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CHAPTER ONE
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Heat drew out the children and the odors on the hottest day along the Eastern Seaboard in the summer of 1928. Blasts from ship horns in New York Harbor rolled over the buildings and dropped into the alley that ten-year-old Eunice Ritter had entered with purpose. She was not an unwitting, innocent little girl who happened upon five older boys playing marbles in the dirt. Curiosity had not tempted her into their keep. Yesterday, when she’d finally gotten her chance, she had won her brother’s prized shooter. Today, she was returning to finish what she’d started.


Eunice’s brother, Ulrich—Uli, they called him—tried to chase her off, throwing a rock at her feet as she approached. She did not break stride as his missile sailed off target and bounded past her. Dismissing Uli with a smirk, she marched up to the boys who were competing for each other’s glass trophies. All of Uli’s, she held in her own sack.


Agitated by her presence, the swarm buzzed around the shooting circle they had scratched in the dirt; they had hand-smoothed the pitch’s interior to remove pebbles. Two boys knelt in opposition, their bodies tight with concentration. Beads of sweat broke free from rutted foreheads, drew lines down dirty faces, and dropped from noses onto their field of play. With grimy wrists, the contestants wiped their eyes. Eunice waited to take on the winner, her cool calm raising the heat on her adversaries, increasing their perspiration.


Uli’s best friend, Gerald, won the round. He stood to unwind his legs and stretch his back. He did not gloat, as was the custom after such victories. Wary of his next opponent, Gerald was silent as he rolled his shooter in his hand. Before Eunice knelt at the edge of the circle and tossed her marbles inside, she first scanned the crowd, freezing the boys one at a time with a personalized scowl.


The high walls of the narrow alley trapped the stifling air like an empty metal boxcar left on hot tracks under a midday sun. Her thin, tattered dress gave Eunice a breezy advantage. She nodded at Gerald, then dug her bare, bony knees into the grit.


Unfazed by their attempts to distract her, in short order Eunice cleared all but one of Gerald’s marbles from the circle—a single glass sphere waited in the dirt to be claimed. Anxiety mixed with the thick air as the other four boys leaned over, helpless. No one laughed.


She paused for her final shot. Relaxed and focused, like a sniper timing a kill, Eunice released her thumb at the end of a slow breath and sent on its course her newest weapon, Uli’s beloved shooter. After she heard the glass-on-glass clack, she lifted her gaze to watch Gerald’s last marble roll across the miniature pitch. It hopped on first contact with the gravel waiting beyond the circle’s perimeter, then skipped and spun to a stop.


“Your baby sister’s a lot better with your shooter than you, Uli.”


“Shut up, Gerald!”


Eunice rose into a squat, then rocked back and leaned on her right arm. The heel of her tight fist dug into the dirt. Uli’s shooter cupped in her palm, she surveyed the stunned circle before she spoke to Gerald.


“Shoot for shooters?”


Without looking at her, he croaked out his refusal. “Nah, you win. You took Uli’s shooter yesterday. You ain’t gonna add mine to your collection. You sure you’re a girl?”


It was not a novel taunt to Eunice, who was skinny but strong, sinewy, and narrow-hipped, often mistaken for a boy. She scooped up all the marbles she had bet; Gerald had not captured a single one of hers. Eunice then stood, rubbing the skin on her knees as she unfurled. Gerald spread open the mouth of his depleted marble bag and dropped his shooter inside. It made no sound when it landed at the bottom of the empty pouch.


The last of Gerald’s glass trophies dropped with a click onto the pile in Eunice’s bloated leather sack. Uli’s shooter followed, and, with the drawstrings twisted around her right index finger, she pulled the bag closed. She flashed a victor’s smile, then raised and extended her arms into a V high above her head, squeezing the bulging pouch in her right fist.


“Yeah, she’s a girl, all right,” Uli yelled, as he lunged at her.


Eunice felt his fist punch her gut. She doubled over and fought for breath, her face close to Uli’s belt buckle. He scratched the back of her dress until he had two fistfuls of fabric, then pulled it over her head. He twisted the garment like a turban, trapping her arms at the shoulders. Uli forced her head toward the alley floor. Blinded and suffocating, she pressed her bag into the ground to steady herself. She knelt, grinding her knees into the gravel.


Uli leaned on top of her back, surrounding her like a wrestler. He crushed his elbow into her ribs, and then Eunice felt him paw at the pouch. After she tugged it away from his grip, she reared back to buck him off, then stood, wobbling. She heard Uli snicker as he lost his hold on her headdress. Although he fell silent, she could sense him kneeling in front of her.


Without warning, Uli slipped his index fingers inside the waistline of her exposed panties and pulled down hard. Her underpants crumpled at her ankles like cotton shackles. The boys heckled. She gasped, imagining them all staring at her nakedness.


Eunice squeezed the bag of marbles as she stood gyrating to get her arms free. She kept her feet planted in place, knowing she would trip and fall over if she panicked. The boys spat out invectives that sounded to her like wishful incantations, frantic spells to prevent her escape.


First things first, she thought. Free the feet, then the arms. Up and down she marched, alternating her steps upon the hot coals of their taunts, until one foot slipped out.


Panties in a loose bunch around a single ankle, she steadied herself and widened her stance for balance in order to fight her way out of Uli’s swaddle. It was hard to breathe. She contorted her arms and shoulders like Harry Houdini. The boys’ laughter grew quieter as the material slackened, releasing her arms. She took a hungry breath. Once the dress fell back into place past her hips, she pulled her other foot free from the dusty cotton leg cuffs.


Still kneeling before her, Uli looked up. She fumed, wanting to cow him in front of his friends. Elbows locked, hands clenching his thighs, Uli had left his head unprotected. She held the sack of marbles in a white-knuckled fist and brandished the spoils in his face.


“What’re you gonna do? You hit like a girl, Eunice,” he said. “Now, give me back my shooter!”


It happened in a flash and felt instinctual, unlike a skill acquired by countless hours of repetitive practice. Not until after she left the boys in the alley would she recall where she’d learned the move, from Pa, who had come home early one night, albeit drunk, as usual. He’d rambled on to his children about fighting, about how to stop an attacker. He had been holding a cold compress to his blackened left eye, the result of an altercation outside a speakeasy, as he said, “When they comes at ya, box their ears!”


Pa had dropped his compress and wobbled over to where his son sat, mesmerized. Clapping cupped hands against Uli’s head, Pa boxed his ears with intemperate force. Uli absorbed the blows, then dropped off his chair and fell to his knees. He told Eunice later that a white light had blazed in his head when Pa clubbed him.


For years to come, Eunice would marvel at the quickness of her reaction, fueled by fury. Without internal debate, she simply clenched her jaw and struck. An open hand slapped the right side of Uli’s head—a sting apropos for the insult. The marble-filled pouch, squeezed in her right hand, cudgeled his left temple. The blow left Uli lying in the dirt, unresponsive and bleeding from his ear, surrounded by his stunned friends. He would never be the same. Nor would he ever torment his younger sister again. As far as Eunice could determine, he never thought to do so.


Out on New York Harbor, a cargo ship blew its horn. The sound sailed past the water through the stale, humid air and drifted down to Eunice’s ears. She tugged and twisted her dress at the waistline and then exited the alley, her posture erect. The leather sack, still bulging tight with marbles, relaxed in her hand. The panties she had stomped into the gravel swung from her other hand on a loose hook formed by her pinky.




CHAPTER TWO
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Few sanatoria did laundry on-site anymore. They simply sent out their dirties to places like Welles Laundry and Dry Cleaning, which offered a proposition hard to turn down: Unpin the diaper, lift the patient, pull the sheet. Wrap it up, diaper and all. Shove the messy wad into a canvas bag and put it outside, and we’ll take it away. We’ll return every article clean, pressed, folded, and ready to stack on your shelves until needed.


When motor-powered carriages began to chase horses from the streets, David Welles bought a dilapidated vacant stable at a bargain. The building was not ideal, but the lot was massive and the price was right. The new owner ordered the stalls gutted, exposing a long structure with few ventilating windows. The livery’s rafters flew high above the hoof-stomped dirt floor, which Welles had covered with concrete. Pads were poured, foundations laid for the heaviest equipment: the ironing mangle and the industrial washers and dryers that fed it a steady diet of clean linens.


Under the old barn’s roof, Welles’s employees moved filthy loads from the receiving dock through the plant’s cleansing processes. He faced no shortage of willing low-wage workers for his labor-intensive business. As Italians and Irish were still flooding the East Coast, unskilled labor was plentiful.


Today was Thursday, the day he went to the bank. The plant had been humming for hours when David exited and confronted, for the second time that day, the scruffy little girl who had met him each morning this week, seeking work. The last thing he needed was a kid inside his plant. David huffed as he brushed away her appeal. She was persistent, difficult to ignore, and he wondered what he might do to get rid of her if she was still there when he returned. Her presence had become tiresome.


Whenever David was away, he left oversight of the operation to his younger brother, Martin, and their cousin Alfred Bittle. David often returned from errands to discover that Martin had slipped off to the racetrack. Alfred might accompany him to play the ponies on days when David would be gone for several hours. This morning he had told them both that he would return before the lunch break. That alone might keep Alfred at the plant. Of late, Martin had grown more petulant, and tiresome, too, testing his brother’s patience as if it were a family business, rather than a sole proprietorship.


Alfred Bittle stood staring out into the alley through a window, its panes crusted with a film of grime fused to the glass by the plant’s humidity. He watched his cousin David whisk past the street urchin, a young girl who had been standing outside when the plant opened. She had been there each morning this week, pleading for work. Martin Welles sat nearby, poring over the roster for the day’s upcoming races at the track.


“That kid’s still out there,” Alfred said. “She just chased David until he turned the corner. She’s a stubborn one. Most whippersnappers get the message after he ignores them for a couple of days.”


“Maybe she can’t go home till she scrapes up some work,” Martin said, without removing the pencil from his mouth or raising his eyes.


“Whatever her reasons, that guttersnipe won’t take no for an answer. Tough little kid.”


Martin let the racing form drop. “Why not give her a whirl? It’ll break up the day. I bet she won’t last fifteen minutes with Gussie in the sorting room.”


“Aw, come on, Martin. She can’t be more than ten years old, for chrissakes!”


“Since when do you care about some snot-nosed kid? Scared to bet? Getting sick of giving me your money?”


“Hey, I win some,” Alfred said.


“Put your money where your mouth is, Cousin,” Martin challenged. “I bet two bits she pukes and runs out of there in under fifteen minutes.”


“I’d take that bet, but you heard what David said: no brats.”


“He won’t even be back by the time the kid’s home, crying in her mama’s arms.”


“She’ll last longer than fifteen, that one,” Alfred said. “Any kid that won’t take no from a man like David might last longer than you think.”


“You’re more afraid of David than you are of betting. Fifteen minutes, and she’ll be gone.”


“You’re his brother. You know I can’t lose this job, Martin. If she lasts an hour, David could be back before she’s out of here.”


“If he gets back before she bolts, I’ll do the talking.”


Martin rolled up his racing form and stuck the chewed pencil behind his ear. Paper tube shoved into his back pants pocket, he slapped his cousin on the shoulder, then shepherded him toward the door to commence the contest. “She’ll be out of here in less than fifteen minutes, you wait and see. And she won’t be back tomorrow morning, either. David’ll be glad we got rid of her.”


Three weeks had passed since Eunice had won Uli’s shooter. He no longer seemed to miss his glass trophies. When she poured his old marbles back into his empty sack, he looked puzzled as he massaged the leather. Then he giggled and said to the room, “Shoot for shooters, shoot for shooters.” His mantra followed her to the door on her way out.


Summer continued to drive her outdoors from their family’s tight quarters in the stifling tenement building a few blocks from Welles Laundry and Dry Cleaning. Eunice wanted to work and make her own money. A job at the plant would be simple to conceal from her parents, since they seldom inquired into her whereabouts. Uli had been a tattletale, but now he no longer posed a threat to her exposure, only to her conscience, which made staying home even less attractive.


Two men called to her from the side door in the alley where Welles’s employees came and went. The one with a pencil behind his ear asked her if she was still looking for work. She thought that curious. Every morning this week, she had all but accosted them for a job when they arrived at the plant. Still, she nodded and stepped through the doorway.


The pair guided her through various piecework departments. In the first room, skilled workers toiled at removing spots. Next door, several women were busy ironing by hand, leaning downward pressure against waist-high boards. They then entered a room with a row of women sitting before spinning bobbins. Eunice envied the seamstresses, pumping their feet and pushing fabric into the narrow channels of their sewing machines. If she learned to sew, she could mend her rags, maybe even make her own clothes if she could get her hands on some cotton swaths. First things first, she thought. She would take any job.


Past the stitching women, they approached the expanse of the plant. Harsh, metallic grinding sounds confronted Eunice as she followed the men into denser air. The deeper into the plant she got, the more she registered the piercing odors. Not the repulsive scents of nature, rot and excrement—these were a result of man-made runoff from unchecked rivers of the industrial revolution. The violent chemical onslaught attacked her nose in a crisp sprint, unlike the trotting stench that greeted her upon entering a barn.


Outdoors, it was a humid New York summer day. Inside, the converted livery became a dank hotbox. Wiping sweat from her forehead, she wondered if the plant’s atmosphere was as caustic during winter. Today’s stifling mist, laden with processing fluids, burned her sinuses and irritated her eyes. Electric fans delivered a toxic breeze to perspiring workers, who eyed the passing girl as they turned their faces into the blades’ currents in hopes of relief.


The high windows above her must have been cut into the sides of the former stables for ventilation. A glass box jutted from an external wall into the plant. It was an office with a tall window that must have also been carved out by the new owner to draw fresh air. Her eyes searched the interior, where she saw what had to be the boss man’s vacant desk.


The temperature spiked as they marched into the belly of the plant. The mounting noise matched the heat in the cavern, an area the men told her was called the big room. The high-ceilinged, open space housed gargantuan industrial washers and dryers. The brutish machines were larger than she had imagined as she stood outside each morning.


Along the path through the big room, raised buttocks protruded from carts where women bent to grasp soiled articles hiding on the canvas bottoms. Eunice was startled when one rose to toss the last of her load into a washer. The toothless, sweaty woman glared at Eunice, then rubbed a sleeve across her brow, slammed the door, and locked the handle. After smacking the starter switch, she pushed the dirty cart to the side and spun to grab a clean cart’s wooden handle. She rolled the empty cart to a resting dryer, opened the portal, and pulled out a hot load of cotton. As Eunice walked by, she studied the workers and wondered if Uli could manage the simple motions that separated dirty and clean, wet and dry.


The sounds of the plant became sharper as Eunice followed her escorts into the room where the mangle—the largest machine in the plant—yakked, hissing and clanking. At opposite ends of the monster, separate trios of women stood side by side. Three fed a washed, dried, wrinkled bedsheet into the mangle’s jaws. Eunice watched as an ironed sheet exited the other end of the contraption. The labor-saving device had pressed the unwieldy fabric in one smooth pass, far faster than if all six workers had glided hot hand irons over the same clean cotton. The awaiting three workers extended their arms over the folding table in the direction of the spinning rollers. In a synchronized reach, they each fingered the advancing edge of the sheet as if they were about to turn the page of a newspaper. As they straightened their postures, they slid the sheet toward themselves, then collected and folded it atop the metal table in a choreographed routine.


The three women feeding sheets into the mangle’s mouth had eyes on Eunice from the moment she entered the room. Following her escorts to the exit, she heard the women talking above the noise, guessing whether the young stranger was one of the supervisors’ kids or maybe Mr. Welles’s own daughter.


“Wearin’ rags like us,” shouted the oldest-looking worker, as if she wanted Eunice to hear. She was stooped, her chin close to her chest. Hunched over the table, she appeared to Eunice to be even older than the sick, white-haired woman who lived in the apartment next door and would shriek in the middle of the night for no apparent reason.


The snide remarks persisted until Eunice and the men exited the room. Above the racket, Eunice had gathered the workers’ sentiments. These women did not want a runt slowing things down, much less working for a lower wage. Eunice had held her gaze straight ahead, refusing to react to the barbs. She would take any wage and suffer their chastisement without shrinking. She wanted to get to work.


The sound of squeaky wheels cut through the hisses, clinks, and clanks. Eunice and her escorts followed a line of women-powered carts along the cement runway that coursed through the back half of the plant. She saw where Welles must have had his builders add an appendage to the old livery. Behind the colossal washers and dryers was a small brick building for the chemical dry-cleaning process. Its windows remained wedged open, no matter the weather, the man with the pencil told her. A coat tree caught Eunice’s attention; several tattered sweaters hung on hooks, waiting at the ready for a drop in outside temperature.


The caravan slowed down as it neared the bottom of a ramp that descended from the shipping dock. When the procession halted, the pushers abandoned their carts and turned to walk back toward the big room. Though it was obvious that she was the subject of the group’s conversation, Eunice could not hear the words hidden inside their giggles and fading mutterings.


The trio paused at the bottom of the ramp and looked up into outdoor light. The main building terminated at a raised dock where trucks had been backed into loading bays. One driver was exiting the back of his truck, rolling out a dirty cartload. Arms outstretched, head down, with his forward-leaning torso set at a middling angle that split vertical and prone, he strained against what must have been heavy cargo and fought to keep the cart aimed straight as he accelerated. The front wheels cleared the lip of the dock with a pop. Eunice understood. If he had taken the wrong angle or gone too slow, the result would have been painful. An abrupt halt would cause the driver to jam his arms at the elbows or smash his chest into the wooden frame that he gripped as a handlebar. The man turned the cart a sharp ninety degrees and pumped his knees to maintain speed until he could reach the ramp and allow the cart to glide down to the floor of the plant.


Bags of dirty laundry were piled high in the cart and bulged out its canvas sides. Eunice lost sight of the driver, except for the hair on the crown of his skull. His head bobbed, alternating between lowered relief and the forward-looking vision required for steerage to the top of the ramp. Once there, the driver raised his head and let gravity take control. His eyes widened when he saw Eunice, and he leaned back to slow the cart. One of her guides grabbed her shoulder, yanking her out of the cart’s path. She pressed herself flat against the wall until the driver and his load had passed.


Her destination, Eunice was about to learn, was at the far end of the shipping dock, placed there because of the stench. A wooden chute, next to the last truck bay, fed the room. Brakes squawked and an engine died. A second cart exploded from another panel truck. Once the driver cleared the lip of the dock, he parked the cart and disappeared again inside the back of his truck. Within seconds, he exited dragging a pair of bulky gray canvas bags, each large enough for two children Eunice’s size to fit inside. The driver seized one of the bags, apparently unaware of the three witnesses watching him from below. Squeezing his eyes shut, he crinkled his nose and turned his head to one side, as if to avoid a rancid odor. He opened his eyes, took a breath, and held it. Tie-down cord in one fist, he stooped to grab the canvas handle sewn onto the bag’s base. With a jerk, the bag cleared the lip of the chute and slid out of sight.


The driver finally spotted Eunice, then turned his gaze on her two escorts as he drew a sleeve across his tight lips. He leaned over to lift the next bag while keeping an eye on the men. The chute swallowed the second bag, and the driver stepped away, exhaling a breath that Eunice was certain he had held through both lifts.


The man with the pencil behind his ear shrugged at the driver and turned to instruct Eunice. Without touching the door-knob, he gestured for the girl to let herself inside. “That’s the door to the sorting room. Gussie’ll show you the ropes. If you can’t take it, just come out here, and we’ll pay you a dime for a full hour and show you how to get out of here.”


“If you last an hour, I’ll give you an extra nickel,” the other man added.


“Do I get a nickel extra for every hour?” It was well before noon, and Eunice planned to work until the plant shut down.


“Sure, kid. Sounds like a deal,” the pencil man said, as he winked at the other.


After the door closed, Eunice heard the men laughing outside. A Negro woman who appeared to Eunice to be equal in size to the washers in the big room rose up from a stooped position. She had tied her coiled hair into bunches with torn cotton strips. Her eyes were set wide apart on a round face. Blood vessels ran from her brown irises through yellowed sclera. Jelly arms flared out, suspended to prevent soiled fingers from touching the sides of her thin sleeveless smock. Bare feet splayed flat beneath her weight. Eunice spotted the woman’s worn sandals resting against the wall.


“Stand there, child. Don’t touch anything, ya hear?”


Eunice nodded. The woman kept her hands extended, motioned for Eunice to follow, and then stepped outside. The two men were loitering within ten feet of the doorway; their laughter subsided when they spotted the duo. Both men palmed pocket watches in their open hands. They’re timing me, Eunice realized, disgusted.


“If this poor child vomits and runs, I’ll have to clean it up.”


“Don’t let her run off before she wipes up her puke, Gussie. Simple—see? Now, go on back in there, and get her working, too. It won’t count if she just holds her breath in a corner and doesn’t touch a damn thing,” the pencil man said, while the other began to pace. “We’re beginning over, Alfred. We’ll restart our watches when they’re both inside.”


The sorting room’s wooden floor was smooth, worn to a polish from the daily rubbing of canvas laundry bags over many years. Lumbering side to side, Gussie skated on bare feet to a raised wash-tub. Hulking over the basin, she spoke into running water as she scrubbed an article against a corrugated metal plate. “If ya gotta throw up, get over here to the basin. If ya can’t make it, puke on the floor. Out in the open, not on that pile of laundry. Got me?”


Eunice nodded. Gussie fed a stained rectangle of wet cotton the size of a checkerboard through the clothes wringer.


“I ain’t gonna puke.”


“We’ll see about that.” Gussie stepped away from the basin and shuffled back toward the pile in the middle of the floor. “My name’s Gussie. What they call ya?”


“They call me Eunice.”


“Okay then, Eunice. We got to sort these pieces here and take the dirty-dirties to the tub and run them through that wringer. Go slow, hear?” Gussie frowned at her new apprentice. “Sorry, child. Them men out there playing a trick on ya.”


“I got a job as long as I don’t puke, right?”


“They just betting on how long ya last.”


“I know. I figured that part out when I saw them looking at their watches. But if I don’t puke, I get the job, right?”


“Don’t know. I don’t give nobody no job. Neither do them two.”


“Who, then?”


“The big boss man, Mista Welles. But, child, he don’t want lil’ kids working here.”


“I work good, Gussie. Maybe he doesn’t know any kids that work good.”


“Ya spunky, Eunice.” Gussie chuckled. “If ya work good, maybe ya get a job from Mista Welles.”


Side by side, the two labored at a metered pace. Gussie talked as they sorted, never breaking her stride. “Use ya head, Eunice. When a bag stinks real bad, drag it to the corner by the basin. After we work the pile down, I’ll show ya how to take care of it. Them girls in the big room just grabs ’n shoves into the washers whatever’s in the dirty carts. They don’t think. They just feed the washers fast as they can. Them girls know that ole Gussie in the sorting room’ll take the blame.”


“Okay, got it. Bag smells bad, drag it over there.”


“Every bag gonna smell some kind of bad. No mistaking the ones that need to visit the basin. Ya smell the dirty-dirties right off.”


Eunice did not sprint ahead or fall behind. She asked few questions, her expectations as simple as the task. Gussie showed her how to separate out the colors from the whites, to search for wool and other delicates, then told her to pull out items that might cause damage: big buttons that could get caught, or zippers with gnarling teeth that chewed up other articles. Gussie told her the sorting room was the best chance to prevent damage.


They cleared out what Gussie called clean dirties; a truckload of hotel towels and bed linens that should have gone straight to the big room. Lazy driver, Gussie told Eunice. Lazy or stupid or both.


“Once I found me a fox stole wrapped up in a big ole wad of hotel towels.”


“What’d you do with it?”


“I looked out the door. Ain’t nobody on the dock or comin’ from inside. So I pull it round me head. Rub it back ’n forth over me neck.”


“Felt good, I bet.”


“Dang good, girl. Felt dang good.”


“Did you wanna keep it?”


“Get fired for sure if I kep it.”


Bang.


The door swung inside. It was Martin Welles, the man Gussie had told her was the owner’s brother, with the pencil still lodged behind his ear. He’d kicked the door open with force. His face was red with irritation.


“Gussie, what’ve you been doing? That kid’s been in here for almost fifteen minutes. Is she sorting?”


“Yes, sir, Mista Welles. Eunice here’s a good worker. Ya ought to tell your brother to give her a job.”


Eunice blushed, then heard another voice from beyond the doorway. “Martin, you owe me two bits. She’s already made it past fifteen. I’m heading over to bookkeeping before David gets back. Remember what you said—that you’d do the talking if he sees her.”


Martin said, “All right, kid. You gotta get out of here. I’ll give you that dime. You don’t have to work the full hour.”


“I need money, Mister. You said—”


“Don’t sass me, girl. Now, come outta there and wash up.”


“You said I can work the rest of the day if I don’t puke. A dime and an extra nickel for every hour.”


Martin took an angry step into the room but stopped when he encountered the smell. His lip curled, and he turned his head in disgust. “Suit yourself, kid. I’m going to the racetrack.”


When the door closed, Gussie shook her head and said, “Ya something, Eunice. Ain’t never heard nobody talk back to him like that. Ya see his face when he got a whiff? He about to puke hisself.” Gussie continued to shake her head and laugh as she skated back to the pile. “All right then, Eunice, let’s get back to work.”


Not two seconds later, Eunice heard brakes squeal, then the sound of the rollers, then a crash as the truck’s back door was raised in a rush. Next, the cover to the chute clanged, surprising her. Bags from the first sanitarium of the day hurtled down onto the smooth floor. The aroma registered before the color. Gussie grabbed a gray canvas bag and told Eunice it would be her next test.


Gussie stood the canvas sack in a teetering upright position, then pressed a knee into its side to balance it. She untied the drawstring and pulled its jaws open. As if intent on retrieving a hook from a giant catfish, Gussie thrust a hand inside its mouth. Then she leaned down, slid her other hand under the bag, and grabbed the canvas handle on the bottom. With a yank, she torqued her body and the bag followed in a somersault, its contents spilling out onto the floor. The odor assaulted Eunice, a stench far worse than that of the horse shit baking in the streets.


The lesson moved to the basin. No need to rinse out the sheets and diapers if only yellowed, Gussie instructed. If anything brown was caked on, she told Eunice to take it to the tub, where a drainpipe led to the sewer. The hole in the bottom of the basin was covered by a thin, flat, circular piece of rubber, a drain plate that sealed a corroded metal sieve. The rubber stopper was connected to the faucet by a rusty chain. Gussie called the sieve the “turd catcher” and snickered before reciting the rest of her instructions: Run water in the basin, scrub the dirty-dirties against the corrugated washboard, knock the gobs off into the water, feed the cotton in between the rollers of the hand wringer, turn the crank, guide it out, and drop it into the cart. When the water gets real bad, clear the basin. Pull the chain to remove the rubber stopper. Let the water and chunks drain down. If the water stops flowing, scrape the sieve with this metal brush. Don’t get lazy and pull the sieve out. The gobs might clog the pipe, and then there’ll be big trouble.


Before she turned the doorknob to the office, Eunice set herself. She knew that the big boss man did not want kids around. She swallowed, then opened the door and startled David Welles, who looked up from his blotter with a scowl. Blood rushed to his face. After badgering him all week, she did not talk. She stared into his eyes and waited for him to speak. It would be the first time she had heard his voice. The dismissive grunts did not count in Eunice’s assessment.


“How did you get inside my plant?”


“The other Mr. Welles and a man he called Alfred brought me to the sorting room. Gussie’s gone to do something in the big room, and I need some more work. I’m a good worker, Mr. Welles.”


“What’s your name, girl?” Welles asked.


“Eunice. Eunice Ritter.”


“Well, Eunice Ritter, how’d you find the sorting room?”


“Didn’t find it, Mr. Welles. Those two men took me there.”


He stood, leaned over his desk, placed the heels of his palms on the blotter, and glowered down into her eyes. She did not flinch, only narrowed her own gaze in response.


“A standoff with a runt,” he mused aloud. Welles smirked, then reset his stiff jaw. “What do you think about working with Gussie?”


“Gussie’s a good worker. She showed me what to do.”


“And the work?”


“It’s hard work. But I’m strong. Ain’t too hard for me, Mr. Welles.”


“It can be disgusting the first time.”


“Yeah, I can see that.”


“Did you throw up?”


“No, sir. Smells don’t bother me much,” she lied. Welles rocked his head as he continued to stare at her. “Gussie said you do the hiring. Said if I make it all day without puking, you might give me a job. You think you might give me work, Mr. Welles?”


He laughed, which made Eunice wonder what was funny. When his grin disappeared, he said, “Head back to the sorting room, Eunice. Gussie’ll be there soon. I expect some truckloads to arrive in the next couple of hours. Lots of sorting to do.”


“I have a job, then?” Eunice shuffled her feet, which drew her eyes to both big toes poking through her worn-out shoes. She looked up to meet his answer.


“Maybe, Eunice. Let’s see how you do the rest of the shift. I’ll talk to Gussie and see what she thinks.”


Eunice nodded up at the owner, still towering over his desk. “Fair enough, Mr. Welles.” She swallowed and said, “Well, then, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to work.”


Eunice marched out of his office, closing the door behind her. She did not slam it, but the windows rattled. The women on the floor chattered as Eunice walked back toward the sorting room. No negative rumblings poured out this time. She heard one girl pass the word: There goes the skinny little kid that’s been sorting with Gussie. Eunice felt her face flush when the girl said the kid hadn’t puked. Gussie had said so.


Eunice was sitting on the floor when Gussie reentered. She apologized for having left Eunice alone for so long. Told her about a tangle of sheets that had gotten bound up in one of the washers. Said she was the one they always called to wrestle with anything that heavy. When she asked Eunice if she had been sitting there wondering if ole Gussie had up and left her, Eunice told her how she’d gone to Mr. Welles’s office to see about getting that job. Gussie gaped. Then she laughed so hard she doubled over and gripped her thighs just above the knees. Eunice felt her own cheeks blush as her mentor gazed up at the ceiling and prayed out loud, giving thanks to her lord and savior for sending a devilish lil’ angel from heaven to the sorting room to help ole Gussie.


Shaking her head side to side, the woman exhaled a dryer-size breath, then wiped her eyes with a clean rag and tossed it into the cart. Eunice liked Gussie more than anyone she knew. Even Ma when she was sober, which was most mornings. Unlike Pa, her mother saved her drinking for evenings. Gussie heaved and sighed, then let her arms fall limp. She kept shaking her head while beaming at her apprentice, whose own silent prayer was for Mr. Welles to give her a job in the sorting room.


Clang. The chute door flapped. Serial thuds whacked the floor —the first delivery Mr. Welles had promised. Still shaking her head and grinning, the giant hummed as she trundled to the pile. A hand the size of Eunice’s two combined grabbed the next canvas bag and yanked it upright like it was a five-pound sack of beans.


The sorting progressed at Gussie’s pace. Eunice marveled at how fast the woman’s large hands moved through every task. Burly fingers belied their size, darting about with precision. There seemed to be no wasted motion. Eunice struggled to emulate her.


After sorting the contents of countless bags, Eunice’s hands cramped. She paused to stretch her fingers backward. Over and over, both fists closed and opened. She wiggled her fingers like a burglar readying herself to pick a lock and then shook her hands to draw blood to her fingertips.


“Sorry, Gussie. My hands are cramping up.”


“Go easy. Hands gotta get used to sorting.”


Clang. Eunice panicked as they kept coming, each subsequent sack sliding down and colliding with its predecessors. She feared that Gussie would think she was being lazy. “Trying to keep up, Gussie. You’re so fast. Sorry, I can’t go like that.”
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