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November 12, 1992

To My Grandchildren,

I know you refer to me as “the meanest woman you’ve ever known.” I’ve heard you joke behind my back that I’m too mean to die—that even Satan wouldn’t have me. This is probably true. I’m not like other grandmothers and, frankly, I have no desire to be. I’m neither warm nor approachable, and I don’t bake cookies to keep on hand for your visits. As my daddy would say, I’m “meaner than a cottonmouth, and not nearly as predictable.” And I’m okay with that. But what you probably don’t know is that I love you.

The struggles I’ve endured, and the choices I’ve been forced to make, have shaped me into the woman I am today: opinionated and aggressive, with very little patience for sentimentality. At my core I am a survivor, and for that I have no regrets. I neither need, nor desire, forgiveness; and I sure as hell don’t want pity.

My doctor has discovered a tumor on my pancreas. There is no cure this time. No amount of hard-headedness or sheer determination can change my future. The best I can do is say my goodbyes in my own way, by my own rules.

Before I go, there are some things you should know—secrets I’ve kept hidden these last fifty years. Secrets that have shaped me into the woman I am today. I share them with you now in hopes you might know me in death better than you knew me in life. Remember me not as your hostile and overbearing grandmother, but as a woman unwilling to be a victim, and dedicated to protecting her family at all costs.

Victoria Hastings Harrison Greene



PART ONE

DECEMBER 1913




CHAPTER ONE

“VICTORIA?” MAMA’S EYES SHONE WITH LOVE as she stepped away from the Christmas tree we’d placed in the corner of our small sitting room. “Are ya almost done with that string? I’m just about ready for it.”

Jumping to my feet, my face flushed with pride, I placed the long rope of cranberries and popcorn I’d created into her outstretched hand. “I’m finished!”

“Oh, Victoria! It’s perfect!” Standing on tiptoes, Mama placed one end near the top of the Douglas fir Daddy had brought home the previous week. After some time, she stepped back and assessed her work through narrowed eyes.

“It fits!” I said.

“Of course it does!” Mama smiled. “You did a nice job, baby girl.”

Singing a familiar Christmas carol, she again stood on tiptoes and adjusted a glass ornament of a red cardinal. Though I didn’t know the words to her song, I hummed along with her, mimicking her every motion.

Though the tree looked perfect to my young eyes, Mama continued her circle around its circumference, adjusting an ornament here and the rope of cranberries there, taking care not to knock it over. Sadly, at nearly eight months pregnant, it was an impossible task. In slow motion, I watched our tree tilt, first to a forty-five degree angle, then topple to the floor.

“Aaaaa!”

I giggled at Mama’s surprised screech.

Thrusting her hands on her hips, she bit her bottom lip to hide a smile. “And what do you find so amusing, young lady?”

“Mama!” I gasped between giggles. “Your tummy is huge! Are ya sure there’s only one baby in there?”

Lifting an eyebrow, she reached down and heaved our tree upright. “Yes, Miss Smarty Pants. Just one baby, thank you very much!”

“It’s so big, though! Will it be here for Christmas?”

“Oh, I hardly think so. He needs a bit longer to grow and get stronger. Six or eight weeks more, I think.”

“How can ya be sure there’s only one? Jeannie Herrick’s dog had puppies, and there were nine in there! There could be at least two, couldn’t there?”

“Not likely,” she laughed.

Mama snapped a broken branch from the tree then stepped close once again and straightened two more ornaments, but left the tree leaning visibly to the left side. Stepping back now, she nodded. “Well, it’s not perfect by everyone’s standards, but it’s perfect for us.”

“Perfect for us,” I agreed.

Together, Mama and I admired our tree. In addition to the missing branch and the noticeable lean, it was flatter on one side; but it was the perfection of those imperfections that has stayed with me these many years. We snuggled together in Mama’s favorite rocking chair as she picked up the strains of the forgotten carol. Christmas was only a week away.

THAT CHRISTMAS IN 1913 was my last with Mama and Daddy. At only eight, I knew nothing about death and hardship. I knew nothing beyond the love of my two parents.

I don’t remember much about Mama and Daddy before that Christmas. What I remember most was a beautiful couple, deeply in love. I remember my mother had the most beautiful fiery-red hair. She and I sat for hours each day as I brushed through its long length. Each strand slid through my fingers like grains of fresh-cut wheat during harvest season. Almost too beautiful to touch, it appeared electric in the sunlight. Each downward stroke awakened her fragrance, cocooning us in the scent of vanilla. Always vanilla. Not overpowering, just a subtle reminder of long hours spent in the kitchen baking for Daddy and me. To this day, the smell of vanilla reminds me of her love.

More than anything, perhaps, I remember the sound of Mama’s voice. Our home was always filled with the music of her laughter, the cheerful cadence of her voice in conversation, and the sweet melody of whatever song was escaping through her soul. I remember her moving around our home, her voice lifted in song to keep her company while she worked. Mama’s voice was the sound of love and happiness. Hers was the first voice I heard upon waking in the morning, and the last I heard before closing my eyes at night. Mama was everything in the world I’d hoped to be, and nothing I would ever become.

Daddy had been energetic and fun. His job with the Rock Island Railroad kept him away from home about as often as he was with us, but I remember him playing his banjo while Mama and I danced around his feet after dinner. Though quick to smile, he was more reserved than Mama. He spoke when spoken to, but was perfectly content listening to Mama carry the conversation. I still remember the love in his gaze as he looked upon her, as if she were the center of his universe.

Daddy was a strong, robust man with eyes the color of a blue Oklahoma sky on a clear day. His golden-blond hair was wavy and, though always trimmed neatly, a small piece constantly worked its way out of its neat combing to hang over his right eye. Mama was forever threatening to take a pair of scissors to that wayward lock. Daddy and I would just grin, sharing our secret knowledge that Mama didn’t really mean it. We both knew she loved that rogue strand almost as much as she loved Daddy.

Mama and Daddy were everything I had in the world. They came to each other without families, insisting they had become each other’s family when they married. Both only children, Daddy’s parents had died long before I was born; and Mama’s family had promptly disowned her when she defied them to marry my daddy. With nothing to keep them in St. Louis, they relocated to Oklahoma to begin their new life. Mama never regretted it. She’d told me often that all we needed was love and each other. She was wrong. I needed my own family. Losing Mama and Daddy would leave me orphaned and completely alone in the world.

SITTING DOWN TO dinner that night, I was confused at Mama’s quiet demeanor. Always a blur of movement, her laughter had been a constant in our home. That evening, she was strangely quiet—her discomfort evident by the taut grimace of her lips, and the dimness of her normally bright green eyes. I thought little of it at the time. She’d frequently suffered contractions from false labor and, though painful, Dr. Heusman had assured us it was normal.

“How much longer ’til Santa comes?” I asked, hoping to distract her from her discomfort.

“Now, that’s at least the twelfth time you’ve asked today.” Mama smiled. “Seven more days.”

“Will Daddy be home in time?”

“Yes. In fact, I expect him in another day or two.”

“Can I stay up late to see Santa? George Holly said he’s not real. He’s a big fat liar. This year I’m gonna prove it to him!”

“Ya know ya can’t, Victoria. Santa skips the houses where the children aren’t sleeping.”

“But … is he real?”

“He’s real if you believe in him, sweetheart. What do you think?”

“Oh, I definitely believe in him!”

“Then there ya go.” Mama smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Silence descended upon us, and I could feel the thickness in the air. “What’s wrong, Mama?”

“Nothin’, sweetheart. I’m just a little tired is all.”

As we collected the dinner dishes that night, Mama moved at an unusually sluggish pace. Each step was carefully placed, one foot in front of the other, as though crossing over a layer of thin ice. I studied her covertly for the longest time, noticing how she caressed her extended belly and her occasional wince of discomfort. Was the baby kicking? Was Mama soothing away pain? I could never tell, and she never complained. Her only explanation was to say she’d “overdone it that day.”

Drying the last dish, Mama turned to me, her lips tilted in a tired smile. “Victoria, I think we’re gonna call it an early night. Why don’tcha take that book we’ve been reading together and see how much of it you can get through on your own before bed?”

“But ya always read to me,” I whined.

“I know, darlin’, but I’m not feelin’ well so I’m gonna turn in early. You’re a good reader—take your book with you and read it to yourself for awhile. But not too long—it’s almost bedtime. Only six more sleeps until Christmas.” Smiling, she ruffled my hair to soften the disappointment of her directive.

“Okay, Mama.” I reached my arms around her large stomach in my ritual goodnight hug. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, baby. Goodnight.”

Back in my room, I had no patience for reading. Giving up, I placed my book on the bedside table, and turned out the light. Within moments, I was sleeping soundly.



CHAPTER TWO

THE NEXT MORNING, I WAS AWAKENED BY A strange sound; almost like that of a mewling kitten. Listening intently, I tried to puzzle through the sound that had awakened me. Impatient, I crawled out of bed and tiptoed down the hall until I found myself standing in front of Mama’s open bedroom door.

“Victoria?” Mama’s voice was barely a whisper.

I approached her and found her lying on her side with her eyes closed. If not for her flushed cheeks and sweat-matted hair, she might’ve been sleeping.

“Mama?” I touched her fevered cheek. “Are ya okay? Can I get you some water?”

“No, darlin’. But I need you to be my big girl and help me, okay?”

“Okay, Mama. What can I do?”

“Go find Dr. Heusman. D’ya remember where he lives?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I whispered. “What do I say?”

“Just fetch him, and tell him to come quickly. Tell him the baby’s comin’, and it’s too soon. Can ya do that?”

“Yes, ma’am. You’ll be okay while I’m gone? You look really sick.”

“Oh, honey, I’m okay. Don’t you worry none about me. Women have babies all the time. Now go find Dr. Heusman—and put on some warm clothes first. It’s cold out there.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, racing out of the room.

Still in my nightclothes, I paused to throw Mama’s wool cloak over my shoulders and step into her too-large boots in my bare feet. Racing into the street, my feet crunched on the fresh snow that had fallen the night before. On another day, I might’ve stopped to enjoy the beauty. That morning, I needed to find Dr. Heusman.

I ran every step of the three blocks to Dr. Heusman’s house, only slipping twice on the slick sidewalks. Before I even reached the front door, though, I knew: he wasn’t home. The windows were darkened with no light shining from within. A blanket of untouched snow surrounded the house, proving my theory. If Dr. Heusman were home, his boys would surely have stomped through the yard in a quest to build a snowman or beat each other in a snowball fight. Hoping I was wrong, I leaped onto the porch and banged on the front door.

“Dr. Heusman! Dr. Heusman!” I banged my fists until they ached with pain. “Dr. Heusman!”

No answer.

I crept around the side of the house and peeked through the windows.

“Victoria Hastings!” The crotchety voice of old Mrs. Simmons, the town librarian, called out from across the street. “What in the world are ya doin’, child? Dr. Heusman ain’t home—can’t ya see that? You’re fixin’ to wake the whole neighborhood with that terrible racket! Now what is it ya need, young lady?”

“Mrs. Simmons!” I cried. “My mama’s not feelin’ good, and she told me to fetch Dr. Heusman. I think she’s havin’ the baby!”

“Ah honey, she’ll be alright. Women have babies all the time. Dr. Heusman’s in Oklahoma City visiting Mrs. Heusman’s people for Christmas.”

“But Mama needs a doctor! What am I gonna do?”

“Don’t you worry, child. She just needs a good midwife. Go on over and fetch Mrs. Kirk. She’ll help ya out. She lives right down from Lincoln School. D’ya know which house is hers?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then go on and fetch her. Tell her I told ya to, and that your mama needs help bringin’ a baby. She’s as good as any doctor, and probably better. Women are always better at bringin’ babies anyhow, so don’tcha worry none. Now get goin’.”

“Yes, ma’am! Thank you!” I called behind me.

“Don’t you go a-thankin’ me. You just let your mama know I wanna see that baby as soon as she’s up and around!”

“Yes ma’am, I will!” I shouted as I raced through the street toward Mrs. Kirk’s house.

By the time I arrived, my face and lips were numb from the cold. Jumping the steps onto the porch, I banged on her front door. “Mrs. Kirk! Mrs. Kirk! Please open up!”

The front door opened so quickly my raised fist failed to connect with the door, and I stumbled forward into Mrs. Kirk’s solid arms.

“Victoria Hastings!” she gasped, steadying me. “What in the world’s goin’ on, child?”

“Mrs. Kirk!” I said, catching my breath. “I need ya to come with me. Dr. Heusman’s gone, and my mama’s havin’ the baby. She says it’s too soon. Mrs. Simmons said to fetch you and that you’d do a better job than Dr. Heusman anyhow on account of you bein’ a woman and all! Will you please come and help my mama?”

“Okay, Victoria … slow down a second. Everything’ll be alright.” Mrs. Kirk ushered me into her home. “Let me get a couple things together, and we’ll go, okay?”

I nodded—I was too out of breath to say more.

“Julianne,” Mrs. Kirk turned to an older girl with beautiful long, golden hair. “I’m goin’ with Victoria to see about her mama, and I want ya to look after Jacob while I’m gone. Your daddy oughta be back soon but, if he’s not, feed Jacob some of that leftover ham for lunch. Tell Daddy I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the girl said.

“Now, Victoria,” Mrs. Kirk turned to me. “You sit tight for a quick second while I get my things together. Have ya had breakfast?”

“Yes ma’am,” I lied.

“Okay, then. Just one more minute and we’ll go.” She nodded, then left the room in search of whatever necessities she’d need.

Waiting for Mrs. Kirk, I tapped my foot. It wasn’t that I meant to be rude; I was really worried about Mama. I needed to get home. The second Mrs. Kirk returned, I nearly bolted out the door in my anxiousness.

“Victoria,” she scolded. “Please slow down. These sidewalks are slick, and I’m not gonna get there any faster if I fall and twist my ankle. Your mama will be okay. I’ve helped bring dozens of babies with no problems.”

I slowed my step to match Mrs. Kirk’s slower stride, but inside I was an anxious wreck. So much time had passed since I’d left to find Dr. Heusman, and I didn’t want Mama worried about me. More than that, I didn’t know what bringing a baby entailed. The only thing I knew was I needed to get back to Mama. Reaching our house, I opened the door and raced inside. As quickly as I could, I removed Mama’s wool cloak and boots, taking a moment to put them away properly. Though I was in a terrible hurry, I didn’t want to make Mama unhappy with my carelessness.

Following my lead, Mrs. Kirk found a peg by the door for her cloak; then stomped her feet on the woven rug in the foyer, removing the excess snow from her boots. Taking her hand, I led her to Mama’s bedroom where we found her in much the same way I had left her—her cheeks still flushed, her eyes closed, and her damp hair stuck to the sides of her head.

“Mama?” I whispered.

“Did ya find Dr. Heusman, baby?” She asked without opening her eyes.

“No, ma’am, but I brought Mrs. Kirk instead. Dr. Heusman’s in Oklahoma City.”

Mama opened her eyes. “Elizabeth—thank you for coming.”

“Now, Anna. Ya know better than to thank me for comin’.” Mrs. Kirk smiled then turned her attention to me. “Victoria, see if you can find me a big pot like your mama uses to make turkey soup. Fill it with water and put it on the stove to boil; then bring me some clean sheets and towels. I’m just gonna sit here and talk to your mama for a bit.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I responded, relieved to have another adult in the house.

Leaving the women to converse, I set off to do as I’d been asked. Mrs. Kirk would make everything alright. I just knew it!

The water was boiling steadily when Mrs. Kirk joined me in the kitchen. “Thank you, Victoria,” she said, removing the pot from the fire. “I’ll take care of things from here. Now you be a big girl and play quietly in your bedroom, okay? Your mama and I are gonna be busy, and I need ya to stay outta the way unless I call you. Can ya do that for me?”

I nodded and headed obediently toward my bedroom.

THE NEXT SEVERAL hours were the longest I’d ever lived through. I’d tried reading, but the words ran together, and I couldn’t remember a single word.

The grandfather clock chimed from the living room, reminding me I’d missed lunch. It was now dinnertime, but I was too scared to bother Mama and Mrs. Kirk; so instead, I listened to the indistinct chatter of the two women in the master bedroom. Not loud enough to hear their words, their voices were calm and left me reassured everything would be okay. With nothing left to entertain myself, I crawled into bed and pulled my blankets high over the top of my head. My stomach growled, but I soon drifted off to sleep.

SOME HOURS LATER, Mama’s high-pitched scream startled me from a deep sleep. Rubbing my eyes, I adjusted my vision in the darkened bedroom. Confused, I pulled back my curtains and discovered night had fallen. My stomach grumbled, but my hunger was forgotten as another scream pierced the silence. Without thought, I stumbled out of my room and raced to Mama’s bedroom.

“Mama!” I threw open the door. “Mama? Are ya okay?”

Near the head of Mama’s bed, Mrs. Kirk turned to me with flushed cheeks and eyes narrowed in concern. “Victoria, I’m gonna need some help. Will ya help me?”

I nodded, but my feet stayed rooted to the floor.

“Don’t be afraid, sweetheart. C’mon over here next to me and hold your mama’s hand. I just want ya to talk to her, okay? Use a soft voice.”

“What do I say?” I asked, moving to her side.

“It doesn’t matter. I just need ya to distract her with the sound of your voice. Tell her a story, maybe. What would she do to soothe you if you were sick?”

I thought for only a second. “She’d sing.”

“Then sing to her. Don’t be afraid—she’ll be okay.”

Taking Mama’s hand, I hummed the strains of the Christmas song she’d sung to me the night before. At the sound of my voice, her eyes opened and she lifted her lips in a smile. “Victoria, darlin’, you ought not be in here right now. Go on back to your room, please.”

“No, ma’am. Mrs. Kirk needs me. I wanna help.”

“Sweet girl.” Her hand tightened in mine, and I waited while she breathed through another strong pain. “This isn’t something you should see. Now be my big girl, and go back to your bedroom.”

“No, ma’am.” I shook my head. “I’m stayin’—I can help.”

“Don’t argue, Anna,” Mrs. Kirk interrupted. “Ya don’t have the strength, and I could use some help.”

Mama stared between Mrs. Kirk and me for only a moment before nodding and closing her eyes again. “Fine.”

For what seemed like hours, I sat next to Mama alternating between singing, retelling the stories we’d read in my books, and reminding her of my love. I talked until my mouth was parched and each word scratched like sandpaper on my throat; and I bit my lip in my own pain as she squeezed my hand each time a contraction gripped her in agony. She gave no indication she heard anything I said; instead she lay with her eyes closed, dozing in and out of consciousness, until the next pain overtook her.

Some time later, Mrs. Kirk turned to me, her eyes kind and almost apologetic. “Here we go, Victoria. Ready?”

I nodded, but I had no idea what I was ready for.

“Anna?” Mrs. Kirk turned back to Mama. “On your next contraction, I need ya to push, okay?”

“Yes,” she replied. One word: a simple “yes.”

In the next moment, Mama’s stomach tightened and her body heaved as she pushed toward her goal.

“That’s good, Anna,” Mrs. Kirk encouraged. “Now, on the next one, I need ya to push harder and don’t stop ’til I tell ya. Okay?”

“Okay,” Mama replied. Again, just one word.

Mama’s hand squeezed mine as another contraction seized her, this one sharper and more painful for both of us.

“Keep goin’, Anna. It’s almost here.” Mrs. Kirk’s voice was pitched high with excitement. “I can see its head. Keep pushin’!”

Mama pushed until it looked like there was nothing left in her, but she didn’t give up.

“You’re doin’ real good, Mama!” I whispered.

When her belly relaxed, Mama fell back onto the bed. I prepared myself for her next contraction, but a chill went through me at Mrs. Kirk’s next words.

“Oh, God.” Her words were a frantic prayer. “Oh, God. Anna, ya gotta keep pushin’. Don’t stop now—keep pushin’!”

“I can’t,” Mama cried.

“Ya have to! Sit up, Anna! Push! The cord’s slipped out, and the baby’s head’s pressin’ on it. I need your help—he’ll die if we don’t get him out right now. Push!”

Mama lifted her shoulders and let out a long, low groan as she pushed with everything she had in her. She pushed and heaved long past the point when she should’ve been out of strength; and, through it all, Mrs. Kirk issued orders in her strong, steady voice. Just when I thought it couldn’t go on another second, my baby brother slipped into Mrs. Kirk’s waiting hands.

“Oh, God,” she whispered. “Please let him be okay—please let him be okay.”

Moving efficiently, Mrs. Kirk cleaned the mucus from his mouth and nose, then tapped his feet and spanked his little bottom. I waited in the near silence, confused.

Why isn’t he crying?

Aren’t babies supposed to cry?

“Elizabeth?” Mama whispered.

Mrs. Kirk continued her ministrations without pause. Beside me, Mama let out a keening moan filled with so much grief the hairs on my arms stood straight up—but not a single sound came from my baby brother. He was gone—died before he’d ever entered this world; before taking his first breath; and likely while I was still lending Mama encouragement through those last contractions.

“I’m sorry, Anna,” Mrs. Kirk whispered, but I don’t think Mama heard her through her own cries.

Mrs. Kirk wrapped the baby in a soft cloth and handed him to Mama where, for the next hour, she refused to let him go. She lay there with my brother, singing him a lullaby tinged with so much sadness it hurt my heart to hear.

Mrs. Kirk approached Mama. “Anna, I need to take him and get him cleaned up.”

Mama refused to let go. Screaming at Mrs. Kirk to leave her be, she thrashed in her bed until most of her blankets fell to the floor. Still she clutched the body of my baby brother tightly to her bosom.

With no other solution, Mrs. Kirk left the baby in Mama’s arms, took my hand, and led me out of the bedroom. As the door clicked shut behind us, I once again heard the soft sounds of Mama’s sad lullaby. For the last time, she sang to what remained of my baby brother.

 “Victoria,” Mrs. Kirk said. “I can’t leave ya here by yourself with your Mama. She’s not herself right now. I’m gonna need to stay the night to keep an eye on the both of you, then we’ll figure out what to do in the morning. Is that okay?”

I nodded, secretly relieved. I’d never seen Mama the way she was that night, and I was scared. I gave Mrs. Kirk my bed then curled up on the floor with a pallet of quilts.

Neither of us slept that night, though we both did a good job of pretending for each other. Several times I was awakened as Mrs. Kirk sneaked from the room to check on Mama, each time returning only moments later with her head bowed and the weight of the world upon her shoulders.



CHAPTER THREE

THE NEXT MORNING CAME EARLY. AFTER crawling out of my pallet, I padded down the hall toward Mama’s bedroom, hoping the previous night had been a dream. I opened Mama’s door to find her exactly as we’d left her the night before, my baby brother still in her arms. Seated beside her in a rocking chair was Mrs. Kirk.

I studied Mama, praying for signs of improvement, but little had changed. She uttered nothing more than a low keening. I stood statue-still, terrified of the woman in the bed. She looked like my mama; but the light in her eyes had dimmed, and the song in her voice had been silenced. She simply lay there, moaning the same dry note, over and over again.

“Anna,” Mrs. Kirk approached Mama’s bedside. “It’s time to say g’bye. I’m so sorry, but I need ya to let me take the baby.”

Mama didn’t move, nor acknowledge she’d heard Mrs. Kirk.

“I’m gonna take him now, okay?” Mrs. Kirk whispered.

Still Mama didn’t respond. Indeed, she seemed to not even realize Mrs. Kirk was in the room, much less talking to her.

Mrs. Kirk leaned over and gently pried the baby out of Mama’s tight grip. For a moment, I thought she wouldn’t let go; but then her arms dropped weightlessly to the bed, and Mrs. Kirk stood upright with the baby cradled in her arms.

“See now, Anna?” she whispered. “That wasn’t so hard. Now, I’m gonna take good care of him while you rest, okay?”

Again, Mama didn’t respond. She just stared blindly at some distant point on the wall.

Mrs. Kirk’s lips tipped downward, and she let out a worried sigh. Then, with one end of the baby’s small blanket, she covered his face and walked on quiet feet toward the door. Reaching my side, she took my hand and guided me out of the bedroom, closing the door behind us with a quiet click.

“Victoria,” she whispered. “I need to prepare the baby for burial. D’ya think you could go find Reverend Patterson. I think we’re gonna need his help with your mama. With Dr. Heusman gone, I’m not sure what else to do.”

“Yes, ma’am. Is Mama gonna be okay?”

“I think so. She’s had a terrible shock, and it’s gonna take her some time to recover; but I’m hoping Reverend Patterson can help with that. And your daddy oughta be home soon, so that will help. For right now, she just needs some time to grieve.”

I nodded my thanks, and headed toward my room to change my clothes.

How could our world could change so quickly? I wondered. One minute we were decorating for Christmas and excited about the pending birth of a baby, and the next minute, everything was taken away—stripped from us without warning. They had all said it would be okay—Mama, Mrs. Simmons, Mrs. Kirk—all of them!

She’ll be okay, they’d said.

Women have babies all the time, they’d told me.

If that were true, why didn’t my mama have a baby?

Changing into my dress and warm stockings, I was consumed by these thoughts. I didn’t have any answers, and I didn’t even understand enough to ask the right questions.

“Mrs. Kirk?” I said softly, closing my bedroom door behind me. “I’m leavin’ now.”

“Thank you, darlin’,” she said.

Her back turned to me, Mrs. Kirk stood in our kitchen. My brother was nowhere in sight but, beside her on the table, was Mama’s wicker laundry basket with a yellow crocheted blanket peeking over the side. Mama had completed the pattern only a few days earlier in anticipation of the baby’s birth. Now, with no baby, we wouldn’t need the blanket anymore. We would bury it with him, I guessed.

Tears misted my vision, and I swiped at my eyes. Without another word, I donned Mama’s wool cloak and too-large boots, then stepped out into the cold winter morning.

ST. JOHN’S METHODIST Episcopal Church stood at the corner of Barker and Russell Streets, about seven or eight blocks from our home. While not the only church in town, it was the largest. It was also the best-attended among Mama’s friends, and it boasted the most busybodies of any in our small town. The moment Reverend Patterson was summoned, every female member of the congregation would swoop in offering words of kindness and support. But I knew what each one really wanted was firsthand information they’d quickly pass along to others. I knew this because I’d seen it last summer when Jimmy Howard drowned in the North Canadian River. He and his brother had gone riding on the riverbanks when his horse got spooked, throwing Jimmy some distance. His neck broke when he landed, and the swiftly-moving water carried him away. A search team found his body two days later, several miles downriver in the next town over.

Sure as anything, the Howard home became a beehive of visitors. Curious church-goers descended in droves. Most came bearing food in exchange for information, and each departed with heavy hearts at the sad tale they would no doubt share. The same would happen with our family, I knew, but there was no help for it. Still, I walked slowly toward the Reverend Patterson’s home, delaying the inevitable as long as possible.

Reverend and Mrs. Patterson lived in a tiny, white, one-story house on a small plot of land adjacent to the church. I hoped to find Reverend Patterson alone—the last thing I wanted was the prying ears of Mrs. Patterson or the congregation. Rounding the corner, I spotted the church ahead and realized my mistake. In all the turmoil, I’d forgotten it was Sunday. My stomach sank with dread. It would be impossible to speak privately with the reverend on a Sunday. I wavered. Should I leave and return later? No, I would sit through the service. At least if I stayed, I knew where I’d find Reverend Patterson.

I eased open the church door and slipped inside. A few heads turned to discover the identity of the latecomer but, having little interest in a child, they quickly returned their attentions to the sermon.

“So it was that Joseph and Mary, unable to find shelter at an inn, continued their journey until they came upon the only shelter available to them: a stable. A home for animals. Sheep and cattle.” Reverend Patterson’s baritone voice echoed throughout the room.

Breathing in a deep breath, I squeezed my hands into tight fists and waited impatiently for the sermon’s end. To my dismay, Reverend Patterson enjoyed the sound of his own voice and he droned on for the longest time. I tuned him out, allowing my thoughts to wander. I thought about Mama and the day’s service. Normally, we would’ve attended together. Mama loved Reverend Patterson’s sermons, and looked forward to them all week. I closed my eyes, wishing I could turn back time. I wondered what the future would hold.

When would Daddy get home?

What would he say about the baby?

Was Mama gonna be okay?

Time ticked by slowly until Reverend Patterson called upon attendees to sing one last hymn. Standing with the congregation, I bowed my head; but, while Reverend Patterson asked God for peace, harmony, and the remembrance of the true meaning of Christmas, I prayed for Mama.

“Amen,” said Reverend Patterson.

“Amen,” repeated the congregation.

“Now shall we go forth with peace and joy in our hearts as we celebrate the birth of Jesus Christ our Savior. May God bless you, and keep you in good health and good cheer, this Christmas season.” With those words, Reverend Patterson left the pulpit and walked to the back of the church where he greeted parishioners as they exited. Too scared to move, I waited on that bench until the last person left the church, and even then I sat, waiting.

“Victoria Hastings,” Reverend Patterson said. “What a pleasure to see your face this mornin’. I must admit, I’m surprised to see ya alone. Where’s your mama? Is she feelin’ well?”

“No, sir.” I shook my head. “Mama’s not feelin’ good, and I need ya to come with me to see her.”

“What seems to be the problem?”

“Please, sir,” I whispered. “I need ya to come with me right away.”

A line formed between his bushy, gray eyebrows. “Ya can’t tell me what the problem is?”

“Yes, sir, but please don’t make me explain here. Mrs. Kirk sent me to fetch you since Dr. Heusman is outta town. She thought ya might be able to help.”

“Well then, that sounds urgent. One moment while I let Mrs. Patterson know I’ll be gone.”

He stepped outside into the cold winter air and, within the minute, came jogging back in. Retrieving his heavy overcoat, he followed me out the door. Neither of us spoke. I was too upset, and Reverend Patterson finally understood I couldn’t be tempted to talk.

The walk home was miserable. At every corner and every intersection, we were waylaid by neighbors and friends offering greetings to Reverend Patterson. To his credit, he didn’t dally. He just smiled, tipped his hat, offered brief greetings, and continued on his way.

Approaching my front door, Reverend Patterson reached for my arm and stilled my progress. “Victoria, I need ya to tell me what’s wrong before I walk into that house. I don’t need details, but I need some idea what I should expect. Can ya do that for me, please?”

I stared into Reverend Patterson’s eyes for a long moment. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to tell him; it’s that I wanted so badly to be brave. If I told him, I’d cry. Brave girls didn’t cry. But I was only eight, and the battle was lost by the kindness shining from his brown eyes. Squaring my shoulders, I wiped away the first of my tears.

“My mama …” I inhaled a breath. “My mama had the baby last night. Mrs. Kirk—she came to help ’cause Dr. Heusman’s gone.”

I swallowed hard, but the tears continued heedlessly down my cheeks.

“Go on, Victoria—is the baby okay?”

“No, sir,” I whispered. “The baby died. And Mama isn’t actin’ right. She wouldn’t give the baby to Mrs. Kirk ’til this mornin’. And she won’t talk. She just lays there starin’ at the wall, not seein’ anything.”

“Oh, sweet girl.” Reverend Patterson placed his arms around me and pulled me close. “I’m so sorry. Let’s go inside and see what can be done. It’ll be alright.”

I nodded and opened the front door. Stepping inside, we found Mrs. Kirk pacing the length of the small sitting room.

“Victoria!” She rushed to my side and pulled me into her embrace. “Thank God you’re back! You were gone so long, I was afraid somethin’ happened!”

“I’m sorry.” I stepped out of her embrace. “Reverend Patterson was givin’ his Sunday sermon, and I had to wait ’til he was through before I could tell him.”

“His Sunday—Oh gracious! Of course it’s Sunday!” Mrs. Kirk turned to Reverend Patterson. “Thank you for coming, Reverend.”

 “Mrs. Kirk.” He nodded. “I’d say it was my pleasure, but there’s no pleasure in these situations. Tell me what’s happened, and I’ll see what I can do to help.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Kirk replied then turned toward me. “Victoria, you’ve not eaten a thing since I’ve been here. I made some biscuits and gravy, and left them warming on the stove. Please eat while Reverend Patterson and I talk for a few moments.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Mrs. Kirk offered Reverend Patterson a seat in the sitting room while I went to the kitchen. Instead of eating, however, I stared at the gravy-covered biscuit and strained desperately to hear the conversation in the next room. In the end, their words were indistinct, but their concern was evident in the intensity of their mumbled conversation.

After several minutes, Mrs. Kirk led Reverend Patterson to Mama’s bedroom where she left him inside and gently closed the door behind her. Returning to the kitchen, she sat beside me. Clearing her throat, she lifted a napkin from the table. “You must be very confused, Victoria, and maybe a bit frightened by all that’s happened here since last night. Would ya like to talk about it, or ask me any questions?”

I pushed the biscuit through the congealed gravy and shrugged. “I don’t know what to ask. I don’t understand any of it. Why did the baby die? And why won’t Mama talk? She doesn’t even seem to know that people are in the room with her.”

“Oh, darlin’,” Mrs. Kirk sighed. “There was an accident when your baby brother was bein’ born. It wasn’t anything anybody did, and there was just no way to predict or prevent it. There’s a cord connectin’ the baby to the mother in the womb. It’s how the baby gets food and oxygen. When he was bein’ born, that cord slipped out before he did, and his head pressed against it, pinching it closed. It’s a terrible, terrible thing that’s happened.”

Mrs. Kirk stared down at the table and dabbed her eyes with the napkin. When she looked up again, her eyes held almost as much sadness as Mama’s. “These things almost never happen. I’ve delivered scores of babies with no problem. I just never imagined it might happen to one of mine.”

“If Dr. Heusman had been here, could he’ve fixed it?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know—maybe, but I doubt it.”

I thought on her words, tossing them around in my brain and hoping to make some sense out of them. “Why won’t my mama talk?”

Mrs. Kirk sighed again. “It’s the brain’s way of dealing with traumatic events. She looks awake, but her brain’s asleep. She’ll wake up when she’s strong enough to handle it.”

“So she won’t be like that forever?”

She shook her head again. “I don’t think so. When her heart doesn’t hurt so much, her brain’ll wake back up so she can think about everything again.”

I thought on this for a long time while Mrs. Kirk waited for me to ask other questions. But I had no other questions. I only needed to know my mama would be okay.

“Okay,” I said, standing.

Mrs. Kirk stood and opened her arms. As I stepped into the warmth of her embrace, the door behind me opened with an enthusiastic shove. Daddy stood in the doorway, a huge grin spread across his handsome face.

“Merry Christmas, darlin’!” The words had barely escaped when he noticed Mama’s absence and Mrs. Kirk’s stricken expression. His forehead creased as his gaze roamed back and forth between the two of us. “Elizabeth? Where’s Anna?”

“Stephen.” Mrs. Kirk cleared her throat. “There’s been an accident. Anna went into labor last night, and there were problems with the delivery—”

“Anna!” Daddy headed toward their bedroom door.

“Stephen, wait!” Mrs. Kirk grabbed his arm before he could open the door. “Wait—let me finish! Anna’s fine—I promise!”

Daddy jerked loose of her grip. “Then what? Where is she?”

Mrs. Kirk took a deep breath. “Anna’s fine—that is to say the delivery doesn’t appear to’ve harmed her, physically. But Stephen, the baby didn’t make it, and she’s takin’ it pretty hard.”

Daddy stiffened. “Didn’t make it? Oh, God—I need to get to Anna.”

“Yes—but wait!” She grabbed his arm again. “She’s havin’ a hard time copin’. It’s like she’s escaped inside her own head. She hasn’t spoken a word since last night, and it took me ‘til this mornin’ before she’d let me take the baby.”

“And ya left her alone?” he accused, turning back toward the bedroom door.

 “Reverend Patterson’s with her. I didn’t know what else to do, what with Dr. Heusman gone. I thought maybe the preacher could help—he’s been in there with her for about twenty minutes.”

“Thank you, Elizabeth.” Daddy said, his lips in a tight line.

“Daddy?” I whispered.

He stared at me a moment, almost as though he didn’t recognize me. Then, collecting himself, he breathed out a breath and lifted his lips in a barely recognizable smile. “Victoria. C’mere and give your daddy a hug before I go in and say hello to your mama.”

With a huge sob, I flew into his arms.

“It’s okay, baby,” he said, patting my back. “It’s gonna be okay. I know it is.”

Still embracing me, Daddy addressed Mrs. Kirk over my head. “Elizabeth, you’ve done so much for us already, but d’ya think maybe Victoria could go back home with you for a little while ’til we figure things out here?”

“Of course.” Mrs. Kirk smiled and took my hand as Daddy released me. “Victoria, you’ve been such a big girl, and I’m so proud of ya—and I know your mama is too. Let’s go back to my house, and you can play with Julianne and Jacob for a little while.”

I couldn’t form the words to thank her, so I nodded and followed her toward the door. As she opened the front door, I turned back and raced to my daddy once again. Wrapping my arms around his hips, I held on tightly. “I love you, Daddy.”

“I love you, too, darlin’. Now go with Mrs. Kirk. I’ll come get ya in a bit, okay?”

“Okay, Daddy.”

Reluctantly, I returned to Mrs. Kirk’s side where we paused only long enough to don our cloaks—Mrs. Kirk in hers, and I once again in my mama’s. Then, together, we headed out the door.



CHAPTER FOUR

MY BABY BROTHER, WHOM MY FATHER NAMED Stephen Andrew Hastings, was buried on December 23, 1913, in the El Reno Cemetery located at the farthest edge of town. Reverend Patterson led the service and, despite the frigid temperature, every person we knew came to pay respects. I stood between Mama and Daddy on that cold Tuesday morning, holding each of their hands within my own.

Mama hadn’t spoken since the night of Baby Stephen’s birth, and the silence in our home settled over Daddy and me like dark, heavy clouds in the hours before a storm. Mrs. Kirk and some ladies from the church took turns visiting our home, where they cared for Mama and cooked for Daddy and me, but Mama never acknowledged their presence. She did only as she was bid, and nothing more. Each morning, they helped her dress and spoon-fed her a bite or two of food, but she never uttered a single word, or even made eye contact with any of us. Mama’s bright light had been extinguished.

In the days that followed, Mama spent most of her time in her rocking chair in our small sitting room. There she’d sit for hours, rocking back and forth, as though keeping tempo with a sad ballad.

Creak-creak-creak-creak.

The painful sound of the chair rocking in the silence of our home was almost more than I could endure.

Mrs. Kirk and Julianne often invited me to play at their house; but, no matter how hard they tried to engage me in games and painting, I never stopped worrying about Mama. When I was away from her side, I longed to be with her. Somehow I thought my presence could wake her. So I sat with her for hours, watching her rock back and forth in her chair, all while staring silently at the nothingness in front of her.

Completely lost in my thoughts, I was startled at Daddy’s elbow nudging me to pay attention. Glancing around, I realized I not only hadn’t heard a word Reverend Patterson had said, but I was the only one with my head not bowed in prayer. My face flamed, and I dipped my head.

“Our Dear Lord, Jesus Christ in Heaven,” Reverend Patterson prayed. “Please wrap your arms around this precious child as we return him to you …”

I closed my eyes and prayed a prayer of my own.

Dear God, please bring Mama back to us. She’s so sad, and I’m so scared. Please don’t let her forget she still has me and Daddy. I promise I’ll be good if You’ll give her another baby. Or, please help me find a way to make her happy so she’ll smile again. But please, God, bring my mama back to me.

“In Jesus’s name we pray. Amen,” Reverend Patterson said, concluding his prayer.

“Amen,” replied the mourners.

Daddy reached down to the pile of overturned earth next to the small hole where my brother’s tiny coffin now rested. Scooping the red Oklahoma clay into his hand, he stood up straight and walked to the edge of Baby Stephen’s grave. There he stood for a long moment, staring down at the tiny casket containing my baby brother. Reluctantly, it seemed, Daddy bowed his head and opened his palm over the casket. The sound of dirt sifting through his fingers and onto the closed casket below seemed to break him. Daddy wiped away a stray tear, leaving behind a smudge of the red earth on his cheek. With his hand now empty, he reached down a second time and scooped another handful of soil into his palm. Turning back toward Mama, he approached her slowly, as though careful not to frighten her. Mama stared straight ahead, not acknowledging his presence.

“Anna,” he whispered. “Time to say g’bye.”

Mama didn’t move—she just stood there, staring far off into the distance. Daddy lifted one of Mama’s hands and held it palm up within his own before slowly pouring the rust-colored grains from his palm to hers. Still Mama stood there, now with the Oklahoma dirt staining her hand. Daddy never showed impatience. Rather, he took Mama’s free hand and rested it in the crook of his elbow before leading her over to the edge of the grave. Dropping her arm, he stepped away and returned to stand beside me.

We waited, wondering what Mama would do. Did she even understand what was expected of her? How far inside her own head had she hidden?

The funeral-goers filed away, allowing Mama privacy. Daddy and I stood waiting, watching for Mama’s next move. After some time, she opened her tightly clenched fist and turned her palm face down. With her fingers now outstretched, she wiggled her fingers and released the last remaining evidence of earth between each digit. Dropping her arm, she turned toward Daddy and nodded—a silent communication signaling she was ready to go home.

As they turned toward me, a lone tear escaped and slid down Mama’s pale cheek, and onto the wool of her dark cloak, where it quickly blended into the fabric and disappeared as though it had never existed. Without a word between us, I followed Mama and Daddy out of the cemetery and toward the awaiting wagon in the street nearby.

SANTA DIDN’T COME for us that year. As I got older, I realized Mama’s grief left her incapable of playing the role. For Daddy’s part, Mama’s pain became his own, and he didn’t have the heart to celebrate in the midst of so much heartache. December 25, 1913 came and went. There were no gifts under the tree, and no music filled our home. Our traditional Christmas feast consisted of the leftover food from our generous neighbors, brought to us in our time of grief.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE DAYS FOLLOWING CHRISTMAS AND THE early weeks of 1914 were quiet in our home. Gone was the sound of Mama’s voice and, with it, the joy I’d always known. Mama spent long hours each day in her rocking chair and, as the days passed, she showed small signs of joining our world once again. Though she never spoke, she sometimes smiled. Slowly, she shed the vacant expression that had come to define her after Baby Stephen’s death. She was silent, but aware—going through the motions of life, doing what was asked of her, but nothing more. The way she navigated the world had changed entirely. She moved with calculated precision, leaving us with heavy hearts.

Daddy consulted with Dr. Heusman, whose only advice was to give Mama time. “Time will heal all,” he’d promised. He wasn’t concerned about her continued silence, instead considering the resumption of her old routine of caring for us and the home a good sign. He assured us Mama would return to normal by the next year. He made a lot of promises, and failed to keep any of them.

Despite Mama’s supposed progress, Mrs. Kirk checked in with us daily, frequently inviting me to her home to play with Julianne. Sometimes I wondered if her invitations were atonement for Baby Stephen’s death; but, regardless of her motive, I was happy to accept. Her presence soothed me, relieving the constant quiet and loneliness of my own home.

February arrived and Mama’s melancholia remained, leaving Daddy desperate for a solution. For maybe the fourth time in as many weeks, I sat on the floor in the corner of Dr. Heusman’s sitting room and pretended to play with my baby doll. In truth, I was listening to his conversation with Daddy.

“I don’t know what more to do,” Daddy told Dr. Heusman. “She’s just not gettin’ any better.”

“I told ya, Stephen,” the doctor replied. “Ya need to give her more time. Losin’ a baby is hard on everyone, especially the mother. Some just need longer to recover.”

“I understand that. But it’s been two months, and she still hasn’t said a single word. Hell, she barely smiles much less acknowledges we’re standin’ right next to her. Somethin’ just ain’t right, and I can’t keep leavin’ Victoria home with her every time I go out on the tracks. There’s gotta be somethin’ more we can do.”

“But she’s made some improvement, Stephen. True, she’s not talking; but she’s takin’ some interest in life. She’s carin’ for Victoria’s and your needs, you said. That’s progress.”
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