have a new order I’d like you to start working on if you’re up to it. Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine,” Amy assured her although her back and legs ached now that she was so close to the time her baby would come. 

“Also, we ended up with some extra flannel. I thought you could take it to make some diapers for your baby,” Susie said.

Amy nodded gratefully, blinking back tears, “Thank you.” She was sure that there was no extra flannel, but this was their way of saving her embarrassment. Shannon and Annie, the wife of Jake Parker, one of the business owners, had already given her bags of baby clothes that their own babies had outgrown although some looked suspiciously new, and most of her own clothes came from them also.  

Amy was busy at the sewing machine along with Gloria, Edwinna, and Darlene when Shannon arrived later in the morning, carrying Colleen, her 10-month-old little girl. Sean, her three-year-old, had run into the playroom with the other children who were already there and being watched by Mona, a cheerful middle-aged woman whose own children were grown.

Shannon greeted all the women and sat down across the desk from Susie to go over some business matters while Colleen grabbed eagerly at the things on Susie’s desk and tried to put them in her mouth.  Shannon stood out in any crowd with her beauty and her bright carrot red hair, and sweet little Colleen shared the same bright red curls.  

Shannon had started the business almost accidentally; and, while most business people were concerned with how much money they were making, Shannon’s biggest concern was how she could help other women make money.  Shannon had gone from Ireland to Australia as a mail order bride but arrived in Australia seven months pregnant. When the man who intended to marry her saw her condition and backed out, Shannon ended up on the streets with no money and encountered Patrick, who had also come from Ireland but lost his wife and was raising Sean alone. 

He was getting ready to emigrate again to the United States to work for his sister Annie’s husband Jake Parker and his partners, Adam Johnson and Shane Parker. Against all common sense, Patrick brought Shannon to the United States and married her. Shannon knew what it was like to be poor and how hard it was for women with children to work, and she never forgot the panic she had felt before Patrick took pity on her and bought her a ticket for the long boat voyage to California.

Shannon also remembered working in a toy factory in Ireland and the stress of having to reach a quota in order to keep her job, so she didn’t ask that of the women. She paid them for what they produced and let them work whatever hours they could at whatever speed they wanted and at home or in the workroom. The women rewarded her kindness by working hard, and Shannon had lists of other women who desperately wanted to work for her because almost no other business would let women come to work with children or set their own hours.. 

When Shannon asked the women what they needed, Lela suggested a nursery, and Maria asked about a place for older children to play. When Shannon told Patrick about her plans for the nursery and playroom and a full-time person to help watch the children, he just laughed and kissed her as he always did, “That will cost you a little of your profit.”

“I know,” Shannon replied. “I don’t care.”

The men working downstairs had gotten used to the sound of children upstairs, and Howard smiled when he heard the faint sound of children singing “Mary Had a Little Lamb” loudly off key. Jake sometimes brought his two-and-a-half-year-old twins, Lucas and Katie, so that Annie only had 6-month-old Michael to care for; and Adam, the other partner, also occasionally brought two-and-a-half-year-old Emma, his and Maisie’s daughter. 

The children all enjoyed playing with the other women’s children, and Mona was teaching the children their ABCs, nursery rhymes, and songs. Shane, the remaining partner, lived on a ranch with his wife Isabella about 5 miles from town, so their twins, Estella and David, who were close in ages to Colleen, didn’t come to the playroom.

Howard was the only single man in the group, and he thought sometimes about marrying, but he wasn’t drawn to any of the women he’d met.  He knew that Jake had ordered Annie as a mail-order bride to take care of his twins after his first wife died, and Shane married Isabella as a mail-order bride too. Annie, Jake’s wife, had matched Adam, who was shy and missing part of his left arm, to her young friend Maisie, who already had Emma. Howard also knew that Patrick brought Shannon to California after knowing her for four days and when she was already large with child, but he never asked for more details although he sometimes wondered, but Patrick and Shannon were so happy together. 

Howard was working as a steward on the ship Patrick, Shannon, and Sean took from Australia to California and became good friends with them over the weeks of the voyage.  After he had finished business college and law school, he took a job as a steward for a shipping line, much to the horror of his father, so that he could travel and try a different kind of life. 

Howard had been working for Parker & Johnson Company for close to a year, and he was always busy doing some project for the partners and Patrick. Jake managed the Salinas produce business, the cannery, and the Salinas boarding house used by cannery workers. Adam, Jake and Shane’s cousin, managed home construction and property sales. Shane managed the horse, poultry, and cattle businesses, and Patrick was general manager for the warehouse and the retail businesses—the Mercantiles in Monterey, Salinas, and Gilroy, the bakery, the butcher shop, and the clothing shop. Howard helped them all and handled all contracts.  He also gave free advice to Shannon and helped her whenever she needed it because Patrick and Shannon were first and foremost his friends, and Patrick had recommended him for the job.

The women in the family, though, were not like those he’d grown up with. Maisie was an artist whose paintings were becoming sought after, and Annie helped Adam design the houses. Isabella kept all Shane’s books. Patrick always laughed and said that his right-hand man was a woman, meaning Lily Stanton, the bookkeeper and former prostitute who had recently married Drake Stanton and who was the first woman they sold a house to. Susie, who had built the dress shop into a booming business before turning it over to her sister Maggie and working full-time for Shannon, was the second woman buying a house. 

Banks wouldn’t make loans to women, so Parker & Johnson Company gave them company discounts and allowed them to make payments. All these people, Howard mused, were like one giant happy noisy loving family, and they included him as part of that family. He was Uncle Howie to all the children. Sean especially loved Howard because Howard had spent a lot of time with him when they were on the ship.

Howard often encountered Amy when he was coming or going from work. He felt sorry for her and wished so often that he could do something. He wondered sometimes if he should offer to help her get a divorce but knew that even with free legal advice she probably couldn’t afford to live and might not be successful, especially if Josiah didn’t cooperate. The courts rarely sided with women. And if she did get the divorce, where would she go?  Maybe she didn’t even want a divorce? But, Howard didn’t see how any woman could love a man like Josiah. There was so little help for women like Amy. 

Amy sensed that Howard was concerned about her, and it unsettled her.  He was kind, but what good could kindness do her? She knew she needed to find another place to live when the house was auctioned. She worried about it while she sewed. If she worked hard, she knew she had been making about $4 or $5 a week, and that had been a godsend, and she thought that might be enough to stay at Gina’s boarding house if Gina would let her stay with a baby and if she could get away from Josiah and keep the money she earned, but she couldn’t see how he would allow that because anything she earned belonged to her husband by law. 

She had been lying to him and said she only made $3.00 a week, and he took most of that and often hit her because it wasn’t more. She saw other women with young babies, and she saw how tired they were. She knew she couldn’t continue to work so many hours after the baby was born. Susie and Shannon already looked at her with worried faces. At the end of the day, Amy took the roll of flannel home and made diapers.

While she sewed, she wondered about Josiah. It was so much better when he was gone, and he had been staying away more and more over the last few months, but he left her with no money and was always so angry when he came home. There were always new rules. Rules she didn't know about but was punished because she didn't obey them. She was always punished. The rules were just an excuse although most of the time he didn't even need that. The more he drank, the more he hit her, but sometimes she was lucky and he passed out.

Amy sat in front of the stone fireplace and looked forlornly around the house. The walls were thin and the wood unpainted. She was often cold because the house gave little protection from the cool damp fog in the evenings. There was little furniture except for an old white metal bed with a sagging mattress and a dresser that had once been painted yellow, but the paint was peeling. She had an old worn-out stuffed faded red chair and a small table with 3 rickety chairs. 

The only new thing in the house was the sewing machine that she had worked to pay for.  She had found a box to use as a crib for the baby and another box was holding the baby clothes that Shannon and Annie gave her. She stared into the fire and cried.

A week later. Amy was home alone when her waters broke and she started having pains.. She was so frightened. She had only vague memories of her mother giving birth to her brother when Amy was young.  She hadn’t seen a doctor and didn’t really know what to do, but she put an oilcloth and some towels on the bed. Amy sat fearfully on a chair and waited as the pains came more often and stronger. 

She tried to walk around, but as the hours passed, the pains got much worse and closer together, so she finally got into the bed and cried. Amy was so afraid that she might die and the baby die with her, but all she could do was cry. When she didn’t think she could bear any more pain, she tried to pray because she didn’t know what else to do. She wished she had someone to help her, but there was no one.

Susie knew Amy had planned to come to work and began to worry when she didn’t show up by afternoon. When Shannon came by to bring some papers, Susie told her, “I’m worried about Amy. She hasn’t come to work, and she said she’d be here this morning.”  

“I’ll go check on her,” Shannon said. “Colleen and Sean are at home with Maisie.”

Shannon hurried out to the carriage where Johnny was waiting to take her home, “Can you take me by Amy’s house?”

When they got to Amy's house, Shannon could hear Amy moaning before she even got inside, so she turned and called to Johnny, "Go get Doc Jones right away.”  

When Shannon entered the home, she saw Amy lying in the bed. Amy looked at Shannon with such relief and gratitude and grabbed her hand. “Thank you,” was all she was able to say before another pain came.

“How long have you been having pains?” Shannon asked, wiping Amy’s damp hair away from her face.

“All night,” Amy managed to say. Shannon could see how exhausted and terrified Amy was, “I’ve sent for the doctor, and I’ll stay with you. You’ll be all right. This part is hard, but it should be over soon.” 

Just knowing she wasn’t alone made Amy less terrified. Dr. Jones arrived within about 20 minutes and told Amy that it wouldn’t take much longer.  Shannon boiled water and found a pan and a basin for Dr. Jones, and within an hour, Amy delivered a healthy baby boy. 

Amy held her baby and began to cry. “He’s so perfect,” she said.

“Have you picked out a name?” Shannon asked.

“Thomas Louis Overton,” Amy finally said.  She knew that Josiah had told her to name the “brat” after him, but she couldn’t bear the thought of something so wonderful with the name of a horrible person like her husband. 

Shannon tried to get Amy to come with the baby to hers and Patrick’s home to recover, but Amy refused.  Shannon saw some jars of canned fruits and vegetables and a few staples in the cupboard but looked in the old ice box and saw it was almost empty and without ice, “I’m going to send some food for you.”

When Amy opened her mouth to say “no,” Shannon said. “Nonsense, you’ve just had a baby. You need nourishment and rest.”  After Amy nursed Thomas and was dozing, Shannon went home and told Annie and Maisie where she’d been. Then, she sent Johnny for ice and returned to Amy’s with enough ice to keep food cool for a while along with a loaf of bread, milk, eggs, ham, apples, oranges, cookies, and leftover stew and roast chicken.  She fixed Amy a big plate of food and glass of milk before she left to go home, “I’ll come back tomorrow.”

When Shannon left, Amy held Thomas and looked at his tiny round face and tufts of light brown hair. “Hello, Tommy, I’m your mama,” she whispered, her heart tight with fear for him. “I’ll do everything I can to protect you.” She dreaded when Josiah returned home. She wished there was someplace she could run away with Tommy, but where was that place? Where could she go?  She saw that Shannon had wrapped Tommy in a new blanket and felt the usual wave of shame but was thankful that she could hold her baby in something soft and new.  

Shannon, Maisie, or Annie came every day to check on her and bring her food and fresh milk, but by the end of eight days when Josiah hadn’t returned, Amy knew she needed to work to try to make as much money as she could. When Shannon came by that morning, Amy was up and dressed and ready to leave for the workroom. “It’s too soon to go back to work,” Shannon insisted, “or you can just work from home again.”

“I’d rather go to the work room,” Amy said. 

“Amy, if you need the money, I can help . . ;” Shannon started to say but Amy immediately stopped her.

“You’ve already done enough. I can work,” Amy insisted stubbornly, keeping her eyes down. “I want to work.”

“All right,” Shannon said reluctantly. 

Amy went to work every day, no matter how tired she was, but she had to nurse Tommy so often, and she sometimes dozed off.  Susie tried to get her to go home when she could see how tired she was, and Shannon checked on her every day. When Amy took her basket of completed projects to be counted one afternoon, Amy thought the count was too high and suspected one of the other women had added to her basket while she dozed.  Amy could tell all of the women were worried about her, but she was almost desperate with worry herself. She had to be out of her house in about three weeks, and she had no idea what she was going to do.  

When Amy got home in the evenings, she was often too tired to eat and just lay down. She felt so exhausted all of the time that she almost cried. Josiah hadn’t returned, and she began to wonder why. Although he left often, he didn’t usually stay away so long, and she worried about how he would act when he found out what she had named Tommy. “Maybe I should lie to him,” she thought.

––––––––
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A few days later, Howard was busy at his desk in his office when his aunt Dora came by to talk to him: “Do you have a minute, Howard?"

Howard looked up and smiled,” I always have time for you. What do you need?”

Dora hesitated a moment before speaking, “I heard about Jane.”

“You did?” Howard stood and leaned across the desk.” Where is she? Is she all right?”

Dora shook her head, “I think she's very ill, Howard. She wants to see you.”

“Ill? What do you mean, ill?” Howard asked anxiously

Dora sighed,” I don't really know, but the telegram said you need to hurry.”

“Where is she?”

“This only says she is in St. Luke's Hospital in San Francisco, is very ill and for you to come if I know where you are. I don’t know anything more,” Dora said sadly as she handed him the telegram and he read it over.

“It doesn’t say anything about her baby,” Howard said, puzzled.

“Maybe the baby didn’t survive,” Dora said sadly. “Jane was so young.”

“She’s only 20 years old now,” Howard said in despair. “I’ve tried and tried to find her since Father threw her out. I looked for her every time I was on shore and even hired a private detective.”

“We’ll pray for her,” Dora said. Howard knew that Dora and his uncle, Pastor Robert Stevens, believed in prayer, but Howard hadn’t seen any evidence that it changed anything.

Howard put his face in his hands for a moment to think, “The train has already left, but I’ll go in the morning.”

“I’ll send a telegram to Harrison,” Dora said.

“Why? Whatever has happened to her is his fault!”

“You can’t know that for sure, Howard,” Dora said sadly. “Maybe there’s something he can do to help until you get there.”

Howard nodded his head reluctantly, “All right, all right.”

After Dora left, Howard hurried into Patrick's office to tell him he needed some time off to go to San Francisco, “I got a telegram saying my sister Jane is ill.” He showed Patrick the telegram. Jake and Adam had seen Dora Stevens come in and heard Howard’s raised voice, and they came into the office too to see what was happening.

“Where is she?” Jake asked.

“In the hospital in San Francisco.”

“Take all the time you need, Howard,” Adam said.

Howard nodded his head gratefully, “My sister is 3 years younger than I am, but she fell in love when she was 17 with a man my father didn’t approve of.”  He paused a moment, “When father found out she was expecting and she asked for his help, he threw her out and told her to let the man take care of her.”

“That’s a sad but familiar story,” Jake said shaking his head.

“She left and just disappeared. I’ve tried everything to find her.”

“I’m so sorry, Howard. If there’s anything we can do to help, just tell us,” Patrick said, putting his hand on Howard’s shoulder.

Howard nodded and looked around absently, “I’ll clean up the things on my desk before I leave.”

“Absolutely not,” Jake said. “We’ll figure it out. Go home and pack.”

The next morning, Howard went early to the train station to make sure he didn't miss the train. It was hours before he finally arrived in San Francisco and grabbed the first carriage he could find to take him to St. Luke's Hospital.

When he arrived, he didn’t know what name to ask for, assuming she was married, but she was listed under “Jane DuPont.” When he asked what was wrong with her, his heart sank. “Blood poisoning,” the nurse told him, “from a bad cut on her arm. It’s bad.” He hurried to the room where the nurse directed him. 

When he entered the room, he saw his father, Harrison DuPont, standing across the room with a grim look on his face. Howard barely acknowledged him. When Howard looked at the young woman in the bed, he almost cried out in anguish. He could hardly recognize his sister, “Jane, honey” he said grabbing her hand, “I’m here”

Despite her fever, she looked at Howard, and he could see the relief on her face. “Promise me something,” she managed to say with much effort.  

“Anything, Jane. Just tell me,” Howard said, leaning close to better hear her.

She lifted a hand and tried to point toward a book on the stand beside the bed, “In the book. Take care of my baby,” she whispered.

“I will. I promise,” Howard said, laying his head against hers unable to hold back the tears. “I love you, Jane. I’ve missed you so much.” 

She squeezed his hand and murmured, “Don’t let Father have her.” She didn’t open her eyes again.

“I won’t. I promise,” Howard told her.  “I’ll take care of her.”  When he saw his father had walked over and was reaching for the book, Howard leaned over and grabbed it quickly out of the way and put it in his valise.

Harrison tried to mask his annoyance and finally said, “I had Jane moved from the charity ward to this private room.” Howard just looked at him and thought: “As though that makes up for your failings as a father.”

Howard sat on the side of Jane’s bed for the rest of the afternoon, holding her hand and talking to her even though she made no sign that she could hear him.  He told her everything he’d done to find her and how much he regretted that he hadn’t been able to help her. He told her over and over how much he loved her even after the doctor Harrison had paid to come said she was in a coma and there was nothing more they could do for her. 

Harrison paced back and forth in the room and down the hallway. He was used to buying his problems away, but he had no control over this, and his money couldn’t help him. Howard wanted to rage against his father and tell him that he was to blame, but he saw his father’s hand trembling when he briefly reached to touch his daughter’s face and realized his father was paying a very high price for his sins. His stepmother Edna didn’t come, but Bernard, his older brother, came and stood by Jane’s bed for a few minutes before he simply turned and walked away.

Jane died shortly before midnight. Howard held her in his arms and wept while Harrison stood stiffly by the bed without showing emotion.  Howard refused to go home with Harrison and went to a hotel instead.  When he was in the quiet of his room, he pulled the book out of his valise and opened it. Inside he found a handwritten and signed will leaving Jane’s daughter Camille Eleanor DuPont, born December 16, 1989, to Howard, and if he could not be found or was unwilling, to Dora Stevens. 

The will said nothing about the father of the child but asked that Howard raise the child as his own.  Another piece of paper had the address and the name of the woman taking care of Camille. Howard sat quietly after reading the will. Camille was his mother’s name.  He realized then that Camille was about two and a half years old and that he knew next to nothing about raising a child; “I’ll have to learn.”
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