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Praise for


POSTER GIRL


“A can’t-put-it-down kind of book . . . every moment perfectly crafted to keep the reader turning pages to the gripping end.”


—LAURIE BUCHANAN, author of the Sean McPherson series


“A historically accurate, action-packed adventure that makes WWII-era intrigue and sexual and racial discrimination feel contemporary.”


—MAREN COOPER, author of Behind the Lies


“Casts an observant eye on the misogyny, racism, and classism of the time, allowing the reader to witness that not much has changed.”


—MARY CAMARILLO, author of The Lockhart Women


“Weaves challenging and timeless social issues into a story about people we grow to care about while maintaining tension and suspense—you won’t put this one down.”


—ANASTASIA ZEIDEK, author of Blurred Fates


“Careful prose, clever plot points, attention to historical detail, and boffo humor bring sunshine and moral perspective to the social challenges of today. An educating and exciting read!”


—JAMES C. SCOTT, archivist for the Sacramento Public Library


“A high-wire, ripped-from-vintage-headlines series-ender.”


—GRETCHEN CHERINGTON, author of Poetic License and The Butcher, the Embezzler, and the Fall Guy


“Mirroring misogyny, racial discrimination, and economic challenges women continue to face today, Poster Girl takes readers behind the scenes to experience the toll exacted on women who dared to break molds in the 1940s. A five-star read. Highly recommended.”


—ASHLEY E. SWEENEY, author of Hardland, Answer Creek, and Eliza Waite


Praise for


TOMBOY


“The heroine we need, the heroine we wish we were—determined, tough as hell, utterly loveable. This propulsive novel was a lot of danged fun!.”


—ELIZABETH GONZALEZ JAMES, author of Mona at Sea


“An intriguing and engaging mystery—readers will hope for more adventures starring the redoubtable hero.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“Combining the feminist can-do of Phryne Fisher and the snarky commentary of Veronica Mars, Jane Benjamin is a boatload of fun.”


—HALLEY SUTTON, author of The Lady Upstairs


Praise for


COPY BOY


“Smart, lively, and suspenseful—Raymond Chandler for feminists.”


—SHARMA SHIELDS, author of The Cassandra


“Copy Boy is a rewarding historical novel with a ferocious, fascinating lead.”


—FOREWORD REVIEWS


“A stellar debut, mesmerizing as the fog lifting over Nob Hill. Highly recommended.”


—SHELDON SIEGEL, New York Times best-selling author of the Mike Daley/Rosie Fernandez novels
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To my mother, Yvonne, and mother-in-law, Joan, and all the grandmothers in my family, for doing everything so well, backward and in high heels.









“Nobody’s interested in sweetness and light.”


—HEDDA HOPPER


“Philosophically, I don’t like doing commercials.But it’s a matter of dollars and cents.”


—HERB CAEN


“When we are no longer able to change a situation,we are challenged to change ourselves.”


—VIKTOR FRANKL













CHAPTER ONE 4

DAY SEVEN







Friday, November 13, 1942Jane Benjamin’s Moleskin Notebook


She’d been told her body was a hymn, a flower, a poem. In the end, it was seven gallons of water in a leather pouch. A perfect conductor of electricity.


The powerful current traveled the axis from her fair right hand, gripping the wand with damp gloves, to her left foot, passing through her chest and all her organs on that route.


Stimulated by electricity, the muscles of her fingers contracted so she couldn’t let go of the wand, prolonging the duration of contact, increasing the severity of her shock. Her muscles, ligaments, and ten-dons tore. The tissue of her hand and foot burnt. Her heart muscle was shocked into total disorder of its rhythm. It stopped pumping and her blood stopped circulating.


Later they told me she lost consciousness rapidly, though when I pushed they couldn’t say how rapidly. Neither could they say what she thought in those few moments about her heart failing her once again, though it was a very good heart. Maybe because it was a very good heart. Which caused me to question my own.













CHAPTER TWO 4

DAY ONE







8 A.M., SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 7, 1942


Yard TwoLowe ShipyardRichmond, California


I had a hangover, so everything about the day seemed special built to annoy me. Camera flashbulbs popped like gunfire. Some kind of rah-rah band played, guys in navy uniforms blaring one of those patriotic songs, not the national anthem but equally annoying, lots of horns and drums, guys pounding their sticks like they were aiming to bust my eardrums, or at least my last surviving nerve. Two flags—one the stars and stripes, the other a silhouette of a ship—each as big as my railcar home, whipped and slapped in the wind roaring off San Pablo Bay at Yard Two of Lowe Shipyard. My work-approved uniform, a black velvet jacket over a silk blouse and ladies’ slacks, wasn’t cutting it in this wind. It seemed like I might blow off in a gust of other people’s patriotism.


Thousands of men crowded round, laughing, boisterous in their uniforms, not the military type but that of the shipyard worker—welders, riggers, electricians, plumbers, engineers, and supervisors, their dark jumpsuits, jeans, plaid flannels, heavy boots, and helmets signaling the unique dangers of their jobs. Not soldiers, but doers of risky work even so.


We’d gathered in this makeshift city to launch a liberty ship competition, the shipyard aiming to build one faster than any before it, to send it out to sea in service of the American war effort in under a week. Or, if truth be told, to capture all the headlines possible in seven days, so that shipyard owner Adam Lowe could collect even more wartime business than he already had, which would have been reason enough for me to dislike him. Nobody understood the need for publicity better than me. Almost nobody. But they shouldn’t have dressed it up like it was anything other than commerce. That part made me sick. I was only twenty-two but precocious, having ingested cynicism with Momma’s milk.


A long black Lincoln rolled up, parking right next to where I stood in a crowd with the rest of the press and propaganda crew. The driver raced around and opened the back door and a woman stepped out, wearing a ridiculous black hat with enormous white flowers, topping the impressive shoulder padding of her bright pink suit. She laughed, her mouth wide open. A frenzy of flash-bulbs popped. Patriotism was one thing, but when mixed with Hollywood? Well, that made a story. Los Angeles Times gossip columnist Hedda Hopper’s arrival officially made this shipyard contest a big-time event. And it put me on high alert. I wanted to be Hedda Hopper.


Not everything about her, of course. But she had a lot of what I wanted, bylines on papers across the country, a syndicated radio show, pre-movie newsreels of her celebrity interviews, and all the money that came with it. Hedda called her Beverly Hills mansion the house that fear built. She could make or ruin people. She worked with Hollywood whispers, hearsay, scuttlebutt, and tittle-tattle. Like I did on a much smaller scale. She was a Hollywood tycoon’s enforcer, arbiter of morality. Her version of morality, anyway. She’d recently reported poking around the office of Clark Gable’s dentist to confirm he’d had his teeth fixed to pass the army’s test, revealing the plan before Gable’s studio or anyone else knew. Telling such secrets was half Hedda’s brand.


But keeping secrets was the other half. Knowing that soand-so Hollywood star was homosexual and that his marriage to that adorable makeup artist was a sham, and making it clear to so-and-so that Hedda knew, was worth a gold mine. So-and-so provided her with a constant stream of alternative gossip to avoid his love life being ratted out and his career decimated. Hedda’s skilled use of information, whether divulging or concealing it, was ice pick sharp.


I’m not saying that’s what I wanted, to ruin or make anybody, or to force my moral opinions on other people, not any of that. And I sure didn’t want to be cruel for cruelty’s sake. But I really, really wanted money. A mansion of my own would mean something, might finally put the sticky tomato fields and red Sacramento dirt behind me. And gossip was the only well-paying newspaper gig they’d give somebody like me, an Okie, high school dropout, willing to do whatever it took. There was a big gap between what I earned and what Hedda did, and I wanted to jump that gap.


I know it sounds crude. But if you didn’t grow up in a tent alongside an irrigation ditch, if you didn’t pick tomatoes before and after school as a five-year-old, if you didn’t have to fight off men on all sides to survive, then don’t scold me about how tacky it is to want money. I had never, ever, had enough, even to eat. I made a regular, if minor, living as a columnist for the San Francisco Prospect, with my own private, abandoned railcar to live in, and enough cash for drinks at the bars where I gathered stories. Just enough so that I was painfully aware what I earned hadn’t yet made me valid. I wanted proof of accomplishment. I wanted a trophy.


Bustling by on the arm of her guide, Hedda jerked to a stop and looked me down and up, smirking. She reached over and straightened the beret on my head, licked a finger and used it to wipe the side of my mouth, where I may have applied my Jungle Red lipstick in too great a hurry. By twenty-two I probably should have had a better grip on the stick, even after an all-night party. “As if you’re always in front of a camera, girly. Part of the job.” Then Hedda paraded on.


I had left for the shipyard this morning feeling hung over and cranky, but not ugly and unprofessional. Now Horrible Hedda had fixed me good, making it clear she had the right to fix me. I didn’t think her columns were better than mine, but her contacts and her status were. So many people had power over me. This was a problem.


“Come on, come on, ne’er-do-wells!” The nattily dressed honcho of the Office of War Information—OWI—the propaganda branch of the war effort, waved over the mob of newsmen, photographers, publicity hounds, and radio folks. “Let’s get you briefed before this thing starts.” He indicated we should follow him back toward a Quonset hut.


I joined the crowd in a knot at the door to OWI’s temporary headquarters, with Hedda up front, her head thrown back, laughing again. I marveled that the outlandish hat stayed right on top where it was supposed to be with her head rolling around like that. She must have had military-grade bobby pins and hair spray. All the tools. All the skills.


Only one other woman was part of the group—the all-around excellent Sandy Zimmer, underemployed wife of my publisher, Edward Zimmer. She moved through the crowd, shaking reporters’ hands, delivering charm that made the driest among them tilt in lustful appreciation. It used to bother me how she used her female attractions, but now I just wished I knew how to do it so well. Sandy definitely steered clear of Hedda, though, as if they’d divided the room. Sandy had made an unwanted appearance in Hedda’s column a few years before. They were not friends.


That Hedda attacked Sandy in print was proof of her meanness. Sandy was the kind of person who, right after Pearl Harbor, jumped right up and organized a local USO club, offering wholesome entertainment for the soldier boys spending time in San Francisco. She didn’t just do the organizing of facilities but also staffed two shifts a week, on top of her work at the Prospect, serving coffee and providing a pretty shoulder for soldiers to lean on. She was too young to be a mother figure, but she made a really good big sister to a whole lot of lonely soldiers.


Really, it seemed like almost everybody had found a way to serve after Pearl Harbor, except for me. Things were much the same for me now that we were at war as before—daily columns serving up semi-scandalous tidbits about the people San Francisco thought important. I didn’t feel much zeal coming off my readers these days. I even bored myself when I had to read my stories up next to articles about American boys shipping off to war. It boosted my mood a little just to be part of this temporary effort today, to toot the horn of the guys building the liberty ships that were fighting the Führer. Even if I did see it as one more way for the rich to get richer.


“Thanks for throwing in today, boys,” said the OWI guy, who introduced himself as Rupert. “And ladies,” he added, nodding first to Hedda and then to Sandy, but not to me. I guess my pants, and maybe my misapplied lipstick, were disqualifying. “Of course you can write whatever you like. So long as you keep to the general plan.” He grabbed a sheet of paper from a nearby underling, glanced at its notes, and started rattling off details, which everybody scribbled in their notebooks, ending with his view of the big point: “We’re gonna show the Krauts and Japs just what happens when they face off against us. Our ships are going to win this. And we’re going to make so many ships so fast that the war’ll be over lickety-split.”


“Do we have to say Krauts and Japs?” I hollered. “Goes against our paper’s style sheet.”


A number of guys laughed, some rolled their eyes, and Sandy smiled, like she expected me to ask that. Then she slipped to the back door, probably to rejoin her husband, Edward, who was glad-handing at the grandstand.


Hedda took it upon herself to answer my question. “What’s your name, dear?”


Rupert answered for me. “That’s Jane Benjamin, of the Prospect.”


“Jane Benjamin, of the Prospect, what part of the paper do you work in?”


“Gossip,” I answered bravely. “Oh my my. I wasn’t aware the Prospect had a gossip column. Is there anybody interesting in town to write about?” Dammit. I wished Sandy had been in the room to hear this. “Well then, you understand about interpretation and voice and the power of the columnist to say what she wants. If you want to support this effort, use Jap and Kraut. Those words go further.”


I was plenty familiar with words that go further: Okie, Arkie, picker, commie, babymaker, twilight lovers, friendly sisters, bitch, dyke. More too, obviously. I didn’t use such words lightly.


Rupert moved things briskly away from the topic. “Mrs. Hopper, what an honor to enjoy the boost your signal provides.”


Hedda smiled and tipped her head back, raising her right brow as she inspected the rest of the crowd. Not me, though. She’d already done that evaluation and found me wanting. “I am so pleased to help make sure your contribution to the Allied effort is appreciated. You can count on me to spread the word. And to use the words that change things!” She flung one arm in the air—Ta-da! The writers took their cue, applauding now for Hedda.


I figured they were acting like fans because of the over-seasoned patriotism we all stewed in, but also, I’ve noticed that people tend to respect success when they’re in the company of it. Every single one of these guys would make fun of Hedda in her absence, but with her right in front of us, there was no doubting the power and influence that poured right off her, from tongue to fingertips. The guys appeared to lap it up, in spite of what they must know about the way she wielded truth and lies. Maybe because they understood. That’s how it generally works for bullies.













CHAPTER THREE 4

DAY ONE







9 A.M., SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 7, 1942


Yard TwoLowe ShipyardRichmond, California


Adam Lowe stood on the stage like he was born for elevation. His gold, wavy hair held its shape in the wind. His tailored suit fit his wide shoulders and trim waist just so, in a charcoal wool so formal he looked nearly like a general. He held his hands behind his back and his feet apart, as if balanced on the deck of a ship. I loathed the guy, but he did look good. It wasn’t 100 percent clear to me why I detested him so much. For years I’d seen him as an unscrupulous sort, the kind of capitalist who’d tractored my family off our arid Texas land. And I’d seen him treat women badly, in my opinion, controlling them like they were his assets and disposing of them when they’d become liabilities. I’d spent time researching that about him, hoping but failing to find anything solid. Some bones are awful hard to drop.


“Under one year ago,” Lowe began in his rolling baritone, “the US Maritime Commission asked us to build liberty ships to aid the Allies in the battle against Axis forces. They expected us to do this building within an extremely tight schedule—two hundred fifty days per ship. Before a year had passed, we were building ’em in sixty days. Then we cut it down to thirty-five days. We’re Americans—there’s nothing we can’t do!”


The bigwigs seated to the side of the stage clapped and beamed. My publisher, Edward, with Sandy by his side, Richmond’s mayor, Mattie Chandler, California’s governor-elect, Earl Warren, who’d just been swept into office, Hedda, even William Randolph Hearst—maybe the most powerful person at the gathering—applauded and nodded.


I wondered what Lowe did to his people to make them work as fast as that. Then I wondered if it made me un-American to ask such a thing.


“We used our understanding of modern business efficiencies to build ’em by the mile, cut ’em off by the yard!” The audience cheered Lowe’s well used line, which was always in the paper. What did that even mean?


“Our ships are built fast, but they’re also built well—the very best, according to the officers and crews that sail them. And we’re proud of this. Fiercely proud!”


The audience hollered in agreement.


“We’ve been working hard, and now it’s time for a little fun, with a big payoff for our boys fighting on foreign shores, and for all the citizens in the world struggling to get out from under a tyrannical boot!”


I recalled his saying at a dinner once that he didn’t care what the government decided to do about going to war. He just aimed to succeed in any economic circumstance war created. This patriotic act today was a ploy to make money, and Lowe played it well.


“In case you’re one of the half dozen people here who doesn’t know already, our brothers over at Lowe Portland challenged themselves to beat the speed record for shipbuilding, and they went ahead and built the SS John Sutter in ten days—ten days! A new world record! Stupendous! Let’s hear it for the boys at Lowe Portland!”


The crowd was apparently lukewarm about their brothers at Lowe Portland.


“But hear this. We’re going to beat their world record! We’re going to show the world why the United States of America can’t lose, in this war or any other! We can do this not just because we’ve mastered the art and science of mass production but because we believe in ourselves, as the world’s fastest, world’s best shipbuilders!”


He must have read Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People.


All of Yard Two exploded in cheers, “World’s fastest! World’s best!”


Lowe waited for them to exhaust themselves, then held up his arms and yelled, “But that’s not all! We’re going to build these ships in a way nobody’s ever done before.”


Manly, expectant roars rose like heat.


“We’re going to build our ships with a crew of men and ladies, working together.” Lowe looked directly at the cameras. “We’d like to introduce you to the first lady welders ever to build a liberty ship.”


A small portion of the crowd clapped.


“Mickey Thomas, come on up and introduce these gals.”


A beefy guy lumbered up in a suit he seemed to have borrowed from someone two sizes smaller. Three women followed and lined up on stage to his right. He called out names, which I missed. He exuded the enthusiasm of a turnip. Not exactly a cheerleader for the woman welder thing. Might not be so easy for Lowe to coax his shipbuilders’ commitment.


I struggled to observe much about the three women at a distance, other than that they wore working clothes, two in jumpsuits, one in heavy pants and a plaid shirt with buttons and patches, two with bandanas around their hair, the third in a helmet. They all wore heavy shoes. One of them had clipped dark, worn gloves to her belt.


Their gumption radiated, riveting me. I rarely saw women who looked so ready to work, as if that was what they were there for, rather than to be decorative. Ever since I’d pretended to be a boy to get my first job at the Prospect, I’d learned the difference clothes could make in the way you did your work. It had a lot to do with pockets. Men had them, women didn’t, as if men had cash to carry and women didn’t, which often enough was true. Where I worked, I was most often the only woman in the room with pockets.


A man in the crowd yelled, “Lift up them pants and show us your ankles!” Others around him laughed. I flushed, angry on behalf of the welder women.


An OWI guy nearby sneered and said, “They’re due for a welder welcome on deck.”


Another guy said, “Hope they’ve got a security detail.”


The three women walked offstage. The last in the lineup was young and pretty, with bright, light skin, shiny red braids, and a narrow frame. As she stepped away, some men catcalled, one slapping her behind.


She swung around and gave him the one-finger salute, yelling at him and his friends, “That’ll be a fiver from each of you or you’ll eat my knuckle sandwich.”


The crowd laughed.


The woman next in line put her arm around the young one, who rolled her eyes.


“Come on now, men! You’re better than that!” Lowe scolded.


He wasn’t better than that, I thought.


“These ladies will be our special weapon. Within six months, a deferment will not be an option for men working semiskilled jobs. We’ll be sending so many of you to fight, we’ll have fewer and fewer to build the ships. Hitler, Mussolini, and Hirohito are depending on that. So we need these ladies, and more. We need our secret weapon! You’ll see. We’re going to support these ladies in learning to work alongside men because that’s how we’ll beat our enemies.”


He got more applause now.


“And it’s not just the beating. We can’t let even one man’s death be forgotten. We owe it to them. We won’t sit and do nothing about it. As our brothers in the marines say, we’ll leave no man behind.”


Now the crowd applauded raucously as Lowe waved a finish to the speech. The men could swallow the fact of women on their shifts if it was put in that context. They would tolerate it in order to leave no man behind.


Lowe’s skills had grown since I’d met him three years before, as had the setting where he showcased them. His booming voice, his physical presence, and the authority of everything he’d created, those flags flying over his head, the massive cranes all around, all the things his money paid for.


The crowd began to move toward the canteen, where a pancake breakfast awaited. The writers raced to the Quonset hut to get their stories down.


I needed to scratch out my story for tomorrow’s edition too. I’d emphasize Lowe’s glamour but also insinuate something sinister, in that tone I always used about him and guys like him.


But I was dragging my heels, feeling off about the prospect of writing this usual thing after seeing what I had, after almost feeling the lift of patriotism provoked by those women joining in the effort the best way they could. I had the feeling that writing this piece in the usual way, I’d be diminishing myself somewhat. But that’s what I was paid to do. I watched the crowd as it milled away.


Then a whistle blew, then another and several more, and then a deeper horn. A trim fair-skinned Negro woman in conservative suit, her hair pulled back tight, rushed to the stage. She grabbed Lowe’s elbow and said something to him that appeared urgent, right in his ear. Adam looked struck. My first reaction was shock. I’d never seen a Negro woman get so familiar with a powerful white man, up so close to his face.


A middle-aged white woman, a little pudgy, dressed like an elementary school principal, pushed away the younger Negro woman and clucked Lowe offstage herself. People all around started hollering, some of them running.


Somebody on stage took the microphone and ordered, “Get to the canteen! Time for the pancake breakfast. Get your pancakes and bacon!”


I was hungry and had a column to write.


But I heard a sizzling, untuned radio kind of static in my head. I waited, everything around me disappearing. The station started to come in, and I heard the familiar voice.


FOLLOW THE WHISTLES.


For crying out loud, Ben, do you always have to do this? I asked silently.


My dead twin brother, Ben, lived in my head, lending his opinions and instincts whether or not I wanted them. He was smart but awful inconvenient. I didn’t answer him out loud, obviously. People were right there. I waited for a minute.


He didn’t appear to have anything more to say. The normal sounds came back.


I shoved my notebook and pencil in my pocket and trotted after the whistles, as Ben had instructed, rather than toward the pancakes or the typewriters. I ran past cranes and trucks and unfamiliar equipment, pushing my way beyond an ambulance and the first row of gawkers circling a woman’s body lying outstretched on the hard ground of Yard Two.













CHAPTER FOUR 4

DAY ONE







10 A.M., SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 7, 1942


Yard TwoLowe ShipyardRichmond, California


She lay at the base of a U-shaped concrete deck, facing the watery bays where five partly built ships lined up, the middle bay empty, like a missing tooth. I heard somebody say her name was Jeannie Lyons.


She lay with her feet toward us, her arm stretching to the water, the sleeves of her dark gray jumpsuit rolled up to the elbows. Her head turned toward her hand, a bandana covering all but a few tendrils of white-blonde hair, safety goggles covering her eyes. Her skin was pale, though I couldn’t tell if that was natural or because the life had drained out of her. Heavy boots seemed to anchor her to the pavement. Her gloved right hand clutched a metal wand, attached to a cable. I traced its path, which led to a pole with other cables attached.


“It’s this, right here,” said a man pointing at a split in the cable.


“She shoulda seen that,” said Mickey, the guy from the stage. “Any fella would have seen it.”


“Why was it frayed in the first place?” asked a woman crouching next to the body, her face furious. “If you fellas run everything so right, why was it frayed? Tell me that! Sloppy!”


Another man disconnected the cable from the pole.


“It wasn’t. I swear it wasn’t at the end of shift!” said a man with Harold stitched on his coveralls. All the guys around him looked uncomfortable, inching away from the one who may have made the deadly mistake.


Another spoke up on Harold’s behalf. “I inspected it before we quit. It wasn’t a problem. It had to be her fault.”


Harold’s face was as red as an August tomato.


Mickey shooed the crowd away. “Go on, we’ll take care of this.”


I looked around at the dispersing workers.


YOU’RE THE ONLY REPORTER HERE.


I looked at the cable itself. Though the cut was rough, it was definitely a cut, not a wearing away or fraying. “Where are the police?” I asked.


No one answered.


A guy in a medical uniform pulled off the dead woman’s right glove to reveal a hand charred like coal, abrupt against the creamy white of her arm. “See the immediate localized rigor mortis here?” he said, illustrating how stiff her arm already was. “The current caused muscular spasm, immediately consuming the adenosine triphosphate, causing the sudden rigor.”


I was feeling a little sudden rigor myself.


“We’ve got extra work to do because of this. This’ll put us back,” said Mickey.


“Because a dead woman at work probably does slow things down,” I muttered.


WHAT A TRAGEDY FOR THIS GUY. EXTRA WORK.


“We gotta get her out of here before the crew starts,” Mickey said. “Go on, everybody. We’ll check it out and report it. Let the medical guys work.”


More people started to scatter, all but the woman crouching next to the body.


Mickey got between me and her. “Get up, Opal. Let him do what he’s got to do.”


“I’m staying with her, Mickey.”


Opal was a lithe, sharp-chinned woman with light brown hair rolled neatly in back of her head, with a bright scarf tied on top. I thought she looked 50 percent pretty, 50 percent pickax.


“I said we need to clear the area,” Mickey said.


“I’m not leaving her dead on the ground. I’m waiting with her. I’m sure you understand.” Opal’s gray eyes said, Don’t push me.


“Maybe you didn’t hear—”


“Let her stay till the victim’s gone,” I interrupted. “No body left behind, like your boss said?” I kneeled, putting my hand on Opal’s sharp shoulder blade.


Mickey steamed at my interruption, an effect I often had on people. “I don’t believe that’s exactly what Lowe meant.” But it didn’t look like he was going to fight me on the point.


I stayed next to Opal and the medical technician, as he made notes.


“If she’s wearing these work gloves, how’d she get shocked?” I asked.


“They’re leather. The voltage she was working with could get through leather. She didn’t have rubber lining. And look, they’re damp. She was wearing damp gloves. When the boys back in the hospital take off her shoes, her left foot’ll be as charred as her hand, I’ll bet.”


“She was careless,” said Opal, ruthless as a preacher’s wife.


“You think this was her fault?” I asked Opal.


“That’s not what I’m saying.”


The technician and I both stared at her, waiting for the explanation.


“It’s not her fault the cable was nicked. But it is her fault she wore damp leather gloves with no rubber lining. That’s up to each of us. And she should have checked the cable. We’re supposed to have learned what to do, in training. It’s irresponsible. Incompetent.”


Some people are like Opal, able to bypass feelings. I wasn’t so practical a thinker. It seemed wrong to talk about the dead woman’s carelessness at this very moment, with her right there, her soul maybe still in her body, or hovering above, listening to the judgment.


A truck with LOWE AMBULANCE painted on its side swerved up and expelled three men.


“Clear out, ladies.”


The technician began telling them what happened.


Opal and I watched them strap Jeannie to a stretcher and deliver her to the truck. As it raced away, I asked Opal, “Won’t the police come?”


“I doubt it. Not the regular police. We’re our own little city here. Hospital, safety, childcare, schools, mail. It all stays here, at the shipyard. We handle everything ourselves. Every time there’s an accident. They’ll take her body to Lowe Field Hospital.”


NOBODY LOOKIN’ OVER HIS SHOULDER.


“You know a lot about this place, though you mustn’t have worked here long. You women welders just started, right?”


“I’ve been here a few months. Just couldn’t weld until now because of the union. Most girls work at Lowe jobs away from the ships. The low-paying jobs. We five got our union cards just in time for the contest, yesterday. Jeannie should have known better. Girls like that make all of us look bad.”


My cheeks burned. I don’t like bullies. “Why were you staying here with her, then, if you’re so critical?”


“Because it’s right. Just like it’s the right thing for somebody with an opportunity not to waste it for the others.”


She was correct about that, though it aggravated me. I’d made hard choices, based on the idea that I was going to do something big, was going to be somebody. I wasn’t sure my recent life, either at work or off hours, had justified those earlier choices, or made the road easier for the next girl in my shoes. Opal made me feel guilty, and I didn’t like people who did that.


“Anyway,” she said. “No man left behind.”


That was right too. I had a history of attending to the people left behind, often at Ben’s urging. I’m not saying he was some angel on my shoulder. I think he just found it more interesting to ride along with me when I followed the people in trouble than when I followed the rules.


So I’d done the right thing and stayed with Opal and Jeannie. I stood, ready now to get back to work.


AIN’T RIGHT. YOU FEEL IT. DON’T PRETEND YOU DON’T.


Ben was always leaning into my guilt.


MOMMA WAS FIFTEEN years old when she delivered me and Ben alone in a tar paper shack. Scared, crazy from fever, she pulled me out of her, red and kicking, and then pulled Ben out, quiet and blue, a dud, unable to hold a light. She wrapped him in a potato sack, carried him outside, laid him at the side of a barren cotton field, and came back in the shack to nurse me, her big, strong baby.


When Daddy came home that night, he buried Ben in that silty Texas dirt, but Ben’s energy never diffused. For seventeen years, he hovered in particles over our heads as we got tractored out of Texas and joined the jalopy migration to California, landing in Sacramento’s Rotten Egg Hooverville. He hovered over a muddy irrigation ditch as Daddy and I fought one day when I was seventeen, a crowbar our shared weapon. When Daddy cracked my head with that crowbar, Ben’s particles were drawn to me, causing a surge to my filament, making me glow.


That’s how I’ve explained it to the doctors, a time or two, without their fixing anything about the situation. Since that day, Ben has been my near-constant companion. I accept it. Seems fair. Really, it’s been kind of a comfort, all these years, to rely on his point of view. But Ben’s not in charge of me. I am.


AIN’T RIGHT. YOU FEEL IT. DON’T PRETEND YOU DON’T.


I ignored his commentary, left the scene of Jeannie’s tragic accident, and headed to the OWI Quonset to do the job I was paid for.
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