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INTRODUCTION








Ruby Bates . . . told me she had been driven into prostitution when she was thirteen . . . working in a textile mill for a pittance. When she asked for a raise, the boss told her to make it up by going with the workers . . . Here was an illiterate white girl, all of whose training had been clouded by the myths of white supremacy, who, in the struggle for the lives of these nine innocent boys, had come to see the role she was being forced to play. As a murderer. She turned against her oppressors . . . I shall never forget her.


— Studs Terkel, Hard Times: An Oral History of the Great Depression


On History’s Train


Novels based on history are a special form of imaginative transformation. History gives us the facts, but literature often tells us the story. Human beings are creatures of narrative; we connect across the chasm of time, class, race, and gender through the imperatives of empathy. The “voice” of the successful novel or fictional character tells a form of truth unbound by prejudice, fashion, or political persuasion. Fiction cannot petition the reader, or ask for sympathy, or require continued attention. The created world of the novel must simply feel as “real” as the sensory world we all experience, and communicate an authority the reader trusts, for every reader’s response is individually alive. Reader and writer collaborate in the mysterious creation of empathy: the sense of understanding, even vicariously experiencing, the thoughts, point of view, and personal history of an “other.” No proselytizing, propaganda, or dry recitation of fact can evoke the reader’s “willful suspension of disbelief.” Empathy blurs the boundaries between the self and the other; connections and sympathies created by means of language remain deeply intimate. The self is not challenged, but invited. No decision is required. The reader may enter the narrative immediately or engage as slowly and completely as a swimmer traveling the shifting flow of a private river.


Ellen Feldman’s carefully researched Scottsboro hews closely to the facts of a case familiar to anyone with a passing knowledge of American history, yet her novel moves inside the place and time almost magically. Feldman’s Ruby Bates, a sometime mill worker, speaks directly to the reader: “I knew there was lint in my hair. Other folks knew it too . . . but I wasn’t thinking about none of that on the way back from Chattanooga. Lookout Mountain was coming into sight yonder, and the train was slowing down, and some of the boys started funning around . . . jumping from car to car, and swinging off to run alongside the train and flip back up on the car behind . . . just to show they could. That was how it started.” Mischief, showing off, but these were poor white boys, and poor black boys, and two “white trash” girls riding a freight train on the sly. To be black was very nearly a crime; to be poor was to be dispensable, useless, trapped. Feldman’s amazing skill with voice achieves a form of time travel: the reader is there. “Later I’d get so I could tell the story real good . . . in Harlem, New York, and Washington, D.C., and all over . . . a white foot come down on a black hand. And folks would holler back, Yes, and You tell it sister, and Free the Scottsboro boys.” Ruby Bates’ sensory perceptions and witness are inarguable; Ellen Feldman makes her Scottsboro an urgent, illumined, necessary book.


The Scottsboro case has been the subject of numerous non-fiction accounts, including superb award-winning books by Dan T. Carter and James Goodman. It has been a film and a musical, and the origin of lawsuits. It stands firm in America’s beleaguered racial history as a travesty the law could not undo. We think of Scottsboro as a 1930s miscarriage of Southern justice, a litmus test of Depression-era racism, sexism, anti-Semitism, and bigotry, but mill towns and racism, and young girls “in direct contact from the cradle with the institution of prostitution as a side-line necessary to make . . . meager wages . . . pay the rent and buy the groceries,” (Hollace Ransdall, in her 1931 report to the ACLU) were not limited to the South. All over the world, today as then, Ransdall’s comment on thirties-era Huntsville, Alabama, holds true. “Promiscuity,” she wrote, “means little where economic oppression is great.” Female experience in the deep South, with its history of slavery and Jim Crow, its myth of “the flower of (white) Southern womanhood” was a combustible mix long before Scottsboro. Protection and privilege for women had to do with class, but all women were beaten, raped, and humiliated if the men who controlled their fates cared to engage in behaviors considered a masculine birthright.


Poverty can erase privilege altogether, in any historical era – yet the Scottsboro case is inextricably bound up with the hobo trains of the thirties, a time when poor whites and blacks rode the trains from camp to camp. Particularly risk-oriented or self-demeaning white girls, girls who had nothing to lose, wore overalls over their dresses and committed to mobile homelessness and happenstance. They picked their protectors and engaged in trading sexual favors for food or liquor or community; perhaps they saw a glint of temporary romance in the shadowy freight cars. Life would use up these girls quickly, and aimless movement seemed preferable to standing still in their mother’s shanty houses. Feldman’s Scottsboro, unlike any other account of the case, uses the depth and breadth of fiction to bring the women of Scottsboro alive. Here are the two girls who cried rape because they feared being arrested as prostitutes or vagrants: the conniving Victoria Price, with her arrest record and time served in the workhouse for adultery, and the compliant Ruby Bates, who first followed Victoria’s orders and backed up the lie, then recanted and found supporters who showed her worlds unseen in the North – worlds in which she was only a visitor.


Victoria and Ruby, whose characters are based on the words, images, and historical records of real persons, find a foil and goad in Feldman’s invented Alice Whittier. Women with room to breathe can think for themselves: Alice’s upper-class background and small trust fund allow her to follow her intelligence and intuition into progressive circles. Her thoughts and perceptions are based on the work of respected leftist journalists Hollis Ransdall, who wrote for the ACLU, and Mary Heaton Vorse, who wrote for the New Republic. But Alice is younger, less accomplished at the start of Scottsboro, and finding her ambitious way by writing for a fictitious Communist newspaper called the New Order. “In those days,” Alice explains, “the party . . . was a serious moral alternative, some said the only moral alternative, for anyone with a mind and a conscience.” Captains of industry like Ford, Rockefeller, and Mellon became titans on the backs of workers who couldn’t feed their families. Unemployed Americans wanted jobs and the protections of labor unions. The leaders of the International Labor Defense (ILD) saw revolution in formerly feudal Russia as a promise of what might take place in a desperate USA; progressives argued over how to simply hasten that desperation. Others worked to benefit the common man through political organization. Conservatives saw these “agitators” as foreign-born intellectuals (Jewish Communists) or rabble-rousers (Italian anarchists).


If the Scottsboro Boys were sacrificial lambs, their lawyer, Samuel Leibowitz, was the tireless shepherd who stayed the slaughter. Leibowitz, who immigrated to the US at four from Romania, went to Cornell and entered the law because it was one of the few professions open to Jews. He was a mainstream Democrat with no history of interest in class-based crimes, but the ILD and the American Communist Party valued his record over his politics. By 1931, Leibowitz had defended seventy-eight clients accused of first-degree murder; he’d achieved seventy-seven acquittals, one hung jury, and no convictions. He worked tirelessly for four years without pay on the Scottsboro defense, and was hated so venomously in the South that four National Guard troops were assigned to protect him. Another hundred and fifty were retained to defend him against lynch mobs. Haywood Patterson, most feared of the Scottsboro defendants, the one anointed “the leader” by white Southerners incensed by his rage and unbowed attitude, said of Leibowitz, “I love him more than life itself.”


Ellen Feldman’s invented Alice Whittier lives and observes the Scottsboro case from within; she observes Samuel Leibowitz, the Scottsboro Boys and their families, the obsequious NAACP lawyers, Theodore Drieser, Eleanor Roosevelt, and so many others. Scottsboro skillfully telescopes time; decades unspool before us, measured and illumined by a woman living history as it happens. Educated, upper class, and female, Alice doesn’t fit into any group completely, but her ambition, common sense, and probing intelligence lead her to recognize Ruby Bates’ story as the natural preface to the Scottsboro travesty. Alice, like everyone involved in the Scottsboro Boys’ defense, makes her name on the passions and publicity of the case. She begins a meteoric rise as a journalist by winning over her source; she takes Ruby’s arm, flatters and cajoles her to get the truth, aware that class privilege ensures her own sexual freedom while poverty and bigotry have sealed Ruby’s fate from birth. No one will ever quite believe Ruby; she will never quite believe herself. Feldman wisely opens Scottsboro with Ruby’s voice: “Happy wasn’t nothing usually gave me the time of day. Some folks said happy wasn’t nothing I had a right to, on account of between being good and having a good time, I didn’t see no contest.” Though the Left fashions Ruby into a temporary heroine, Ruby is a realist with few illusions: “It was white against colored, like it always is . . . nothing brings white folks together . . . faster than a colored boy, a piece of rope, and a tree.” Ruby, a gun in her ribs, intimidated by a white posse, hesitates in the lie of rape, but rationalizes that no one will believe her anyway, if she doesn’t go along: “Folks wouldn’t take my word against Victoria’s anyhow not when Victoria was so smart and such a good talker, and I was the girl with the tongue the cat always got.”


Scottsboro unfurled publicly between 1931 and about 1943, when various of the Scottsboro victims, nine black youths ranging in age from thirteen to nineteen when they were falsely accused of rape, began to receive paroles from governors pressured by the obvious facts of the case. They did not recover their lives. They could not live with any self-determination in the South. Some left in violation of their paroles and were returned to prison; some escaped and surfaced later in Northern cities.


It took seven decades for American justice to finally recognize and confess to blind prejudice and murderous bigotry. Alabama Governor Robert Bentley, on April 19, 2013, signed legislation officially pardoning and exonerating all nine men. Barack Obama began his second term as President of the United States in January of that year. Twenty-four years earlier, almost to the day, on January 23, 1989, the last surviving Scottsboro Boy, Clarence Norris, had died. Sam Leibowitz died in 1978 at eighty-four. The defender of the Scottsboro Boys did not live to see the case resolved, but the tragedy of Scottsboro was not his. It belongs to the nine defendants who remained defendants all their lives, unable to outdistance the crucial miscarriage of justice that defined them. Sacrifice is seldom voluntary, but the suffering of these nine, if we conceive of time as a seismograph, moved the needle. They exposed the truth at the cost of their freedom, their dignity, and their lives.


Let us go back to the beginning, with Scottsboro; we owe them that, all these vanished lives. Let us repay with our attention some small part of the debt on which their nation defaulted. Nine young black men, on March 25, 1931, catch a freight train between Chattanooga, Tennessee and Huntsville, Alabama. Their only “crime” is in riding the wrong train, on the wrong day. Seven white youths try to throw them off, onto the unyielding ground along the tracks. There’s a scuffle, and they throw off the whites, all but one, whom Haywood Patterson pulls back onto the train. Nine young black men, together, resist and win a small, temporary victory. Most of them don’t know each other.


Olen Montgomery is seventeen.


Clarence Norris is nineteen.


Haywood Patterson is eighteen.


Ozie Powell, Willie Roberson, and Charlie Weems, are sixteen.


Eugene Williams is thirteen.


Andy Wright is nineteen; his brother, Roy Wright, is thirteen.


Now they are all brothers, linked in life, remembered beyond death. They are on the train, and the train is speeding up. Chattanooga recedes “in the green haze of hickories and sweet gums,” and the future barrels toward them.


JAYNE ANNE PHILLIPS




FOR EMMA SWEENEY




I was scared before, but it wasn’t nothing to how I felt now. I knew if a white woman accused a black man of rape, he was as good as dead.


—Clarence Norris, 1979


Who ever heard of raping a prostitute?


—Langston Hughes, 1931


Is justice going to be bought and sold in Alabama with Jew money from New York?


—Wade Wright, summing up for the state in Alabama v. Patterson, 1933








PROLOGUE








That is how the Scottsboro case began . . . with a white foot on my black hand.


—Haywood Patterson, 1950


March 25, 1931, an Alabama Great Southern freight train


I was happy that afternoon. Happy wasn’t nothing usually gave me the time of day. Some folks said happy wasn’t nothing I had a right to, on account of between being good and having a good time, I didn’t see no contest. But I was happy in the freight car with the green haze of hickories and sweet gums chugging past, and the sun trickling down, and Victoria setting alongside.


Victoria had a mean streak a mile wide, I’d be lying if I said different, but back when I first went into the mill, she was the only one who treated me halfway neighborly. She learned me how to spin, and to mind myself around them machines that could take off a finger before you knew it, and to keep a distance from the bosses who were fast with their hands when you weren’t looking. Victoria been around the block. She even learned me how to fix up for hoboing. The day before I recollect being happy, when me and her left for Chattanooga, we each of us put on three dresses apiece, and a coat on top, and a pair of men’s overalls atop the coat. The dresses and the coats were for keeping out the cold, and cushioning our bottoms too, on account of you never knew what you were going to end up setting on in a freight car. The overalls were for staying out of trouble, on account of all them men on the train. Lest we felt like getting up to some trouble, and then wasn’t no law said we got to keep them overalls in place.


We had a heap of chance for trouble on the train that day. It was full up with boys, white and nigger both. Some of the whites tried to get friendly, and most times me and Victoria wouldn’t say no to a piece of fun and maybe two bits in the bargain, but that day we didn’t pay them no mind. Chattanooga, where we went yesterday and were coming back from today, wasn’t near the high cotton Victoria reckoned, and when we got home, Huntsville wasn’t likely to be no better than it was one day back, but just for a while we were in between, and in between was all right with me. No telling what could happen in between.


The sunshine was thin as the watered milk the company store doles out, but if me and Victoria hunched down in the gondola next to the low sides of the open car, we could squeeze a little heat out of it. The sky hung over us clean as new-scrubbed wash, and the air coming down from the mountains was near sweet enough to chase the lint out of my hair. Wasn’t nothing else could do that. I knew, on account of I never stopped trying. I brushed till my arm was likely to fall off, and washed with store-bought shampoo, when I could get my hands on some, but no matter how much brushing and washing I did, I stood about as much chance of getting the lint out of my hair as a dog stands shaking off fleas. Even by then, when more than likely the bosses said sorry no work today, and me and Victoria had to turn ’round and go home without stepping foot in the mill, I knew there was lint in my hair. Other folks knew it too.


But I wasn’t thinking none about that on the way back from Chattanooga. Lookout Mountain was coming in sight yonder, and the train was slowing down, and some of the boys started funning around. They were jumping from car to car, and swinging off to run alongside the train and flip back up on the car behind, and whooping and hollering like it was Christmas, Fourth of July, and daddy’s-come-home all rolled into one. Then some of the niggers started swinging down the side of the tanker and hanging on just to show they could. That was how it started. Later, I’d get so I could tell the story real good. I’d stand up in front of a crowd, colored and white folk both, all mixed up together, in Harlem, New York, and Washington, D.C., and all over, and tell them that was how it started. A white foot come down on a black hand. And folks would holler back, Yes, and You tell it sister, and Free the Scottsboro boys.


But that come later. On the train that day, the niggers were hanging off the side of the tanker when Carolina Slim, the boy from the hobo jungle the night before, come over the top of it. His real name was Orville Gilley, but he said his railroading moniker was Carolina Slim, and he wasn’t just no hobo neither. He was a hobo poet. That was the way he talked. He came dancing over the top of the car, waving his arms in circles, playacting like he was going to fall. Or maybe he wasn’t playacting, on account of the next thing I saw, Carolina Slim’s foot come down on the hand of one of the colored boys hanging over the side. Could’ve been an accident, could’ve been on purpose. I don’t like to say.


The colored boy didn’t say nothing neither, and Carolina Slim just kept going. But when he got to the end of the tanker, he turned ’round and come back again. This time it wasn’t no accident.


“The next time you want by,” the colored boy yelled over the wind, “just tell me you want by, and I let you by.”


“Nigger,” Carolina Slim hollered back, “I don’t ask you when I want by. What you doing on this train anyway? This is a white man’s train.”


They went back and forth with words for a spell, then just as sure as boys got to do, they went from word fighting to fistfighting. They were swinging and punching and kicking like nobody’s business. It was a regular free-for-all, and I couldn’t make out who was whupping who, but I knew one thing for positive. It was white against colored. You couldn’t miss that. It was white against colored, like it always is. You can live right in among them, like I done all my life; you could play with them when you were little, like I used to; you could jazz them, and I reckon I jazzed more than my share, not even counting Shug; but when somebody draws the line, you better get on the right side, the white side, on account of you better believe the niggers are going to get on their own side.


After a spell, the white boys started throwing rocks, but by then the coloreds were whupping them all the same, maybe on account of there were ten or twelve niggers and only six or seven whites, or maybe on account of the niggers had color hate on their side, on their side and in their murderous hearts. I don’t have nothing against coloreds. Wouldn’t have took up with Shug if I did. But they’re different from white folk, closer to animals, or at least children. It ain’t their fault. Reckon they just can’t help themselves, whether it’s stealing or fighting or jazzing. Folks say they really can’t help themselves when it come to jazzing, specially jazzing a white woman. I don’t know about that, on account of I come up against plenty of niggers who never tried to jazz me, but it’s what folks say, so it must be true. I reckon the coloreds who didn’t try to jazz me were just scared.


The white boys were going off the train by then. Some were getting throwed and some were jumping, but they were going one after the other, hollering and threatening and cussing. We’ll get you, you nigger bastards, they yelled as they hit the ground and rolled away from the wheels.


Only one white boy was left by then, Carolina Slim, and three niggers were trying to throw him off too. He was screaming and cursing and begging, and he didn’t look like Carolina Slim the hobo poet no more, just a scared white boy named Orville Gilley. I didn’t blame him none for that. The train was going so fast anybody falling off would break their neck for positive.


The niggers were still hanging him over the side, and he was kicking and hollering like hell was opening up under him when two of the coloreds pushed in among the others, grabbed him, and hauled him back up on the top of the tanker. When they let go, he fell on all fours, panting and heaving like a sick dog. The colored boys didn’t pay him no mind, not even the two that pulled him back. They just turned and walked away. That was when I saw their faces. One of them was the boy Orville stepped on, first going one way, then coming back the other. There ain’t no accounting for folks. In that nigger’s place, I would have let them throw Orville off the train, didn’t matter how fast it was going.


Things quieted down some then. The niggers drifted off, and Orville hunkered down at the other end of the car, and me and Victoria went back to trying to wring some heat out of the sun and watching the Alabama spring go by. A sign went with it, but I didn’t make it out in time. I asked Victoria what it said.


“Scottsboro,” she told me.


I didn’t mind none missing that. I never heard of nothing happening in Scottsboro. It wasn’t Chattanooga, and Chattanooga wasn’t much to write home about neither. It wasn’t even big as Huntsville, and Huntsville was going to be bad enough once me and Victoria got back. Just thinking about it sucked all the happy out of me.


I felt the train slowing down and pulled myself up to look over the side. I couldn’t see no depot, no buildings, nothing but fields coming on to spring. There was a town yonder, but it was a long distance away.


The cars creaked and clanked to a stop. Victoria was standing up now too, saying what kind of a place was this to stop a train. Then we saw them. Must have been forty or fifty men, every able-bodied white man within shouting distance, and some not so able-bodied. Every one of them was toting something. Some had shotguns, and some had sticks and clubs, and one old buzzard in overalls and a suit coat had a pitchfork.


“Come on,” Victoria said and started pushing me over the side of the gondola. “Keep down. Don’t let them see you.”


I reckoned there wasn’t no way I could keep out of sight with Victoria shoving me over the side and down the ladder, but I dropped to the ground and tried to hide there. Victoria hit the dirt a second later, grabbed me, and started in to run. We were going away from the men with their guns and sticks and pitchfork, but I couldn’t keep from looking back over my shoulder. Some were still coming on, but others were swinging up into the cars, hooting and hollering and carrying on.


“You take that one, Deems. Me and Vanders going in here.”


“We gonna find them niggers.”


“We gonna find them, and then we gonna find a tree.”


“We’ll teach ’em to mess with white boys.”


Then, like in a big tent with the preacher up front and the whole church following, came the cry.


“Hallelujah!”


Then again.


“Hallelujah, I got me one!”


And before the amens could start in, “Whew-ee, make that two!”


That’s when I reckoned me and Victoria were saved. Nothing brings white folks together, no matter if they’re nose-in-the-air church ladies, fresh-with-their-hands mill bosses, or plain old linthead trash, faster than a colored boy, a piece of rope, and a tree. Only one time in my life I saw it, but once is all you need to know that.


Victoria was still drugging me along, but all of a sudden she stopped. I saw why. More men were coming at us from the other direction. They were toting guns and sticks too.


“Quick!” Victoria yanked me around and started to run back the other way, but it was too late. The second bunch of men was already around us. They crowded in so close I could smell the barn and the sweat and the sour rotting-teeth breath.


One with red rheumy eyes and a long nose that needed a good wiping poked me in the arm with his shotgun. “Well, I’ll be damned. It’s a gal. A gal in boy’s overalls.”


“They both gals,” another one shouted. He was younger, and a good-looker, unless you took note of his eyes. One was blue as a robin’s egg, the other was all cloudy. The cloudy one kept rolling off yonder. “They didn’t say there was no gals on the train.” He was squealing, and jumping up and down, and holding himself.


A man with a brown hat pulled low down on his face so all you could see was a nose like an ax and a big tobacco-stained mustache hanging under it reached out and laid a big hand on the good-looker’s shoulder. “Now, calm down, Billy. Ain’t nothing to go getting yourself worked up over. You seen gals before. Even in overalls.” His voice was real quiet and low, like when you’re trying to hush a baby.


He turned to me and Victoria. “You girls on that train?” he asked in that same voice. It was all warm milk and lullaby, but something underneath made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I kept my eyes down and my mouth closed. I reckoned Victoria would know what to say. But the next thing I knew Victoria was on the ground. She went down kind of soft and loose-kneed, the way she did sometimes when she was funning, but this time I couldn’t figure if she was fooling or for real. I didn’t know if I was supposed to go down too, but one thing I did know for positive. I wasn’t going to be the one left standing with the old man poking his gun into me, and the boy jumping up and down and holding himself, and the rest of them pushing in so tight I couldn’t hardly breathe. I went down on my knees and bent over Victoria. The smell of barnyard boots was worse down there, but the sour breath wasn’t as bad. The man with the kindly voice that scared me all the same was saying step back and give her air.


Victoria opened one eye a slit, then closed it again real fast. I leaned in close and put my ear next to her mouth.


“You tell it like I tell it,” she whispered.


I felt the man’s thick fingers on my arm pulling me up. His touch wasn’t near as easy as his voice, and I already knew his voice was a lie.


“Give your friend some air.” He let go of my arm and pushed his hat back on his head. His eyes were pale gray, glinted with white, like a rock in a creek bed that’s been dry all summer.


“You gals on that train?” he asked again.


Victoria said to tell it like she told it, but I didn’t know how she was fixing to tell it. Cat got your tongue, folks were always saying to me, like they’re so smart and I ain’t, but this time the cat really did have my tongue.


I looked past the man. The posse was pushing and kicking and shotgun-shoving the coloreds off the railroad cars. One short skinny boy was leaning on a cane and limping so bad he couldn’t hardly walk. I knew that limp. The boy had bad blood, real bad. What the docs call syphilis. The man with the pitchfork held on to the tines and swung the handle end. The cane went out from under the boy. The boy went down.


“The man asked you a question, sister,” a voice behind me said.


“You on the train with them niggers?” someone shouted.


“Take it easy, boys,” the man with the glinting eyes said. “This ain’t no possum you’re running up a tree. These gals may be hoboes, but they’re white women hoboes, and in Jackson County we treat a white woman proper.”


He hunched down on his haunches next to Victoria. Her eyelids opened and closed a few times.


“You okay, ma’am?” he asked, and scared as I was, I near had to laugh. Nobody excepting colored folk ever called me and Victoria ma’am, and not even them most times.


Victoria opened her eyes and looked around. “Where am I?” she asked in a soft whispery voice I never did hear her use before.


“She don’t even know where she is.”


“Can you beat that?”


“You think you can set up now?” the man asked, but he didn’t wait for no answer. He just pulled her up so she was setting. “You’re in Paint Rock, and there ain’t nothing to be scared of. All I want to know is if you two gals were on that train.”


“We was,” Victoria said.


“Now we’re getting somewhere.” He stood and pulled Victoria up till she was standing too. “Now I got one more question, ma’am, and it ain’t a hard one to figure. Did them niggers on the train interfere with you?”


I knew what he meant by interfere, but I didn’t figure the rest of what he was saying. Me and Victoria didn’t have nothing to do with them coloreds on the train. And he couldn’t know about that chippy house the last time we went to Chattanooga, or Victoria’s nigger day outside the factory neither. If he did, he wouldn’t be calling her ma’am.


“Course they did,” the man with the shotgun said. “They niggers, ain’t they? They see it, they gotta have it.”


“I ain’t asking you, Horace, I’m asking the lady.”


I couldn’t believe my own ears. Ma’am was nice, but lady was something Sunday special.


“Did them niggers interfere with you?” the man asked again.


Victoria licked her bee-sting lips. She looked the man right in the eye. I waited on her. She was good at making up stories. Practical jokes too, like the time she sneaked hot pepper into her snuffbox to stop Annie McGinney dipping into it when Victoria wasn’t looking. Annie near to died with coughing and hiccupping and spitting up. But even Victoria wouldn’t tell a lie about this. She knew what it meant for the niggers.


Victoria’s tongue went over her lips again. Her eyes slid to me, then away.


“Them niggers raped me. They held a knife to my throat and raped me and my friend both.”


A murmur, almost like in church when the preacher says something good, and the amens, and the hallelujahs, and the glory-glory-bless-the-Lords ring out, rose around us.


“I kicked, and I screamed, and I fought, but they was too many of them. Six raped me and the rest raped my friend. They held me down, and they had a knife, and they just kept raping and raping and raping.”


I still didn’t believe my own ears. Victoria knew. She knew good as me, better maybe, what would happen.


The man turned his hard white eyes on me. “That true, ma’am? Did those niggers rape you and your friend?”


I tried to look at the man, but his eyes cut me like broken glass. I gazed yonder where they were tying the colored boys together with a rope, one after the other in a long line, with their hands behind their backs.


The man leaned down and put his face in front of mine. “You just look at me, missy, and don’t pay no heed to them niggers. Now, it’s a easy question. All you gotta say is yes or no. Did them niggers rape you like they done to your friend?”


You tell it like I tell it, Victoria whispered, but if I told it like Victoria, them boys were good as dead. Maybe right now, maybe in a couple of weeks, maybe swinging from a tree, maybe in the electric chair, one way or another they’d be dead. Only maybe they wouldn’t. Maybe they would just go to jail. Maybe Victoria knew that. That was why she made up the story. Between me and her going to jail for riding the rails, and crossing state lines with men ain’t our kin, and vagrancy, and a bunch of niggers going, I didn’t see no contest.


“I’m still waiting, sister.”


Besides, they were only niggers. Probably used to jail. Probably spent half their lives in jail and didn’t mind it none. Probably liked it. Lots of niggers did. Only way they got a roof over their heads and a decent meal, folks said. But it would be different for me. It would be worse for me than Victoria even, on account of Victoria already laid out a sentence for adultering with Jack Tiller, but I never was in jail. And I wasn’t fixing to start now just to save a bunch of niggers I never laid eyes on before a couple of hours back.


“Cat got her tongue.”


“Else she’s a nigger-lover.”


“Yeah, that’s it. Had to rape the one, but the other didn’t put up no fight.”


“Put her in the truck with the niggers.”


“Best place for a nigger-lover is in jail with the niggers.”


“Gal like that’s worse than a nigger.”


The colored boy who lost his cane was having trouble getting himself into the truck. Another boy started to help him. A man swung a shotgun. The butt caught the boy who was trying to help in the small of his back. His body jackknifed. I didn’t know a body could bend that way.


“Now, I’m going to ask you one more time, sister, and this time I expect a answer.”


Victoria was staring the words at me. You tell it like I tell it. The gun was poking in my ribs. Folks wouldn’t take my word against Victoria’s anyhow, not when Victoria was so smart and such a good talker, and I was the girl with the tongue the cat always got.


“I’m still waiting,” the man said.


Victoria stared knives at me.


“Yes or no?” the man asked.


“Yes,” I answered.
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So the Scottsboro case came up . . . that’s the most exciting time of my life! I was happy. I stepped into a red hot situation.


—Hollace Ransdall, American Civil Liberties Union investigator, 1974


Even after all these years, the injustice still stuns. Innocent boys sentenced to die, not for a crime they did not commit, but for a crime that never occurred. Lives splintered as casually as wood being hacked for kindling. Young manhood ground to ashes. But there is another side to the story, and that is not the destruction of the boys, but the making of so many other men and women. Sometimes when I read familiar names in the newspaper or see on television a face made faintly unfamiliar by time, I cannot help thinking how well the helpers and the hangers-on did. How did Clarence Norris put it? “For lots of folks, us boys was nothing more than rungs on a ladder.”


We did not set out to exploit. The lawyers, and the Communist Party members, and the reporters, and the do-gooders wanted only to help, and we did help. But we also managed to appropriate the story for our own ends. In the long history of white highway robbery, Scottsboro was just one more holdup of black America.


The odd thing is that when the report first came over the wire that afternoon, I did not think the story was news. I don’t mean I was not incensed by it. I was twenty-six and had outrage to spare. I had it the way some women have a matrimonial hankering or a maternal instinct. But in 1931, a lynching or two in Alabama did not make headlines. The year before, the South had made sixty-one attempts and scored twenty-one successes. And those were only the cases reported. Taken together, they made a cause, but an isolated attempt at a rural jail was no reason to stop the presses, not when sixteen million American men could not find work; and more than a quarter of the population was trying to survive without any income at all; and two hundred thousand kids under the age of twenty-one were hoboing the country in search of an odd job, or a few scraps of food, or the little bit of fun that was supposed to be the birthright of youth. Harry Spencer, the publisher of The New Order, for which I wrote, was always reminding me that we had to keep our eye on the big picture, though he was waging a losing battle with his own soft spot. A few days before the arrest of the nine boys came over the wire in his office, he had seen one of his former neighbors selling apples under the Ninth Avenue Elevated around the corner from the magazine’s offices, not an unusual story in those days, except that Harry lived on Park Avenue, or had until his wife tossed out him and all his May-Day-marching, slogan-shouting, parlor-pink friends.


“Spare me the sob stories about Wall Street millionaires down to their last polo pony, pal,” I told him. As the only woman contributor to the magazine, I had to sound twice as cynical as the men. As a girl who still carried about her the heady scent of a small trust fund, diminished but not destroyed by the crash, I had to prove where my sympathies lay. The day the news of the lynch mob came over the wire, they were locked in an Alabama jail with nine Negro boys, listening to the mob baying for blood outside.


The details coming in were sparse, but I could piece together the story. A gang of white boys had reported being thrown from a freight train by a group of Negro youths. Fast as you could say Jim Crow, a makeshift posse formed, stopped the train at the next station, which was a small town called Paint Rock, rounded up nine Negro boys whom they found on the train, drove them to the county seat in Scottsboro, and locked them up. Then the story got really good. The posse found two white girls who had been on the freight train as well. At first the men did not realize they were girls. Both were wearing men’s overalls. But once they saw what they had in their hands, the accusation was inevitable. The word rape seeped out from the railroad siding where they had taken the nine Negro boys and the two white girls off the train, bumped over country roads in farmers’ trucks and traveling salesmen’s cars and drifters’ knapsacks, and hissed down the telegraph wires. By sunset, a crowd had gathered outside the rat- and vermin-infested jail that a ten-year-old with a toy gun and a little determination could have broken into, because one thing was certain, the guards did not have much interest in keeping anyone out.


I sat, shamefully safe in Harry’s office, trying to imagine the terror of those boys. I pictured the mob stomping the good Alabama earth with dusty boots and respectable lace-ups. I had already learned to look at the shoes beneath the sheets, though there were no sheets that night. The men were not ashamed of what they were doing. I could hear the rabble shouting for justice, and see them twirling and lassoing the ropes they had brought to make sure it was done. In the back of the crowd, women held babies to breasts heaving with excitement, and children’s eyes grew wide at the imminent thrill. If you think I’m exaggerating, take a look at some of the old picture postcards. They don’t show only men in overalls, and women in housedresses, and kids without shoes either. One I will never forget features a dapper man in a straw boater, holding the hand of a well-scrubbed little girl in a starched white dress, both of them gazing up in wonder at the body of a young black man swinging from a tree. His head lolls forward like the blossom on a broken flower, and his feet dangle uselessly above the fertile earth. Souvenir of the Confederacy, the card says. The U.S. Postal System designated Ulysses pornography, but it had no problem sending postcards of black bodies hanging from southern trees through the mails. Having a wonderful time. Wish you were here.


As it turned out, no dead bodies hung from southern trees that night. The sheriff called in the National Guard, and between the militia and the chilly weather, the justice-seekers lost steam and drifted off.


“What’s the South coming to?” Abel Newman, the magazine’s book editor and theater critic, said. “Sunshine bigots, fair-weather lynch mobs?”


Abel joked, but we were relieved the story was stillborn, and not merely because of those poor boys. If the lynching of a black man by a white mob in the South did not make headlines, the rape of a white woman, two white women, by Negro men was not news many of us in the North wanted to print.


Abel turned out to be wrong about sunshine bigots and fair-weather lynchers. The crowd went home that first night, but they managed to lynch the boys in the end, a fine southern legal lynching. Everyone knew how it worked. If you put away the rope, local officials worried about outside opinion promised local citizens determined to see justice done, we guarantee a trial so fast it will make your head spin and a sentence that will warm your heart. True, the electric chair does not provide the see-it-with-your-own-eyes thrill of a lynching, but it gets the job done.


The two girls, Victoria Price and Ruby Bates, identified the boys who raped them.


“That one, yonder,” Victoria repeated six times, pointing in turn to six of the defendants.


Ruby Bates turned out to be a less reliable witness. “I don’t know which one of them ravished me,” she told the court. “I just know an intercourse was held with me.”


The statement gave rise to considerable hilarity around the offices of The New Order. “Hi, Alice,” one or another of the men would greet me. “Was an intercourse held with you last night?”


At first, I laughed. I was, as I said, trying to be one of the boys. The morning one actually had been held with me the night before, I tried not to blush. I was also trying to be a modern woman. Unlike most of my friends, I had not even bothered to buy a dime-store wedding band when I had gone to a clinic to be fitted for a pessary. But after a week of hearing the line repeated, I almost began to sympathize with that poor benighted girl. Then I remembered the nine boys.


Orville Gilley, a.k.a. California Slim, the hobo poet, the only white boy who had not been thrown from the train, corroborated the girls’ story. “I’d’ve knowed every one of them if I saw them at midnight in a mine. That’s how close I looked them over.” The hobo poet was given to vivid imagery.


The most troubling testimony, however, at least for those of us who were following the story in the North, came from the accused. Each claimed his own innocence, but several of them implicated the others.


“They all raped her, every one of them,” Clarence Norris swore.


“I saw all of them have intercourse. I saw that with my own eyes,” Roy Wright, the youngest of the group, insisted.


“All but them three raped them girls,” Haywood Patterson testified. The three he claimed had not participated happened to be the friends he had hopped the freight with.


We told one another the boys had been tricked with promises of leniency, or intimidated with threats, or beaten.


“You know what southern jails are like,” Harry said. I did not, at least not firsthand, but Harry had spent a summer trying to unionize the mills in Cherokee and Spartanburg Counties in South Carolina, an experience that had left his beautiful aquiline nose slightly flattened. He regarded the injury as a badge of honor. So did I. Nonetheless, we would have been happier if the boys had not blamed one another.


By the time we heard about the testimony of the boys, we had also learned about the two girls. That was why we were sure the boys had not raped them. The girls were common prostitutes. They had been plying their trade on that Alabama Great Southern freight train. But in the South, when a white woman is caught in bed, or in this case in a railroad gondola, with a Negro man, the first word out of her mouth is rape. Another joke began making the rounds.


“Those boys are going to burn for what they could have had for two bits,” the men were saying. At least, men in the North were saying it. Southern gentlemen told a different story. Theirs was of white womanhood defiled. That was the one the jury believed.


In four days, the state of Alabama tried, convicted, and sentenced the boys to death.




8 NEGROES SENTENCED


TO CHAIR IN ALABAMA


Convicted of Attacking Two White


Girls—Mistrial for Ninth,


14 Years Old





The mistrial was due to the fact that the state had asked for a life sentence for Roy Wright, who, despite the headline, turned out to be only thirteen—birth certificates were rare, and vital statistics often a matter of conjecture—but some members of the jury argued that tender years were no excuse for heinous acts and held out for the death penalty. Eugene Williams, another defendant, was only a few months older than Roy Wright, but the state chose to ignore the fact. The prosecution knew that for a conviction, older was better. When they used the term boys, they were referring to the defendants’ social status, not their age.


By that time, I was following the story closely. My outrage grew with each new report. I told Harry I wanted to go to Alabama.


He leaned back in his swivel chair, put his long legs up on his desk, and looked unhappy. He would like to publish a series of articles on those nine young men, he said, just as he would be happy to let me write about women fighting stray dogs for spoiled produce on the city docks, and whole families living in old broken-down Fords, and babies crying out their hearts and empty stomachs in Hoovervilles, but we had to leave the sob stories to the glossies and keep our eye on the march of history.


Harry had come to his convictions through the back door. A few years earlier, he had inherited The New Order from a black-sheep uncle with a budding social conscience. Harry had toyed with the failing journal for a year or so, then decided to sell it, but when the market collapsed and potential buyers evaporated, he began to bone up on his political and economic philosophy. Within months, he understood the labor theory of value, could spout long passages of Das Kapital from memory, and believed that democratic industrialized America provided more fertile soil for a classless society than feudal Russia. Harry, whom no one except his black-sheep uncle had ever taken seriously, who had not taken himself seriously, suddenly had gravitas. He also had the passion of the convert. He was determined to save my soul. If you sympathized with the party’s aims, he argued—and I did—membership was the only logical step. In those days the party was not yet a bogeyman, but a serious moral alternative, some said the only moral alternative, for anyone with a mind and a conscience.


I agreed with him, though somehow I could not make the leap. It was not fear. Half the people I knew belonged to the party, and none of them seemed to suffer any consequences, other than an occasional tendency to bore friends. I was not even worried about the mindless rigidity of party rule. We would not learn about that for a few years. Nonetheless, I remained a fellow traveler. In those days, the term was one of approval, not opprobrium.


Still, Harry kept at me. I took it as a compliment. Most of the men at the magazine were more interested in my legs. Harry was not oblivious to them. Once, when I was leaving his office, he told me my seams were crooked. But he also wanted to straighten out my mind. Bleeding heart liberals, he lectured me, did more damage to the workers’ struggle than Henry Ford, John D. Rockefeller, and Andrew Mellon rolled up in one. The noxious practices of Ford and Rockefeller and Mellon, after all, would hasten the overthrow of a rotten system, and if you did not believe it was rotten, look at all those out-of-work men with starving families. The ameliorations of the do-gooders like me merely delayed the day of reckoning.


Harry was the real thing, all right, but he was no stuffed shirt. The night Abel Newman and I performed a tap dance to “The Internationale” at a party, Harry applauded as vigorously as everyone else. Nor was he a monk. Witness the comment about the seams of my stockings. But he was serious about the class struggle. He said he would think about sending me to Scottsboro.


A day or two later, the reports of foreign protests began coming in. Demonstrators smashed the windows of American consulates in Berlin and Leipzig and even dull respectable Geneva. In Havana, marchers chanted slogans against Yankee imperialism and judicial injustice. I told Harry I could be on the 11:10 to Birmingham the next morning. He said he was still thinking about it.


Americans were protesting as well. The day after Harry put me off a second time, I stood on a New York sidewalk and watched a demonstration go by. The turnout was respectable, though the numbers did not come close to the crowds that showed up each year for the May Day parade. Even if you dismissed the counts the newspapers gave for left-wing rallies as too low, and I always did, probably fewer than two thousand people marched. The crowd was not only smaller; it was different. For one thing, many of the demonstrators were Negroes. In those days, Negroes did not usually take to the streets to make their dissatisfaction known. They did not dare. For another, the parade marshals did not try to whitewash the turnout. Not that the marshals would ever admit that was what they were up to, but at most marches you could not help but notice.


If the marshals were expecting trouble, they put men at the ends of the lines. That was where spectators who did not share the marchers’ ideals could make their differences of opinion known with eggs and tomatoes and spit. The men had to be tough-looking customers who would discourage others from picking fights, but sufficiently cool-headed not to resort to fisticuffs themselves. When the marshals were not expecting disruptions, however, they placed the window dressing on the outside. Those were the girls with blond hair that swung in time to the slogans they chanted, and rangy confident strides that hinted of tennis rackets and golf clubs. Deeper within the group, farther from the spectators on the sidewalk, marched the girls whose hair tended to frizz when the humidity rose, or whose noses were just a little too long or a little too hooked, or whose shoulders hunched from hours spent bending over sewing or adding machines. The names of the girls were different too. Eleanor Jackson and Grace Johnson and Prudence Fowler paraded on the outside. Esther Rabinowitz and Sarah Levy and Miriam Gold walked in the middle. The arrangement was not anti-Semitic. Most of the marshals were Jews. That was the problem. Everyone knew that Jews were left-wingers. The girls on the outside were there to persuade America that left-wingers were not necessarily Jews.


Where did I march, when I marched? My hair is dark, but a rain forest could not make it curl, let alone frizz. My nose is straight, but too long, a fine Quaker nose, my father used to call it, when he and I still joked about things. At Bryn Mawr, I was a fiercely competitive tennis player. When I marched, I marched with the window dressing, except for the one time I tried not to.


I cannot recall the cause I turned out for that day, but I blush when I remember my own personal protest. The marshal directed me to the end of the line. I pretended not to hear him and burrowed into the heart of the marchers. At least I tried to, but they closed ranks against me. Silently, seemingly without intention, they took one another’s hands, and moved shoulder to shoulder, and refused even to look at me, except for one girl. She had silken red hair and a sprinkling of freckles that would have placed her on the outside, if other factors had not conspired to bury her inside. She lifted her eyes to meet mine. Hers burned with defiance and disdain. They said she knew what I was up to, and she was having none of it. She did not know what I was up to, at least not in detail, but she had my number.


No attempt was made to whitewash the crowd that turned out to protest the railroading of the boys in Alabama that April afternoon. The news reports commented on the fact that many of the whites were foreign-born. The phrase was curious, since it was a pretty safe bet reporters had not stopped the protesters to ascertain their immigration and naturalization status. Readers got the message nonetheless. Among the whites, there might be a few upper-crust types with overactive consciences, but most of them were Jews with a sprinkling of Italian anarchists thrown in for good measure.


The marchers were in fine spirits. Making a stand against injustice often cheers people up. The weather helped. Sunlight hung like bunting over the broad avenues. Birdsong mingled with the sound of marching feet and chanting voices. Daffodils rioted around the bases of trees, and geraniums cheered from window boxes. It was spring in New York, noisy, intrusive, bursting with promises sure to be broken in that busted year of 1931. The thin fabric of the girls’ dresses rippled around their legs as they walked, and the strong biceps of the men bulged against their suit jackets as they hoisted their signs, and the air shimmered with hope. The marchers knew the world was falling apart, but on that lemony yellow afternoon they were alive and young and absolutely certain of how to put it together again. The despair of those years was pitiful, but looking back over the way things turned out, I find the optimism even more heartbreaking.


The marchers pumped their signs toward the cloudless sky as they walked. If I needed any more evidence that the crime against those boys was not going away, that the case was destined to become a cause, those signs provided it. Nine boys had stumbled off the train in Paint Rock and stood trial in Scottsboro. Haywood Patterson. Clarence Norris. Charlie Weems. Olen Montgomery. Ozie Powell. Willie Roberson. Eugene Williams. Andy Wright. Roy Wright. Last time there had been only two. Sacco and Vanzetti. Those two names had been short and sweet, almost musical. They went together like Marx and Engels, Gilbert and Sullivan, Lord & Taylor. But who could remember nine names? Most people did not even try. Early news accounts had not bothered to list the accused individually. I had made an effort to memorize their names, but I always forgot one or two. I had even attempted to find a mnemonic, like the one we used at school to remember the order of the stations on the Paoli Local that ran from Philadelphia out along the Main Line. Overbrook, Merion, Narberth, Wynnewood, Ardmore, Haverford, Bryn Mawr. Old Maids Never Wed And Have Babies, we used to chant. Hard as I tried, however, I could not come up with a mnemonic to help me remember the names of those nine boys. But as I stood on the sidewalk that spring afternoon, watching the crowd march by, aiming their signs at the heavens, I knew I no longer had to worry about the individual names.




FREE THE SCOTTSBORO BOYS.


JUSTICE FOR THE SCOTTSBORO BOYS.


WE SUPPORT THE SCOTTSBORO BOYS.





I did not stay until the march broke up. If I was on to something, others would be too. I could not take the chance that one of the men on the magazine would get to Harry before I did.


The offices of The New Order were in a down-on-its-luck brownstone that stood in the shadow of the Ninth Avenue Elevated. The building always smelled of cigarettes and garlic. The cigarettes came with the literary and journalistic territory. The garlic was more unusual. Two or three times a week, the Italian wife of the janitor, who lived in the basement, cooked lunch or dinner for editors and writers and visiting intellectuals. Her chicken cacciatore was legendary. Her pasta puttanesca was almost as famous, but that had as much to do with the origins of the recipe as its tastiness. What self-respecting left-wing journal of opinion could resist a dish dreamed up by oppressed women of the street? Whenever she served it, someone quoted Baudelaire about prostitution being essentially a matter of lack of choice. Oh, how we loved those women of easy virtue, in the abstract.


Harry’s office was in the former front parlor of the brownstone. He had arranged his desk so it faced the door and placed his back to the bay of windows that curved out over the street. On bright days, visitors had to squint into the light and could not read his expression. Harry pretended to be unaware of the effect. He had a newly sharpened social conscience and the remains of a soft spot, but he was not uncanny.


I sat to the side of his desk, turned the chair so I was not facing the windows, and told him I was going to Alabama whether he sent me or not. I could always sell the pieces elsewhere, I said.


He suspected I was bluffing, but he could not be sure. Before I had begun writing for The New Order, I had turned down an offer to work on one of Hearst’s papers. Harry thought I had acted on principle, and he was not entirely wrong. But I’d had selfish motives as well. Hearst papers were more likely than most to relegate women to the purdah of society, fashion, and gossip.


I had expected an argument, but I should have realized that if I had been following the story, Harry had too. Lawyers for the International Labor Defense, the legal arm of the Communist Party, were planning to appeal the case. Party workers were heading south to organize Negroes to stand shoulder to shoulder with their white brothers in the class struggle. Time magazine had devoted several breathless paragraphs to foreign demonstrations in support of the blackamoors, as it called them. Harry did not have to see the marchers’ signs demanding justice for the Scottsboro boys to recognize a rallying point for the revolution when it hit him.


We talked about people to contact in Birmingham, and how much trouble I could expect in Scottsboro, and whether there was a chance that I might get in to see the boys in Kilby Prison.


“Be careful,” he warned me in that deep plummy voice that had grown deeper since his wife had left for Reno and he had gone from one pack of Camels a day to two. “Joe Brodsky from the ILD went down to get a stay of execution, and some leading local citizens tried to run him out of town.”


I picked up my gloves and handbag from his desk and stood. “I’ll rely on their southern chivalry.”


He rose and began walking me to the door. “That’s another thing. Remember you’re a lady.” He meant woman, but his vocabulary, like his manners, had been instilled before he had begun reading political and economic theory.


I raised my eyebrows. The trick was never to stop being a woman while you were acting like one of the boys, but if one of the boys pointed out you were a woman, to feign astonishment. It was the mental equivalent of looking down at your body and throwing up your hands in surprise. Nonetheless, in this case, I knew he had a point. If southern gentlemen did not like northern men coming down to make trouble, they would be doubly furious at a northern woman questioning their judgment.


Years later, a student who was interviewing me for an oral history project cited the Supreme Court ruling, still four years in the future the day I stood in Harry’s office, guaranteeing black men the right to sit on juries. She added, accusingly, that in Alabama, women, unlike blacks, had not sat on juries until 1966.


“Sat on juries,” I told her, “they weren’t even allowed in the courtroom. No women and no boys under twenty-one. The testimony was too racy. That was why all the men were fighting to get in. There were only two exceptions. That was at the second trial in Decatur in ’33. One other reporter and I were the only women.”


The student pushed the tape recorder on the coffee table between us closer to me and asked how I had felt leaving my sisters standing outside the courthouse. Only one sister, I wanted to tell her, only a half-sister, and it was not my fault. Then I realized my mistake. She was speaking politically.


“Better one than none,” I’d told her.


“Two,” she said.


“I beg your pardon.”


“You said there was one other woman reporter and you.”


“Of course, two,” I’d agreed and changed the subject.


“Good luck,” Harry said and flashed a lock-up-your-daughters grin that neither economic conditions nor party discipline could dim. “Grim as this is, I cannot help but see the irony.”


I knew what was coming.


He did not disappoint me. “Those boys are going to burn for what they could have had for two bits. The girls are ladies of the night, women of easy virtue, nymphes de pavé. Like our friends across the garden.”


Now he had surprised me, though I should have made the connection myself. The garden to which he referred was a small rectangle of threadbare grass, a flowering cherry tree, and a few pots of annuals Harry had the janitor put in every spring so that during the summer months he could move the lunches and dinners and parties for good causes outdoors. I had flirted with Thomas Wolfe and talked to Edmund Wilson in that garden, or perhaps it was the other way around. But the garden itself was not what Harry had in mind. He was referring to the building on the other side of it, the House of the Heavenly Rest. That was where the friends Harry referred to lived, at least temporarily. When the police arrested underage prostitutes, they took them there to await trial under the supervision of the nuns, rather than to jail. Once, as I was passing the house, I saw a slight girl break free of two policemen, who were leading her up the steps. She sprinted down the block toward the El, but the police were too fast for her. They grabbed her before she reached the flashing shadows of the train racing overhead. They did not take her back to the house. They slapped on handcuffs and bundled her into a squad car. As it pulled away, I caught a glimpse of her childish face in the rear window. Beneath a mask of cheap makeup, it was twisted with hate. Her expression haunted me for days. I found myself having fantasies about scrubbing off the cheap makeup and turning the venomous snarl into a smile.


Standing in Harry’s office, remembering that girl who had not had a chance, I made up my mind. I would go to Birmingham, and to Scottsboro, and to Kilby Prison. I would also go to Huntsville. Huntsville was where Victoria Price and Ruby Bates lived.


I came out of Harry’s office to find Abel Newman lurking in the hall. Abel, the critic and editor with whom I had performed a tap dance to the anthem of the CP, had given me my first assignment for the magazine, a review of a fat tome by two dour professors called Sex in Civilization. He had no idea how little I knew about either at the time, or maybe he did. Maybe he thought it was a joke, on the magazine, and me, and himself.


A few years before Abel had come to the magazine, he had written a play. It had bowled over both the arbiters of American taste and the theatergoing public. Critics hailed him as the new O’Neill. Hollywood beckoned. Broadway waited for the next one. But the play was never filmed, and his name never appeared in the credits of any of the other scripts he worked on during the four months he spent in California. More to the point, a second play had not materialized. People had stopped asking about it. I had never mentioned it.
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