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Ginger Finnegan ignored the noise she heard coming from behind the chicken coop. She tilted her head and a lock of straight hair fell out of the bun at her nape. It draped over her cheek like a copper curtain against the afternoon sun. With her fingers she felt the damp material in her hands, systematically exploring the folds and seams until she came to the collar. Satisfied, she snapped the wet nightgown in front of her and reached up to grasp the laundry line. She secured the garment with wooden peg pins and felt inside the basket to pull out another piece.

Just before she shoved the half-filled laundry basket, she heard the noise again, this time from behind the shed. Her foot nudged the basket across the trampled grass. She followed the line with her hand and hung the next gown. 

Those rascals are getting closer, Lord. What mischief be in their conniving little hearts? Well now, perhaps me an’ Your sweet Holy Spirit can convince them of the error of their ways. For it is sure I am, they’re up to no good.

As she hung the next wee nightgown on the line, Ginger first hummed and then began to sing an Irish blessing song she’d learned at her granny’s knee:

Ah Father, Your goodness to me 

exceeds all that could be 

expected to come to some 

who bow to Your majesty.

I thank Ye for home and hearth, 

for family and friends 

who add to the warmth 

of living me life for Thee.

Ginger had a fair idea of who would be most likely to plot a prank against her. She cheerfully entered the little girls’ names into her song:

For Patty and Opal, me dears,

who lighten me day 

with joy and a cheerful way, 

I ask more blessings 

from Your giving heart 

to strengthen them while they play.

And Aunt Amy, Lord, Your kind servant, 

sharing Your love so rare, 

may I never cause this good lady

a minute of shame or despair.

Having planted the seeds she intended, Ginger trilled over the notes of a chorus and went on to the other verses with words her granny had actually sung. At the end of the laundry line, Ginger carefully took a step back and reached up to find the second line. 

“You knew we were here, didn’t you, Ginger?” Patty called from behind the shed.

“Yes, I did.” Ginger repositioned the basket so she could scoot it ahead of her in the opposite direction as she continued hanging the clothes. 

A coppery-red head popped out from behind the shed. Although Ginger only saw an outline, she imagined the tight curls glistening in the sunlight and the disgruntled look on her eight-year-old sister’s face. Another form emerged beside her sister.

“How do you do that?” asked Opal. Dark hair, dark eyes, skin tanned by the sun, she always shadowed Patty wherever she went each day. Ginger grinned as she saw with her limited vision that Opal at this distance literally appeared as her sister’s shadow. At seven years of age, Opal followed Patty as the older girl’s willing slave and accomplice.

“Oh, the Lord’s been generous with me hearing because me eyesight’s so poor.”

“We were extra awfully quiet,” said Patty with a sigh.

“And do I dare ask what dire deed ye were going to do once ye’d snuck up on me?” Ginger hung another gown.

The two little girls giggled.

“I have a snake,” said Patty. “Wanna see?” Ginger suppressed a shudder and nodded. She left the laundry and moved to the back porch steps. Sunshine drenched the area, and Ginger could see the gray mass before she reached out a hand in a habitual gesture of affirmation. She hated to appear awkward just as much as she hated to appear squeamish.

The girls followed her to the stoop. As soon as Ginger sat with her hands held out, Patty placed their captive in her palms. Patty and Opal plopped down on the step to watch her.

Ginger slid her fingers along the warm, dry scales of the foot-long snake.

“Ye’ve had him awhile, have ye not? He’s too dry to be good for him.”

“We caught him after breakfast,” said Patty.

“And where did ye have him during our midday meal?”

Both girls giggled. 

“Well then, maybe ye better not tell me.”

The girls giggled even harder.

Ginger held the snake close to her face and turned him in the light.

“Can you see the stripes, Ginger?” asked Patty. “He’s got thin yellow stripes. One on his back and two on his sides. I named him Homer.”

“Mostly I see the black,” said Ginger. “But up close I can see his stripes. I’m thinking he’s a ribbon snake, and one we will call a dead snake if ye don’t put him back where he belongs.”

“How do you know he’s a boy snake, Ginger?” asked Opal.

“You’re the one who said ‘he’ when you gave him to me.”

Patty sat up straighter, ready to impart her superior knowledge. “All snakes are boys.”

Ginger raised her eyebrows and turned her face to her little sister. “How is it that God made only boy snakes, Patty?”

Patty sighed her exasperation. “He wouldn’t make anything that ugly and make it a girl. He just wouldn’t. God is very nice.”

“But God is nice to everyone, Patty, no matter what they look like. It wouldn’t be nice for all the boy snakes if God hadn’t made them girl snakes for company.”

“How come you don’t keep company, Ginger?” asked Opal. “Mary’s younger than you, and Jeff Miller comes over to sit in the parlor and keep her company. How come nobody keeps you company? Is it ’cause you’re blind?”

“Not blind,” interrupted Patty, indignantly. “Just near-blind. And no, men don’t want wives that are near-blind ’cause of all the things they can’t do. Ginger’s the only old girl not working in the factory. That shows you she’s not gonna be able to keep a house and raise kids. She and me are going to live with Auntie Amy forever and take care of orphans forever and ever.” 

“I’m perfectly happy to take care of orphans forever and ever, Patty,” said Ginger, giving her sister’s shoulders a hug with one arm while roughing up her curly red locks with the other. The snake lay in a coil on her apron. “But I’m thinking some handsome young man will charm ye into becoming his wife someday.”

“Nope,” said Patty with confidence. “If I don’t stay and take care of orphans, I’m gonna go out west and see that Mississippi River.”

A skittering racket came from above and behind them.

“What’s that noise?” Ginger stood abruptly and turned to peer up at the house. The girls bounced to attention beside her.

“Uh-oh,” said Opal.

“Alys, you climb right back in that window!” ordered Patty. 

“Alys,” called Ginger, unable to see more than a dark shape against the white of the clapboards. “What are you doing?”

“She’s climbing down the porch roof, Ginger,” said Patty, used to being her sister’s eyes. “She’s gonna break her fool neck.”

“Laura and Rissy barred the door so I couldn’t get out,” called Alys, her angry voice cracked with emotion. “They said they was gonna starve me ’til I let ’em play with my Pennydoll.”

“Alys, go back,” urged Ginger. “We’ll come up and unbar the door.”

“She’s got Pennydoll under her arm, Ginger. She can’t hold on good,” announced Patty.

“Oh dear! I’m gonna go get Auntie Amy,” cried Opal, and she bolted into the house.

Ginger squinted, trying to see if the little girl was going back to the window. The dark upright form suddenly fell flat against the slanted roof of the porch.

“She’s sliding!” screamed Patty.

Ginger quickly sidestepped until she stood directly below the falling girl. With a clatter and whoosh, Alys flew off the edge of the roof and landed on Ginger, knocking her down.
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Ginger remembered raising her arms in a dual effort to catch little Alys and protect her face. Apparently she had not been successful at either endeavor. With her head swimming and a cacophony of voices clamoring about her, she tried to sit up.

“No, stay down,” ordered the familiar voice of Aunt Amy. 

Ginger gratefully leaned back on the grass. She tasted blood and felt nauseated.

“Hold this under her nose, but don’t smother her,” Aunt Amy said.

Immediately a cloth covered Ginger’s mouth and nose. She instinctively knocked the arm away that held it.

“Ginger, you’re bleeding all over,” complained Patty. “I gotta hold this under your nose.”

Shadows shifted above Ginger, and a competent hand reapplied the cloth. “Like this, Patty.”

“What happened, Auntie Amy?” Ginger reverted to calling the woman the name the little girls called their guardian. 

“Alys has broken her arm and your nose. Jess ran to get the doctor.”

Ginger groaned. “Not Dr. Morris,” she muttered, but Amy Ross had left her side, presumably to attend the younger victim of the accident.

“I’ll protect you, Ginger,” whispered Patty. “He’s a grubby old man, and I hate him!”

“Ye shouldn’t hate, Patty. Granny taught us better. Aunt Amy’s taught us better. And Jesus, Himself, tells us to love our enemies.”

“I’m still gonna sit right with you and not leave even for a minute. Even if Dr. Morris tells me the house is afire, I’m gonna sit right there with you.”

Patty’s free hand clutched Ginger’s sleeve. Ginger lightly clasped the tight fist. “Ye know the man would never do me harm, Patty. He’s just a gruff soul with no feeling left in his heart. May the Lord bless him and give him kindness.”

“He made you cry.” Patty sobbed and laid her head on her big sister’s shoulder. 

Ginger put an arm around her thin frame and squeezed gently. “’Twas me own stubborn heart that caused the grief, Little Patty. I refused the grace God had given me for the moment and stormed against His will.”

“Dr. Morris said you weren’t worth his time to look at your eyes.”

“That was his ignorance speaking, me girl. If I weren’t worth much, God’s own Son wouldn’t have bothered to die for me sins, now would He?”
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