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For my sisters, Laura Ly and Alyssa Cheng, and all the other fierce women who hold up the sky.
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Being nice is like leaving your door wide-open. Eventually, someone’s going to mosey in and steal your best hat. Me, I have only one hat and it is uglier than a smashed crow, so if someone stole it, the joke would be on their head, literally. Still, boundaries must be set. Especially boundaries over one’s worth.


Today I will demand a raise.


“You’re making that pavement twitchy the way you’re staring at it.” Robby Withers shines his smile on me. Ever since the traveling dentist who pulled Robby’s rotting molar told him he would lose more if he didn’t scrub his teeth regularly, he has brushed twice daily, and he expects me to do it, too.


“Pavement is underappreciated for all it does to smooth the way,” I tell his laughing eyes, which are brown like eagle’s feathers, same as his skin. “We should be more grateful.”


Robby gestures grandly at the ground. “Pavement, we’re much obliged, despite all the patty cakes we dump on you.” He pulls me away from a pile of manure. It was Robby’s mother who nursed me when I was a baby, God rest her soul. And it was she who told Old Gin about the secret basement under the print shop.


Whitehall Street, the “spine” of Atlanta, rises well above the treetops with her stately brick and imposing stone buildings— along with the occasional Victorian house that refuses to give up her seat at the table. Business is good here, and like the long-leaf pine forests, being burned by Sherman’s troops a quarter century ago only made the city grow back stronger.


“You look different today.” I pretend to appraise him from his cap to his tan trousers. “You forget something?” It is rare to see him without the mule and cart he uses as a deliveryman for Buxbaum’s Department Store.


“They’re down a clerk. Mr. Buxbaum’s letting me fill in until they find someone new.” He straightens his pin-striped jacket, though it’s already straight enough to measure with.


“You don’t say.” Mr. Buxbaum is popular among whites and colored alike, but hiring a colored clerk isn’t done in these parts.


“If I do a good job, maybe he’ll let me fill in on a more permanent basis.” He gives me a tight smile.


“If you don’t stick your foot out, you’ll never advance. You’d be perfect for the job. I myself am fixing to ask Mrs. English for a raise.”


He whistles, a short low sound. “If Mrs. English had any sense, she’d give it to you. Of course, common sense was never very common in these parts.”


I nod, a surge of righteous blood flooding my veins. Two years I have worked as a milliner’s assistant at the same wage of fifty cents a day. Measly. It is already 1890. Plus, Old Gin has lost too much weight, and I need to buy him medicine—not a booty ball or buckeye powder, but something legitimate. And legitimate costs money.


One of the newly electric streetcars approaches, bringing by an audience of Southerners in various stages of confusion at the sight of me. An Eastern face in Western clothes always sets the game wheels to spinning between curiosity and disapproval. Most of the time, the pointer lands on disapproval. I should charge them for the privilege of ogling me. Of course, I’d have to split the fee with Robby, whose six-foot height also draws attention, even as he keeps his eyes on the sidewalk.


He stops walking and squares his cap so that it’s flat enough to play chess on. “Here’s my stop. Good luck, Jo.”


“Thanks, but keep some for yourself.”


He winks, then slips down a narrow alley to use the back door to Buxbaum’s. Old Gin tells me things have changed for the worse since I was born. After good ol’ President Hayes returned the South to “home rule,” Dems told colored people they should use the back alleys from then on, which pretty much sums up everything.


Fluffing the sleeves of my russet dress, which have lost their puff and hang like a pair of deflated lungs, I carry myself a block farther to English’s Millinery. The shop stands between a candle maker and a seed store, meaning it can smell like a Catholic church or alfalfa, depending on which way the wind blows. This morning, however, the air is still too crisp to hold a scent. The picture windows are as clear as our Lord’s eyes— how I left them last night—with several mauve hats displayed. Mauve is having a moment.


Instead of going through the front, I also trek to the back entrance. Folks care less about which door Chinese people use nowadays, compared with when the laborers were shipped in to replace the field slaves after the war. Perhaps whites feel the same way about us as they do about ladybugs: A few are fine, but a swarm turns the stomach.


Three boxes have been left by the back door, and I gather them in my arms, then enter. The sight of Lizzie trying on the nearly finished “sensible” hat I’d been designing stops me in my tracks. What is she doing here so early? She barely traipses in at nine, when the shop opens, and it’s not even a quarter past eight.


“Good morning.” I set the boxes on our worktable, which is already weighed down with reams of felt. The broadsides for the charity horse race are barely dry, and orders are already flooding in. Fashion is supposed to rest on Lent, but God will surely make an exception for the event of the year. The proprietress will probably want me to stay late again or work during the lunch hour so she can sneak off to nip her coca cordial. Well, not without a raise, I won’t.


“Mrs. English wants to speak with you,” Lizzie says in her breathy voice. She smooths a hand down the rooster tail I’d pinned to the sensible hat with an eternity knot. Ringlets of strawberry-blond hair play peekaboo under the saucer brim.


I remove my floor-length cloak and black hat, one of the misfits that Mrs. English let me purchase at a discount, this one made possible through Lizzie’s clumsy hands. Then I tie on a lace apron.


The velvet curtain separating the store from the workroom jerks to one side, and Mrs. English bustles in. “There you are,” she says in her haughty schoolmarm’s voice.


I dust off my drab shop cap. “Good morning, ma’am. I had an idea. What if, instead of wearing these toadstools, we model our latest styles? See how fetching my sensible hat looks on Lizzie—”


Mrs. English frowns. “Put the toadstools on, both of you.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Lizzie and I say in unison. I slip my cap over my head. I should ask now, before she asks me to stay late, so my request does not appear a hair-trigger reaction. I wipe my palms on my skirt. “Mrs. English—”


“Jo, I will no longer be requiring your services.”


“I—” I clamp my mouth shut when her words catch up to me. No longer required . . . I’m . . . dismissed?


“I only need one shopgirl, and Lizzie will do.”


Lizzie draws in a sharp breath. Her normally sleepy eyes open wide enough to catch gnats.


“Lizzie, open the packages. I hope the new boater block’s in one of them.” Mrs. English wiggles her fingers.


“Yes, ma’am.” Drawers clatter as Lizzie rummages for a knife.


“B-but—” I turn my back on Lizzie and lower my pipes to a whisper. “Mrs. English, I trained her. I can felt a block twice as fast as her, I’m never late, and you said I have an eye for color.” I can’t lose this job. It took me almost two years to find steady work after my last dismissal, and Old Gin’s meager wage as a groom isn’t enough to sustain us both. We’d be back to living hand to mouth, tiptoeing on the edges of disaster. A bubble of hysteria works up my chest, but I slowly breathe it out.


At least we have a home. It’s dry, warm, and rent-free, one of the perks of living secretly in someone else’s basement. As long as you have a home, you have a place to plan and dream.


The woman sighs, something she does often. Her great bosom has a personality of its own, at times riding high, and at times twitchy and nervous, like when the mayor’s wife pays a visit. Today’s gusting tests the iron grip of her corset. Her rheumy eyes squint up at me towering over her. “You make some of the ladies uncomfortable.”


Each of the syllables slaps me on the cheeks, un-com-for-table, and mortification pours like molten iron from my face to my toes. But I’m good at my job. The solicitor’s wife even called the silk knots I tied for her bonnet “extraordinary.” So what about me causes such offense? I wash regularly with soap, even the parts that don’t show. I keep my black hair neatly braided and routinely scrub my teeth with a licorice root, thanks to Robby. I’m not sluggish like Lizzie or overbearing like Mrs. English. In fact, I’m the least offensive member of our crew.


“It’s because I’m . . .” My hand flies to my cheek, dusky and smooth as the Asian steppes.


“I know you can’t help it. It’s the lot you drew.” She matches her round eyes with mine, which are just as round, but taper at the outside corners. “But it’s not just that. You’re . . . a sauce-box.” She squints at my cap, and I regret calling it a toadstool. “You don’t know when to keep your opinions to yourself.”


She draws back her head, causing her neck to bunch. “Women want to be complimented. They do not want to be told they look washed-out, square in the jaw, or pie-faced.”


If a hat made me look pie-faced, I would certainly want to know before I purchased it. Lizzie routinely gives opinions. Just last week, she told a woman with a lumpy head that maybe she should give up wearing hats entirely. Mrs. English only smiled. I’m about to give my opinion of her opinion, but that would only prove her point. “I only wished to help them find the best fit.” I try to keep a tight grip on my indignation, but my voice trembles.


“Well, the simple fact is you are not the best fit here. Today will be your last day. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be. I am sure you will have no trouble getting a job as a lady’s maid or some such.”


A lady’s maid? I suck in my breath. Now, that would be a fall backward, not that someone like me can be choosy.


“Not a hatter’s apprentice, of course,” she jabs the pin in deeper. “I have already talked to the Sixteen, and they will not hire you.”


Despite being competitors, the sixteen milliners that dress Atlanta’s heads are tight as hatbands. Something bangs on the floor, but Lizzie’s apologies for dropping the boater block sound far away. I have been blacklisted. Servants are routinely blacklisted when their services come to an end, even when they have done nothing to deserve it, except working their fingers to the breaking point each day, coming in early, leaving late, cleaning up other people’s messes, painstakingly redoing their stitches. I can barely breathe. “B-but, I—”


“I can’t risk you spilling my secrets.”


The door chimes clang, and Mrs. English scurries back to the front.


Tears gather in my eyes, and I press my sleeves to them before they fall. And I had once thought Mrs. English kind for taking a chance on me.


The proprietress pokes her head back into the workroom. “Jo, a lady is asking for you.”


I swallow the lump in my throat. “Me?” No one has ever asked for me. And it’s a little early for customers.


“The precise words were ‘the Chinese girl,’ and so I had to give it my best shot. Don’t dawdle.”


I dry my face and follow her into the shop. On the other side of the oak counter stands a woman in a gray suit with a modest bustle and a white blouse with a high collar. Narrow shoulders slope into an equally narrow neck, a pointed chin, and high cheekbones. Her prematurely white hair is tied into a practical knot.


I gasp. It’s Mrs. Bell, my upstairs neighbor. Though we have kept our existence secret from the printer and his family, I have stolen glances at them through the print shop window. Her flannel-gray eyes spread over me, and I can almost hear the underground walls of our home caving in. Outside, a whip cracks. A mule brays, and the last of my hopes seem to stampede away.
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Dear Miss Sweetie,


Six months ago, a Jewish family moved in next door. These people do the oddest things: kissing scrolls in the doorway, building huts in their yards to “camp” in, singing gibberish words, and waving branches. It’s enough to shake the powder from my wig. How can we restore the quality of our neighborhood?


Sincerely,
Mr. and Mrs. Respectable


 


Dear Mr. and Mrs. Respectable,


You could move.


Sincerely,
Miss Sweetie
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“This is Mrs. Bell. Well, don’t just stand there. Speak, girl.” Mrs. English puts her fists on her hips. Even her bosom seems to glare at me, frozen in front of her. Has the woman come to have me arrested? If it were discovered that two Chinese people were squatting in her basement, we could be imprisoned or worse. In this part of the world, mobs form as easily and violently as cloudbusters.


“Ma’am, how do you do?” I force my face into something pleasant or, at least, less grim. Act natural. If she’s looking for the Chinese girl who’s been tunneling under her, she’s got the wrong one, never mind I’m the only one for miles and miles. My twitchy fingers pluck a fan from a basket. “Nice weather we’re having.”


Mrs. English snatches the fan and glares at me.


“Er, yes,” says Mrs. Bell, despite the gloom outside. Now that I am forced to face the woman, I have to admit, she appears more bemused than angry, her dark eyebrows steepling, her mouth halfway ajar. She unpins her hat from her head—a simple spooner in mourning-dove gray—and sets it on the counter. “I have been admiring the knot embellishment on my friend’s hat, and she said it was made by the Chinese girl who works here.”


The solicitor’s wife? I stop fidgeting. Perhaps our residence is still a secret.


Mrs. Bell gestures at her hat. “I was hoping you could do the same for me.”


Mrs. English clears her throat. “Actually, she is busy.” Her eyes flit to a familiar folder beside the cash register. “We’re taking inventory today.”


My jaw grinds. That tedious chore is typically done on Friday, but she’s trying to get her money’s worth out of my last day. Lizzie never gets the numbers to come out right.


“But,” she adds, “I would be happy to assist you myself.”


Mrs. Bell’s head pulls back a notch as she addresses Mrs. English. “You can do the Chinese knots, too?”


“Er, no.” The proprietress’s mouth draws in like a purse string being cinched. She had thought my knots looked bizarre, but didn’t complain when the solicitor’s wife paid her handsomely for the work.


“I would be happy to do it,” I cautiously pipe up. If Mrs. Bell has come to arrest me, where is the constable? The shock of my dismissal may have dulled my perception, but the woman’s behavior doesn’t strike me as someone who has smoked out a rat. In addition, the prospect of sticking Lizzie with the inventory makes me positively giddy.


“But the embellishment will take more than a day,” Mrs. English says with a meaningful jab of her eyebrow.


Mrs. Bell presses her palms together. “Oh, take your time. I don’t need it for a couple of weeks.”


“I can do it in a day.” I steer a brave smile toward the proprietress, hoping to unearth a pebble of pity in her stony heart.


Mrs. English fans herself. Waves of gardenia crash over us. “If you pay in cash, I would reconsider.”


“Ah. I might have something even better than cash.” Mrs. Bell fingers the edge of her hat. Her arthritic joints stretch the fabric of her well-worn gloves, and the pads of her fingers are starting to show through. Money is tight in that family. I hold my breath, caught between wondering what she could offer and worrying that there is more to this visit than meets the eye. “You see, my husband runs the Focus. In exchange for the work, we could give you a month of advertisement, the equivalent of three dollars. I am told the piece cost a dollar fifty. You’d be getting twice the value.”


“Front page,” Mrs. English briskly counters. “Plus assurances that you will not run competing advertisements.” When Mrs. Bell doesn’t answer, the proprietress pours on some charm. “Each piece that leaves our hands is a unique work of art. But don’t go to New York, or the Metropolitan Museum might pinch it from you.” She bats her fan at Mrs. Bell. No one butters a biscuit like Mrs. English.


Mrs. Bell’s genteel smile doesn’t falter, but her finger spools a loose thread on her sleeve. “A one-week exclusive is all I can offer.”


The two women continue to haggle, though Mrs. Bell’s eyes keep wandering to me. I untwist my arms and try not to look like I’m hiding something. Unlike the proprietress, whose speech modulates like a stage actress’s, the publisher’s wife’s voice is as steady as an oak table. It comforts me, even as I worry about the coincidence of her visit. I’m reminded of all those songs she sang to calm Nathan, songs that also soothed me, two years younger than him. Her tales of growing up on her parents’ sheep farm enthralled me in ways I never expected sheep could do. And here she stands before me, unaware—at least I hope—of how much she means to me.


Two young women enter the shop dressed in the latest pastels with touches of lace at the collars. Miss Melissa Lee Saltworth and Miss Linette Culpepper, whom I call Salt and Pepper, though never aloud, are the daughters of “merchant aristocrats.” Unlike the older cities of Savannah and Charleston, in Atlanta you don’t need a family name to boost your social standing. You can climb the ladder by sheer business muscle. Of course, muscles, business or otherwise, never made a difference to how high Chinese could climb.


“Good morning, Miss Saltworth, Miss Culpepper. How are you today?” Mrs. English calls over her shoulder into the back room, “Lizzie?”


Lizzie appears. “Why, good morning, Mrs. Bell. How is Nathan? I haven’t seen him delivering the papers at Father’s store lately.”


“He is well, Lizzie. The reporting keeps him very busy these days. I shall tell him you send your regards.”


Lizzie lingers at the counter, a dreamy smile upon her fair face. Mrs. English clears her throat loudly and cocks her head meaningfully toward Salt and Pepper. Lizzie takes languid steps toward the ladies as if the floor were full of horse patties. The building could be burning down and she would still take her time. Salt points to the top shelf, where we display the finest offerings, and with a wooden pole, Lizzie retrieves a straw hat in mauve with a cloud of tulle.


I bite my tongue in frustration. Mauve would definitely clash with Salt’s peachy skin.


“A two-week exclusive, then. I hope there will be nothing more,” Mrs. Bell adds with more force.


Mrs. English nods at me, a triumphant gleam in her eye. Mrs. Bell’s gaze also travels to me. I summon some poise, not wanting her to think me a heathen.


“Did you have a particular event in mind, or is it for everyday wear?” I ask, my tongue strangely thick.


“I would like something unique, a conversation starter. It’s for the horse race.”


Salt, who’s been admiring the straw hat in Lizzie’s hands, exclaims, “I’m fizzed about that race. We came as early as we could.”


Pepper twirls her parasol with such energy, she might have been divining the ground for water. “I hope your Mr. Q invites you soon.”


Salt blushes like a sunset against the white-blond clouds of her locks. According to Pepper, Mr. Quackenbach, the son of a financier who lost his fortune backing Confederate dollars, is “smitten” with Miss Saltworth and seeking her hand. The Quackenbach name still holds currency even if his bank account does not, and Mr. Q has the sort of dreamy face that could ripple even the sourest buttermilk. If I were as wealthy as Salt, the only thing I would give a gold digger like Mr. Q is my foot. Anyway, according to Old Gin, the real looker is his horse, a rare piebald with a white coat offset by a black mane and tail.


Mrs. Bell nods at the newcomers. “Actually, ladies are encouraged to ask the men. We printed the posters ourselves.”


“Yes, but no respectable woman would actually do that,” says Mrs. English.


Mrs. Bell looses a smile. “The proceeds benefit the Society for the Betterment of Women. Perhaps it is appropriate in this instance.”


Salt pushes the mauve hat back at Lizzie, to my relief. “But it’s so bold. What if the gentleman refused? I should be humiliated.”


“He won’t.” Pepper tucks a black ringlet back under her crushed-velvet capote, a hat I made just last week.


“It sounds wonderful,” Lizzie breathes, squeezing the mauve hat so hard, I think I hear it whimper. I expect Mrs. English to reprimand her, but instead, she’s staring at the cash register, a smile fanned across her face. Perhaps she’s remembering all the orders the horse race is generating. A tiny bubble of hope rises in my chest, pesky thing.


I SPEND MY last hours as a milliner in the back room, creating Mrs. Bell’s embellishment. Lucky Yip, one of the two “uncles” I remember, taught me the folk art of knot-tying one summer when a cloudbuster made it difficult to leave the basement. All you need is silk cord and your fingers.


Mrs. Bell’s plain felt sports a duck brim in front and a lifted back for her hair. To wake up its dull planes, I work cord into rose and pansy knots. I add green ribbons to suggest foliage.


The first time I was sacked, I’d been polishing banisters at the prestigious Payne Estate, where Old Gin had worked ever since stepping foot on American soil twenty years earlier. I had grown up on the estate, working first as a stable girl and sometimes playmate to the Paynes’ spoiled daughter, until I was promoted to a housemaid. The linseed oil was still slick on my fingers when Mrs. Payne snatched my rag and pointed it toward the door: “Go.”


At least Mrs. English had given a reason for dismissing me. Not a good one, but it beat no reason at all.


Lizzie drifts in from the front. Her breathy sighs pelt me from behind. The butterfly I’m knotting slips, and I throw her a wet look. “May I help you?”


“It shoulda been me. I don’t love this job like you do.”


I deflate, wishing she would make it easier for me to dislike her. “Once you get the hang of things, you’ll like it better.”


She glances toward the shop, which, judging by the chatter, is full of patrons. Instead of leaving, she drops into a chair. “I bet that horse race will be fine as fox fur.” She intertwines her fingers and her shoulders lift.


I cannot help musing that the world would be a happier place if we could all do the things we want to do. I like making hats. I do not want to be a maid to a spoiled Southern miss. Lizzie does not want to make hats. She wants to be the spoiled Southern miss. As for Mrs. English, her life would be easier if she just kept me and got rid of Lizzie. At least I would make her profitable.


A few more twists complete my butterfly, its wings spread as if to fly. I am just putting the finishing stitches in my arrangement when Mrs. Bell returns.


“It’s lovelier than I could’ve imagined.” Mrs. Bell turns her head from side to side in front of our mirror. “It’s a miracle you finished it so fast!”


I resist checking for Mrs. English’s reaction as she completes a row of sums next to me.


“Thank you, ma’am. You should always wear a little color, because—”


Mrs. English clears her throat loudly.


I bite my tongue, realizing this is the kind of opining that cooked my goose. “Because, well, we all should.”


Mrs. Bell smiles and holds out a nickel to me.


“I—I couldn’t,” I stammer. I occasionally receive tips, but it doesn’t feel right to take money from her when I owe her so much. Her smile wobbles, and I realize I am acting suspicious. I accept the coin. “Thank you.”


She says in a low voice, “May God always keep you in His palm.”


With that, I am back to worrying that she does know about Old Gin and me. Has she just given her implicit approval that the situation may continue? But why say something so final unless she thought we would not meet again? Is she planning to reveal us after all?


Her face betrays nothing. She is back to admiring her hat in the reflection.
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Mrs. English drops two Lady Libertys into my palm and snaps the cash register shut.


My tired fingers curl around the coins on their own. “Thank you. Ma’am, won’t you reconsider?” I cringe at the desperation in my voice, but I’d hoped millinery held great promise for me. Making hats, you could make statements without saying anything at all. Plus, a hatter can pay her own way without marrying. A good Chinese wife is expected to cook, bear sons, and be willing to “eat bitterness.” I have enough of that on my plate right now.


“I’ll work twice as hard and try not to have so many opinions and—”


“Jo, you simply do not make economic sense.” With a handkerchief, she pats the moisture from her neck, then swabs the space between us, as if to rub away the sight of me. I’m reminded of the dreaded G-word that accompanied my last dismissal. But instead of go, Mrs. English says, “Good luck.”


Disappointment weighs heavy as a box of blocks on my heart. My chin quivers, but I hide it under the brim of my hat as I hurry toward Union Station, a brick hangar with a fan-shaped arch. The sooner I get home, the sooner I can eavesdrop on Mrs. Bell to ascertain whether her visit was more than a coincidence.


The Western & Atlantic Railroad was the first of several cuts in the pie that divided Atlanta into six wards. We live near the center of the pie. A uniformed man herds a noisy mass of carriages, carts, and pedestrians through the crossing. I hurry to make it through before it closes. A woman holds a handkerchief to her nose and shrinks away from me, and I know it is not the soot she is worried about.


My feet tingle as I cross the tracks and I cast my eyes toward Yankee country. North of the Mason-Dixon Line, even the dogs attend school for manners, and in New York, women are so fashionable, they change hats several times a day. I could’ve opened my own millinery in Madison Square, had I the right training.


Saucebox, I snort. I barely utter one word to every ten Lizzie speaks, and that’s the chattiest I get all day. Chinese people can’t afford to be sauceboxes, especially Chinese people who are trying to live undetected.


“Oh!” Past the tracks, I nearly collide with an old man perched upon a crate. He jerks, and a newspaper hat slides off his head. “I am sorry.” I pick up the newspaper hat, though he makes no move to take it from me.


“Pa, you a’right?” A young woman with sun-beaten skin snatches the newspaper hat.


The man’s yellowing eyes adhere to me like spots of glue. It occurs to me the two might not have a home, given their open rucksacks and dirty fingernails. The woman bends the hat back into shape and sets it gently onto her father’s head.


Suddenly, I see Old Gin and myself in these two, reduced to begging, with not even proper hats to shade us. Please let it not come to that, I implore both the Christian God and our ancestors. The sky looks coolly down on me. Unlike yesterday, there is no ombré in its sunset or tulle in its clouds. A thin puff of vapor resembles a stuck-out tongue. I’m gripped by the urge to run headlong into the sky and wipe that smug off its face.


Like a common pickpocket, I slip along alleys, keeping myself compact and unnoticeable. A copse of trees lies fifty yards beyond One Luckie Street, the home of the Bells’ print shop and attached house. Checking to see that no one is looking, I hasten to the center of the copse, where the heavy skirts of a Virginia cedar conceal a trapdoor. The door does not creak when I open it—we always keep it well-oiled. A rough staircase leads to one of the two tunnels looping to the basement under One Luckie Street.


Old Gin is perched, birdlike, at our spool table, home earlier than usual. Eavesdropping will have to wait. The Bells are probably in their kitchen eating dinner anyway, not in the print shop where I can overhear them.


“Evening, Father.” Lately, Old Gin’s garments have begun to hang on him, dark trousers and a shirt whose original color is hard to recall. With even strokes, he writes Chinese characters for me to copy. We use English with the uncles gone, but he wants me to keep up the mother tongue for the husband he hopes to find me one day.


His threadbare eyebrows hitch a fraction. Even at the barely audible volume that we use underground, he can tell I’m cross. It heaps insult onto injury that I can’t rail about my unjust situation at the volume it deserves. I scrub my hands and face in our wash bucket with more vigor than necessary, soaking my sleeves. Then I seat myself on the upside-down flowerpot I use as a chair, my knees bumping the table.


Old Gin has arranged on my plate two slices of ham, a wedge of cheese, one sesame seed roll, and a dish of peach preserves. Robby’s wife, Noemi, the Paynes’ cook, always gives Old Gin something extra to take home. We eat simply, avoiding foods that might release suspicious smells into the environment.


“It is better to save anger for tomorrow, hm?”


I sigh. Old Gin knows just how to press the valves that release steam. “Mrs. English dismissed me.”


While I pour out my story, he sips hot barley water, peppering my pauses with the musical hms that both loosen my speech and rob it of indignation. The hm appears so frequently that I forget it’s there. I think it comes from spending so much time with horses. “Hm?” is his way of showing them that he values their opinions.


“Guess it’s the cotton mills for me,” I mutter. The mills will hire anyone willing to work long hours spinning or spooling. Of course, it might cost a finger, or worse, one’s life, which is why they’re called “widow makers.”


Old Gin’s horrified gasp sets off another bout of coughing, and I immediately regret my words. It’s as if someone had grabbed ahold of his thin shoulders and is shaking him for loose change. It must be the damp. His old corner gets musty when it rains too much.


I travel the two steps to our “kitchen” to fetch the kettle off our coal-burning stove. The stove shares a chimney with the fireplace in the print shop overhead, which means we only use it when that fireplace is lit. Lucky for us, the printer’s wife prefers a warm room for her arthritis.


I pour more barley tea. Old Gin nods his thanks, his acorn-shaped face red and grimacing. The spasms have mussed his neatly kept gray hair.


“Robby says some of the new drafts are quite effective for the cough.”


“Best draft is time.” His gaze strays to an old pair of work boots neatly lined against the wall, where we hide our money. We have always been frugal, but lately Old Gin has become as tightfisted as a man gearing up to throw a punch. Last month, I lost a quarter out of a hole in my pocket, and he didn’t sleep well for a week. “We must save for your future.”


“Our future.” Old Gin is not my real father, and yet I cannot imagine a world without him by my side. Whoever my parents were, they must have known he was the most reliable of the Chinese bachelors in Atlanta when they left me with him. A former schoolteacher in China, Old Gin taught me everything he knew. The handful of “uncles” whom Old Gin permitted to live with us—fieldworkers, ditchdiggers, and rock drillers— took turns watching my infant self, but it was Old Gin who paid Robby’s mother to nurse me. It was Old Gin who stayed when the others moved on.


He sips his tea, chest calm once again. “Yes, our future.” He inhales a slow breath and sets down the tea. “How would you like to work for the Paynes again?”


I snort too loudly, but his face doesn’t alter its expression. “You are serious?”


Old Gin nods. “You could see Noemi every day.”


“That would be nice, but—”


“And you will be able to ride Sweet Potato.”


Our mare’s coal-black face appears in my mind. Old Gin had begged Mr. Payne not to let the head groom, Jed Crycks, shoot her as a foal after a lame leg caused her mother to reject her. Mr. Payne agreed, giving her to Old Gin and even letting him board her at the estate as long as Old Gin paid her keep.


“She has grown into a fine animal,” he adds. “Smart, like you.”


Aside from the awkwardness of being dismissed, a job at the Payne Estate is nothing to sneer at, with its luxurious surroundings, plentiful food, and a usually fair, albeit distant mistress. Of course, Mrs. Payne’s daughter, Caroline, was a horse of a different color altogether, but she was away at finishing school.


Old Gin swirls his cup, gazing at the contents.


Would Mrs. Payne really have me back? “Bad eggs, once tossed out, aren’t usually put back in the basket.”


Old Gin trains his placid gaze on the kerosene lamp above us, and it’s as if my words are standing in line behind another thought. But after a moment, he says, “You were never a bad egg.” He sniffs, as though verifying his claim. The sniff sets off a quake in his chest, but he clamps his mouth shut, refusing to let the cough boil over. He lifts himself from his milking stool and takes a moment to scoot it back in place. Instead of saying good night, he nods, then pads creakily toward his “quarters.”


After a rushed tidying, I retreat to my own corner under the print shop, passing through the curtain door Old Gin had embroidered with horses. When the uncles moved away, he suggested I move to a less noisy section under the main house where he lives, but I love my snuggery, softened by a rug I braided out of old flannel. Not to mention, I refuse to be parted from the speaking tube, the only way I can eavesdrop on the Bells.


After slipping into my nightgown and thick socks, I stretch over the raised platform of my bed. From the opening above my pillow, I remove the wool plug that stops sound from traveling up our end of the speaking tube.


A light draft flows in from above, and the flame in my oil lamp wavers from its place on my crate nightstand. Mr. Bell’s three-beat pacing echoes down to me. Though I don’t know the exact mathematical equation, Old Gin believes the “hearable” space encompasses the area around the Bells’ worktable, roughly matching my corner.


They’re arguing. I pray it has nothing to do with a discovery of rats in the basement.


“Sixteen hundred subscribers, while that fish wrapper the Trumpeter has broken three thousand. Curse that ridiculous Advice from Aunt Edna column,” thunders the publisher. “It’s embarrassing.” His voice only comes in two levels: loud and louder. I imagine his ruddy face with its fleshy eye pads growing bright with indignation.


I release my breath. It pains me to hear Mr. Bell upset, but at least it is not over Old Gin and me.


Circulation for the Focus has recently taken a nosedive, after Nathan’s risky editorial criticizing a proposal to segregate Atlanta’s streetcars, while the similar-size Trumpeter has soared, thanks to its new agony aunt column. The family sheepdog, Bear, short for Forbearance, sounds out a hearty woof, and her tail begins thumping. Unlike most sheepdogs, Bear’s tail was never docked. I like to imagine the Great Shepherd put her heartbeat in her tail and wanted it kept intact.


“We could add more pictures,” says Nathan, pronouncing the last word pitchas. Unlike his parents, who hail from New England, a light drawl rubs some of the letters from his words. Old Gin says the Georgia accent rubbed off on me, too. “The Trumpeter has at least two per page.”


“A waste of space. Pictures are for children.”


The room falls silent. Even Bear’s tail stops thumping. I can almost feel the rise in Nathan’s temperature, and my heart reaches for him. Nathan is my oldest friend, even if he doesn’t know it. We have much in common, including a love of goobers (what Nathan calls peanuts), a distaste for turnips, and a longing to be heard.


Wood scrapes the floor, probably Nathan pouring himself into one of the worktable chairs. I imagine him sketching out his frustration into one of his political cartoons, art that could easily be featured in Puck magazine.


“Where is your article on hickory fungus?” Mr. Bell booms. “Folks want to know why their trees are stunted.”


“I’m waiting for it to grow on me,” grumbles Nathan. If I had to have a husband one day, I hope he would have a quick wit, like Nathan, minus his grouchiness.


“If it’s parasites you want,” he adds, “let me write that exposé on Billy Riggs. The Constitution’s too gutless to write the real story.”


The Constitution called Billy a “fixer,” but the Bells believe Billy trades in dirty secrets. Last year, the heir to a bourbon fortune hanged himself after a rival revealed the heir preferred the company of men. The Bells suspected the information was bought and sold by Billy Riggs.


Mr. Bell snorts loudly. “The end might be near, but I won’t be burnt at the stake of scandal!”


“Yes, yes,” Mrs. Bell smooths. My ears perk up. Sometimes it’s hard to tell if she’s in the room, as she walks with the heft of a mosquito. “Well, there’ll be a scandal if you miss the early train. Better turn in now.”


Mr. Bell always travels to New York in the spring to meet with the Focus’s sponsors. The sound of grumbles is followed by footfalls as the publisher departs.


Eavesdropping is a vile habit. But I have been eavesdropping on the Bells ever since I had ears, and I doubt I can change now. Their words comforted me on many a lonely night and made me feel like part of a family. The abolitionists who built this place cleverly disguised the upstairs end of the speaking tube to resemble a vent. Bet they never expected someone like me would be eavesdropping. Who could’ve anticipated that when the enslaved were freed, Chinese would be shipped in, not just to replace them on the plantations, but to help rebuild the South?


A broom scratches the floor as Mrs. Bell wages her nightly war against carbon soot. I imagine the straw bundle snooping under the worktable, the foot-operated press, and the type case. Bear woofs, chasing the broom.


“Let me do that.”


“I like sweeping. Please, just humor your father. If things don’t go well in New York, it won’t matter what we write.”


“What do you mean, ‘if things don’t go well’?”


I hold my breath, my fingers twisted into my flannel nightgown.


“Most of our Northern sponsors have given up floating a paper down here. If we don’t return to two thousand subscribers by April, we are done.”


“But April’s only four weeks away. We’d need a hundred new subscribers a week. Impossible.”


“Maybe it’s time for us to move to Aunt Susannah’s—”


“We’re not alfalfa farmers. I don’t even like alfalfa. It’s a joke of a word. Rearrange the letters and it’s a-laf-laf. Those sponsors need to give us more time.”


I worry a hole into the toe of my sock. Never did it occur to me that the Bells might move. Is that why she came to Mrs. English’s? To give me an implicit goodbye?


“What does the Trumpeter have that we lack?” asks Nathan.


Mrs. Bell snorts. “Advice from Aunt Edna.” Her broom scratches even harder. “Well, maybe we’ll get more subscriptions at that horse race.”


The race kicks off debutante season, and everyone who lives on the top branch will want to be seen. Those of us on the bottom branch would be content just to see the horses, but tickets cost two dollars each.


“What did you say?”


I press the right side of my head up against the opening.


“I said, maybe we’ll get more—”


“No, before that. Advice from Aunt Edna. If we had an agony aunt column, we could improve our readership. What do women, er, like? Laundry tips?” He lets out half a grunt. Probably his mother pinched him.


“Sometimes you’re as dense as your father.” Bear adds a woof! “Women get enough household advice from Aunt Edna. Someone should write about meatier topics. Like how to get a bunion of a husband to listen to you. Or what to do if the butcher tries to gull you with an inferior cut of meat.”


Gull. Such a great word, though I doubt the seagulls love having their good name tied to trickery. I’ll add it to the G-words I chalked on my wall. Mr. Payne gave Old Gin our dictionary, which is intact except for the G section, so I give those words a place here.


“Why don’t you write one?” Nathan asks.


“I’d have to run it by your father.”


Nathan groans. “Forget I mentioned it.”


The upstairs grows silent, and I plug the listening tube. We are careful never to leave the open tube unattended.


If the Bells go out of business, they would leave, and they are like family. Old Gin might even decide it’s time to find me a husband with a “fleshy nose,” the kind thought to accumulate wealth. Chinese bachelors are so desperate for wives, they spend hundreds of dollars fetching them from China, many younger than my seventeen years. I’d have my pick of noses and all the bitterness I could stomach.
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Dear Miss Sweetie,


I am a young woman with no dowry, and I have enough hair on my upper lip to resemble a dead ferret. Despite this, a certain mister professes he is in love with me. How can I believe him?


Maiden with a Mustachio


 


Dear Maiden,


Sometimes love just stumbles into you, out of the blue, and no amount of facial hair can divert you from its path.


Sincerely yours,
Miss Sweetie





[image: illustration]


The next morning, I don my russet dress and button my pebbled-goat-leather boots. Then I take the western corridor up to the “tree” exit, assailed by the scent of wet dirt and tree roots. It must have been painstaking work for the abolitionists, digging and reinforcing these passages. But as Old Gin says, great souls have wills, while feeble souls, only wishes.


I swing open the trapdoor and haul myself out.


The heavy skirts of the Virginia cedar spread all around me, a tree as good at hiding secrets as keeping out snow. Foliage blocks the Bell residence fifty yards to the east, the boardinghouse to the north, and the soda factory to the south. Before exiting the copse of trees, I assure myself that no one is looking. A chill picks up the skin of my arms. I scan the area but see no one.


Suddenly, a crow shoots from the bushes with a hard squawk, pulling my heart out of my throat.


“Sneaky old flapper,” I mutter as my heart settles back into my chest. Nothing better to do than scare respectable girls hiding in trees. I wish it were a bat, a word that sounds like the Chinese word for “luck.” The bats here seem to be waking from their winter slumber later than usual, maybe waiting for the peaches to ripen.


Bending the rim of my misfit hat to shadow my face, I hoof toward the main business district. Had I a mother, she would no doubt be troubled by the ease at which I travel unaccompanied. Thankfully, growing up, Old Gin allowed me to wear trousers, which were more practical for my work as a stable girl. He also allowed me to learn basic self-defense from Hammer Foot, the other uncle I remembered, who had been raised by Shaolin monks. Shaolin requires many years of unerring devotion to master, but my “Hammer Foot” move almost broke Lucky Yip’s ankle. May I have a lucky strike today, too.
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BY THREE O’CLOCK, I’ve made over two dozen inquiries. For my troubles, I net seventeen doors and one window closed on my face; two offers of employment as a “chambermaid” that certainly involved chambers, but not the cleaning of them; one twisted ankle from a crone who sicced her dog on me; and one offer to dye cloth, which was revoked as soon as the mistress saw me limping. I count myself fortunate; Lucky Yip once got a dog sicced on him who tore open his knee. Despite his name, he wasn’t very lucky.


All the determination I felt earlier bleeds into the sidewalks.


A drunken chorus from somewhere ahead diverts my path onto a narrower street I usually avoid on account of the smell. “Carcass Alley” features both a butchery and a mortuary, though I think the real stench blows in from the courthouse down the street, which has never allowed a Chinese to win a single lawsuit. A sagging dwelling with flaking paint seems to cough with every bang of a woman’s hammer as she works to nail a sign into one of its posts. ROOM AVAILABLE. The iron banisters to the doorway have rusted, and several windows are missing their glass. Who would pay to live in a wreck like that?


I bite my tongue, lest the monkeys of mischief hear my thoughts.


“How much is the room?” I call up to her. Chinese aren’t actually allowed to own land or rent—Old Gin and the other bachelors had squatted in a cluster of ramshackle shanties before I was born—but for the right price, folks could be persuaded to look the other way.


The woman twists around, and her eyes clinch at the sight of me. “Too much for you. Y’ar kind is likely to trek in nits, plus I bet you smoke black tar.” She ducks into the house and lets the door swing shut behind her.


My fingernails have lodged themselves in my palms, and I extract them with a slow breath. I don’t want to live here, anyway. The only worse abode would be Collins Street, and Old Gin would never let us inhabit that crime pit. I hobble away, my steps tight and quick.


Before the train crossing, people crowd bright food stalls, thick as bees on honeycomb. When the sidewalk grows too crowded, anyone not white takes to the street. Old Gin always instructed the uncles to give way—the river travels the fastest path by moving around the stones—though he never made me walk in the streets.


Leaning against a lamppost, I stretch out my ankle and breathe into it. Hammer Foot said we could move energy through our body through focused breathing. The scent of sausages tempts me into parting with the dime I brought for emergencies. I resist and redirect my nose to a poster on the nearest building, one of the many that has excited a fervor in ladies like Salt and Pepper.




MR. AND MRS. WINSTON PAYNE


invite all Atlantans to attend an eight-furlong race at Piedmont Park Racetrack, a purse of $300 to be awarded to the winner.


DATE: Saturday, March 22


TICKETS: $2 per person, proceeds to benefit the Society for the Betterment of Women.


SPONSORS: Bids to sponsor one of the twelve contestants will be accepted until March 15. Please mark your bid “Horse Race” and send to 420 Peachtree Street. Sponsor of the winning horse will receive a year of free advertising in the Constitution.


NOTE: In the spirit of the Society for the Betterment of Women, ladies may ask gentlemen.


FURTHER NOTE: No public drunkenness will be tolerated.





It is curious that Mrs. Payne chose to make the race a turnaround event where ladies ask men. I never considered her progressive, even if she did once let a Chinese girl work in her house. The Payne Estate will be busy. Perhaps that is why Old Gin believes there may be extra work.


When my ankle stops throbbing, I continue toward the crossing. Next to Union Station, benches are arranged back to back for those awaiting the train. My feet slow when I notice a bundle of white-and-gray fur. It’s a sheepdog, its tail thumping the worn boots of the man on the nearest bench.


Great geese, it’s Nathan Bell.


“Keep moving!” barks the crossing guard, gesturing with his flags.


Instead of crossing the tracks—seven in all—I duck behind an abandoned dray with a broken wheel and pull my hat low. Nathan has never seen me, of course, and that is how I want to keep it. I marvel at the coincidence of seeing him the day after his mother, though the Chinese believe coincidence is just destiny unfolding.


I should hurry on. Traffic streams by me while the crossing remains open. But curiosity keeps me rooted. I never allowed myself more than a quick glance through the print shop windows. I think he is silently condemning a cigar butt on the pavement, until a breeze blows the nub away, and Nathan’s gaze remains fixed. In fact, his ear is cocked in the direction of two ladies seated behind him, their hats bent toward each other.
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