Chapter 4:  Crossing the Threshold to Hope (1968-1972)

 “I don’t believe in ageing.  I believe in forever altering one’s aspect to the sun.”  Virginia Woolf

I “believe getting older is constantly finding new ways to overcome loss.”  Arleen Hynes

Oct.  21, 1970

She rode the streetcar over the Potomac River, changing from the Virginia bus line at Pennsylvania Avenue and 9th Street to the District bus.  The bus rumbled along Pennsylvania Avenue, merging onto Constitution Avenue toward the Capitol Building.  In a few months, Emerson’s career would end with Senator Eugene McCarthy’s last Senate term.   Emerson had determinedly kept going to work at the Capitol the two years since his stroke, but had no desire to work for Senator Humphrey or anyone other than Gene.  And he was not strong enough to take another job.  You are strong in spirit, he told Arleen, emboldening her as the bus passed the Capitol.  It heartened Arleen to know that Patrick was at the Capitol answering phones in the Democratic Cloak Room, his booming voice reverberating in those cavernous halls, his income helping the family finances and his presence in the house a help in these days of mourning Michael’s death. 

From the bus window, she could see the looming Supreme Court Building where she had sat many mornings, a silent witness to truth, transfixed by the oral arguments.  With this new job at the patient’s library at St. Elizabeths, would she find the time to visit the Supreme Court again?  Or visit the art galleries, even though it was true that the floors had gotten harder and harder on her aching feet?  She was fifty-four years old and starting her first day of work.  It had been thirty years since she last held a paying job.  

The bus rattled over the Anacostia River and ascended the gradual hill on Martin Luther King Highway to the gates of St. Elizabeths.  Arleen got off the bus, crossed the street and walked past the small gabled guard building, past the winged Main building, toward the library.  Deep green wells of tree shadows were thrown across the bright, finely bladed grass.   Shadows and light, Arleen said to herself; shadows and light, so symbolic of the contrast in her life between the sorrow over Michael’s drowning and the pleasing tension of beginning this new job.

It was not easy to find this job.  Emerson’s stroke, a week after the tense and frightening atmosphere in Chicago at the Democratic Convention, precipitated the search.  Arleen hoped all her volunteer work would add up to a qualification---head of national volunteers for McCarthy’s campaign, librarian for the National Democratic Women’s Club, librarian for the Family and Child Services agency, facilitator of programs for the National Council of Catholic Women on family life, contributing member of the Richmond Diocese Committee on Liturgy, the President’s Commission on Women, the American Association of University Women, the National Catholic Rural Life Movement, and author of various articles and pamphlets.  The bottom line though was that Arleen was 54 years old with only one year paid librarian experience in a Mandan, North Dakota high school.  Not exactly a prize item, she thought.   Yet she was hired by a woman who said that if Arleen could handle ten children, there was no doubt that she could handle the patients at St. Elizabeths.       

� Arleen Hynes Personal Papers, cover of notecard that Arleen kept. 
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