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  1

July 2, 1864


A wisp of cotton blew over loom number two and landed on Clara’s brow. The lint, one of countless pieces that fluttered about the mill in a sweltering snowfall, stuck to her damp skin. She brushed it away absentmindedly, keeping the fibers from her nose and mouth, haunted by the news that had spread through the factory that morning fast as a cotton fire: Marietta had fallen. Not that any of the mill hands could claim surprise. Sherman’s advance through North Georgia had been steady as a heartbeat, certain as one day turns into the next. And now Johnston’s army would retreat again, this time leaving but sixteen miles of roadway between Sherman’s troops and the weave room where Clara and her sister Kitty tended their looms. 
Most townspeople with the means to leave had done so weeks earlier. When the Federals reached Cassville, thirty miles to the northwest, the “Roswell Royalty” had fled, their wagons piled high with furniture and trunks, cooking utensils and linens. But for a house slave left to stand watch, their grand homes now stood empty: Barrington Hall, Dunwoody Hall, Primrose Cottage (which was a cottage in the same way the last three years was a “neighborly spat”).
It had been unnerving, watching them all leave. Clara had been reassured when the Roswell Manufacturing Company president boldly declared he would remain in town until the Yankees set a torch to his home. Despite his bravado, he, too, had left for locations further from Federal gunfire, leaving the mill workers to defend his property from the Yankee torch. He’d emptied the company store of its provisions, about two months’ worth, and parceled them out among the workers. An act of charity toward his laborers or a means to keep food from the Federals, depending on whom you asked. Either way, Clara, Kitty, and four hundred others, mostly women and children with neither the means to leave nor a place to go, remained. Paid in company scrip, what wages they’d saved after rent and food were useless beyond town limits.
Clara shook the advancing army from her thoughts. Tried to, at least. There was nothing to be done. And losing your focus near the machines could be tragic, deadly even. The oppressive July heat, combined with the fetid broth of oil, sweat, and lint, seldom failed to make her lightheaded.
She stopped one of her power looms to remove the shuttle and replace the bobbin, which had run out of weft. Within seconds she’d threaded the new bobbin through the hole in the shuttle, putting her mouth to it to suck the thread through, and placed the shuttle in the box. From there, the shuttle would speed back and forth between the warp threads, simultaneously over and under the lengthwise strands of yarn. She’d made it into a game for herself, how fast she could replace the bobbin.
Her homespun dress clung to her sweaty skin, errant strawberry-blond curls to her temples. Though it was summer, she saw little more of the sun than she did in winter. Like all the mill workers but the slave men in the pickers room, her skin was pale as parchment year-round from working twelve-hour days, six days a week. But the sun’s summer rays baked them all inside that factory, the mill like a giant brick oven, and they loaves of bread. The glazed windows remained closed lest any breeze break delicate threads.
A stocky figure appeared in the doorway a few feet from Clara. The Frenchman. He surveyed the weave room as if taking a measure of its activity. One hundred twenty power looms beat a frenetic, deafening rhythm. There were twenty rows of looms, three pairs of looms per row, each mill hand working a pair. An aisle between each pair of looms stretched the room’s length.
Clara, in the first row, faced the door as she worked. She regarded the Frenchman, the temporary superintendent. This was a rare appearance, and no doubt had something to do with Marietta. Mr. Roche walked down her aisle, his chest puffed and his lips pressed together as if he were holding his breath, which he most likely was; you could get all stopped up from the lint if you weren’t used to breathing it.
Clara exchanged a glance with her younger sister, who worked two looms across the aisle. Kitty playfully puffed out her chest and pursed her lips, mimicking the temporary superintendent. Clara smiled indulgently at her sister but shook her head. They had to be careful. Though their work was drudgery and the conditions poor, there were no better options for two unmarried women in Roswell, Georgia, three years into the war.
Kitty hunched over, barking out a deep cough. Clara’s stomach pitted. When Benjamin returned, he would take them far from here. In the West, they would work on their own, better land and breathe fresh air. Kitty wouldn’t suffer noxious mill fumes, they wouldn’t be baked alive in these brick factories, and they would be free. Clara imagined cool autumns, and summers that didn’t bring crushing heat. In the winter, when the fields lay quiet, she might make hats to sell in town in the spring.
She glanced over her shoulder. At the far end of the expansive weave room, Orton, the overseer, sat at his elevated desk. He rose as Mr. Roche approached. The temporary superintendent said something, and Orton nodded subserviently. Then he frowned. The superintendent gestured toward the front of the weave room and wagged a finger. Yes, sir, Orton said. She could tell by the movement of his lips.
No one knew how many days they had left at the mill. No one knew if the Federals would raid the town. It was the not knowing that kept Clara up at night. She recalled a newspaper article she’d seen in the company store weeks ago, the reporter’s calamitous predictions sending a chill down her spine: 

An army of invasion will come down upon us, formidable in numbers and ferocious in its purposes of plunder and destruction. No man, woman or child will escape. One universal ruin awaits us all. 

For the benefit of her fellow workers, most of whom could neither read nor write, she’d paraphrased the reporter’s predictions in less dire terms. Universal ruin or no, the mill hands would continue turning cotton to cloth for as long as those in charge kept the machines running, should they hope to make a living when the war was over.
When the factory bell tolled for the noonday meal, one hundred twenty looms stopped as the belts connecting each loom to the network above screeched to a halt. Clara told Kitty she’d meet her back at the cottage as Orton wanted to see her after her shift.
Clara hoped it had to do with her request. Some weeks ago, she’d asked Orton about moving Kitty to the dressing room, where the warp threads were prepared for the looms. An airier space, the dressing room was sheltered somewhat from the machinery’s constant roar and the cotton fibers that hung in the air and stuck in your lungs. In the dressing room, Kitty’s cough might improve.
She found Orton at his desk, which from an elevated platform overlooked the weave room. He wrote something in a notebook, and when he finally took notice of her, he grinned with one side of his mouth, revealing a chipped tooth partially hidden behind a thick mustache.
“You wanted to see me?” Clara said.
He made another mark in his notebook, then looked down at her. “That’s right. Mr. Roche was just sharing his plans for if the Federals come.”
“What kind of plans?”
“You let me see to that. What I want to tell you is, if the Federals raid us—and I reckon they will—as much as I’d like to stay and greet them with my shotgun, I see it as my duty, with your beau being gone and all, to offer you and your sister my protection. Eli and I got a place in the woods where we can wait them out. You and Kitty can come with us.”
“That’s kind of you, but we—”
“Now, don’t be too hasty with your decision. I imagine them Federals haven’t seen this many women in some time. You wouldn’t want them taking notice of Kitty. We can protect you.”
Kitty had turned fifteen last fall, and while her beauty was no secret, it didn’t sit right, the way Orton now commented on it. He had paid Kitty no particular attention before. Yet now, out of the hundreds of women working at the mill, she and Clara were the ones Orton felt the need to protect? No, they would take their chances on Mill Street. Certainly, the Douglas sisters were better off among hundreds of other mill workers than alone in the woods with the Enson brothers. Orton was harmless enough, though he often acted like he had something to prove, to show he was as tough as his brother. Eli was a different story. The sheriff and a member of the Roswell Battalion, Eli would pick any job that gave him a weapon and an excuse to throw his weight around.
“Kitty and I are staying at the mill with everyone else.”
“You think that’s wise? You don’t have Benjamin here to protect you, and who knows when he’ll come back.” A pause. “If at all.”
“Of course he’ll come back.” How dare Orton suggest Benjamin had left her for good. It rankled that she found herself defending Benjamin’s honor to the likes of Orton Enson.
“Just you think it over.” Orton poured a clear liquid from a bottle into a tin cup. Had he gotten so bold with his spirits? The company president had a strict temperance policy in his town. Orton smiled, self-satisfied. “When the war is over, you and Kitty will be glad of having the Enson brothers on your side.” He gestured toward the door with his cup. “Now go on. Eat while you got time.”
She stood unmoving a moment, then blurted a question about Kitty and the dressing room. Not now, Orton said. He took a biscuit from a pail and bit into it. Crumbs stuck to his mustache, which moved up and down with his chewing.
Clara hurried from the factory, her feet aching from hours of standing on the granite floor, the soles of her shoes worn practically to nothing. She passed the guard standing watch and trudged up the sloping path to Mill Street, where she and Kitty rented a cottage from the Roswell Manufacturing Company. Her mouth had gone dry. Kitty would have a cup of water waiting. She could almost taste its coolness, the way it would soften the sticky feeling on her tongue. The sun beat down, and her shoes kicked up dirt, and echoes of the weave room rang in her ears.
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Never before had Clara witnessed a stillness in the town as complete as on that Sunday morning. The grand homes, with their wide verandas and bold columns and tall windows, stood eerily silent. It reminded her of the farm she and Kitty grew up on, in the minutes before a storm: the way everything went quiet, the squirrels and the birds and the livestock all finding places to hide. 
The cotton and woolen factories were quiet, too, but only because it was Sunday. That the mills continued normal production as its landed gentry fled had surprised even the journalists covering the war. As Clara and Kitty walked to church that morning, Clara recalled one evening weeks earlier when the fighting was about seven miles outside of Marietta. She’d been approached by a paunchy gray-haired man as she sat on her front stoop. A reporter for the Atlanta Southern Confederacy, he’d wanted to ask her a few questions.
“Do you have any plans to leave in advance of the Federals?” was his first. When Clara said she did not, the reporter shook his head. “I’ve been to nearly every home in Roswell, the grand ones near the square,” he said. “Most are empty. Yet the factories are running like there’s no enemy for hundreds of miles.” The reporter squinted at her. “I’m curious, what do you and the other operatives plan to do?”
“Do?” she shrugged. “Keep working, same as always.”
“Even if the Federals come knocking on the factory door?”
“It’s not like we got wagons and horses to take us anywhere,” she’d replied, unable to hide the irritation in her voice. “Or a place to stay if we did.”
“You all must be frightened.”
Clara shrugged again, unwilling to admit fear to this stranger, this man who had the luxury of observing the war as if from a great distance, even as he walked right up to its edges. The reporter thanked her and continued along Mill Street.

      [image: image-placeholder]At church that morning, Clara and Kitty sat in the same pew they always had near the back, despite the many empty rows further up. Though the reverend gave a sermon as usual, his voice was changed. It could have been the heat. Even with the doors and windows open, the church was stifling, and the reverend periodically wiped a cloth across his brow without slowing his rhythm. The box pews blocked any breeze that might have found its way through the church’s open doors.
Clara came to church less often than she used to, and when she did, it was for one reason: to feel closer to her mother. Some of her earliest memories were of going to church together. Leaning against her mother’s arm while Kitty, still a babe, slept in their mother’s lap, she’d close her eyes and let the rhythm of the reverend’s words lull her. At the time, she’d had no sense of the words’ meaning, but the way in which the reverend delivered them—the rise and fall of his voice, the conviction of his gestures—this, combined with her mother’s closeness, had brought forth in her a profound contentment.
Today’s sermon, however, brought Clara no sense of her childhood or her mother or contentment. It was the change in the reverend’s voice. It wasn’t the heat; this became clear as his sermon progressed. Though he spoke in generalities about courage and God’s providence in war, the underlying message was that they must gird themselves for the onslaught of the enemy.
His forehead shiny with perspiration, the reverend addressed the women, who that morning comprised most of the small congregation. “While you may not fight on the battlefield,” he said, “do not think you have no critical part to play! Cheer on your husbands, your brothers, your fathers. Brace them for the challenges to come. Bolster them with your love!”
Clara quietly cheered on her betrothed, though not for reasons the reverend would approve. Benjamin wasn’t about to lay down his life for the benefit of the rich men who’d plunged them into war. When the Confederacy started drafting men into its army, he’d left for the Nebraska territory to stake his claim on 160 acres, courtesy of the federal government. Clara only wished he’d write and let her know how he was faring. And when he would return for them.
The reporter who’d asked her those dire questions weeks earlier had offered a decidedly hopeful view of their situation in his article, which Clara had read in the company store a few days later:

This factory is of immense value to our government and is operating chiefly for its benefit, and the natural advantages surrounding will enable our forces to hold Roswell against overwhelming numbers should the enemy attempt a raid upon the place. We have sufficient artillery to command every approach and the heights are well fortified.

Clara fanned herself in the humid church. The truth of that reporter’s assessment could fit in a thimble, and they might all see for themselves soon enough how swiftly the town could fall. Up in his pulpit, the reverend grew more excited. Agitated, even. He entreated the women to shame into silence those among them who predicted the South’s failure. At this, she glanced at Kitty, who widened her eyes and shrugged.
Raising his voice, the reverend called upon the congregation to pray for God’s protection of absent loved ones and to bravely endure uncertainty. His words rose in volume and urgency—his whole head now shining with perspiration, his arms waving with frenetic energy—until, at last, his sermon reached a crescendo: “Strike till the last armed foe expires, Strike for your altars and your fires, Strike for the green graves of your sires, God, and your native land!”

      [image: image-placeholder]That evening, the whitewashed cottages on Mill Street trembled with talk of Marietta and the Union Army’s ruthless general. In the mill workers’ minds, General William Tecumseh Sherman had taken on a supernatural quality. He was the devil in the form of a tornado blowing his way across the country. A monster who bent iron rails into neckties, burned homes down to their chimneys, and left a howling wilderness in his wake.
The mill folk had debated with one another all afternoon whether or not Sherman would send troops to Roswell. Some said the Federals would attempt a river crossing there. Others thought they would cross further to the south and west. A woolen mill operative predicted a raid in two days’ time. Others put it closer to a week. One thing was understood: The Union Army must cross the Chattahoochee somewhere, for the great river separated Northwest Georgia from Atlanta and the rest of the state.
The mill hands could only pray that Sherman chose somewhere else. If the Federals came to Roswell, it was certain the mills would be destroyed. The Federals would not leave standing a woolen mill and two cotton factories that provided the Confederacy with rope, candlewick, tent cloth, sheeting, and gray uniform cloth.
Despite the threat of a raid, or perhaps in defiance of it, the Summerhill men had promised to play their music, as they sometimes did on Sunday evenings. Clara looked forward to the fiddle and banjo as she and Kitty sat on their front stoop. They’d had their supper of rice and corn sprinkled with bits of smoked pork. The worst of the day’s heat had gone, though it was still hot and muggy. Like the Douglas sisters, other mill workers sat on their front porches in hopes of catching a breeze. Children played in the dirt road. Clara stitched a ribbon to a straw poke bonnet she’d made, and Kitty sewed a dress with the last of their homespun.
Kitty kept putting down her sewing to stare off down Mill Street, at nothing in particular as far as Clara could tell. Then she would pick up her sewing, a few stitches later putting it down again.
“What’s troubling you?” Clara asked.
“It’s nothing.”
“Kitty.”
“It’s just—if Benjamin doesn’t come back for us? Tell me we won’t stay at the mill,” she pleaded. “We could go back to Athens, or Macon.”
“And do what?”
“You could work in a millinery.”
Clara scoffed.
“Well, why not?”
“Benjamin will come back. Stop saying he mightn’t. And this?” Clara nodded at the bonnet she was trimming. “I only do this for friends.” Though she would be lying to herself if she said the idea of making hats for a living didn’t fill her with a certain lightness. But that was only a dream, a dream that got her through long days at the mill.
“It’s been near a year and a half and no word,” Kitty said. Then, more softly, “Maybe it’s time we make our own plans.”
Clara finished stitching the ribbon to the straw bonnet, her stitches so small they were all but invisible. “Our plans are made! We wait for Benjamin. Now I don’t know why he hasn’t written. Maybe he has, but you know getting letters through is difficult now. And he won’t come get us till he’s improved the land and is assured they’ll give him the deed.” Surely Benjamin would come for them within the year, if not sooner, and then she could set aside her worries at last. No other possibility deserved consideration.
Kitty sighed, tilting her head skyward. “Wish I was one of those ducks that nest down by the creek. Every summer they fly away. If I could fly away, I’d never come back.”
Clara felt for Kitty, for the unhappiness she tried so hard to hide. Guilt at her own ineffectualness shortened her temper. “Wish all you want. It does no good. And run where? This is as safe as we get.” Clara pointed at the forest beyond the gorge. “You want to wander out there with the ly-outs and deserters and stragglers?” Sure, it was easy for Kitty to say, Do this or Do that, when decisions weren’t up to her.
When Kitty didn’t respond, Clara softened. “It’ll be all right.” She put her arm around her sister. Kitty had never expressed much fear of the Union Army before. Now that the army was so close, the girl could no longer keep a brave face. “I know it’s scary, an army coming and all, and everyone’s worked up over Sherman, but”—here she lowered her voice—“the Federals are restoring the Union, as they should. As Mama and Daddy would say was right. Besides, there’s a good chance they won’t even come here.” Clara hadn’t a clue what the chances were, but she had to say something.
“It ain’t the Federals.”
Clara drew back. “Then what is it?”
“It’s nothing.” Kitty coughed, then set her sewing aside and stood. “I’m thirsty.”
Clara watched her sister walk away, resisting the urge to tell her not to wander. Kitty had always been precocious and fun-loving. She used to sing to herself; she had the most beautiful singing voice. It occurred to Clara now that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard Kitty sing.
Across the street, Nan Summerhill appeared on her front porch. Nan was a force: tall, broad-shouldered, and muscular, with an intensity of expression that dared anyone to cross her. She worked in the factory’s dressing room. If she were a man, she’d be leading the battalion.
Nan crossed Mill Street and sat next to Clara with a grunt, placing a homespun bag on the steps. Clara had always found comfort in Nan’s steady presence. A presence that helped calm her uneasiness amid the uncertainties of war and her worries for Benjamin and Kitty.
Clara now confided in Nan about her troubles with Kitty. “She keeps pestering me about what we’ll do if Benjamin doesn’t come for us. She knows he’s got to secure a home first. Why does she act like he won’t? I told her it’s gonna take time.”
“You know how the young are, always wanting to pick peanuts before the pods are filled. You must trust he’s all right till you hear different.” Nan placed a hand weathered with age and toil on Clara’s knee. “And heaven forbid, if something happened to him, you can always stay here with us.” Nan, her husband, and their two children all worked at the mill, just as Nan’s mother had before her, and her sister did, still.
“Nothing’s happened to him!” Clara squeezed the bonnet’s brim. Then, loosening her grip lest she cause damage, she said more gently, “I fear the mill will be the death of Kitty.”
“One day, she could move to the dressing room with me, ain’t that what you said? Or even the store, one day. You both can read,” Nan said, her tone changing slightly. “There’s bookkeeping.”
Clara doubted such a move would happen anytime soon. Orton had shown no interest at all when she suggested moving Kitty out of the weave room. Noting Nan’s tone, however, she only nodded in agreement. She sometimes wondered if Nan resented her for having some education. She tried not to make a show of it. She’d once thought of asking if Nan wanted to learn to read but figured that if Nan wanted to learn, Nan would say so.
A cloth ball rolled toward them, stopping at her feet. She tossed it into a cluster of children playing barefoot in the dirt road. Alice, a girl of eight years, caught it in her four-fingered right hand. She’d lost the pinkie a year ago when she went to remove a loose thread from a spinning machine and her finger got caught in its moving parts. In an instant, her pinkie was gone. Clara had taught her some of her letters while she recovered.
“Good catch,” Clara said. Alice smiled and went back to her game.
“They lined the bridge with cotton and straw,” Nan said, wiping sweat from her temple.
Clara looked at Nan. “When?”
“A few days ago, Tom says.”
About a mile south of the town square, the massive covered bridge spanned the Chattahoochee River. Six hundred feet from one riverbank to the other. The thought of it going up in flames was too terrible to think about.
“And there’s a French flag flying at Ivy,” Nan said, referring to the woolen mill that sat near the bridge.
“A French flag? Criminy!” Clara scoffed. “Who do they think that’ll fool?”
Nan shook her head. “If that devil in blue comes here, heaven help us. He’s gonna burn this place to the ground.”
Kitty had returned from the pump and was talking to a neighbor when Nan reached into her bag. “Kitty!” Nan dangled a pouch attached to a length of yarn.
Kitty looked at Nan, then Clara, her eyes widening. “No, not that stinking gum!”
“Asafetida,” Nan said. “Dipped in turpentine. Just hang it around your neck. Get over here so I can put it on you.”
Kitty did as she was told. “Turn around,” Nan said before lowering the pouch onto Kitty’s chest and tying the yarn behind her neck.
Kitty twisted up her nose. “That’s the awfullest smelling thing.”
“But it works. And I have something else.” Nan reached into her bag again and pulled out another small pouch. “Jamestown weed, dried and soaked with saltpeter. Smoke only a little at first, or it might could strangle you. After a time it’ll loosen up your lungs and get rid of that cough.” Nan handed Kitty a white clay pipe. “I’ll need the pipe back.”
Several nights before, Kitty had had another coughing spell. She’d been mostly asleep for the duration, or at least it had seemed she was. Clara, fully awake, had felt the cough in her belly, a caving-in feeling. It seemed the hacking would never stop, like Kitty would never again get a clean breath. And when the spell finally did pass, Kitty slept, but Clara lay awake, waiting for the next fit. She needed to be awake when Kitty coughed so she’d know when the coughing ceased and that Kitty was all right. That morning when Clara woke up, she had no recollection of ever falling asleep. She’d gone straight to Nan’s cottage to ask for more medicine.
Nan was known among the mill folk for her medicines and cures. Her knowledge had myriad origins, including her Southern Appalachian ancestors and the slave medicine practiced on nearby plantations. What she couldn’t find by foraging, she acquired through trade—with whom, exactly, she never said.
“Thank you,” Clara said now, then nodded at the bonnet in her hands. “I’m just about finished with the trimming.” She had made the straw poke bonnet in exchange for medicine Nan had been providing Kitty in recent weeks. Nan had asked for a bonnet to protect her from the sun. Clara had suggested the poke bonnet, one with a brim exaggerated beyond what was typical. It might have looked awkward on a smaller woman, but with Nan’s height, all would be in balance.
“You’ve got a real knack for that,” Nan said in an unusual display of admiration.
Clara looked up at her and smiled. Thinking about millinery and creating bonnets and hair nets for others helped her through the sameness of her days. That someone else thought she was good at it, well, that made it all the better.
The truth was, there was a second reason Clara went to church. The first was to call up memories of her mother; the second was for the millinery. The beautiful bonnets the Roswell Royalty wore were a delight to take in. From the church’s back pew, she would study them all. It was another sort of game: whose hat did she like best, which hat might be better suited to someone else, which colors flattered most, how might she rework a particular bonnet to better suit its wearer. As the fighting wore on, however, there’d been few new bonnets to discover.
Across Mill Street, Nan’s husband, Tom, appeared on the Summerhills’ porch holding a fiddle. Tom Jr. followed from the cottage, a banjo in his hand. The father and son were two of the few men remaining in town. Many had left a month ago to serve in the Roswell Battalion, right about the time Marietta had come under attack. The Summerhill men were considered essential operatives at Ivy Woolen Mill and had been ordered to stay put.
Standing on their front porch, the men began to play. Clara relished these good-weather Sundays when they’d play music for anyone who wanted to listen. She and Kitty always did. Sometimes, if it wasn’t too hot, there was dancing.
Today the heat kept Clara on the stoop. Inside her, however, came a flutter of excitement as the first notes hit the air. She closed her eyes. The banjo hopped, and the fiddle sang, and despite her fears over Kitty and the silence from Benjamin and the general dread pervading the town, a floating, peaceful sensation flowed through her. It was a delicious feeling that often came when the Summerhills played. She didn’t understand how a song could make her feel things that weren’t true, but it did, and what the music made her feel was this: that she was somewhere else, and something wondrous was about to happen.
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In the twilight of Monday morning, Clara arranged her long wavy hair into a low knot and fastened a hair net over it. Though it wasn’t as fancy as those worn by the town’s wealthy women—who fashioned theirs with silk ribbon or chenille—Clara’s hair net was well made. She had created it herself using her own hair and had adorned it with a sky-blue ribbon. The ribbon called to mind the bluets that grew in patches near the big oak on their old farm. It was a remnant of her mother’s good dress, the dress she’d worn to church and been buried in. No one at the mill had ribbon in so lovely a color. 
The Douglas sisters left their cottage as the sky to the east was waking up, although the sun had not yet risen over the silhouetted evergreens on the far side of Vickery Creek. In the semi-darkness, the sisters followed the steep and winding dirt road that led to the base of the gorge. Dozens of other weavers and spinners joined them. The rushing water grew louder as they descended the slope toward the mill, which stood on the banks of the big creek.
Kitty, usually wide awake and talkative within minutes of rising, was quiet, and that suited Clara’s pensive mood fine. For the first time in a long while, when Clara looked to the weeks and months ahead, nothing took shape. Doubts and questions she’d kept at bay could no longer be ignored now that Kitty had spoken them aloud. Now that the Federals were closing in. If the Federals raided Roswell and destroyed the mills, what would they do? How would they survive? If the Federals didn’t come, how long would Clara and Kitty have to remain at the mill before Benjamin returned? Would Kitty’s health hold out?
Clara arrived at the mill with nothing settled but the belief they should have left with Benjamin despite his wishes to the contrary. The weavers passed the guard standing watch. Ever since the arson attempt a while back, guards had been posted at the factories. The fire had damaged the cotton house and pickers room and would have been worse had the mill hands not doused it with water from the creek. A new employee had confessed, claiming two men from Tennessee paid him to do it. He was tried and sent to jail in Marietta, and lucky for him. The factory workers surely would have hanged him if justice had been theirs to mete out. The mill was all that stood between most of them and starvation.
The Federals might be on their way even now to finish the job.
Clara and Kitty found their places in the first row. The warning bell had not yet rung when Orton rushed up and down the aisles, his bouncing steps making it seem like his heels never quite touched the floor. He tapped several weavers and directed them to the front of the room. The sisters exchanged a glance: What was this all about?
Orton stopped at Clara’s looms. “Mr. Roche needs more weavers at Ivy for a couple days. He’s in a mad hurry to finish a job before the Federals come.” He nodded at the four weavers at the front of the room. “You go and join them.”
Clara glanced at her sister. “What about Kitty?”
“She’s staying here.”
Clara hesitated. Since before the war, she’d worked side by side with Kitty.
“Go on,” Kitty said. “I’m fine.”
“There a problem, Clara?” Orton said, moving toward her.
Kitty nodded toward the door. Go.
The warning bell sounded.
“Clara!” Orton pointed toward the door.
“I’m going, I’m going.” As Clara and four other weavers left the room, the network of belts that lined the ceiling and reached down to each machine screeched into motion, powered by the giant water wheel outside. Levers were thrown, and looms started dancing violently in place. Click-click-clack, click-click-clack, click-click-clack.
Clara glanced over her shoulder as she crossed the threshold. Orton stood close to Kitty, who focused on her work as if unaware of his presence, as if transfixed by the tent cloth forming before her. He spoke in her ear, but Kitty’s expression gave Clara no clue as to what he said. Maybe it was something to do with the dressing room. But would Orton move Kitty out of the weave room today when he’d just sent five weavers to Ivy?
Kitty looked up and caught Clara’s stare. The younger Douglas sister nodded toward the door and widened her eyes.
Clara had frozen. There was a hand on her arm. It was Nan on her way to the dressing room. “Kitty will be fine. You can leave her side for one day. I’ll keep an eye on her.”
“I have to go to Ivy.”
“I know. Tom told me he needed more weavers.”
Kitty doubled over, and several deep coughs barked out. Orton stepped away. Kitty’s cough always was worse on Mondays, after the day off.
“Come on.” Nan pulled Clara from the doorway. Then, with a wry grin, “You don’t want to keep Mr. Summerhill waiting,” she said.
Clara hurried to catch up with the others headed to the woolen mill. Her body shook as if she were cold. She hated leaving her sister—it was like leaving a part of herself behind. Clara couldn’t help but see Kitty as the ten-year-old girl she’d been when they’d first come here.
They’d left the failing farm and come to the mill with their mother five years ago, before the war. It was supposed to have been temporary, a way to get by until their father could sell the rocky land he’d tried for years to coax a living from. He’d died of heart trouble before finding a buyer. Two years after coming to the mill, their mother died of a fever that had swept through the factory. As her mother lay on her deathbed, Clara promised she would always take care of Kitty. With no relations to turn to, the sisters had seemed destined for a life of lint and noise and fumes. Then Clara met Benjamin. A wagoner for the Roswell Manufacturing Company, Benjamin owned his own wagon and mule, and he had money saved and dreams of becoming a farmer. Not there in North Georgia’s rocky soil, but in the West. In the Nebraska territory.
Clara clung to Benjamin’s vision of a world beyond the mill. Weaving would not be a lifelong job for them, as it was for so many others. Not that she thought herself above her raising. But she and Kitty had skills and good teeth, and, thanks to their mother, they could read and write. To the extent that anyone belonged in that godforsaken factory, the Douglas sisters did not. Clara did her best to pretend, for the sake of getting along, that she did not know this.
“If that devil Sherman and his army of Lincoln-lovers comes here, he’s gonna learn not to fool with us,” said Temperance Enson, Orton’s cousin and one of the five weavers sent to Ivy Woolen mill. Temperance’s thin, wispy hair refused to stay in her hair net, and the humidity had already flattened her fluffy curls to her face.
“Amen to that,” another weaver said.
“We won’t make it easy for ’em,” said another.
He’ll run this place through in minutes, thought Clara.
“A shame, some of our own men haven’t stayed to defend our town.” Temperance looked pointedly at Clara.
“Our town?” Clara scoffed. As if they could lay claim to even the smallest piece of Roswell.
Temperance glared. “I always knew you were a Lincoln-lover.”
“All right, girls, let’s just get to Ivy.” It was Mabel, a woman of about forty who lived in the cottage next door to Clara and Kitty with her elderly mother and two daughters. “No good in fighting among ourselves.” She turned and spat snuff juice onto the road. Some swore by it, but Clara wasn’t convinced snuff did much to protect her throat from the lint-filled air. And besides, she hated the taste.
Temperance’s eyes continued to bore into Clara. She met her gaze only a moment before turning away, whistling a tune of indifference. About twenty minutes after they’d left the cotton factory, Ivy Mill, the Chattahoochee River, and the covered bridge came into view. Members of the Roswell Battalion stood guard.
The muffled din of machinery and the shouts and whoops of doffer boys tossing rocks into the water greeted the small group of weavers. Above Ivy Mill’s doorway flew the French flag, just as Nan had described. What folly! The mill was no more French than Clara was—and she was Scottish all the way to the backbone. And despite there being a Frenchman currently in charge, the woolen mill still made gray cloth for Confederate uniforms. Had they stopped weaving the letters “CSA” into every bolt of it?
“Bonjour,” Clara said as she nodded to the guard posted outside. He looked at her oddly and she continued with the others to the weave room on the first floor. The overseer, Tom Summerhill, assigned them to their looms.
The mill operated uneventfully, but the day felt different, and not just because she was at Ivy. All day long, the weavers were on tenterhooks. Clara sensed it in the furtive glances toward the door, in the fretful faces, the chewed fingernails. She got caught up in the collective trepidation. At times she almost wished the Federals would storm into the factory, just so she wouldn’t have to anticipate it any longer. She especially hated being apart from Kitty at a time like this.

      [image: image-placeholder]When the bell tolled at the workday’s end, she rushed from the woolen factory and ran, as fast as her tired feet would allow, up the hill to town. Clara arrived, panting and sweating and miserable, at their cottage. She swung open the door. “Kitty!” The front room: hearth, rug, table, chairs, bonnets hanging on pegs. No Kitty. In the back room, the beds were undisturbed, still made as neatly as they’d been this morning. Clara’s legs weakened, and she collapsed on her bed. She tried to collect her thoughts.
Kitty should have been home by now. Could it be she worked late? Clara took the winding road down to the cotton factory. The night guard stood watch. The factory was empty, he said, and he wasn’t to let anyone inside.
As Clara stood outside the factory, she recalled something she’d seen that morning, only now she saw it in a harsh new light: Orton standing close to Kitty. Too close, she now realized. Had he brushed himself up against her? Clara pleaded with the night guard to let her see the factory for herself, and at last, he relented and stepped aside.
Finding the weave room empty, she checked the other floors, calling for Kitty all the while.
No response. Clara cried out in alarm, imagining terrible things. This was what happened when she left Kitty’s side. The girl needed watching over.
She dragged herself up the gorge to Mill Street and stood in the Summerhills’ doorway. Inside, Nan was preparing dinner.
“Kitty’s gone!” Clara cried between gasps for air and while pressing a stitch in her side. “You were supposed to watch her!” Somewhere in the back of her mind, it occurred to her that she’d never raised her voice at Nan before.
Nan’s eyes widened. “I did watch her. I walked home with her.”
“She’s not at the cottage!”
“But I saw her go in.” Nan pointed with a wooden spoon. “She said she wasn’t feeling well. That she was gonna rest till you got home.”
Clara steadied herself against the door frame. “I fear it’s something to do with Orton. He brushed up on her this morning, and I knew it, deep down, I knew it. I should’ve said something. I never should have left her there—”
“I’m sure she’s fine.”
“What if he sent me away so he could get to Kitty? Why didn’t I see that? It’s all my fault!”
“Clara—”
Her heart racing, Clara nearly shouted: “I swear, if Orton’s laid a finger on her, I’ll kill him myself!” As she said this, she checked the street again. No sign of Kitty, but there was Temperance, not ten feet away in the middle of Mill Street. Temperance was staring at Clara, her steps slow and deliberate.
Nan only chuckled at Clara’s threat of violence. “Maybe Ida Mae needed her help with something. Did you ask her?”
“No, I—” With a glance across the street, Clara saw Ida Mae, her next-door neighbor and Mabel’s mother, sitting in her rocker on her front porch. Clara rushed over to her.
Ida Mae was a former weaver now too old for mill work. “She was here, but then she left,” Ida Mae said, looking toward the gorge when Clara asked about her sister.
“When? How long ago was that?”
Ida Mae frowned, remembering. “A half-hour, could be.”
Children played in the road while their mothers fixed supper, and Clara made her way back toward the gorge, searching for Kitty’s tall, thin frame, for her straight ash-blond hair slipping out of its braid as it did by this time each day. Upon reaching the edge, she looked down toward Vickery Creek and the mills. She called out for Kitty.
The world spun, and she fought for clarity. What if Kitty was in danger? Where should she look next?
She would find Orton if only to rule out the possibility this had anything to do with him. She turned in the direction of The Bricks, where he rented an apartment, and—
A short distance away, Kitty carried a pail of water as if nothing were the matter.
“Oh!” Clara cried out, rushing toward her. “Where were you?”
“Down by the creek,” Kitty said calmly. “Then I went to fetch water.” She lifted the bucket as if her sister required proof.
“But you told Nan you were ill. That you were going to rest.”
“I did, but then I decided it was the heat bothering me, so I bathed in the creek.” She set down the pail and stretched her arm. Her hair hung in a single braid brought forward over her shoulder, tied at the end with a sky-blue ribbon matching Clara’s.
“By yourself? Kitty, it’s not safe! We don’t know how close the Federals are.” A pause, then, “Orton didn’t do anything, did he?”
Kitty frowned. “Do anything? Like what?”
“I saw
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