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Praise for A Wolff in the Family


“A Wolff in The Family is an absolute page-turner! Immediately immersive, readers will be drawn into the hardships and small joys of the Wolff family as they attempt to make a living in rural Utah. Falk-Allen paints a realistic picture of the West during the early part of the twentieth century with her vivid prose and realistic characters. An intriguing story about social norms, gender roles, and, ultimately, love. This is a fast, absorbing story that will keep you up long into the night. Couldn’t put it down!”


—Michelle Cox, author of The Fallen Woman’s Daughter


“An empathetic lesson in resilience and forgiveness, A Wolff in the Family takes an unflinching look at complex familial ties, gender roles, and the hardships of women in the early 20th century through one family’s story across the United States. With the kind of drama that builds, this captivating book is a multifaceted tale with flawed and human characters and the complicated decisions that make a life.”


—Joanne Howard, author of Sleeping in the Sun


“A Wolff in the Family, historical fiction with a touch of memoir, belongs among the great multi-generational family sagas, such as The Forsyte Saga, East of Eden, and The Thorn Birds. Falk-Allen weaves a complex story of light and dark, of human failings compounded by the oppressive gender roles in traditional families. The characters come alive on the page, drawing you into a vivid world of yesterday.”


—Jude Berman, author of The Die and The Vow


“Heartbreaking at its core, A Wolff in the Family takes the bones of a long-hidden family secret and fleshes it out to include a large cast of characters who come alive on the page. Readers will despair with Naomi and her children as they navigate separate, but equal, hardships apart, with hope as their only beacon. Readers cannot help ask the questions: What skeletons are buried in my family lore? Do I dare uncover them? Kudos to Falk-Allen for taking this project on, making it both compelling and relatable, and shedding light into dark corners of family history. A bold and important read.”


—Ashley E. Sweeney, author of Eliza Waite


“Writing a novel based on a family story requires an author to choreograph what is known and what must be surmised into a compelling narrative. Francine Falk-Allen has skillfully accomplished this saga-to-novel rebirth in A Wolff in the Family. The hard-scrabble life, children and marriage of Naomi Wolff vividly recall a world of societal rules, privation, race and class restrictions, and the human spirit that can prevail over all of them. Another great read from this author!”


—Barbara Stark-Nemon, author of Even in Darkness and Hard Cider


“A moving and evocative family saga, consummately constructed, and beautifully narrated. Francine Falk-Allen delivers a novel that is emotionally engaging and powerful—but at the same time relentless in its probing of gender inequality, and how its consequences have manifested across generations in America.”


—Robert Steven Goldstein, author of the novels Will’s Surreal Period, Enemy Queen, Cat’s Whisker, and The Swami Deheftner


“Women have always wanted agency over their own lives, and in this fascinating fictionalized account of her family history, Falk-Allen reminds us that such agency has not always come easily. With its universal themes of love, sacrifice, and freedom, A Wolff in the Family shows us how far we’ve come, even as we recognize and find resonance with the characters’ deepest longings.”


—Ginny Kubitz Moyer, author of The Seeing Garden


“A Wolff in the Family lives up to its name, following the Wolff family through the early years of the 20th century. But it’s more than that—it’s a saga of life in the West, complete with vivid descriptions of injustices toward women and children, interrupted educations, love, and loss, all told in the vernacular of the era. This well-crafted novel will break your heart, bring you joy, and make you grateful to be living in the 21st century.”


—Susen Edwards, author of What a Trip and Lookin’ for Love


“A Wolff in the Family absolutely made me feel curiosity, apprehension, relief, outrage, hope, compassion, and more. The book’s cinematic storytelling, with vivid details about the characters, their habits, and their personalities, as well as the energetic pacing of events captivated me from the start. I could not put it down! The immersive descriptions of domestic life put me in the shoes of the Wolff women and girls, who, along with all the other family members, became real to me because of Falk-Allen’s excellent character development.”


—Ilze Duarte, PhD, writer and literary translator, recipient of the 2024 Sundial House Literary Translation Award


“I was intrigued by the fascinating, well-drawn characters and plot twists in A Wolff in the Family. The author brings us into a time and a world she has researched well and portrays with historical accuracy. No spoilers here, but a surprise near the book’s conclusion grabbed me. I recommend this novel for an enjoyable read that will likely keep you wondering what will happen next.”


—Marcia Naomi Berger, author of The Bipolar Therapist: A Journey from Madness to Love and Meaning
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This work of historical fiction has been researched for speech that was commonly used and accepted in its era. To remain faithful to early 1900’s American usage, the term “Negro” is used instead of “Black,” and “Indian” is used to refer to people indigenous to North America.









For my maternal grandmother,


the real “Naomi,” may you rest in peace.


I hope I told your story faithfully.













Characters





The Wolff Family


Frank J. Wolff b.1887


Naomi Sims Wolff b. 1890


Their children:


Frances b. 1908


Anita b. 1910


Carl b. 1912


Hermann b. 1913, twin


Henry b. 1913, twin


Frank Jr. b. 1916


Marie b. 1917


George b. 1918, twin


Grant b. 1918, twin


Willie b. 1920


Dorothy b. 1922


Clarence b. 1923


Frank’s Parents:


Frank J. Wolff 1853-1911 (b. Switzerland)


Caroline Laschevski Wolff b. 1859 (Prussia)


Their children (8 living, 1918):


Frank b. 1887


Louise b. 1896


Otto b. 1903


Mary Ellen, Frances’s friend in Kansas


Deborah Abbott, The Wolffs’s neighbor


Lucille Klumack and Lucille’s brother, Ronald Klumack, Frances’s friends in Ogden


Mrs. Birch, Frances’s boardinghouse employer


Mrs. Hancock, Anita’s boardinghouse employer


Caleb, Anita’s beau


Frank Sims (no relation to the Sims family below) b. 1906, Frances’s beau and husband


Their children: LaVon and Gene, b. 1929 and 1931


Robert “Bob” Allen b. 1914, Frances’s second husband


Their daughter: Francine b. 1947


The Sims Family


Naomi’s parents:


Joseph Sims b. 1846


Nancy Beeman Chalmers Sims b. 1846


Their children (5 living, 1918):


Julia b. 1882


Jessie b. 1883


Naomi b. 1890


Lucy, Julia’s sister-in-law


Nancy had 3 children by William Chalmers (1832-1879):


Alice b. 1872


Fred b. 1877


Nancy’s parents had 12 children; 10 living, 1918


The Woods Family


Edward Woods 1885-1918


Minnie Dawson Woods b. 1888


Their children:


Lawrence b. 1911


Beatrice b. 1913


Martin b. 1915


Nina b. 1917


Ellen b. 1919


Minnie’s mother:


Irene Dawson b. 1861


The Foreland Family


Isabelle Chalmers Foreland b. 1853 (cousin of William Chalmers, Nancy Beeman Sims’s first husband)


Isabelle and James Foreland’s children (4 living in 1918):


Charles “Charley” b. 1880


Charles’ daughter: Connie b. 1931


Bill b. 1882


The Palmen Family


Marie Emilie Uhlrich Palmen, b. 1895 (Germany), married to Walter Palmen b. 1902


Richard, b. 1938, Marie’s son


Marie’s associates:


Herr and Frau Schafer, on the ship Deutschland


Mrs. Muller, rooming house matron in NYC


Scipione Guidi Family, violinist employer in NYC


Sarah Gerhardt, Mormon friend in Ogden


Mrs. Schneider, Lutheran friend in Ogden


Rhoda, Walter’s friend


The Lutheran Children’s Home Personnel


Susanna and Mr. Weinrich, managers and guardians, b. 1876 and 1874


Their daughter: Ruth b. 1909


Margaret b. 1910, their assistant


Edna and Thomas Miller, potential adoptive parents


Note:


When characters do not appear in the story, they are not named as children above. For example, Joseph and Nancy Sims had five children, but only three have roles in the story, so the rest are not named in this list.













Chapter 1





Ogden, Utah


January 1930


Frank Wolff stepped off the train into the cold night fog and onto the even colder concrete platform at Ogden station. He shivered involuntarily; steeling himself against the damp air, he stifled a second shudder. One more trip on the Union Pacific line, home again. But this time was unlike any before, and he didn’t intend to make the trip to Winfield, Kansas, again unless the railroad sent him through that area.


He ran his hand over his sandy-colored, pomaded hair. Minnie hated it when his hair was out of place, and he liked that about her. A tidy woman, as it should be. They were so well matched. If only she’d been available more than twenty years earlier. He was amused that she wanted him to refer to her as “Mrs. Woods” around others. They never used first names in public. Well, only in the boardinghouse kitchen, in front of her kids. And his children, when they’d been there. Oh, it would be good to get back to her next month.


He was tired. Beyond tired—exhausted. He had not expected this sadness to fatigue him. He had not expected, even, to feel sad. Every step felt heavy. Well, it was done. What I’ve done, I’ve done for the benefit of all concerned, he told himself. And the children would be better off, in the long run. He’d been surprised by the elegance of the old house acquired by the Lutheran Children’s Home; it was much swankier than their modest home in Ogden had been. The children would likely go to good homes . . . at least they’d probably be Lutheran. And maybe to families who were well-off—sometimes when people adopted it was because they had no children and had more money to spend on the ones they took in as a result. And . . . he knew that sometimes people adopted children because they needed more farm labor. Well, it wouldn’t hurt the children to do some hard work, if that came to pass. Mein Gott, I did farmwork myself as a teenager. It was tough, and would be tougher for younger kids. He put those thoughts out of his mind for now. Best not to dwell on what he had no control over.


He paused inside the tall, airy lobby. This was one of the loveliest terminals on his route. He never tired of the architecture. He sat down on one of the polished wooden benches, his worn leather overnight satchel beside him, and glanced around to see if anyone had left a newspaper. He just needed a moment to himself, a moment of stillness. He picked up an Ogden Times left by a traveler; ach, gut, today’s edition. A man needs his daily paper. He found the advertisement for the sale of the house. Good, the agent had done his work. Hopefully Anita had gone by there and cleaned the place up to show it. He wished Frances were still around; she was a pro at housecleaning. Naomi would have missed her home, her domain, her better kitchen, the whole place, but he sure didn’t want it. Too many memories.


Minnie Woods would never leave her house, he knew. Women got so attached to location. Besides, the Woods house was, well, quite a house. Almost new. He loved being on the railroad and all the stops in between—the freedom of being gone for weeks, months at a time—but he also liked being anchored in one place and the stature he gained through his steady home life.


Well, there’s nothing for it but to go home for the moment. A beer would taste good right now and help him sleep . . . but oh well, he’d have to do without. How long could Prohibition go on?


Maybe he would call Mother in Missouri tomorrow to let her know he’d arrived, and check on Carl and Henry. Or he could just write a letter. That would cost less.
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Chapter 2





Ogden, Utah


Eleven Years Earlier: Early 1918


Frances Wolff had expected, as friends and adults had told her, that the Mormons in Utah would have horns on their heads. But though she’d kept her eyes peeled ever since they first arrived, she hadn’t seen a single person with horns. She realized that either she’d been duped—which didn’t sit well with her, as the eldest daughter of seven children and already a responsible babysitter much of the time—or maybe the people she’d known in her first nine years as a little girl in Kansas had all bought into a tall tale. Even though her family attended a Lutheran church, as Daddy wished, she figured she’d probably meet some Mormons in school and see if they had other strange features, even if they didn’t have horns.


School was always a good distraction from her tasks as a little second mother, even though it presented her with more work that had to be done. She made embarrassing judgment errors sometimes, she thought, despite the other children’s expectations that she was the knowledgeable one, the one with the most education. She recalled the pump incident from the previous winter . . .


They’d gone out to the pump in the backyard in Ellis, before their move to Utah. She’d been with three of her brothers and Mary Ellen from next door.


“Frances, lick the pump handle. It’s fun to lick the frost off. I dare you!” her little brother Carl had encouraged.


So she had, never one to back away from a dare. Besides, she was older and knew what was what.


Her tongue promptly stuck to the metal handle. “Ow! Ay canth ge ma tonn aahff! Helf!”


“Haaaa-ha-ha ha!” Carl cried. “Frances licked the handle! Thought you were supposed to be the smart one!”


“Help her!” Mary Ellen cried out, while the boys stood there almost paralyzed, realizing this was not really as funny as they thought it would be. “I’ll run and get some warm water.”


She ran into the house, where there was often a kettle on the stove, and came back out with a cup of warm water.


Pouring it on her friend’s tongue, she said, “Oh, Frances, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know this would happen.”


Frances’s tongue disengaged from the cold metal. “You boys are in for it!” she warned. “Wait’ll I tell Daddy when he gets home!”


Then, more quietly to Mary Ellen, she said, “Ow. Now my tongue’s sore.”


“Ah, raspberries,” said Carl, all of six years old and pretty smart himself. “He might not be home for days, and then you’ll prob’ly forget anyway.”


“Well, don’t be sure he won’t give you a different kind of licking,” Frances shot back.


They laughed with the abandon of small boys as they ran off to play stickball in the street.


“Don’t you just hate your brothers sometimes?” Mary Ellen asked.


“Oh . . . no,” Frances said thoughtfully. “I don’t hate them. They’re good little guys. And really it was kind of funny. But I don’t like tricks played on me. It’s enough that I’m the last one in the tub on Saturday nights; first the baby, then Frank, then Henry and Hermann, then Carl, then Anita, and then me! Always last. The water is as dirty as dishwater, plus not hot anymore, especially after the boys have been in it. I asked Mother to let me go first sometimes, since usually I’m not as dirty as the littler kids, but she says the littlest ones go first, and I was the first baby. So they’re just getting their turn. But someday I am not gonna live here anymore.”


“Where would you go?”


“I don’t know. But it won’t be someplace where I have to take a bath in other people’s bathwater.”


“Frances?” Naomi called out from the kitchen. “Do you know where your brothers are?” She was only now getting used to the layout of the new place in Ogden. So many things to rearrange, especially in the kitchen, on top of keeping track of seven kids. She did love that they had indoor plumbing, and that the house was a little bit bigger and close to downtown. And not too far from the station, making it easy for Frank to walk to and from work when he was in town. When the family took the train, they could carry their suitcases fairly easily.


“Last time I saw Carl, he was walking home from school,” Frances called back. “And the twins are in the backyard. Little Frank’s with them, I think.”


“Well get out there and make sure they aren’t in any trouble, and then I want you and your sister to help me make dinner.”


“Sis?” Naomi’s voice began to have a touch of desperation as she called for Anita. “Time to help me make dinner.” She shook her head, muttering, “Where are these girls when I need them?”


“If I have to go out and watch the boys, can’t Sis help you?” Frances asked from the living room, where she was reading.


Naomi’s tone sharpened. “Frances, come in here.”


After a moment, Frances appeared at the kitchen door, looking sullen. “What?”


Naomi picked up the yardstick from its usual convenient corner and gave Frances three swift swats on her backside and the backs of her legs. “Don’t talk back to me. When I tell you to do something, you do it.”


Her legs still stinging, Frances pressed her lips together with resentment and took advantage of the more desirable task, away from her mother’s oversight, of checking on her little brothers outside.


Finding them playing with sticks in the dirt, one of which Frank, who was three, was attempting to put in his mouth, Frances felt some relief that she’d come out when she did. She took the stick away from Frank and told Hermann and Henry to pay better attention to their little brother, even though they were only five, and “Be careful with those sticks or you’ll poke somebody’s eye out.” She hoped she hadn’t just put an idea into the twins’ heads.


“And you boys, you’re gonna have to clean up anyway for dinner, so try not to get too dirty or Mother will have a fit, and we’ll all get in trouble.”


Especially me, she thought, for not keeping an eye on you.


Just as Anita walked into the room, her mother announced, “Your father called the Abbotts next door. He’s not coming home tonight.” Naomi bit her cuticle and paused a moment in thought. “He has to stay in Lyman, Wyoming for a couple days; they have him managing the maintenance crew again. Seems like they have him staying in Wyoming overnight more and more.” She pursed her lips. “Well, that’s a few hours away and he can’t just hijack the train; he’ll be home tomorrow or the next day. You kids wash up and we’ll have dinner without him. Frances, put Marie in the high chair as soon as your hands are washed and get the potatoes out of the oven.”


The family gathered at the table.


“Okay now, who wants to say grace?” Naomi asked. “Nobody? Frances, you say it so we can get started.”


Frances cleared her throat and began: “God is great, God is good, and we thank him for our food. Amen.”


“Before we start,” said Naomi, “I just want you kids to remember that we are luckier than some folks. We got food on the table every night. Your daddy works hard to make sure of that. And I’m not penny-wise and pound-foolish. I can stretch fifty cents to make sure we eat something, even if it’s nothing fancy. But tonight we got chicken, so let’s all remember God takes care of people who live right. Okay, dig in.”


Anita saw the boys eyeing their father’s share of Sunday chicken, even though they knew Mother would save some for Frank Sr., just in case he came home on Monday. Daddy got a big breast piece, or a whole chicken leg. Then Mother chose her piece, and then Carl, the oldest boy, got the next best, then Frances, and on down. Little Frank got a wing or a back.


Anita, now eight and old enough to contemplate things, thought, What will happen when Mother has her next baby? Will they ever buy more than one chicken? Mother looks like she’s going to pop.


“Mother . . .?” she began tentatively.


“Yes, what?”


“Well . . . I just wanted to ask . . . when is the baby due? It seems like . . . well, it seems like maybe you are getting pretty big.”


“Ha!” Naomi snorted. “Big—I’m the size of a truck, or maybe I’m carrying a couple of watermelons. This baby is not just one. Too many kicks in there. It may be a while yet, but soon. Two months, maybe.”


“More twins?!” Anita exclaimed. She looked at Frances, knowing what this could mean for them as the two oldest children—the extra little mothers. At least Mother favors me, she thought, since Daddy favors Frances, so Frances gets more chores. But . . . seven, eight . . . nine children in this house? Good thing we moved.


“Yes. I’m sure it’s twins again. Sorry, girls. It’ll be good practice for you when you grow up. You will know all about taking care of babies!”


Anita glanced at Frances, who returned the look and rolled her eyes when her mother couldn’t see.


“Frances, hurry up and finish your dinner and you can give Marie those mashed peas and some bread soaked in milk. I’ll nurse her when I put her to sleep, but she needs more than I can provide her now.”


Frances sighed but didn’t talk back.


In Lyman, Wyoming, Frank briskly walked from the station to the Woodses’ house. What a find this had been. Not only did a few railroad men stay there off and on, but the woman of the house, that Minnie Woods—oh, boy. Now there was a gal who knew how to raise kids and still take charge of renting out a room. And nice white skin. Full hips too. Not that Naomi wasn’t a beautiful girl, but she got so tanned being out in the sun, tending her garden. She thought it was natural, from being a farm girl in Turner, Kansas. All those kids were taking their toll on her tiny frame, though. He hoped Mrs. Woods’s husband would be gone again, down to Utah to visit his family, and they could have a little time to be alone after her kids were in bed.


Woods was sickly . . . He was only a couple of years older than Frank, but with this flu going around, Frank wouldn’t be surprised if it got the man.













Chapter 3





Ogden, Utah


Early Summer 1919


Scarlet fever had run through the house for a month after the second set of twins were born the previous fall. Frances had been sick in bed but was starting to feel better; the fever was subsiding, and she wanted an apple from the tree outside her window. But with nine kids in the house now and her father being gone out on the rails so much, her mother had her hands full; Frances knew better than to ask her for much of anything, especially to go out and pick her an apple.


The mustard plaster on her chest burned, and she was tired of it. She took it off, climbed out the window, and ate a couple of the green, unripe apples. She liked the tart crunchiness.


This turned out to have been a bad idea. She did manage to get back into the house before her mother knew about her escapade, but on top of already having the raging sore throat and vomiting, she got a horrible stomachache. Good thing they now had an indoor toilet; it would have been awful to have to run to the outhouse both for the scarlet fever’s effects at the top end of her body and this new problem at the other end.


“How’d you manage to get sick on top of sick?” Naomi asked her that afternoon, perplexed.


“I don’t know,” Frances said evasively. “I had an apple, that’s all.”


“Well, I sure didn’t give you an apple,” Naomi said, her head cocked to the side. “Did the other kids?”


“No, they didn’t.”


“Did you get it from the tree?”


“Yes.”


“So, you climbed out the window and got it?”


“Yes, I did.”


“It must have been pretty green to make you sick. You have to wait till they get ripe or that’s what happens, they’ll give you a bellyache.” She shook her head. “Well, just be glad you’re sick, because you would have gotten a switch for sneaking out that window otherwise. And I bet you ate more than one, to get sick like that. Frances, you’re the oldest; you have to learn not to be foolish anymore. I have enough to take care of without worrying about you getting in trouble too.”


“Okay.” Frances lifted a shoulder. “But I just wanted an apple. And I wanted to go outside. I’m tired of being sick.”


“Promise me you won’t climb out the window anymore,” her mother implored. “You could break your arm or something.”


“Okay, I promise,” Frances said reluctantly. She had been so tired of lying in bed, especially after helping take care of the other kids when they’d had the fever too. Being the oldest just wasn’t very much fun.


“Frank, if it’s all right with you,” Naomi started tentatively, “I’d like to go see my mother and dad in Turner, and take the kids on the train. Mother and Daddy haven’t seen George and Grant yet, and only got to see Marie once right after she was born, when we still lived near them in Kansas. We could all go.” Naomi chewed on a fingernail as she waited for his response.


Frank put down his newspaper, cleared his throat, and waited a moment before he spoke. He was in a good mood: he’d had a good night’s sleep, had already gone for his walk around town, and had eaten with a pal at Harvey’s Lunch Room. When he considered her request, he knew it was fair, given he got to see his own mother in Prairie, Missouri, whenever his train run went through Kansas City. It was lucky there was a station there.


But . . .


“All these kids? All nine of ’em? On that long train ride? It’s more than a day!” Frank thought about the Overland Route: Ogden to Evanston and across Wyoming through Cheyenne, across Nebraska, change trains, and on down into Kansas. With nine kids. But the Wyoming leg would be really pretty, and Naomi would probably love that.


“‘All these kids?’ I’m here with them all day every day, usually by myself! None of them are old enough to stay home alone. You know that. Little Carl is only seven. Frances is responsible, but she’s still only ten. And there’s no one here in Ogden I feel like I could leave ’em all with. It would be like . . . a vacation. The kids can play on the farm; Frances and Sis can watch the babies . . .” Naomi seemed to realize she was starting to prattle on; she paused, then went on hurriedly before Frank had a chance to protest, “It’ll be good for the kids to run someplace where there’s no sidewalks and climb trees and all. We could see your mother and both of us see our brothers and sisters. Everybody could come out to the farm, and the kids could get to know their aunts and uncles and cousins a little bit.”


Oh, yes, the more the merrier, thought Frank. My idea of a vacation is different than yours. But I know you’re right, my pretty little wife.


“And how are we going to get from the station to the farm?” He already knew the likely answer to this but wanted Naomi to think ahead and do the planning.


“Mother’ll come get us . . . or one of the farmhands. I can write to them and let them know when we’re coming. I hope you’ll say yes.” Naomi’s big green eyes searched her husband’s face and she smiled coyly, despite another growing belly.


Frank realized there was little to support what he really wanted, which was to either stay home or go out on the rails alone again. Everyone in his family rode for free, anywhere he wanted to take them, and Naomi had long known this. It just had been easier when there were fewer children.


He cleared his throat again. “Okay, we’ll go. But man, oh man, these kids better be good, and I don’t want to hear any complaining. Children should be seen and not heard.”


“Yes, they’ve heard you say that often enough. But I’ll give ’em a good swat if they act up. Or you will. You can’t expect them to be silent as the grave on a long train ride, though.”


Frank sighed. “Well, I don’t want to be needing to swat anybody. Last thing I need is for one of the engineers to say Frank Wolff and his wife can’t control their children. I want to get that promotion to engineer. But I can see I don’t have much say-so in this affair.” He gave Naomi a quick side-eye and half smile. “I have two weeks off next month; we’ll go then.”


He glanced at Naomi before opening the paper again; she looked almost giddy. Satisfied that he’d made her happy, he got back to the news.
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Two days later, Frances cautiously approached her father, still home on a short break, during his daily newspaper perusal. He was on his second homemade beer. Frances knew that he was careful about when he took his home brew so that most people wouldn’t know about it.


She leaned against his overstuffed chair by the front window and read a few of the headlines over his shoulder, where she rested her hand.


“Daddy? Is that really the first time a Utah Indian rode in an airplane?”


“Hmm? Oh, that photo . . . Yes, I suppose it is. They’re gonna get too big for their britches, probably,” responded Frank, momentarily distracted from the article he was reading—something, Frances saw, about Europe trying the warlords of Germany, the “Huns,” for their roles in the World War. With his German Swiss ancestry, her dad always followed the news over in Europe. His father had come to the United States in 1879, and his mother a year later. They had always spoken German at home, making him fluent in their native tongue, even though he’d been born in Missouri.


Frances leaned closer. “Daddy . . . can I sit in your lap?”


“Ha!” guffawed Frank. “My gosh, no, you can’t! You’re too big for that anymore.” He looked at her affectionately, though.


“Umm . . . can I talk to you?”


“For a minute or two, yes.” He lowered the Ogden Times. “What is it?”


“Well . . . when we go to Kansas, Mother said I have to help with the babies. And be the main babysitter.”


“Yes, of course you have to help. Your mother can’t do all the work by herself.”


Her heart sank. “But when will I get to play, like the other kids?”


“You’ll have some time for that. But now you’re growing up, and you have to assume more responsibility. You got plenty of time to play when you were little.”


“But ten is still a little girl. I will still get to take my doll with me, right?”


“Well, ten is really a big girl. But yes, I imagine you can take a doll if there’s room in one of the suitcases. Ask your mother.” He raised his paper back up. “Now go on and play, and leave me be to read my paper and drink the rest of my soda here.”


“Soda,” uh-huh, Frances thought, but she did as she was told. Before her mother could ask her for help, especially with all those socks that needed darning, she left the house and walked up Grant Avenue to see if her friend Lucille was home; maybe they’d be able to play with Lucille’s dolls.


On her way, she pondered her father saying, “Ten is really a big girl.”


Frances was not at all sure she wanted to grow up.













Chapter 4





Ogden, Utah, to Wyandotte County, Kansas


Summer 1919


When they packed, the older children decided to take a few dolls, books, stuffed animals, cars and trucks for all the kids.


“For heaven’s sake,” muttered Naomi. “You’re expecting us to take half a toy chest of junk.”


“Mother,” Frances reasoned, “toys and books will keep the kids quiet on the train. And Grandma Sims may not have any toys or books there.”


“Well, that’s true about the train, but on the farm you don’t need toys; you can play outside and pretend with things you find around. The barn is a great place to play.”


If I even get to play, Frances thought.


“But can we still take these?” Anita pleaded.


“Oh, I guess. But you girls need to spend some time deciding on the clothes you’re taking. And then we’ll see if we can get all of it into a couple of suitcases. If everybody will just be good, we’re going to have a really nice time!”


[image: ]


Frances and Anita helped Naomi make sandwiches and wrap them in waxed paper the evening before the trip. They also brought some cheese, and more bread—none of that was going to keep in the icebox—and some (ripe) apples, a box of saltines, and a bottle of water with a couple of tin cups.


“Oh,” Naomi said, mostly to herself, “I forgot to tell the iceman not to come.” She looked at the girls. “That should do us. Your dad doesn’t want to feed the whole family with train food. Our tickets are free, but not the food. In any case, we can’t carry much more than this!” She gestured toward the door. “Sister, run next door and ask Mrs. Abbott would she please tell the iceman we don’t need any ice next week; he can skip us for two weeks. Frances, did you do the ironing I asked you to do yesterday?”


Frances nodded. “Yes . . . yes, I did; that was partly stuff we needed to pack, remember?”


“Oh, of course. I’ve got so many things to do, I’m runnin’ around like a chicken with its head cut off.”


Ick, thought Frances. It was enough that she had to help pluck the darn things, she didn’t want to think about how they came to their end.


They really did get up and run sometimes; she’d seen that on the farm. Grandma Sims said it was because of the chicken’s nerves. That got on Frances’s nerves, all right. At least in town they bought their chickens at the store and didn’t have to watch the slaughter.


She made a mental note to not be around when they caught the chickens this time.


The next day, the family took the early-morning Union Pacific train toward Evanston, Wyoming. Frank had briefed Naomi on the route, and the three oldest kids wanted to see it on a map. They’d sat round the kitchen table the week before and circled all the places they’d go through. Frances and Anita had swallowed hard when they saw how far it was, knowing that just to Evanston was more than two hours.


“Okay, you kids,” Naomi warned while Frank counted the tickets to make sure there were eight there, two for the parents and six for the children. (No tickets were needed for the three youngest. Hopefully there’d be room on the benches for Marie and she wouldn’t be squirming on someone’s lap the whole time.) “You need to stick together, all hold hands, and stay close to me and your dad at all times. Frances and Sis, you’re in charge of counting every time we get on or off the train to make sure everybody is with us, wherever in heaven’s name we are. You two make sure you’ve got somebody’s hand and they’ve got somebody else’s, all the time. We’ll have the baby buggy so the babies can sleep in it. You understand?” She looked into her two eldest daughters’ green and blue eyes, which were wide with both anticipation and new responsibility. They knew there was no room for error.


“And you boys? You obey your sisters, and no yelling or roughhousing on the train or in the stations. No running either. And all of you, no crying or your dad or me will give you something to cry about!”


Frank put in his two cents: “You kids, you have to be a good example for other children on the train. You are the children of a rail fireman, maybe an engineer soon, and a good Swiss and English family, and you will show everyone what good manners you have. If everyone is real good, horehound candy or a peppermint or a cookie maybe. Just maybe. We’ll see.”


They all knew their father—and their mother—meant business. Naomi knew that Frank already had candies in his pockets, and Frances, Anita, and Carl suspected this.


What a parade they made, the eleven of them—eight on foot and three in the wicker buggy—on the five-block walk to Ogden Union Station, down Grant Street and on over to Twenty-Fifth Street, with Frank and Naomi carrying the suitcases and the older children carrying bags of toys and lunches.


At the station, so far, so good, with everyone on good behavior and holding on to the now-sweaty hand of a sibling. It looked like the Union Pacific would be on time—as were they. Their father wouldn’t have tolerated their being tardy. No excuse for that.


The train was a noisy proposition, clacking along with the soot and ash from the engine sometimes making its way into the passenger cars, if people kept their windows open—which many did, due to the outdoor heat. When the dusty breeze got to be too much, folks closed them . . . and later opened them back up again. Everyone just put up with their fellow travelers’ choices.


Naomi remembered what her mother, Nancy, had told her about the trains in the late 1800s—that they were all disturbingly dirty, with the engine debris blowing back into the passenger coaches. But it was the fastest way to get anywhere, so people just took the trains and expected to get dirty. After her first husband died, Nancy had married Naomi’s father, Joe Sims. In the mid-1880s, they’d taken her two children from the first marriage, Fred and Alice, and moved from Illinois to Missouri. They’d ridden the Union Pacific for that long trip, and Nancy had declared it was much cleaner than other train lines; workers had come through the coaches to sweep, wipe the seats, and clean the windows from time to time. Naomi was glad that her husband was a Union Pacific employee.


The news butchers would climb on the train at many stops, young boys selling apples, candy, newspapers. Frank bought a paper in Green River, and eleven pieces of candied fruit to pass around. The kids’ eyes were wide with wonder to see boys about the ages of Frances and Anita working, and they were especially happy to get a sweetmeat from their father.


Between Rawlins and Laramie, the brakeman came around and let everyone know they’d be stopping at Cheyenne for the station house, where they could get dinner. Frank instructed everybody to get themselves as presentable as possible.


They arrived at Cheyenne at dusk, with Naomi pushing the buggy with Marie, George, and Grant, and everyone else carrying suitcases and bags. Frank grumbled about the fact that they couldn’t stow them on the train, since he knew they’d likely board the same car for the next segment of the journey. Not to mention that they’d ordered one sleeping berth to share in shifts, and they could’ve taken advantage of it while the train was stopped.


Naomi knew his reasoning for letting it go: Who was he to buck the rules? He didn’t want to bother the brakeman with the inquiry.


“Everybody stay together,” she whispered to the children. “Hold on to somebody’s hand and follow Daddy and me, no matter what.” Before leaving the train, she had re-pinned her hair and wiped a little dust from her face with one of the dish towels she’d brought along in her bag. Frank had used his handkerchief and run a comb through his hair.


The family managed to stay orderly with just a little complaining and shushing. They found two large tables they commandeered, and while Naomi and Frank decided what to order, Frances, Anita, and Carl took the younger children, except for the two babies, to line up for the washroom.


It looked like trout was the best thing on the menu that everyone would be happy to eat. They ordered three plates plus some potatoes, green beans, and bread. That accomplished, Frank went off to wash up while Naomi tried to keep George and Grant from fussing.


A young waiter approached the table with a tray of water glasses. Naomi noticed his clean and well-groomed appearance (and handsome face), and felt a bit self-conscious about being disheveled.


“Pardon me, ma’am, but I was told to bring all these waters to this table. Are you watching the babies while you wait for your folks to come back?”


Naomi laughed, flustered at the implied compliment. “Why, yes, yes, those glasses are for this table, and the one next, there. But these are my own babies, as are the rest who’ll be joining us. They’re just washing up . . . along with my husband.”


The fellow blushed. “Oh, well, gosh, I wouldn’t have taken you for old enough to have these young’uns. I beg your pardon. But if you don’t mind me sayin’, you’re a very pretty gal and havin’ babies hasn’t hurt you a bit. If you don’t mind me sayin’.”


“No, no, that’s kind of you.” Naomi blushed as well. “Now, do you work here all the time, or just in the evenings?” she asked, tucking a stray hair with a hairpin, emboldened by the flattery and enjoying the attention.


The waiter drew a breath and leaned in a little closer to answer just as Frank returned. “I work here evenings and Saturdays, and trying to finish high school in the days, right now, don’t you know.” Glancing at Frank, he backed up a step. “I’ll leave you to settle in now,” he said, and turned away toward the kitchen.


“What was that all about?” Frank inquired.


“Oh, just a little conversation,” Naomi replied, looking down and smoothing the bodice of her blouse.


“Maybe you shouldn’t be starting up a conversation with strangers,” Frank commented stiffly.


“It was harmless, Frank. He was just being nice, so I asked him if he worked here all the time, just to be friendly.”


“Well . . . you don’t want to seem too friendly. Man, oh man,” he said, turning his head from side to side to show his disapproval, “you just never know. I see things on the railroad, you know. And I know men sometimes take liberties with unsuspecting women.” He curtly nodded his head once for emphasis.


Naomi smiled to herself, a little pleased at Frank’s protectiveness but even more that a young man had paid her a compliment. It was nice to know that someone other than her husband took an interest. “Well, Frank, he’s likely ten or more years younger than me, and I think he was just being polite to a tired traveler. Maybe people order more if the waiters are friendly, I don’t know. But I take your point,” she said, not wanting to argue; he’d start to get angry if he thought she was talking back to him. It was just . . . well, she felt like she was not a bad judge of character.


Anita returned then, Hermann and Henry in tow. “Everybody’s washed up, finally!” she announced.


“Anita, you keep an eye on George and Grant while I get my turn in the washroom, and I’d like you and Frances to change their diapers as soon as you eat—or sooner, if the food doesn’t come right away,” Naomi told the girls, looking at Frances as well.


She didn’t miss the look the girls exchanged at this, but she chose to ignore it.


At the mirror, Naomi surveyed her youthful face of twenty-nine years. Well, I hope that young man is right. Maybe I do look younger. Maybe I even look like a sixteen-year-old girl, some days. Even with a rumpled blouse on me. She pinched her cheeks, rouged her lips anew, and smiled a little at her reflection, holding her head up straight like in her wedding photo, bracing herself for a dinner with nine children and her possibly jealous, sometimes demanding husband. Maybe that young waiter’s attention will help keep Frank on his toes. She shook her head and scoffed at her own big ideas. But a smile always makes you look younger; she knew that much.


On the next leg of the trip, a half hour past Topeka, the brakeman went round waking people up and letting them know they’d soon be at Kansas City, just before noon. The children were cranky. Naomi heard the three eldest children tell the others to try and be quiet and maybe there’d be a treat when they got to the station. The reward horehound candies Frank had pocketed in Ogden had been passed around at nine the night before, since the kids had been so good at dinner. Because Marie was too little to have a hard candy yet, Naomi had given her a cracker with a little sugar sprinkled on top as her treat.


While Frank, Frances, and Anita accounted for all the children, bags, and suitcases and made sure they didn’t leave any stray toys on the train, Naomi found a beverage vendor and ordered six soda pops: Coca-Cola, Dr. Pepper, Bubble Up, ginger ale, and root beer. The kids could choose their favorites. She had noticed that the Coca-Cola made the kids a little too energetic; she saved those two for Frances and Anita. Thirty cents for the six bottles. Frank might not like that, but the kids deserved a treat after being as good as could be expected for all those hours. She bought a bottle of milk for the twins and Marie, seven cents, and she got cups of pretty good coffee in cardboard cups for herself and Frank, with cream and sugar, for the same five cents each that the sodas cost. That would probably smooth things over with him. Besides, he wouldn’t argue in public—and it was all less than a half-dollar, she reasoned.


“We’re about on time; I’m hoping Mother or someone will be along to fetch us real soon,” Naomi told the children, occupied with the sweet taste of fizzy beverages. “Until then, we’ll sit here in the station nicely and wait patiently.” Prob’ly I’m the one who needs to be patient the most, she told herself.


Frank made his way to the newsstand to pick up the morning edition of the Kansas City Sun. Naomi walked over to deliver his coffee, and he gestured to a paper in front of him.


“Well, I’ll be,” he murmured to her. “‘The Kansas City Call: News for African Americans.’ Darned if the Negroes didn’t go and print themselves their own paper. Huh. Well, probably a good idea for the ones who can read and write. Wonder what they’ve got to write about?”


Naomi responded, “Prob’ly the same as other folks,” and handed him his coffee.


Nancy Sims hurried into the station, looking this way and that for her daughter and her brood. “There you are!” She embraced Naomi briefly. “So these two handsome boys are George and Grant! Hello there, give your grandma a kiss!”


The babies eyed this new woman and blinked when she smooched them.


“And look how big Marie is now!” she said. “She’s walking?”


“Oh yes,” answered Naomi. “One less to carry, at least part of the time.” She beckoned to the children. “Say hello to Grandma Sims, kids,” Naomi directed. “You didn’t come alone, did you?”


“Oh, no, I drove the truck and a hired hand we’ve got working for us for the summer drove the horse and buggy,” her mother said. “The older kids can ride in the back of the truck, and you and Frank up front with me. Frances, Anita, and the babies can ride in the buggy with Charles—or Mr. Foreland, I guess you better call him, even though he’s kind of a cousin. You know your dad is working out in California, right?”


“No, no, I didn’t remember that, but now that you mention it, I think you said that in your last letter. San Dego, or Dee-yago, or someplace?”


Her mother nodded.


Naomi sighed. “Well, he’s always off somewheres. Mama, do you think you should be driving that old truck at seventy-three?”


“Oh, pishposh. Of course. With Joe away so much, I’ve gotta do what two people might be doin’. Good thing he’s my second husband! I’m used to somebody bein’ gone. If your dad can work on a farm down in the sun in California, I can work on a farm in Kansas, that’s for sure. Come on, let’s get your gear and head home. You could all prob’ly use a good lunch about now.”


“Kids, take your bottles over to the counter and get our penny deposits back,” Naomi instructed. Frances, Anita, and Carl collected the bottles and recovered the deposit before helping their parents and grandmother with the bags and suitcases.


“Charles, could you please help Frances and Anita and the babies up into the buggy?” Nancy asked the muscular, dark-haired, tanned fellow waiting for them outside the station.


“Oh, yes, ma’am, I’d be happy to,” he replied, already hoisting some bags into the back of the buggy and patting the horse to calm her.


Frances tried not to stare. Her grandmother’s hired hand looked like he was an Indian. There were a few Indian kids at school in Ogden, but she didn’t play with them and hadn’t ever met any of their parents, so she’d never been with an Indian up close.


He held out his hand to support her getting into the buggy seat and she suppressed a desire to recoil, having never held the hand of a person who wasn’t white before. But it felt like the hand of her father or one of her uncles, same as them.


Anita handed her the twins and then got up into the seat; Frances slid over so that she’d be on the far side and Anita in the middle. She stared straight ahead, trying not to glance over at Mr. Foreland too much.


Nancy called out from the truck, “We’ll see you girls out there. We’ll go on and get lunch started. It’ll only take us forty minutes to get there, and you’ll be along a little later.”


Frances groaned inside. She knew it was only nine or ten miles, but in the buggy it was going to take them at least an hour; this man wasn’t going to send the horse into a trot with two young girls and two babies aboard.


Anita began a friendly conversation with the fellow.


“Mr. Foreland, do you live around here?” she asked. “I hope you won’t think I’m nosy to ask.”


“Oh, no, that’s fine,” he said. “No, my family has a farm over in Missouri, about seventy miles from here. Over in Dover. Ha ha. That rhymes.” He gave Anita a courteous smile.


“So, then, you moved to Grandma Sims’s farm?”


“Well, not exactly. Your grandma mentioned to her older daughter up our way that she needed help, and my mother’s kin are cousins to your grandma’s older kids. So I came down to work, and I’ll just be here until after harvest in the fall, and then go on back to my folks’ place.”


The ride went on like that—small talk, with Frances keeping her mouth shut and listening to all the mundane, superficial details discussed by Mr. Charles Foreland and her sister: were there any new foals, did Grandma Sims still have a lot of chickens, who else was working at the farm, and so on.


Frances wanted to ask lots of other questions—like, was he born in a tepee? Did he live on one of those reservations? Did he have a wife? Did he call her a squaw? Maybe he wasn’t even an Indian, but he sure looked like one. And what kind of name was Foreland? Maybe English, like her mother’s people.


It seemed like the man was polite, and not much different from any other man she’d known who’d worked at her grandma’s farm. Well, she’d just wait and see.
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Chapter 5





Wyandotte County, Kansas


Summer 1919


All the kids had a good time exploring in the barn and around the farm. Lots of places to hide when they played hide-and-go-seek.


On this festive day, the four older boys got in trouble for breaking some canning jars when they were climbing around in the storage shed. Naomi found a piece of lath and paddled all of them good, not waiting for excuses or whose idea it had been to climb up on the shelves. Frank had taken the truck and gone up to Prairie to help bring his mother and siblings and their families down, so Naomi was responsible for disciplining the kids, to her annoyance. It was supposed to be a fun day for everyone.


“Frances and Sis!” Naomi shouted out the back door. “You girls, come here!”


The two sisters were taking a break from tending the infant twins and Marie, fiddling around aimlessly, talking about nothing of consequence, speculating on which of their Wolff, Sims, and Chalmers cousins might be coming to visit. When they heard their mother call for them, they looked at each other. Frances rolled her eyes, Anita chuckled, and they trudged back toward the house.


“Yes, Mother?” Anita said as pleasantly as she could.


“The minute I let you girls do what you want, there go the boys, getting in trouble. They broke some canning jars out in the shed; you must have heard the ruckus. I expect you to keep an eye on them when I can’t. I’m in here trying to help your Grandma Sims put a meal together, which I should’ve made you help with, so now you’re gonna do that.”


“Mother,” Frances tentatively asked, “what about ‘I am not my brother’s keeper’? Like it says in the Bible.”


“Ha! Don’t try using that on me. That doesn’t apply to you girls. That was I think Cain and Abel, and you sure aren’t them.”


The girls followed their mother into their grandmother’s kitchen, where food preparation was in full swing.


“Frances, you can roll out the pie crust; you’re good at that. Sister, peel and cut up those boiled potatoes for the salad, and then wash up the rest of these pans. Later on you can set the tables. We’ll eat outside, since there’s so many of us.”


Anita eyed the pile of potatoes and sighed. Through the doorway to the dining room and on past that into the living room, she could see Carl and Hermann, each sitting on small wooden stools facing a corner, contrite and quiet, and she surmised that Frank Jr. and Henry were in the other corners. She knew the humiliation of this punishment but thought it probably wasn’t of much use for Frank, who wasn’t quite four yet. She was still young enough to remember how hard it had been just six or seven years ago to figure out what was right and what was wrong. She widened her eyes at Frances, who shrugged back when their mother and grandmother weren’t looking.


The girls went about their tasks, asking which bowl to use or if the pie crust was big enough and thin enough, but otherwise trying not to bother their beleaguered mother.


“I swear, these kids,” Naomi said to Nancy. “I can’t have my eyes goin’ nine ways at once. But if they don’t get a lickin’ when they misbehave, they won’t learn right from wrong.”


“I know what you mean,” Nancy said. “You kids were all the same. And my folks paddled me too. Prob’ly been like this since Adam and Eve. But you know . . .” she ventured. “You do know what’s causing you to have so many kids, now?” She chuckled and poked her daughter in the ribs, then put her pipe down on its holder on the table, sat down, and with a wink at Naomi, started in slicing up the hard-boiled eggs.


Naomi bit off a cuticle and turned to lightly “phth” the tiny fragment to the floor. Frances saw this, pursed her lips, and quietly tch’d. She found her mother’s nail-chewing habit disgusting, regardless of where Naomi deposited the bits, and once again internally vowed never to bite her nails.


“Oh, Mother,” Naomi said. “Well, yes, of course, but you know . . . Frank’s an amorous man.”


“Yes, and I see you have a bun in the oven again,” Nancy said. “Seems like almost every time he comes home from a railroad run, here comes another Wolff nine months later.”


“Well, the children are useful to us; it’s not like they’re a burden. They help out around the house, especially Frances and Sis, and Carl is startin’ to do some boys’ work too—mostly in the yard and such. But you’re right. And I think I’ve got myself another set of twins coming up.”


“Three sets! My Lord. Well, they say it skips a generation, but I don’t think your grandma or Frank’s grandma had themselves any twins. I’ll have to ask Caroline Wolff. But you might want to think about bein’ a little less friendly when Frank comes home.”


“Oh, I guess I can be unfriendly enough sometimes . . . but I do get awful tired of being alone every day with a passel of kids. So I’m as glad to see him as he is to see me when he’s home!” Naomi paused a moment, then went on, “I did let him know that I thought it was my turn to come out here for a vacation, such as it is. It’s awful good to see you, Mama. I missed you after you moved back out of our house when we were first married, and it’s been too few times since then, since we moved so far away.”


“Well, you know those days when I stayed with you and Frank was just because your dad was away working, until we moved again. I’m tired of movin’, I’ll tell ya. A woman needs her own home if she can manage it.”


The sound of the truck and two more cars coming up the long drive from the main road interrupted their conversation. Nancy stretched her neck to see out the window and said, “Oh, darn. They’re early. I should have known; it can’t be more than twenty miles, and your husband is not one to fool around once he gets somewhere.”


As Frances looked on, her grandmother picked up her pipe and its stand and stashed it under her apron on her lap.
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Soon Caroline Wolff was through the door, making her greetings to the family. “What have we here? Mein Gott!” she commented upon discovering the boys in their corners.
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