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			Shirley and Joe Price sat on their stoop, he on the top step and she one below, her legs outstretched on the concrete slab. He picked his guitar. She watched him—watched the fingers of his right hand moving across the strings, watched the fingers of his left pressing down on them at the neck, hard, keeping each in place for the beat or two he needed at a chord before securing the next the same way, watched the cigarette loose at his lips arch upward each time he hummed along. It was early November and the midday sun was out and falling over everything; the sidewalk, the brick of the buildings, the brims of men’s hats as they passed. Its warmth and light had the effect of whitewashing the landscape, and one could almost forget it was noon on a Monday. Joe rested his cigarette on the stoop and leaned down to her, strumming with new purpose.

			“They used to tell me I was building a dream, with peace and glory ahead, why should I be standing in line, just waiting for bread?” He hummed through the next parts, stopping only for the refrain, “Brother can you spare a dime?” Then he clapped the front of the guitar into silence and caught her eye before changing his tune.

			“Old King Cole was a merry old soul, and a merry old soul was he,” he sang. “He called for his pipe and he called for his bowl and he called for his fiddlers three.” He paused, leaned in further.

			“My mommy said if I was good she’d send me to the store,” he sang. “She said she’d make some gingerbread if I would sweep the floor…” They were face to face, the guitar between their bodies.

			“Glory glory hallelujah, teacher hit me with a ruler…”

			Shirley slapped his leg. He let the guitar fall across his lap and took a drag of his cigarette, smirking.

			“I know all the kids’ songs,” Joe said. “I could sing them to our boy. Or girl,” he winked.

			“Again with this?” She rolled her head back and looked at the sky. “It’s such a beautiful day, Joe. Don’t start with this again.”

			When they first married, she’d put him off because, she said, she wanted him for herself before having to share. Which was partly true. Except that sharing in this case meant the uneven divide between nursing, diapers, and crying, and anything that might make up the rest of her. Now, she put him off for practical reasons, like breadlines. But it was getting difficult. In bed, when the calendar read her risky days, she urged him away from her at the end, pushing his hips with her hands. Still, he’d whisper and place his face in her neck, keeping her close. Her friend Helen told her about the newest thing, latex, that she and her husband had started to use, but Shirley doubted Joe would go for it. At least sharing a room with her grandmother at night served as some excuse, although Joe swore the old woman was deaf and they heard her snores as early as seven each night. Her parents must maneuver the same situation sharing with her younger sister, but that was a thought she needn’t dwell on.

			“We’re six mouths already. Who’s going to share their potatoes and peas with a seventh?”

			“A baby doesn’t need potatoes and peas! He’ll have you,” he said, reaching over and squeezing her breast. “And this, depression—or whatever they’re calling it—is going to break by the time he’s old enough for real food.”

			Shirley rolled her eyes, made a V shape with her fingers and extended them towards his cigarette. He glanced both directions of the sidewalk for passersby before handing it to her. She took a long drag and exhaled, then laid her head on his thigh beside the neck of the guitar. He lifted it and began strumming again, his fingers light on the strings. A man rounded the corner, his overcoat unbuttoned and swinging at his calves. He shot a couple squinty-eyed looks at them before hollering, “Shut up!” as he passed. He kicked a trash can a few steps beyond them and threw his fedora at the sidewalk. They heard his mutters the length of his walk down the block.

			“I’m glad you took a break today,” Shirley said. “It’s too nice out to be feeling like that.”
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			On Tuesday, they resumed the work of looking for work. Joe went back to the line at City Hall. Shirley took the train up to Ninth Avenue, where Helen had told her some of the garment factories were taking girls. Men pushed racks of dresses and coats down the street and over sidewalks, creating narrow spaces for pedestrians. She weaved through them, dodging herds of towering headless bodies as they barreled toward her. She found a short line gathered outside a gray concrete building and stepped into it, gauging her place from the entrance before inquiring as to the establishment.

			“Are they looking for girls?” she asked the woman at the end of the line.

			“That’s what I hear,” the woman said, barely turning her head to reply.

			The line moved. Shirley made note of each person as they went in, and whether or not they came back out. If you were looking for work, you worked. If you came out, it was because you were turned away. There were a few men who dotted the line between the gathered women; each exited almost as soon as he’d entered.

			“Like they can sew,” the woman ahead of her mumbled.

			

			Three Negro girls were waiting together. Friends, chatting about the dresses they saw roll by as they stepped closer to the wide glass doors. They came out as a group. Shirley understood why the woman in front of her had little interest in talking. You had a better chance at a place if it was clear you were on your own. Of course, you had a better chance if you were white, too. But white women were being turned away more often than Shirley expected. Were they too old? Unable to sew? (Was there a test?) Couldn’t they speak English? She looked for the differences between her and each of them as they walked into the street. She smoothed the pockets of her overcoat and pushed on her cheeks. Lifting her chin, she pulled on the heavy glass.

			A table was set up in the hallway. Three men were spaced out in seats behind it, clipboards set in front of them. Two were already speaking to hopeful prospects, so she approached the third. It was unclear where the hallway led but she could hear the beats of sewing machines above her head.

			“Name?”

			“Shirley Price.”

			“Age?”

			“Twenty-two.”

			“Married?”

			“Yes.”

			“Husband’s occupation?”

			“He’s currently looking.”

			“Unemployed?” The man looked up at her for the first time. He wasn’t very old.

			“He’s actually down at City Hall right now. They say there are work assignments there. I’m sure he’ll have something by the end of the day.”

			“I understand, Miss,” he said.

			“Mrs.”

			“Yes, I understand. Come back to us when your husband is working.”

			“Sir?”

			“Let’s get your husband working. Then maybe we can help you,” he said. “Thank you.” He began writing on his clipboard as a sign that the interview was over.
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			That night, her grandmother’s throaty snorts in the background, she told Joe. They sat on a mattress on the floor, their backs against the wall. Her legs were tangled with his beneath the quilt her mother had sewn as their wedding gift (she was the real talent).

			“Three times today. And not the first time I’ve heard it,” she said. His hand was on her back, his fingers tapping out a rhythm.

			“It’s admirable, at least,” he said.

			“Admirable?”

			“The respect for a man’s pride, that’s all.”

			“Joe, my parents can’t keep us this way. The money’s running out. We need to contribute.”

			“We all need to contribute, Shirley. You see it out there. What is there to do?” He stopped tapping on her back, let his hand rest there. “It’d be better if we weren’t married. That’s what you’re telling me.”

			“Joe…”

			They sat quiet together, each looking off to separate corners of the floor.

			“What about that? What if we pretended we weren’t married? What if the answer to that interview question was ‘no’?”

			“Joe.”

			“Buck the system.”

			“You can’t lie to an employer,” she said. “We’d end up fired as soon as we got the work.”

			“We could really fake it. I could go stay with my cousin, Hardy. What’s another body on the floor at night?” They were deep into fantasy now.

			“My mother would die under a lie like that,” she said.

			“We wouldn’t tell her. We’d really fake it,” he said. “But do you think she’d let me take the quilt?” She elbowed him, laughing. Then she sighed.

			“Let’s sleep. I can’t even think about this.” She uncrossed her legs from his and slid down the wall until she was flat on the mattress. “I wish it were yesterday again,” she said.

			“I wish it were tomorrow’s tomorrow.”
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			They made their plan. Over the next week, the mattress beneath them, they crafted their lie, their reasons for separating, the way they’d reveal their prank to friends and family once this hard stretch was over and they reunited. In whispers, Joe glossed over their time apart and talked about later—later with money. He described a little basement apartment in Chelsea, a two bedroom. There was a refrigerator with bacon and beer. There was a nursery, there was a stool in the corner where he perched and played guitar while Shirley nursed.

			She was most surprised by her family’s lack of surprise. They accepted the news as an inevitable outcome and warmly wished Joe well on the afternoon he left, duffle bag slung over one shoulder, guitar strap over the other. Her father muttered a comment about a useless musician, but declined to repeat it when she feigned she hadn’t heard him. She was least surprised by how quickly she found herself sitting at one of several rows of long tables lined with Singers and spools.

			Each morning she wiped her machine down with a loose piece of cloth, comforted by its black shine. She kept her fingers tense as she pushed the fabric through, the stitches reverberating through the tops of her hands. There were women sitting at each of her elbows, and women at their elbows, down the line the length of the factory’s wall. They sat in wooden chairs just like the ones at her kitchen table, with rounded top rails and thin splats at their backs; enough to cradle their bodies when they leaned backwards, but not enough to cushion them. The sound was raucous; a constant hum and thump that made her feel like her heart was racing away at a pace she’d never catch. She took that sound home with her at night, felt its rush in her dreams.

			“Shirley,” her elbow mate called over the beats. “Shirley!”

			She took a small balled up square of fabric out of her ear, a trick she’d learned from one of the older women, and leaned over to hear.

			“I have something for us,” she said, “for break.” She gave a wink.

			When the bells rang twenty minutes later, the two girls found their way to the alley behind the building and stood in a corner, surrounded by cement. Jean pulled a cigarette and matchbox out of her apron pocket.

			“So, you’ve been with us for a couple of months now. Did you decide? Are you going to be a union girl?” Jean asked, before lighting the cigarette she held between her lips.

			“I don’t know. I guess so. I just don’t want to be a part of any strikes. I need this work. We all need this work.”

			“Mmmmm,” Jean blew smoke out of her nose in agreement. “But look what you had to do to get this work.” She was the only friend at the factory who knew Shirley’s secret. “Anyway, the good stuff makes it worth it, the classes and whatnot. They’ve even started talking about putting on a musical.”

			“A musical?” Shirley took the cigarette between her fingers.

			“Yes. You play an instrument? Sing?”

			“No, not me,” she said. Joe.

			“Well, I bet they’ll teach you. Anyway, you should come see about it. I’m going tonight.”

			“Do you sing?”

			“I’m not bad in the shower. Besides, there’s bound to be some men around, directing, producing, whatnot. They’ll need a male lead for a show. As much as I love all of you ladies, us single girls need to meet a boy somewhere, right?” Jean winked.

			“I can’t tonight,” Shirley said. “Next time.”
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			At the end of the work day, Shirley walked from the factory to Eisenberg’s on Fifth Avenue to buy dinner for her date with Joe. They had been meeting in Madison Square Park since he left her home, and Shirley always brought food. Joe would accept it if they ate together on a park bench, but would not join her inside a shop if it meant she would be paying the bill. But she knew he was hungry; he still had not found work. She ordered one slice of liver loaf and a mayonnaise sandwich, and watched the man behind the counter tear sheets of greasy wax paper and wrap the items with speed and precision.

			They would sit and eat sheepishly, keeping their meal tucked in paper as best they could, hiding it from the hungry eyes of passersby. Once, Shirley gave half an egg sandwich to a child who lingered near them, which prompted Joe to comment on her maternal instincts. That time, he convinced her to go to Hardy’s with him, and after whispering with his cousin, they were left alone in the back bedroom. He swore their baby would come from that tryst, and in the weeks that passed would even lay on her lap in the park and sing songs to her stomach. But by now she knew there was no baby coming, and she recognized relief in his expression when she told him so. Mostly, on these dates in the park, she would chatter about her days at the factory; the noise of the machines, the dresses she was making and mending, Jean. She spoke at a clip, filling up space so that Joe didn’t need to share the details of his days. Rather than talk, he played his guitar. He strummed low chords with closed eyes, his face raised to the sky. He was somewhere else then.

			She arrived at their bench with the brown bag under her arm. She liked this spot, across from the MetLife building, its looming clock tower and the scaffolded construction that was slowly creeping to meet it. She saw there in the sky, a goal; work, a raising up, a passage of time, tomorrow. Joe sat down. He smiled and held out his own brown bag.

			“What’s this?” she asked, surprised.

			“A sweet,” he said. “For my—” and he touched his finger to the tip of her nose.

			“You shouldn’t have, Joe.” She didn’t ask how he’d managed a purchase from a bakery.

			They ate, passing the loaf and sandwich between them. Joe beamed when he broke the cookie in two. He watched her eat her half and then offered his. She knew to accept it. It wasn’t until after their meal that she noticed.

			“Joe,” she paused. “Where is your guitar?”

			“Oh, you know…”

			“Joe.”

			“I needed to give Hardy some money if I wanted to stay. He’s going to lose the place if he doesn’t pay rent.”

			“You’re not taking any space! You’re on the floor!”

			“There are a lot of guys that need a floor right now, Shirley. Guys coming and going from all over. And they’re willing to pay a little something for it.”

			“You’re his cousin!”

			“It’s just how it is,” Joe said. He strummed his fingers on the bench.

			“You sold your guitar,” she said. “Joe.”

			He closed his eyes and lifted his chin, still playing the wood of the bench. She watched him for a moment, then turned back to her view of rising buildings. They sat together, their stomachs full.
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			The next week she went with Jean down to Waverly Place to see the rehearsal for the musical. The ladies’ garment union banner hung from the arched stone entryway with “ILGWU” printed in red block letters, and she lingered in the vestibule to take in the photographs that lined the walls. One, marked 1910, showed four women standing side by side, each wearing a wide-brimmed hat with feathers and velvet bows. The layers of their long dresses and coats were covered by wide sashes that read, “Picket / Ladies / Tailors / Strikers.” Shirley looked into their faces and tried to identify the emotion behind the expressions she saw there; smirks filled with anger, purpose, pride, pomposity, delight. There was a framed front page of The New York Times with the headline, “Heroic Young Forewoman Loses Her Life to Save Others from Death in Flames,” above photos of women who perished in the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Fire, each face printed as though framed in an oval locket that hung around some mother’s neck. Another was of a group huddled for a photo from the center of their work room, squeezed between rows of sewing machines and reams of cloth. They could have been her friends from the factory, smiling at the camera with closed lips, hands on each other’s shoulders. They wore their own buttoned up shirtwaists, some with cuffed sleeves or thin black ties knotted and hanging from their necks. Their vested foreman stood in the middle. As she moved through the doors to the main hall, she passed the large gold framed photo of a man with salt and pepper hair, the triangle of his widow’s peak marking his forehead. The attached gold plaque read, “President of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union.” Even here, she thought, men were at the center of everything.

			The hall inside was filled with groups of people, their voices echoing through the open space. Jean spotted her and waved her over to the group she stood with, several women and one man whom she had positioned herself next to.

			“This is Shirley, my newest recruit,” Jean said. The group gave nods and smiles.

			“Shirley. Don Peters,” the man said, extending his hand. “Choral Director. We were just about to run through a number. Listen and jump in where you like.” To the group he said, “Two, three, four:

			“Sing me a song with social significance

			Or you can sing ‘til you’re blue

			Let meaning shine from ev’ry line

			Or I won’t love you.

			Sing me of wars and sing me of breadlines

			Tell me of front page news

			Sing me of strikes and last minute headlines

			Dress your observation in syncopation!

			Sing me a song with social significance

			There’s nothing else that will do

			It must get hot with what is what

			Or I won’t love you.”

			Shirley joined in for the chorus on the second round and when they finished Jean exclaimed, “You can sing!”

			“A little,” she blushed.

			“Auditions are tonight,” Don said.

			“Oh, I don’t think so,” she said. “What is it, even?”

			“It’s called Pins and Needles.”

			“Pins and Needles?” she asked. “So, it’s us?” She glanced around at the circle of women.

			“Yes! You’ve got it!” He seemed satisfied. “The idea is for it to be a show of the times, a rotating cast of real garment workers starring on stage, songs about current issues, real theater about real life!”

			Shirley watched the auditions from a row of folding chairs set up in front of a makeshift stage. But on their walk home, Jean urged her to continue coming to rehearsals.

			“I had no idea you had a voice like that.”

			“I haven’t shared much. It was—” Joe that was the real talent. But suddenly she didn’t want to name him. She didn’t have space for him in the world she had stepped into tonight. She thought of their park bench and talking to him about the hall, the bustle, the music and enthusiasm; but she couldn’t
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