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            CHAPTER ONE

            
Ella May


         

         Saturday, May 4, 1929

         Ella May knew she wasn’t pretty, had always known it. She didn’t have to come all the way down the mountain from Tennessee to Bessemer City, North Carolina, to find that out. But here she was now, and here she’d been just long enough for no other place in her memory to feel like home, but not quite long enough for Bessemer City to feel like home either.

         She sat on the narrow bench in the office of American Mill No. 2—the wall behind her vibrating with the whir of the carding machines, rollers, and spinners that raged on the other side, with lint hung up in her throat and lungs like tar—reminding herself that she’d already given up any hope of ever feeling rooted again, of ever finding a place that belonged to her and she to it. Instead of thinking thoughts like those, Ella turned and looked at Goldberg’s brother’s young secretary where she sat behind a tidy desk just a few feet away. The soft late-day light that had already turned toward dusk now picked its way through the windows behind the girl. The light lay upon the girl’s dark, shiny hair and caused it to glow like some angel had just  lifted a hand away from the crown of her head. The girl was pale and soft, her cheeks brushed with rouge and her lips glossed a healthy pink. She wore a fine powder-blue dress with a spray of artificial, white spring flowers pinned to the lapel. She read a new copy of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, and she laughed to herself and wet her finger on her tongue and turned page after page while Ella watched.

         How old could that girl be? Ella wondered. Twenty? Twenty-five? Ella was only twenty-eight herself, but she felt at least two, three times that age. She stared at the girl’s dainty, manicured hands as they turned the pages, and then she looked down at her own hands where they rested upturned in her lap, her fingers intertwined as if they’d formed a nest. She unlocked her fingers and placed her palms flat against her belly, thought about the new life that had just begun to stir inside her, how its stirring often felt like the flutter of a bird’s wing. She didn’t know whether or not what she felt was real, so she’d decided not to say a word about it to Charlie, not to mention a thing to anyone aside from her friend Violet.

         Charlie had blown into Bessemer City that winter just like he’d blown into other places, and Ella knew that one day he’d eventually blow out the same way he’d come in. He didn’t have children or a family or anything else to tether him to a place where he didn’t want to be.

         “I hadn’t never wanted a child,” he’d said after they’d known each other for a month. “I just never found the right woman to care for a child the way I want it cared for.” He’d come up behind Ella and spread his palm over her taut belly as if trying to keep something from spilling out. She’d felt his hand press against the hollowed-out space between her ribs and her hips. She was always so racked with hunger that she found it hard to believe that her body offered any resistance at all. “But who’s to say I’m always going to feel that way?” he’d said. “I might want a family of my own just yet.” Maybe he’d meant it then, and, if so, she hoped he still meant it now.

         Perhaps it was the soft thrash of wings against the walls of her  belly that made Ella think further of birds, and she considered how her thin, gnarled hands reminded her of a bird’s feet. She placed her palms on her knees, watched her knuckles rise like knobby mountains, saw her veins roll beneath her skin like blue worms that had died but never withered away. What was left of her fingernails were thick and broken, and it was laughable to imagine that someone like Ella would ever spend the time it would take to use a tiny brush to color such ugly things.

         She resisted the urge to lift these awful hands to her face and allow those fingers to feel what waited there: the sunken, wide-set, dark eyes; the grim mouth that she imagined as always frowning because she did not believe she had ever smiled at herself when looking into a mirror, and she had only seen one photograph of herself in her lifetime, and she was certain that she was not smiling then. She recalled the photograph of a younger version of herself taken more than ten years ago; she and John and baby Lilly posing for a traveling photographer inside the post office down in Cowpens, South Carolina. John with his arm thrown around Ella’s shoulder, his face and eyes lit with the exaltation of the gloriously drunk, Lilly crying in her arms, what Ella knew to be her own much younger face blurred in movement as it turned toward Lilly’s cries at the exact moment of the camera’s looking. John had purchased the photo, folded it, and kept it in a cigar box that rattled with loose change and the quiet rustle of paper money when and if they had it. Ella had removed the photograph and gazed upon it from time to time over the years, but never to look at her own face. She’d only wanted to see the face of her first-born, the girl who was now a tough, independent young lady who mothered her little sister and brothers more than Ella had the time or the chance or the energy to. John had left her—left them all, for that matter—over a year ago, and Ella assumed that he’d taken the cigar box with him because Lord knows he’d taken all that money, but the only thing that Ella missed now was the photograph.

         She looked over at the young secretary where she sat reading. No,  Ella wasn’t pretty, not like that girl. Pretty took the will to be so and the money to do it and the time to see to it and the sleep to maintain it, and Ella didn’t have any of those things. The woman lowered the book to turn a page. Her eye caught Ella’s. The girl’s gaze shifted toward the closed door of Goldberg’s brother’s office.

         “It won’t be much longer,” the girl said. She didn’t look back at Ella. Instead she returned her eyes to her book, but Ella nodded her head yes anyway. She sat and listened as the girl turned pages and laughed softly, cleared her throat, yawned, laughed again. Ella closed her eyes and tuned her ears to the goings-on behind Goldberg’s brother’s closed door, but she couldn’t hear a thing.

         Her shift had just started, and she’d only been at work for a few minutes when the foreman, whose name was Tommy Dobbins, sent her down to Goldberg’s brother’s office. He’d put his fingers in his mouth and whistled until she looked up and spied him several rows over from the spinners she’d been tending. He’d pointed at her and crooked his finger and mouthed the words “Come here.”

         Ella walked down the line away from Dobbins while she stared at the dozens of white strands of yarn where they coiled around the spools, her eyes searching for a break or a weak spot that would require her to twist the broken ends together before the strand could continue on to the bobbin. From there the doffers would come behind her and remove the full bobbins and replace them with empty spindles. After that, spoolers would combine several strands into yarn. If a strand broke on Ella’s spinners, then the tension failed, which meant the hank clock wouldn’t register any output, which meant Ella’s pay was docked for any amount of time the little dial on the hank refused to tick. She needed to keep the dials moving, and any interruption, even if it was the shift supervisor himself, ran the risk of cutting into her pay. And that was how she spent twelve hours a night, six nights a week: eyeing hundreds of strands of yarn at the same time while worrying about the tiny hands of a clock that dictated whether and how much her children would eat.

         She came around the far end of the line and checked the strands on the other side on her way to where Dobbins leaned against the railing at the top of the rickety wooden stairs. She stopped in front of him and waited for him to explain why he’d called her away from the frenzy of the spinning machines, but Dobbins just rubbed his eyes with his thumb and index finger, and then he looked down at a pocket watch he wore on a leather strap. He wasn’t tall, but he was broad-shouldered, and although he was only forty years old his red hair had long ago faded almost completely to gray. He closed the watch and slipped it into his pocket.

         “Goldberg’s brother wants to talk to you,” he said.

         Everyone knew there were two brothers, two Goldbergs, but the smaller and slighter of the two was the one who came into work each day, the one who signed their paychecks, the one most likely to call them into his office and chastise them or promote them or fire them altogether. This man had always been known as Goldberg’s brother; the other, more mysterious brother, simply as Goldberg.

         “Can it wait?” Ella asked. “I don’t get a break for another six hours. It’s going to set me back on the hank if I come off the line.”

         Dobbins looked over Ella’s shoulder at the other workers. “Dinah and Molly can tend your spinners.”

         “Dinah and Molly can’t run all them machines,” Ella said. “This stretch-out makes it so we can’t even keep track of our own. It’s going to set all of us back.”

         “Don’t matter,” Dobbins said. “Go on down. He don’t like to stay late on Saturday nights. He’s got a family to go home to.”

         “So do I,” Ella said, “and this is going to set me back.”

         “Don’t matter,” Dobbins said again. “Go on. He’s waiting for you.”

         “I’ll tell him you told me to come off the line,” Ella said. “Wasn’t my idea.”

         “Go on down,” Dobbins said.

         Ella wanted to crane her neck and look toward the far end of the floor, where Violet worked along with the rest of the colored  spinners, but she didn’t want Dobbins to ask her any questions about who she was looking at. She wondered if Violet was watching her now.

         She walked down the first flight of stairs to the landing, Dobbins’s footsteps falling hard behind hers. She gained the landing and turned to follow the next flight of stairs, and as she did she looked up toward the second floor and saw Violet’s face peering over the railing. There were other faces too—the rest of them white—but Violet’s was the only face she saw. Dobbins’s eyes must have followed hers to the second floor because all the faces disappeared at the same time.

         She reached the bottom floor where the opening room led toward the loading ramp. The air here was warm and soft, clean. A bird flashed through her line of vision like something that had been thrown from one side of the world to the other. Dobbins stood beside her, removed his watch from his pocket, and looked down at it again. He sighed.

         “Go on back up when you’re done,” Dobbins said. “Unless—” But he didn’t finish.

         Ella walked the length of the mill toward the office at its far end, her eyes locked in front of her instead of grazing the faces of the men and women who worked at machines and the boys and girls who looked no older than her own and who pushed carts full of spindles and swept heavy, lint-choked brooms across the floor.

         Aside from sanctioned breaks and shift changes, Ella had left the line only once in the years she’d worked at the mill, and the thing that had caused that leaving now passed through her mind. A new doffer boy, whose name she later learned was Giles Corley, had tottered on his toes when reaching too far for a full spindle and found his hand caught up and nearly yanked off in one of the operating belts that snaked through the mill and powered the machines through a system of pulleys. By the time Giles and the spinners around him realized what had happened he was holding a bloody appendage to his chest and three of his fingers had dropped to the floor and disappeared. 

         Ella didn’t know if he had screamed—it was too loud to hear a boy that size scream anyway—but the recoil of his hand away from the belt and toward his body had caught her attention, and without thinking she lifted the hem of her dress and knelt to the floor and started searching. Others searched too, but it was Ella who found them: three little fingers tucked against the base of the brick wall at the end of a trail of blood that had already begun to turn a deep brown on the dirty floor. She scooped up the fingers and carried them to the boy, who stared at them like creatures from a nightmare. He didn’t seem able to muster any interest in reclaiming his fingers, so Ella held them in her closed hand while she tended the spinners and she and Giles waited for Dobbins. When he arrived she showed him the boy’s fingers.

         “I found them on the floor,” she said. “Over there by the wall.”

         “Goddamn,” Dobbins said. He took a white handkerchief from his pocket and opened it, gesturing for Ella to drop the fingers inside, which she did. He closed the handkerchief and twisted it so that it formed a little satchel. Blood bloomed through the cloth. “Goddamn,” he said again.

         The boy never returned to work. At first Ella assumed it was because the mill did not have much use for a one-handed doffer, but other forces had come to bear. A trip to the doctor who’d tamped the bleeding and tossed the three fingers and sewn the hand shut had uncovered the fact that Giles was only twelve years old. The boy, who was clearly in shock, had told the doctor his correct age, to the great disappointment of the mother, who stood beside him and did her best to focus on the loss of her son’s blood and fingers instead of what the loss of his three dollars a week was going to mean to her and her husband and their brood of young children.

         Ella had seen the boy twice since the incident. A few days later she passed Giles and his angry mother and father on their way out of the mill’s gate as she and Violet headed inside for the night shift. The dirty, frayed bandages that covered the boy’s hand had come untethered and were spotted with blood. Ella thought she saw blood on the fingers of his good hand too, but when she looked at his face she realized that what she’d mistaken for blood on his fingers was actually chocolate, the same chocolate that smeared his lips and cheek. Word later came through the mill that the boy’s parents had gone to Goldberg’s brother looking for some kind of settlement that would equal the loss of three fingers, but instead they’d been turned away with the offer of a chocolate bar wrapped in foil and a promise “to think on it for a few days.” According to Goldberg’s brother the mill had taken the word of the boy’s parents when they’d vouched for him being fourteen, even though one glance at Giles Corley would have revealed otherwise. The mill had been willing to look the other way, and now they refused to look back, and so it went. Nothing about that surprised Ella.

         She saw Giles Corley again a few months later—much thinner and perhaps a little taller—when she turned a corner in downtown Bessemer City late one afternoon before her shift, and someone ran smack into her chest and knocked her down. She reached for the knife she kept folded in her pocket and lifted her face to confront the offender, but her eyes paused for a moment when they registered the boy’s mangled hand and missing fingers. He looked down at her with desperate, hungry eyes. He stuffed something into his pocket, stepped over her, and ran on down the alley. She turned and watched him go, his feet kicking up dust where the asphalt turned to gravel as he disappeared into one of the settlements that ringed the town.

         Now, outside Goldberg’s brother’s office, Ella closed her eyes and crossed her ankles and leaned against the wall, the mill causing her body to vibrate so that her bones rattled beneath her skin. She considered how the only thing worse than stepping off the line was missing a shift, and that’s what she’d done last night, and she knew that that was why she was sitting where she was sitting now.

         She’d spent almost all of last night on the porch with her three-year-old  daughter, Rose, asleep in her arms, singing and humming all the songs she’d ever known until she had run out of songs and begun to make up new words to old melodies. The air had been chilly, but Rose’s body had burned like a cinder against Ella’s chest. Sweat had soaked through the girl’s bedshirt, but her coughing fits had finally given way to sleep.

         Ella had been able to hear the rest of her children stir inside the cabin, where they lay atop pallets on the floor, and she pictured eleven-year-old Lilly with one-year-old Joseph, whom they all called Wink, nestled in the crook of her arm. Nine-year-old Otis would have his back turned to them, his thumb in his mouth, something no one ever saw except Ella, and then only when he slept. When she heard one of the children move or cough, she stopped humming the melody she’d been humming to Rose, and she listened until the child settled to sleep again. Willie would have been four years old by now, and Ella turned her attention to the soft, high-pitched whistle of Rose’s lungs and remembered holding Willie this way before he’d died from the same whooping cough disease. The thought had made her hold Rose more tightly against her chest. She wanted to keep her daughter on this earth and in her arms for as long as possible.

         Ella had spent most of the night out there on the porch envying horses for their ability to sleep standing up. She’d worn a man’s coat over her shoulders, the waxed canvas duster the only thing John had left behind when he disappeared, aside from little Wink, who’d just begun to grow inside her when John closed the door for the last time. She’d never had the chance to tell John he was a father again, but it wouldn’t have mattered. He’d said he wouldn’t live among niggers anymore, said he was sick of millwork, sick of the children themselves being sick. He’d said other things too, but Ella had decided to forget those things on her way to forgetting him. She didn’t care that her neighbors were colored; it wouldn’t have mattered anyway because there was nowhere else for her to go. As far as working as a spinner at American Mill No. 2, Ella knew that the work she did was dirty, dangerous work, knew that the nine dollars she earned for a seventy-two-hour workweek wasn’t worth the work itself. But she did it because there was nothing else to do. If there were something she could do to keep her children healthy and alive then she would’ve done it a long time ago, especially now that she might have another child on the way.

         The American Mill No. 2 was the smallest mill in town and the only one to employ blacks and whites in the same jobs, albeit in separate areas of the mill. The Goldberg brothers had fled Latvia in 1915 after the German invasion, and they’d slowly made their way south from New York before settling in Bessemer City, where they’d purchased one small mill and then another before buying a Main Street home large enough to house both brothers’ wives and children. In the years that followed, the brothers busied themselves with the twin pursuits of spinning cotton and weaving themselves into the fabric of the white, Protestant populace that owned and operated the mills in Bessemer City.

         But no matter how long the brothers and their families lived in town, they never forgot the first night in their new home, when sometime before dawn they awoke to the orange glow of the six-foot-tall wooden cross afire in their front yard. They also never forgot the next morning’s visit from the Christian Ladies’ Association, a group largely composed of the wives of local ministers. The women appeared unannounced that Saturday morning, cakes and flowers and casseroles in hand. They walked single file up the walk, past the blackened grass and the charred, smoking remains of the cross their husbands had left behind. The women did not glance at the wreckage, nor did they glance at the oldest Goldberg brother, whose sweat-soaked, soot-covered clothes did little to hide his hulking frame where he stood in the yard, axe in hand, the cross’s still smoking cinders gathered about his feet.

         The message to the Goldberg brothers was clear: they would be  considered white but not American, and because they were white but not American, the town had a different set of expectations for the brothers and the way they would run their mills. They expected the Goldbergs to buy the low-quality cotton passed over by the other mills, which they did, and they expected the Goldbergs to lack a certain allegiance to the codes of the South’s race-based society, and this was true of the Goldbergs as well. But the people of Bessemer City also expected the Goldbergs not to treat their workers any better than any other mill treated theirs; not to pay them a better wage, perhaps even a lower wage as workers at No. 2 were relegated to work near blacks. The brothers owned American Mill No. 1 as well, and although it was all-white, the conditions there weren’t much better than where Ella and Violet worked. Both mills were small, poorly lit, stuffy, and cramped, the lint-choked air enclosed by low ceilings and dirty floors. Machines rattled and whirred in a deafening hum around the clock, stopping only for maintenance or repairs, when some small-handed woman or child would be brought in to stand on a box or a ladder and close his or her eyes before reaching deep into the gears in order to investigate what had gone wrong. They were expected to be quick about it, and they always tried to move fast, for no other reason than the fear of losing an arm or a hand or a finger or three.

         Ella kept her eyes closed, her head leaning against the office wall, and she hummed the tune that had been stuck in her mind since she’d held Rose in her arms the night before. “Little Mary Phagan” was a true song about a young girl who’d been murdered by her boss at a pencil factory in Atlanta, and something about the melody had stayed locked inside Ella’s head. She didn’t think for a minute that Goldberg’s brother or Dobbins or anybody else at American would ever murder her, but she knew for certain that working there might kill her just the same.

         Ella had been singing the song for years, and last night, after she tired of the original words she began to create her own. “She left  home at eleven, when she kissed her mother goodbye” became “We leave our homes in the morning, we kiss our children goodbye.” Afraid that Goldberg’s brother’s secretary would take notice, Ella hummed the next line as quietly as she could: “Not one time did the poor child think she was going to die.”

         She slid her right hand into her pocket and fingered the union leaflet that she’d kept hidden there for the past month. She took it out and unfolded it on the bench beside her, then removed a stub of pencil from behind her ear and turned the paper to its blank side, where she’d written a few new lines that had come to her mind. She hummed the old line again, felt its rhythm, let its syllables roll over tongue. She wrote, “While we slave for the bosses our children scream and cry.” She looked at the line she’d just written, thought about Rose at home right now, the good chance that her cough had gotten worse, the horrifying possibility that she was wheezing and gasping for air, Lilly pounding on her back and Otis tearing up the road to Violet’s mother’s house for help. She pushed the thought from her mind. She inhaled, fought the urge to cough, and turned the leaflet over and—for what was surely the hundredth time—read the words that were printed on the other side.

         
            THE GASTONIA LOCAL OF THE

NATIONAL TEXTILE WORKERS UNION


            hr the Struggle for Equality.

            We Demand:

            An End to Piecework and the Hank Clock—A Standard Wage—A 40 Hour/5 Day Workweek—$ 20 Weekly Minimum Wage—Equal Pay for Equal Work—An End to the Stretch-Out—Sanitary Housing—Reduced Rent—Recognition of the Union

         

         Seven miles east in Gastonia, the seat of Gaston County, the day shift at the Loray Mill had voted to strike on April 1. That evening, hundreds of workers had marched to the gates of the largest and most important textile mill in the state and kept the night shift from going inside. By the next morning Ella had heard that West Gastonia, especially the Loray village, had transformed into a carnival overnight. Children played in the street. Women cooked food on their porches. Men strummed guitars and blew on harmonicas. They drank whiskey and slung rifles across their backs.

         Two days later the governor called in the National Guard. Women were beaten. Soldiers pressed guns to men’s heads. The strikers’ first headquarters had been destroyed by a nighttime mob. The union commissary attacked, the food stores ruined.

         The first leaflets had begun trickling through the mill in early April, carried by whispers and subtle passes from hand to hand. Ella had held on to the first one she’d seen, had kept it with her ever since. Another leaflet had come through American just a few days ago. Union members were being forcibly removed from the Loray village on Monday, May 6, just two days away. All workers in the surrounding area were invited to a rally on Sunday evening. The union would even pick you up, take you there.

         Ella looked again at the list of union demands. She had a decision to make.

         Goldberg’s brother’s voice spoke from behind the door, and Ella wondered if, godlike, he’d been able to sense that her mind had just wandered from her job at American to the strike at Loray. She folded the leaflet and slipped it into her pocket, slid the pencil back behind her ear.

         “Janet,” Goldberg’s brother said. The young secretary closed her book when she heard her name. She set it down on her tidy desk and stood and smoothed her dress. She opened the office door and stepped inside. Ella could hear their whispered voices. She closed her eyes again, uncrossed her ankles. 

         “Mrs. Wiggins,” the secretary said, “Mr. Goldberg’s ready for you.”

         Ella stood and approached the door. The secretary squeezed past her, stepped back behind her desk, and gathered her book and the purse that she’d hung on the back of her chair. Ella could see Goldberg’s brother at the desk in his office, pen in hand, writing something in a thick ledger. He finished writing, capped his pen, closed the ledger, and looked up at her.

         “Come in,” he said, his voice clear but quiet, his foreign accent almost unnoticeable. He straightened his glasses, pushed them up on the bridge of his nose. He did not stand, but Ella already knew that his body was thin and angular. Although he was past middle age, his face appeared youthful despite a well-trimmed beard and dark hair that glinted with oil in the soft, yellow light. He wore a bow tie and suspenders, his brown suit jacket left folded across the back of the chair in which he sat. He seemed like he should be standing in front of a classroom instead of sitting in a tiny office on the trembling floors of a cotton mill.

         For the first time in years, Ella pictured the dark, one-room schoolhouse back in Sevierville, Tennessee, heard the voice of her mother as she begged her father to let Ella and her older brother Wesley go to school for a few days in September before her father needed them on the farm full-time. Ella was six years old and had never had a moment of schooling. Neither had Wesley, who was almost fifteen.

         The schoolmaster’s name had been Mr. Musial, and when he introduced himself Ella had misheard him, and although she never spoke his name she always thought of it as Musical. Mr. Musical had been short and thin and well dressed like Goldberg’s brother, but unlike Goldberg’s brother, Mr. Musical had a violent limp that wrenched his face into a grimace when he walked. Ella and Wesley had heard that he’d served in the Civil War, and she’d imagined that he’d been a hero and had suffered his injury in battle, but in reality an angry horse had taken a bite from his thigh and gangrene had set in; he’d lost the leg just above the knee and had never even shot the rifle he’d  never learned to load. The schoolchildren did not know, no one in the small community actually knew, but Mr. Musical’s leg was made of wood from the hip down, his knee joint nothing but a shiny metal socket that swung wildly no matter how slowly he walked or how much he struggled to control his gait.

         A chair sat in front of Goldberg’s brother’s desk, but he did not ask Ella to sit down so she did not sit. He pushed himself back from his desk and put his hands in his lap. His thin lips formed a straight line.

         “I’m glad you joined us for your shift this evening,” he said.

         “Yes, sir,” Ella said. She did not look at him when she spoke, choosing instead to focus on the other things on his desk aside from the ledger and ink pen: a small wooden globe with etchings too faded to read; an empty mug; a half-eaten sandwich of some kind; a shiny red apple.

         “I say that because you missed last night’s shift.”

         “Yes, sir,” she said again.

         “Mrs. Wiggins,” he said.

         “It’s May.” Her eyes darted to his for a moment, returned to rest on the half-eaten sandwich.

         “What?”

         “It’s May. Ella May.”

         “I’ve got Wiggins written down here.”

         “It’s May,” she said again. “I told Dobbins to change it, but I guess he didn’t.”

         “Why have you been missing your shifts, Mrs. May?”

         “Shift,” Ella said. “I just missed the one last night.”

         “No,” Goldberg’s brother said. He leaned toward his desk, picked up a clipboard, flipped through a sheath of papers. “No, you missed one in January and one in March.”

         “It’s been a long time since March,” Ella said. “Even longer since January.”

         “That’s not the point,” he said. “Why are you missing shifts?”

         “I got a sick little girl at home. She gets bad at night, and I had to  stay home,” she said. “I asked Dobbins to put me on day shift, but he won’t do it. Maybe I should’ve asked you.”

         “Dobbins handles shift change requests,” he said.

         “Well, he didn’t handle mine,” Ella said. “And now he told me to come down here, and that’s just going to set me back even more.”

         Goldberg’s brother leaned back in his chair, placed his hands in his lap again. Ella stared at the sandwich, tried to judge what kind of meat rested between the slices of bread.

         “You have a sick little girl,” he said.

         “Yes, sir.”

         “Please look at me, Mrs. May. I can’t tell whether or not you’re being truthful unless you look at me.”

         She lifted her eyes to his, saw that he stared at her intently, saw that her missed shift must mean a great deal to him, but she knew it meant even more to her, because she would not be paid. “Why wouldn’t I be truthful?”

         “I don’t know, Mrs. May. People often don’t tell the truth when they lay out of work. Sick means drunk. Sick means gambling. Sick means lazy. I don’t know what a sick little girl means.”

         She felt blood rush to her face, knew that her cheeks were flush with color. Her guilt, or whatever it was she had just felt, faded. She imagined throwing herself across the desk, reaching for his neck, his eyes. “Sick means my little girl’s sick,” she said. “That’s what it means.”

         He stared at her for a moment, then lifted a wastebasket from beneath his desk and swept the sandwich and apple into it. He returned the wastebasket to the floor.

         “What if all my employees had sick children, Mrs. May? What about me? What if I had a sick child at home and decided that I couldn’t come to work? Who’d run this mill?”

         Ella had never seen Goldberg’s brother’s family, knew nothing about them aside from their existence and the existence of the older brother. She had never been inside the Goldberg’s large brick home  and she had never met anyone who’d been inside it either. She envisioned electric lights and running water and warm blankets and bedsheets and a pantry full of food and a cooler full of ice, a pair of soft, warm slippers tucked beneath a neatly made bed. A baby might cry out somewhere upstairs, and a nurse or a maid or a young cousin would ascend a grand, curved staircase and open a nursery door and whisper something kind and reassuring to the child inside.

         “Yes, sir,” Ella said.

         “Who’d run this mill?” Goldberg’s brother asked again.

         “Nobody.”

         “That’s correct: nobody. And you know who runs your spinners when you decide to lay out on a shift? Nobody.” He leaned forward again. “But I can assure you of this, Mrs. Wiggins: it’ll be much easier to find someone to operate your spinners than it will be to find someone to run this mill. I expect you’ll keep that in mind next time you find yourself with the desire to stay home.”

         
            *

         

         ELLA THOUGHT THAT no one should ever have to look upon a sad place like Stumptown, but she knew that if someone were ever forced to look upon it, then the quiet, silvery moments before dawn would be the best time to do it. That’s what she thought of now as she and Violet stumbled down the muddy road that branched off the Kings Mountain Highway and rolled toward the settlement like an artery forgotten by its heart. The sky directly above them was dark, the sky behind them pink with the stirrings of dawn. There were no shadows yet because there was not enough light to cast them. The tarpaper shacks that huddled close to the road with their crooked porches and lopsided doors and low, tin roofs were nothing but dark forms looming beneath cottonwoods and willow trees. The scrubby patches of garden could not be seen at this early hour in this weak almost-light, nor could the clumps of geraniums that lined the walks that led toward porch steps or the clotheslines  strung across the porches themselves. At this hour, at this time of morning, Stumptown could be anything one could imagine it to be.

         Ella heard the tinny scratch of “Carolina Moon” floating from the phonograph inside Fox Denton’s house on the other side of a dark stand of trees. She hummed along.

         “You going to stop in, say hello to Fox?” Violet asked. Ella smiled, quit her humming. “Ain’t you interested in making a friend?”

         “I got enough friends,” Ella said. “Too many, maybe.”

         Fox Denton, an old man who lived alone, was the only white resident of Stumptown aside from Ella and her four children. He worked as a machinist at Margrace Mill in Kings Mountain and never said a word to anyone, white or colored, but that didn’t keep Violet from teasing Ella every time they passed his house, which they did twelve times a week on their two-mile walk to and from the night shift at American Mill No. 2.

         “Just seems like you’d want to meet him after all this time,” Violet said.

         “I got enough friends,” Ella said again.

         “Ain’t none of them white.”

         “All of them poor though,” Ella said. “We got that in common.”

         “That’s true,” Violet said.

         They kept walking. The birds began to move through the trees on either side of the lane. Fox Denton’s music came from behind them now. Ella cocked her ear to listen, found that she could no longer hear the song although she still felt it. She closed her eyes, opened them slowly, sang:

         
            
               
                  Carolina moon keep shining,

                  Shining on the one who waits for me.

                  Carolina moon I’m pining,

                  Pining for the place I long to be.

               

            

         

         She stopped singing. The women kept walking. Neither of them spoke.

         “Ain’t nobody waiting for me,” Violet finally said. “Nobody but the bill collector.”

         “I know that’s right,” Ella said.

         “You write any new songs?” Violet asked.

         “I been working on one.”

         “What’s it about?”

         Ella smiled, said, “It’s about this shit life we’re living.”

         Violet laughed. “Sounds pretty,” she said. Then she said, “You could make a few dollars.”

         “Come on.”

         “I’m serious,” she said. “I’ve told you, you can sing, girl. You know they got people over in Charlotte that’ll pay twenty dollars for a hillbilly record.”

         “I ain’t no hillbilly,” Ella said. “Not no more.”

         “Millbilly then,” Violet said. “Call yourself whatever you want. Just get over there and get yourself paid.”

         “We’ll see,” Ella said.

         They stopped in front of the cabin where Violet lived with her mother and her younger sister Iva.

         “Wait here,” Violet said. “I’ll be right back.”

         “You think it’ll help her?”

         “I wouldn’t give it to you if I didn’t,” Violet said. “And you better hope something helps. You can’t miss no more work.”

         “I can’t lose another baby either,” Ella said. “I asked Dobbins to put me on days so I could take care of Rose at night, but he won’t do it. I told Goldberg’s brother too. Something’s got to change.”

         “I’ll be right back,” Violet said. “I got to be quiet. They’re still asleep.”

         Ella watched Violet walk up the porch steps and disappear inside the tiny cabin. A weak light came from inside. 

         Violet was twenty-five, unmarried, and without children. Her sister Iva was twelve years old and as close to a daughter as Violet would have unless she had one of her own, but Ella knew that a sister was no substitute for a being who was born of your own body. Violet was Ella’s best friend, but that didn’t mean Violet could understand what it was to lose a child and then fear that you might lose another.

         Ella waited for Violet to return, and while she waited she thought about death: her children’s, her own. She assumed and assumed correctly that she had more life behind her than she had ahead, and when she tossed that thought around in her mind she saw the faces of her four living children and imagined their world without her in it. So far, only one child, two-year-old Willie, had died and slipped from her life forever, and it was hard for her to imagine that one day her children would think of the final act of slipping away from life when they thought of her.

         Ella and John had buried Willie ten miles east, in Ranlo, because they’d been living there and working at the Rex Spinning Company when he died. They’d buried him in the municipal cemetery because they had not belonged to a church and no church had offered a piece of earth in which to place the tiny pine coffin.

         It had been five years since Willie’s death, but Ella still traveled to the cemetery at least once a month on her Sundays off. She and John had not been able to afford a tombstone, so John had chiseled the letter W on a field rock and placed it at the head of the grave. Ella had maintained it since, sweeping it clean, dressing it with what she could find, what she could afford.

         That fall she had set aside what little money she could in the hopes of buying one of the felt poinsettias she’d seen in the window at Falls Hardware in downtown Bessemer City. She finally purchased one before her shift on a Saturday afternoon, three days before Christmas. The next morning she walked and hitched to Ranlo with the felt flower wrapped in tissue paper and a shiny new baseball in her  coat pocket. Willie had died too young for Ella to know for certain whether he loved baseball, but his older brother Otis loved it more than anything on earth, so Ella figured that Willie would’ve loved it too. She’d done everything she could to keep Otis from finding the baseball after she’d bought it, went so far as to wrap it in oilcloth and hide it up under the cabin’s eaves, where she prayed it wouldn’t get wet or loose itself and fall to the ground.

         The Sunday she’d visited the cemetery had been unseasonably warm, and she’d removed John’s old jacket and left it on a bench while she picked weeds and used her hands to sweep the field rock. After that she spent close to an hour arranging and rearranging the poinsettia and the baseball on a cleared patch of dirt in front of the rock. She’d brought along a small glass jar to house the flower, but the jar just seemed to swallow it instead, and so she decided to curl the poinsettia’s metal stem around the baseball to keep it from rolling away, the felt flower peeking out above the white leather like a red burst of sun.

         The weather had changed by the time she returned to the cemetery a few weeks later in January. The sky had spit snow all night long but had stopped near dawn, and only an inch or so remained when Ella arrived in Ranlo. Her footprints were the first set of tracks in the cemetery, and she looked forward to seeing the red flare of felt against the snow-covered ground. But when she arrived at Willie’s graveside she found that the poinsettia and the baseball were gone. She stood there for a moment, staring down at the hump on the ground where the field rock lay covered in snow. She looked around at the other graves, searching each one for a flash of red, for a glimmer of the baseball’s bright white leather. She turned and saw the tracks she’d left on her way in, retraced them in her mind, came to terms with the fact that the snow had not caused her to lose her way. Although Ella knew that it was Willie’s grave that she stood before, that did not stop her from kneeling and brushing the snow away and using her finger to trace the chiseled W in the cold stone. She ran her  hands through the snowy grass, hoping to find what she knew for certain was not there.

         She stood, turned around, walked beside the footprints she’d just made. The caretaker’s tiny shack sat by the cemetery’s entrance, a thin wisp of smoke slipping from its chimney. She knocked on the door and waited, listened for a moment, knocked again. Inside there was the crash of something metal falling to the floor. The sound was followed by mumbled words of frustration that Ella wasn’t able to discern.

         The door swung open, revealed an old man in spectacles and long underwear. He squinted into the sunlight and buttoned a denim coat over his chest, did his best to part his thin, white hair with his long, crooked fingers.

         “Yes, ma’am?” he said.

         Ella looked at the old man, and then she turned and looked back in the direction of Willie’s grave, hoping again that she had made some kind of mistake, that the poinsettia and the baseball hid somewhere out there in the snow, waiting for her to find them. The man straightened his spectacles, folded his arms across his chest, and tucked his hands under his armpits to keep them warm.

         “My son’s grave’s been robbed,” she said.

         “Ma’am?” His eyes went wide, the blue pupils smoky with cataract.

         “Somebody stole things off his grave,” she said. “I need to know what happened to them.”

         The old man turned his head so that his right ear was closer to Ella. She realized that he could not hear well, and she repeated what she’d just said.

         “Oh,” he said. “Scared me. I thought you meant his grave was dug up.” He smiled as if the fact that such a ghastly violation had not occurred should serve as the end of the matter.

         “A felt poinsettia,” Ella said. “And a baseball. They’ve been stolen.”

         “I clear all the graves after the New Year, ma’am,” he said. “Always have.” He sniffed, scratched at the side of his nose. 

         “But they cost me a lot of money,” Ella said.

         “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said. “That’s the rules.”

         “Nobody told me the rules.”

         “Well, I’m sorry, but that’s the rules.”

         “What did you do with them?”

         “The rules?”

         “No,” Ella said. “My son’s things. What did you do with them?”

         “I probably threw them away, ma’am.”

         She knew he was lying, knew that he’d probably sold them for much less money than it had taken her months to save. Something broke loose inside Ella’s chest, and she fought the urge to cry out. When she turned and looked back over the graves it seemed as if the world had turned with her, and she feared that she might collapse from the dizziness of it.

         “Everything?” she asked. “You just throw everything away.”

         The old man sighed and peered into the shack behind him. “You can come back here and look,” he said. “See if you can find what you’re looking for. I doubt it’s here, but you can look.”

         As soon as Ella stepped through the door of the tiny shack, she knew that the old man had long been a tenant of the tiny shack and would no doubt die inside its walls. It was heated to stifling and reeked of sweat, urine, and some kind of liniment. A metal cot sat in front of a sooty stove, where a fire licked at the grate. Rotting books and newspapers and circulars were stacked waist-high against the walls. Ella followed the old man past the stove into a tiny storeroom full of tools and equipment. Wooden shelves hemmed them in on either side and housed all manner of things: crucifixes, dolls, placards, faded artificial flowers. Ella was hardly inside the storeroom when she knew for certain that Willie’s poinsettia and baseball were not among these things, but she looked anyway, took her time and pored over each article as if it might morph into a thing she recognized.

         She finally selected a red, water-damaged paper carnation that  looked nothing like the felt poinsettia that had cost her a day’s pay, but still she closed her hand around it and slipped it into the side pocket of John’s old coat. The man’s eyes followed her as if he knew that the flower she’d taken was not the one she’d described, but neither of them said a word by way of explanation or conjecture.

         Ella left the storeroom, was halfway across the old man’s living quarters when she heard him call to her. She turned and saw that he was on his knees, his hands feeling around for something tucked into the filth beneath his cot. She watched him until he found what he’d been looking for. He stood and held something out to her: an old baseball, oil-stained and swollen, riddled with what appeared to be teeth marks from a dog.

         “I imagine it ain’t as nice as the one you’re looking for, but it’s yours if you want it,” the old man said. “I’m awful sorry.”

         Ella nodded, took the baseball, surprised by how heavy and large it felt in her hand after the memory of the fresh, unused ball she’d purchased for Willie.

         Once she was outside she did not look back toward Willie’s grave. She went left instead and followed the path out of the cemetery’s gates. There were no cars on the road, everyone either at church or at home because of the snow. Ella had walked only a mile when she found herself standing beneath the snow-dusted boughs of a pine tree, her chest heaving in sobs. She held her hands over her eyes, caught the reek of the old man’s shack where it had infused itself into the baseball he’d just given her. She sniffed, wiped at her nose, blinked warm tears from her eyes.

         She hadn’t told her children about the poinsettia or the new baseball, and she decided that she’d give the old man’s ball to Otis as soon as she arrived home. It was as nice or nicer than any baseball Otis had ever owned, and she found herself thinking, Something, something will come of this. It was not the waste that it now seems. But even as her mind said this, she found herself pulling back her arm and pausing for just a moment before throwing the baseball as far  into the woods as she could. She removed the paper carnation from her pocket, tore it apart in her hands, the paper disintegrating like a dead leaf. She opened her palms and watched the tiny scraps of red paper fall onto the snow. She didn’t want charity or kindness or relief or pity. All she wanted was what she’d worked for.

         She stared down at what was left of the carnation, her body registering the anger and humiliation and pain as they left her as slowly as an extinguished fire leaves a room so it may be reclaimed by the cold. Her breathing slowed, lifted like steam in the frigid air.

         This is fitting, she’d thought. This is what happens. The cemetery is where you leave things behind. You aren’t supposed to go home with anyone in your arms or anything in your pockets.

         
            *

         

         THE LIGHT INSIDE Violet’s cabin winked off, and Violet opened the door and stepped out onto the porch. The morning had brightened in the short time Ella had been waiting, and she could see Violet clearly as she walked toward her across the neatly kept yard, the dirt walk swept smooth and clean, the clumps of flowers that lined it damp with dew and glimmering against the morning. Violet’s body seemed to hum in the soft light. She held a Mason jar in each hand. She stopped where the grassy yard turned to muddy gravel and offered Ella one of the jars.

         “This one’s honey,” she said. She offered the other. “And this one’s whiskey and a little something else.”

         “What else?” Ella asked.

         Violet smiled. “An old Stumptown secret.”

         “Mother used to give my brother and me ginger and moonshine,” Ella said. “Horehound candy if she could find it.”

         “Well, you ain’t no hillbilly no more, remember?”

         “Yes,” Ella said. She smiled. “I remember.”

         “You still thinking about going to that rally in Gastonia today?” Violet asked. 

         “Only if Rose is better when I get home,” Ella said. “I can’t leave her here sick on my only day off.”

         “I can look after them,” Violet said.

         “I was hoping you’d go with me,” Ella said. “Could use the company.”

         “Girl, you trying to get me killed? Ain’t no way that many white folks going to welcome a colored girl from Stumptown.”

         Ella considered removing the crumpled union leaflet from her pocket and holding it before Violet’s eyes, jabbing her finger at its demand of “Equal Work for Equal Pay.” Instead, she said, “I heard the union says white and colored are the same.”

         Violet snorted. “So? So what? Saying it and meaning it are different things.”

         “It’s still something to say it,” Ella said. “No white folks around here say it but me.”

         “What’s Dobbins going to think about you missing last night’s shift and then joining the union?”

         “I didn’t have no choice about missing that shift,” Ella said. “I might not have a choice about the union either.”

         “What’s Charlie going to think?”

         “You know Charlie,” Ella said.

         “Everybody knows a man like Charlie,” Violet said. She shook her head, gestured toward Ella’s belly. “You ain’t told him yet, have you?”

         Although she held the Mason jars, Ella’s hands instinctively moved toward her flat stomach. The whiskey splashed inside the glass. “No,” she said, “I ain’t told him. I don’t know for sure yet.”

         “You’re pregnant, girl,” Violet said. “Any fool can look at you and tell that, but I guess Charlie ain’t just any kind of fool. He’s a special kind.”

         “I’ll tell him when the time’s right.” She turned away from Violet, stepped onto the road.

         Violet called after her. “Better tell him soon. Time ain’t never right for a man like Charlie.” 

         Ella walked on. The sky lightened above her while the air around her cooled. She descended the road toward the end of the lane where her cabin sat. Sleep clung to her bones like a heavy coat that pulled her toward the earth. Behind the cabin, willow trees hid a spring-fed pond, and Ella could always feel and smell the water before taking the last bend in the road and seeing the clapboard shack where she and her children lived. She took the steps as quietly as she could and opened the cabin’s door, stepped over the pallets where her children lay sleeping in the front room.

         Ella bent at the knees, lowered herself to the floor. She covered Rose’s foot, tucked the blanket around it. Outside, birds stirred in the trees as morning broke over Stumptown. The only sound inside the cabin was Rose’s raspy, labored breathing. Ella brushed the girl’s hair from her forehead, gently placed her hand over it. The fever had passed. Ella closed her eyes, allowed herself a quiet sigh.

         When she opened her eyes she saw that Lilly had been watching her. Ella smiled. Lilly smiled back.

         “Hey,” Ella whispered.

         “Hey,” Lilly whispered back.

         “How was she last night?”

         “She coughed a lot, but she didn’t have no fever.”

         “Not now either,” Ella said.

         “Good.”

         “Did you sleep?”

         Lilly nodded her head. Yawned.

         “Good,” Ella said. “See if you can sleep a little longer.” She reached into her pocket and showed Lilly the jars of honey and whiskey. “Got this from Violet. She says it’ll fix a cough. I’ll mix it up and leave it by the stove. Give it to her when she wakes up: just two spoonfuls. She ain’t going to like it, but make sure she takes it. There’ll be something for you to eat too.”

         Lilly nodded her head again, watched Ella as she got to her feet.  Ella stared down at her daughter for a moment, saw her ex-husband’s thin nose and light blond hair. The girl was beautiful, sweet, in spite of looking like John.

         “See if you can sleep a little longer,” Ella said again.

         Ella made a fire and fried a piece of fatback. It would cool in time for Lilly to wake and feed the children. She looked to find four day-old biscuits waiting in the cold oven. She mixed a little of the whiskey into the honey, left it on the stove. She put the jar of whiskey back into her pocket.

         In the back room Ella closed the door and latched it behind her. The room was dark, this half of the cabin shrouded in the shadows of the trees that hung above it, but there was light enough to see the outline of a body beneath the thin blanket atop the skid. The window by her bed was open, and she could hear the spring babbling in the woods.

         “I know you ain’t sleeping,” she said. She kicked off her shoes and stepped barefoot onto the cool floor. She slipped her dress over her head. “I know you been out there somewhere all night, barely beat me here.”

         Charlie sat up in bed and looked at her.

         “I run on winged feet,” he whispered. “Like Cupid.”

         “Cupid’s got wings on his back.”

         “I got two sets, girl,” he said. “That’s how come I’m so fast.”

         “I need to start locking my window,” she said.

         “I’d just come down that chimney like Santy Claus.”

         She stifled a laugh, covered her mouth so she wouldn’t wake the children.

         “You’d better bring presents if you come down that chimney,” she said.

         “I will,” Charlie said.

         “I don’t got a chimney.”

         “Then you’d better leave this window unlocked.” 

         
            *

         

         THE FIRST TIME Ella had ever laid eyes on Charlie Shope was back in February when he’d catcalled her from the back of a Model T flatbed as it rumbled past on the Kings Mountain Highway. She and Violet had been crossing the field that separated Stumptown from Bessemer City on their way to work the night shift. The weather was cold and damp. The sky was white. The man’s legs were covered over with a blanket. His feet dangled off the back of the truck. A battered suitcase sat beside him. An old guitar rested on his lap. Ella and Violet watched him get smaller and smaller as the distance between them and the truck grew. He tipped his hat and blew a kiss, and then he was gone.

         They walked in silence for a moment.

         “What in the hell was that?” Ella had finally said.

         “That was a white man in a truck,” Violet said.

         “I know that,” Ella said. “Who’s he think he’s whistling at?”

         “You, white girl.” Violet forced out a laugh. “You think he was hollering at me? Shoot.”

         Violet had stopped walking, had stared at Ella. Then she looked behind her in the direction of Stumptown. A few roofs were visible on the far side of the hill. She looked toward the forest on their right, the leafless trees wispy in the distance. Then she turned her eyes to the road where the truck had just passed. The air was cold. It smelled of wood smoke. Their noses ran.

         “What in the world else was he whistling at?” Violet asked. She took a handkerchief from her pocket, blew into it.

         “I don’t care,” Ella said. “I just mind my own business.”

         Violet smiled, put the handkerchief back inside her pocket.

         “Come on, girl,” she’d said. “We’re going to be late. Neither one of us can afford that. This world ain’t going to pay you in whistles.”

         The second time Ella saw Charlie Shope was the very next night, in the spinning room at the mill. He sidled up to her where she stood on the line, took off his hat, and held it over his heart. He was small, not much taller than her. 

         “I seen you yesterday,” he said, his voice barely reaching her over the noise of the machines. “Crossing the field with that colored girl.”

         Ella acted like she didn’t hear him. She kept her eyes on the strands as they coiled around the bobbins. He leaned toward her, cupped a hand around his mouth.

         “I seen you yesterday!” he hollered. Ella looked up as if she’d just realized that someone had spoken to her.

         “Yeah?” she said. “You saw me? Good for you.”

         “Yeah,” he said. “You seen me?”

         Ella looked at his sweaty brown hair, his ruddy face, the gap between his front teeth when he smiled.

         “Where do you work?” she asked.

         He stood up as straight as he could. “Down in the carding room for now.”

         She shook her head, allowed her face to register a smile. The doffer boy came through, and she and Charlie both stepped back as he lifted the full bobbins from the spinners and replaced them with empty spindles. Ella moved quickly behind him, fixing the strands to the bobbins. Charlie followed her.

         “I’m just in the carding room for now,” he said.

         “What’s ‘for now’?” she asked.

         “The carding room,” he said. “I’ll be weaving here soon, and I make most of my money with my guitar anyway.”

         “Okay,” she said.

         He stopped following behind her, asked, “Did you see me out there on the road yesterday or not?”

         “If I seen you I don’t remember it,” she said. “And if I remember you I done forgot you already.”

         “That’s okay,” he said. “We got all the time in the world to get acquainted. I’m going to marry you.”

         Ella laughed and looked over at him again, noted the greasy cowlick he’d smeared down on his forehead. 

         “I already had me one husband,” she said. “Took me ten years to run him off. I ain’t got that kind of time anymore.”

         “All right, honey,” he said.

         She fought another smile.

         “Heard Dobbins is heading this way,” she said. “You better go on. You don’t want to get fired your first night in the carding room, especially when you ain’t even in the carding room.”

         “Hell,” he said, “it’d be worth it if you keep talking. What’s your name?”

         “Busy,” she said.

         “Okay, Busy,” he said. “I’m Charlie. Charlie Shope. But here soon you’ll just be calling me sweetheart.”

         The third time she’d laid eyes on him was five nights later, when his face appeared on the other side of a row of spinners.

         “When do you go on break?” he’d hollered.

         “No time soon,” Ella said. She moved down, kept her eyes on her work. He followed her on the other side.

         “I’m serious,” Charlie said. “When?”

         Ella stopped working, looked up at him. He smiled. “I get fifteen minutes at ten P.M.,” she said. She went back to her work.

         “Perfect,” Charlie said. “You know Mose?” he’d asked. “The old colored man down in the opening room?”

         “I seen him before,” Ella said.

         “I spent all week saving up a quarter dollar for him to go outside for a smoke and a nip with the boys.”

         Ella laughed, said, “Takes a disciplined man to save that much money.”

         “You can tease,” he said, “but at ten P.M. the clock’ll start ticking on that quarter.”

         A few minutes after 10 P.M. she found him in a dark corner of the opening room, hunkered down between huge mounds of raw cotton. He stood when he saw her, and then he smiled and let his body fall backward and disappear into the white fluff. 

         “You’ve never experienced such comfort,” he said. Ella could barely see him in the near dark. Just a shadowed space with eyes and teeth sunk into all that whiteness. She laughed when he coughed, picked a stem from his mouth, flicked it toward the floor. He reached up for her and she took his hand, allowed herself to be pulled toward him, allowed him to kiss her, to run his hands up and down her back, through her hair, but she laughed and pushed his fingers away each time they fondled the buttons on her dress.

         Afterward he climbed out of the cotton and lit a cigarette. He drew on it and then held it out to her. She stood and dusted the cotton from her dress and smoothed back her hair, pinned it into a bob at the nape of her neck.

         “You ain’t supposed to smoke in here,” Ella said.

         Charlie laughed, took another drag. “You ain’t supposed to kiss on strangers in here either.”

         “I suspected you for a rule breaker first time I seen you,” she said.

         “See,” he said. “I knew you’d seen me.”

         “I just remember some hobo whistling like a fool from the back of a truck.”

         He reached out and brushed the cotton lint from her dark hair.

         “You’re pretty,” he said.

         “And you’re a damn liar.”

         He laughed. “You’re sweet too.”

         “And you’re a damn liar,” she’d said again.

         
            *

         

         ELLA WOKE TO the sounds of her children’s feet moving across the floor in the other room. She’d dozed a little after climbing into bed beside Charlie, but her body had not released itself into sleep. She heard Lilly at the stove, heard her hush the children while serving the fatback and biscuits. She heard Rose cough, heard Lilly say, “Take this,” followed by Rose’s whimper and the sound of the spoon scraping honey from the glass. 

         She slipped out of the bed and opened the door and stepped into the front room in her bare feet. The children all sat on their pallets eating biscuits and gnawing on the tough strips of fatback. They looked up at her.

         “Hey, babies,” she said.

         Wink cooed and waved both hands at her, a stream of drool spinning from his lip like the beginnings of a spider web. He reached for Otis’s shoulder and tried to pull himself up, but he fell and rolled backward onto the quilts. They all laughed. Ella sat down beside Otis and picked up Wink, set him in her lap. She rubbed her nose against his head, felt the soft fuzz of his hair on her lips, looked down at his grasping baby hands. She touched Rose’s face, felt the fatback grease on the little girl’s lips, used her thumb to wipe it away. Rose leaned away from her.

         “How you feeling?” Ella asked.

         “Happy,” Rose said, which was what she always said unless she felt sad.

         “I’m happy that you’re happy,” Ella said. She touched Rose’s face again, and the girl allowed herself to be touched. Ella cupped her cheek.

         “When you leaving?” Lilly asked. She used biscuit crumbs and sopped up the little bit of grease on her plate that was left behind by the small piece of fatback she’d allowed herself.

         Ella sighed, let her lips brush Wink’s hair again. She inhaled, breathed in the scent of his babyness. “Here soon,” she said.

         “Where you going?” Otis asked.

         “Gastonia,” Ella said.

         “Why?” he asked.

         “Different reasons,” she said. “Work. Money. Different reasons.”

         “Can I go?”

         “No,” she said. “You stay here. Help your sister with these babies.”

         “No baby,” Rose said.

         “That’s right,” Ella said. “You’re a big girl.” She lifted Wink into  the air and bounced him up and down. He laughed. “I’ve only got one baby left. The rest of y’all are grown.”

         She helped the children get dressed in the nicest, cleanest clothes they could find. Otis sensed the reason why.

         “We going to church?” he asked.

         “Violet’s going to take you with them,” Ella said. “And then you’re having lunch at their house. Probably a ham or a chicken. Something better than this old fatback.”

         “They don’t do nothing but sing in that church,” Otis said.

         “If singing’s all I had to do to have myself some ham and chicken I’d consider myself a lucky boy,” Ella said.

         Lilly picked up Wink. Ella kissed them all, pulled them to her. She watched as they went out the door, and she listened to the sound of their feet going down the steps.

         She went back into the other room and sat down on the edge of the bed. She closed her eyes. Exhaustion crept over her body like a fog. Charlie stirred beside her as soon as she lay down. Her back was to him, but she knew he was awake and staring at the back of her head.

         “You ain’t still thinking about going to that rally today?” he asked, his question more of a statement than a query. His warm breath was in her hair, on the back of her neck.

         “Sunday’s my day off,” she said. “I reckon I can go where I want.”

         He sighed.

         “What do you want with a bunch of communists?” he asked. “Governor already called in the National Guard. Beat up a whole bunch of people. That strike won’t get you nothing but killed.”

         She pictured Rose’s tiny feet and skinny ankles sticking out from beneath the blanket that morning. She thought of how Wink had cried when her milk dried up when he was just three months old. She thought of the biscuit crumbs sitting in the empty pan atop the stove, the fatback’s grease the only thing left behind in the skillet, the apple and half sandwich Goldberg’s brother had thrown away before her  eyes. Her nine-dollar pay wasn’t coming until Friday, and most of it already gone to rent and store credit.

         “Well, I reckon me and these babies are going to die if we keep living this way,” she said. “So what’s it matter?”

         “It matters to me,” he said.

         She kicked off the sheet, sat on the side of the bed, turned toward him. “What should I do, Charlie? Wait on you to bring it home? You can’t even keep a damn job.”

         “You know millwork ain’t my thing.”

         She laughed, looked toward the window, put her elbows on her knees and her face in her hands. “It ain’t my thing either, Charlie. If you got something else in mind for me to do, then tell me, and I’ll do it. Otherwise, this union’s my last chance.”

         “I don’t want a girl of mine out there running around with a bunch of Yankee reds.”

         “Well, I ain’t yours,” she said. She looked up, folded her arms across her knees. “And this ain’t your bed or your house neither. If you think any different I reckon it’s time you move on.”

         She heard his hand slip from beneath the sheet. Instead of closing her eyes, she stared at the wall where the light moved across it. She was prepared for a slap or a punch, so it was only the surprise of his hand reaching around her to caress her belly that made her flinch.

         “Come on,” he said, “you’re my girl.”

         Ella wasn’t afraid of him any more than he was afraid of her. They’d gone at it before. He’d hit her. She’d hit him. Two weeks ago he’d shown up drunk in the middle of the night, looking for her ex-husband, a man she hadn’t seen in over a year. Charlie had pulled a knife on her when she’d come outside, and she’d chased him off into the woods. Charlie was the kind of man to which nothing good could happen. He was a rough sort. She knew that she was a rough sort too, but she worked hard and took care of her children, and she deserved some measure of softness, a moment of kindness, to be touched softly and kindly every now and then: Charlie Shope  was the only measure of those things that she could find. They were both nearing thirty, both mired down in the kind of poverty they’d never see the end of. She’d been married before—she reckoned she still was—and she had four children she’d managed to keep alive.

         Charlie’s finger traced a circle around her navel as if branding her, and she thought of the tiny life taking root on the other side of his touch.

         “You’re my girl,” he said again.

         “I’m nobody’s,” she said.

         “Come on,” he said, “sing me a song.”

         “I’d rather you just get the hell out of my house,” she said, but even as she said it she knew it wasn’t much of a house: more like a two-room shack with a cookstove over in one corner of the crowded front room. In the chilly back room there was nothing but a low skid and a window always left unlocked unless she was mad. No, it wasn’t much of a house, but it was hers as long as she could make rent. That was something to be proud of.

         “Did you know the communists think whites and coloreds are the same?” he asked.

         “I know we’re all poor, if that counts for anything,” she said. She stood from the bed, curled her toes into fists. “And I work with coloreds, and you used to. And you go to them for liquor and who knows what else.”

         “It ain’t the same,” he said. “It ain’t the same as believing it.”

         “Well, I got to believe in something,” she said. “Might as well believe in the union.”

         “Union ain’t going to save you,” he said. “There ain’t no kind of life in these mills.” He leaned on his elbow and propped his chin on his fist. He watched her dress. “Music’s how I’m going to make my name.”

         She smiled, laughed just so he’d hear it.

         “Keep on,” he said. “You’ll see. You won’t catch me running around with communists. And you won’t catch me making the rich man richer by working in his mill.” 

         “If we could all just make the big bucks strumming an old guitar like you, Charlie, we’d close the mills down, wouldn’t we?”

         “Keep on,” he said again, “but I’m telling you, your voice and my music, we could make a damn sight of money. Leave this old place, go to Nashville.”

         “I ain’t going to Tennessee,” she said. “I ain’t crossing those mountains again.”

         “St. Louis then,” he said. “Hell, anywhere but Bessemer City, North Carolina.”

         She pulled her dress over her head and stepped into her shoes and cinched the buckles. He watched her until she picked up his overalls from the floor and tossed them at him where he lay. He dodged her throw, and his overalls sailed over his head and fell to the floor on the other side of the bed. He pointed to his guitar where it rested against the wall in the corner of the room.

         “Let’s play something,” he said.

         She picked up the guitar by its neck and raised the window. Charlie watched her from the bed. She leaned out the window and lowered the guitar until she felt it touch the earth. She dropped it with a hollow thud.

         “That’s just being ugly,” he said. “Ain’t no reason to be ugly.”

         
            *

         

         A FEW HOURS later, Ella stood alone at the crossroads of West Virginia Avenue on the edge of downtown Bessemer City. The sun shone directly overhead. There were no clouds. The American Mill sat just one block over, and she couldn’t help but wonder what Goldberg’s brother would think if he happened to drive by and see her standing in the sun on the side of the road waiting for a group of strikers to take her to Gastonia. She doubted that he’d even recognize her, although he’d just seen her the day before. On the other hand, Dobbins would know her for sure. She’d be fired for even thinking of attending a union meeting. 

         She stepped away from the road and stood in the shaded, high grass beneath the trees. It was spring, and it felt like spring. The limbs above her were thick with bright green leaves. Ribbons of wisteria twined through the branches, the heavy fragrance mingling with the damp, musky scent of the wet earth. Across the street, clumps of azaleas lined the road into downtown, the pink and purple flowers already beginning to wilt. The sight of the withering blooms and the scents of wisteria and mud laid a delicate finger upon Ella’s memory. Something stirred inside her as if attempting to fire a childhood recollection, perhaps something she’d promised herself she would never forget. She closed her eyes, breathed deeply, took in the scents, but all she could think of was what might happen next, and she could not uncover the shadow of nostalgia that lurked in the corner of her mind.

         Instead, she thought again of Mr. Musical and the week she and her brother Wesley had spent sitting side by side on a weathered wooden bench in the small, hot schoolhouse, the schoolmaster scrawling numbers and figures on a dusty chalkboard. Ella’s own life had been a series of additions and subtractions, and she wondered how Mr. Musical would condense it all into some kind of equation that would make sense to her six-year-old self: her childhood minus her father’s failure as a tenant farmer equaled the family’s move to the smoky lumber camps deep in the Blue Ridge. More minuses: Wesley’s leaving for Detroit; the flu that killed her mother, followed so quickly by her father’s death from a falling tree. Those minuses equaled her all alone at sixteen standing in the train station in Bryson City, where she somehow added John Wiggins when she was supposed to have added a ticket north to a life with Wesley and his wife like he had promised in his letters.

         In her mind, the equation of her life spread across the chalkboard, more minuses than pluses, more losses than gains. Her and John’s move from the mountains to the tiny town of Cowpens, South Carolina, and her first job in a textile mill coupled with the plus of  Lilly’s birth, another plus almost two years later when Otis arrived just as they had to move again, this time to the scarred, ruddy soil and lint-heavy air of Gaston County, where her losses had racked up so quickly and so painfully in so few years. All this time and all this traveling made Ella feel as if years and years had somehow slipped by without her having the chance to count them or even mark them as they passed. She’d been swept along in a current that she could not control, and all of it had brought her here to Charlie, to the American Mill, to the union leaflet in her pocket, to this new life growing inside her. She thought about what Charlie had said that morning, about how the strike might get her nothing but killed. He might have been right, but she might have been right too. She would die if she carried on this way, and then where would her children be? She’d already lost Willie, and she knew that her unborn baby wouldn’t have any better chance than the others had had.

         She heard the sound of an automobile and stepped toward the road. An old truck passed. Three colored boys wearing nothing but overalls sat in the back, the oldest one holding a fishing pole. The youngest boy waved. Ella waved back. The other two boys did the same. She watched the truck until it rounded the bend in the road that led toward Stumptown.

         If she left now and returned home, she’d catch her children right as the church doors opened. Maybe they’d go down to Violet’s house for something to eat. Or maybe Charlie would come over and sit on her porch and strum his guitar and they would sing something together. Lilly and Iva and Rose would trade the stuffed dolls they’d made from old stockings. Otis would disappear into the dark woods and come back an hour later with wet clothes. Wink would sit right there on Ella’s lap and take it all in.

         She turned to her right and looked down the road that led to Gastonia and the uncertainty of the strike. She could go or not go. Those were her only two choices, but, in that moment, neither of them seemed any good. 

         That’s when she saw it: the specter of the huge black truck belching smoke above the eastern horizon. Once she’d seen it she couldn’t look away. She feared it might be a nightmare vision that her sleeping self had sent to her by way of warning.

         As it drew closer, Ella saw the faces of two women peer at her from behind the dirty windshield. The truck creaked to a stop at the crossroads, lurched forward, and stopped again. Its engine shook the ground. The driver, a girl who didn’t appear a day older than fifteen, opened the door and looked out at Ella where she stood on the side of the road.

         “You waiting for a ride?” the girl asked. She had olive skin and dark eyes, thick, wavy, brown hair, and an accent Ella had never heard before. She wondered if the girl came from another country.

         “I’m heading to Gastonia,” Ella said.

         “For the rally?” the girl asked.

         Ella nodded. A woman in the passenger’s seat leaned across the driver and looked down at Ella. Her pale face was thin and pinched, her hair tucked up under a bell-shaped hat. She could’ve been thirty or sixty.

         “At which mill do you work?” the woman asked. She was from the North.

         “American,” Ella said.

         “Which one?” the northerner asked.

         “Number Two.”

         The two women in the truck looked at one another. The younger one said something to the northerner that Ella couldn’t hear, and then she looked down the road in both directions as if hoping more people would materialize. She looked at Ella.

         “Where’s everybody at?” she asked.

         “I don’t know,” Ella said. “Church, maybe. Home. I don’t know.”

         “You ain’t got friends?” the girl asked.

         “I got a couple,” Ella said. 

         “You couldn’t bring none of them?”

         “I tried,” Ella said. “None of them were interested.”

         “You want to join the union?” the woman from the North asked.

         “I don’t know,” Ella said. “I figure on learning something about it first.”

         “You a capitalist?” the girl asked.

         Ella looked down at the clothes she wore: the same white dress she’d worn the day before, one of two she owned that didn’t embarrass her; the soles of her dusty black shoes caked in mud; her loose stockings, the hole in the left knee that the women couldn’t see. She looked up at the girl.

         “No,” she said. “I don’t have the cash money to be capital about nothing.”

         The girl smiled. She turned and looked at the passenger.

         “There’s room in the back,” the older woman said.

         “We’ve got a few more stops to make,” the girl said. “Pick up a few more interested parties. I just hope they got more friends than you.”

         Ella walked alongside the truck. High, wooden rails lined its bed. It gave the impression that a dog pen had been set down atop it.

         The truck was so tall, it wasn’t until Ella reached the open tailgate that she discovered that the truck’s bed was empty. She stood there a moment, the smoke and heat of the exhaust gathering about her. She considered whether or not to climb in, whether or not to go around to the driver and ask to ride in the cab with the two women. But the gears grinded and shifted, and the truck jolted forward. Ella reached up and grabbed the railing and pulled herself inside on her belly.

         The truck lurched through the crossroads, and Ella raised her eyes and looked up as she passed beneath the twining wisteria. She felt speed gather around her, knew that they were following the Kings Mountain Highway west in the direction from which she’d come. If she had stood and looked to the south, she could have seen the red mud road that led down into Stumptown, could have marked Fox  Denton’s crumbling shack as the truck passed by it. But she did not stand, and she did not look. Instead she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the rails.

         She waited until the truck had slowed and made a right turn that carried them north. Once she knew for certain that Bessemer City was behind her, she opened her eyes and stood and looked out over the roof of the truck at the road before her. The wind blew her hair back and made her eyes water. Tears streaked her cheeks. The wind wanted her to sit down, but she refused.
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GASTON TRANSOM-TIMES

THURSDAY, APRIL 4, 1929

Were you there, friends? Were you one of the patriotic, law-abiding
AMERICAN CITIZENS who witnessed mob rule at the Loray Mill
yesterday? Any man who loves this country and its one-hundred-and-
fifty-year history of FREEDOM could easily see the difference between our
STARS AND STRIPES and the bloody red flag of Communism, the flag
of the Bolshevists who want to destroy our government, the flag of anarchy,
the flag of dark Russia where men do not believe in religion or the sanc-
tity of marriage. PEOPLE OF GASTON COUNTY, WILL YOU ALLOW
FRED BEAL AND HIS MOSCOW ASSOCIATES TO SPREAD THE
DOCTRINES OF BOLSHEVISM ANYWHERE IN AMERICA AND
ESPECIALLY HERE IN OUR BELOVED NORTH CAROLINA?

Before Governor Max Gardener called in the National Guard yester-
day the mob at the Loray Mill ran wild in all of its fanged terror, ready
to harm, ready to kill, ready to destroy. Chief of Police Orville Aderholt
and his officers, who were few in number but loyal in their duty, had spent
hours trying to quell the mob. They maintained law and order as best
they could, but they were quickly overcome, for Fred Beal and his gang
had told the strikers to use violence, to attack the officers, to kill anyone
who stood in their way. The troops arrived, men who believe in liberty,
freedom, and our Constitutional government, and the mob saw it would be
defeated and dispersed.

WE ASK EVERY MAN AND WOMAN IN GASTON COUNTY TO
ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTION: WILL I ALLOW THESE
COMMUNISTS TO GAIN CONTROL OF GASTON COUNTY, THESE
COMMUNISTS LED BY MEN LIKE FRED BEAL WHO DO NOT
BELIEVE IN OUR GOD, OUR CONSTITUTION, OR OUR GOVERN-
MENT?

THE LORAY MILL STRIKE IS ABOUT MUCH MORE THAN A
FEW MEN ATTEMPTING TO JOIN A UNION FOR BETTER WAGES.
IT WAS NOT ORGANIZED FOR THAT REASON. IT WAS STARTED
TO MASK THE BOLSHEVISTS’ DESIRE TO OVERTHROW THE GOV-
ERNMENT AND DESTROY PROPERTY AND TO KILL, KILL, KILL.

THE TIME IS AT HAND FOR EVERY AMERICAN TO DO HIS
DUTY.

Advertisement Paid for by the Council of Concerned Citizens of Gaston County
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From New York Times bestselling author

WILEY CASH

BALLAD

‘A gorgeous, gut-wrenching novel.’

Ben Fountain, author of
Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk
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