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	Clover, South Carolina, 1922

	 

	He shot Newt first. 

	That day, Gertie saw the first white hot slash cleave an innocent soul. A memory unforgettable even with the passing of time. 

	Then he went for the rest of us.

	That day, a dark-whispered nightmare, too fiendish for out loud words. 

	Leyla was next. 

	It happened on a Wednesday in September, 1922. The year she moved to Clover with her family. A day she could never forget. They had settled into a rundown company cottage, the ten of them piled into four rooms. 

	Then he shot Red. Freddy. Mama. And Dolly. 

	She remembered Ben Ferries. The raw, pointed thunder. The click between being and nothing. 

	He shot me. I lived to tell the story.

	People asked questions. There were no answers. But one thing was certain: that summer, Gertie learned evil never dies. It lives on, waiting in shadowy corners, with a new face, a new name. That year, evil showed its face in a quiet, unassuming cotton mill town called Clover.
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	June, 1922

	 

	The day had been long and hot, and Gertie Taylor glistened with sweat while she packed trunks, boxed kitchen dishes, and everything else. They were moving yet again, never remaining in one place for more than two years. In the late afternoon, surrounded by the sound of cicadas, she and her siblings once again crowded into the back of their dad’s dusty black pickup. They left out from their home in Gastonia, North Carolina, and headed south, chugging, rattling, bouncing down the potholed macadam road with everything they owned packed into suitcases and crates.

	Gertie brushed a loose strand from her face that the wind had tugged from the twist at the nape. She glanced at her ten-year-old sister, Dolly. Standing next to her behind the cab, Dolly rested her elbows on its roof, letting the wind ruffle her blunt-bobbed brown hair. Reflexively, Gertie patted it, and Dolly looked up at her with a gap-toothed grin. Their thirteen-year-old brother Newt sat in front with Papa, who was driving. Gertie glanced at the back of Newt’s honey-colored head hanging out the window and listened to the silly noises he made at cows lingering along fence lines.

	Turning, she looked past her brother Frank, sister Leyla, and cousin Red in the truck bed and saw the Model T Ford behind them. Mama was in the car with sleepy three-year-old Burdell on her lap. Her older brother Freddy, a college man home for the summer, drove. He looked dapper, even with his shirtsleeves rolled to his elbows. Gertie admired him, and wished she had gone away to study, too, but as a girl, her role was to marry and raise a family. To follow the example set by her mother and every other Taylor woman before her.

	Shadows stretched across plowed red clay fields as the Taylor caravan jogged down the two-lane, never exceeding twenty miles per hour. Late-day sun kissed the horizon, its scorching midday glare replaced by a soft, comforting warmth. 

	In six years they’d pin balled across four towns. Her papa changed jobs the way other fathers changed shirts. They moved to a new home every two years, changing schools, and making new friends, traveling ever southward from Robbinsville to Gastonia, a town on the southern border of North Carolina. Now they were bound for another dreary whistle-stop, where Papa would start a job as a manager at another cotton mill on Monday.

	They passed a determined farmer who trudged behind the backside of his mule, his plow splitting open the rich soil. A faraway supper bell clanged, then faded. Sighing, Gertie sat down atop a soap box near the wooden boards that made up the truck bed’s side barrier, her slender arms folded between the slats, and inhaled the earthy scents of pasture land and just-planted fields.

	Welcome to the Palmetto State, a sign read. Her curiosity roused; she had never set foot in another state. This one looked the same as the last. Even the name changed little: South Carolina.

	Another textile town, one indistinguishable from the next.

	She yearned for something different from her mother’s hard existence—marrying young, giving birth to thirteen children. Burying four and raising nine to become God-fearing adults. With seven kids left in the household, she cleaned, cooked, and worked to lift her family to a better station in life. Gertie fretted that her mother’s same achingly predictable life lay ahead for her. Each night, Gertie stared into the darkness praying for change, and every day, awoke to more of the same.

	That was about to change.

	Corn and cotton fields parted as the highway led them over railroad tracks to the dusty Main Street of a mill town like any other. A placard at the town’s edge announced: Town of Clover. Speed Limit, 10 miles per hour.  

	Daisy, one of Clover’s three mill villages, lay before them.

	They rattled over the railroad tracks before passing the train depot and the Kings Mountain Inn on the outskirts of town. Two churches flanked rows of brick storefronts. The Taylors chugged through town past the Bluebird Diner. An alleyway separated the diner and Hogan’s General Store. Passing Hogan’s, she heard the hooting and squawking of a cockfight behind the store. By-standers lounged against Hogan’s storefront, smoking, drinking from brown paper bags, and watching the newcomers. 

	Wilder’s Drugstore, nearly as busy as Hogan’s, stood opposite a brick building with big gold block letters on its window announcing the Lovett Law Firm. A railroad track ran to a dismal-looking three-story brown brick cotton mill which loomed behind the retail stores. Painted above its third-floor windows, Clover Yarn Mill at Daisy. Papa’s new place of employment.

	A small village square lay at the crossroads of two blocks. Papa drove around the bench-lined square. Men sat at tables sipping Coca-Cola® and playing checkers while mothers, freshly bathed against the muggy evening, shared the latest gossip and watched their playing children.

	Conversation ceased at the sight of the two-vehicle Taylor caravan. Loungers stood and wandered to the curb to stare, kids stopped their games, shoppers ambled out of Wilder’s and trailed the Taylor vehicles. It seemed the whole town had gathered to gawk.

	Circling round, they again approached Hogan’s store. The indistinct notes of a Jimmie Rodgers melody drifted amidst the clamor, while out front, two men now brawled in the street. A crowd of yelling, half-drunk rabble-rousers gathered round them, the cockfight outranked by tussling men. 

	One was brawny, older, with a scrub of bushy graying hair and a thick black mustache clamped above his lip. The other was bristly faced and years younger. Both men had flushed but sallow skinned. Gertie had seen that pallor before, the effect of long hours spent carding cotton and spooling yarn inside a factory. The men grappled and pulled their opponent’s hair. The smaller man kicked, got knocked backward. Younger and spry, he might have been the better slugger of the two, but that was not the case. Punch. Kick. Punch. They flailed, their movements graceless and raw. Each man’s fury oozed through their pores.

	From the aft car, Gertie’s mother shrilled, “Fred, turn around!”

	Peering over a tower of boxes, Gertie watched her older brother thump the steering wheel enthusiastically. Their mother tossed him a tight-lipped scowl and bounced whimpering Burdell on her knee. Gertie couldn’t hear the words, but from her expression she could guess the rebuke.

	The larger of the brawlers hit the smaller man and bashed him into the side of the truck. Papa slammed on his brakes. The truck engine stalled, and Newt banged his face against the dash. He shrugged off his bloody nose and leaned out the window, ignoring his father’s directive, “Newt, get inside!” Gertie and Dolly, pitched against the back of the cab, held a stack of boxes at bay. The stench of the man’s unwashed body wrinkled Gertie’s nose and his head slumped so close she could’ve patted it. He flung it side to side, fighting for consciousness. His blood, sweat, and pomade splattered her white blouse.

	From the tailing car, their mother shouted, “Kids, get back!”

	Instead, her children jockeyed for space against the wood slats, behind the battered man. Gertie laid silent odds on the big fellow with the mean left hook. Dolly sidled close and hugged her waist. Beside them, their siblings and cousin chose sides and placed bets.

	The crowd surrounded them. “Git him, Fightin’ Ben! Go for it, Horace!” They bellowed and punched air, cheering on the scrappers.

	“You damned filthy cheat!” Horace sputtered.

	“You call me a cheat?” Fighting Ben huffed. He threw a well-placed jab to the younger man’s jaw, then grabbed Horace by the shirt collar, yanking him off the side of the truck. He pulled back his balled fist.

	Gertie locked her gaze on Fighting Ben’s black, squinty, mean eyes, unable to look away. She quaked inside, from her stomach clear down to her toes.

	“Move your fingers, sister,” he growled.

	Gertie jerked her hands from the slats.

	After leveling more overhand one-twos on Horace, Ben bounced him off the truck and let him crumple into the dirt.

	The sheriff and his deputy arrived, parked their car at the edge of the crowd, and elbowed through the melee. The deputy restrained Ben while the sheriff clapped cuffs on him. 

	“Ben Ferries,” the sheriff said. “Should a known.”

	Ben cursed and struggled against their grip. “Bastard accused me of cheatin’.”

	“Shaddup, Ferries!” the sheriff barked. His deputy examined the downed man. “He okay?”

	Horace groaned and opened his eyes.

	“Nothing Doc McGill cain’t fix.”

	“Come on, then.” The sheriff tugged Ben to the squad car.

	The ruckus calmed. Papa turned his attention to restarting his vehicle. “Newt, get out and give her a crank. Careful she don’t back-handle on you.”

	Gertie peered over the top of the cab at Newt, giving it his all. Bending her knees, she peeked inside the cab through the back window. Her father fiddled with the throttle and pulled on the choke until the truck backfired and a black cloud billowed from the tailpipe. Frustrated, he smacked the steering wheel and stifled a curse word. Gertie straightened and sighed.

	I asked for different, she thought, and this is what I get.
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	Henry Lovett downed his Dr. Pepper® and set it on the cool white marble of Wilder’s soda fountain counter. A recent graduate of Petigru College of Law, he felt grown up with a proper job with the only attorney this side of town, Pinkney Lovett, Esquire, his father. The Lovetts thrived because Clover’s lawlessness was unmatched in York County. Lovett Sr. usually took the defender’s side in the infrequent court trials, and Henry expected one day to try his own cases. Not today. Today was Friday, and he was ready to relax.

	A caterwaul drew him to the drugstore’s porch. Near the turnoff to Draper Lane, a dusty black Ford Model TT had stalled in the middle of Main Street. Next to it, a row was in progress. From Henry’s vantage point, he could see the larger brawler was Ol’ Man Ferries. Some called him Fighting Ben, and for good reason: he sometimes went plumb crazy and would beat a man to a pulp for reasons known only to Ben. The other fighter was probably Horace Levy, one of his regular adversaries.

	Henry noted the belongings in the truck bed, along with three girls and two boys. A man, no doubt the father, and another boy sat in the cab. Behind it, a Model T two-seater caught his eye through a parting in the crowd. He wondered how long they’d stick around. 

	Transient mill workers—usually poor folk from nearby rural farms and migrating highlanders from the Carolina mountains—often moved to Daisy, and left months later, a sign of cultural change and generational flux. This family had an established appearance about them. More possessions than many, it seemed; two motor vehicles instead of a broken-down wagon and a mule.

	He moved closer. His heart skipped a beat when the older sister, the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, stood and wrapped a protective arm about her younger sister’s shoulders. Not too tall for his five foot eight-inch height. Slender, elegant. Almost exotic, with buff-colored skin and dark hair knotted into a low bun. Loose, wind-blown strands added to her appeal.

	“Reckon I better give this scene a study,” he muttered. He smoothed his brown hair, straightened his tie, re-tucked his shirt. With his eyes trained on her, he sauntered to the stalled truck, stumbling twice.

	The fight ended once the cops arrived and escorted Ferries to the station and Levy to Dr. McGill’s. The crowd milled about or ambled back toward Hogan’s. A few tipped their hats to the newcomers before wandering off. The curious stuck around and stared into the Taylors’ car at the new strangers in town.

	A tow-headed boy climbed from the TT and gave the front crank a half-turn. His father started the engine. A grinding clickity-clunk failed to evolve into a steady whirr. On the second attempt, the motor stuttered. On the third, it backfired and a black cloud billowed from the tailpipe. Henry saw the father slap the steering wheel in frustration. The odor of gasoline hung in the air—unmistakable.

	Henry swung to the driver’s window. “Smells like your engine’s flooded, sir. If you don’t mind, I’ll check the plugs.”

	Tight-lipped, the man bobbed his head.

	Henry propped open the hood, cleaned the spark plugs, then returned to the man’s window. “Give it a minute for your fuel line to clear.” He stuck out his hand. “Henry Lovett, investigator.” 

	Well, almost. He’d been on the job three weeks, but his father hadn’t allowed him to do much. 

	He handed Newt his handkerchief. “Tilt your head back and hold this against your nostrils. Y’all moving in or passing through?”

	The father, Jim, introduced himself and explained their situation.

	“Production manager at the Daisy mill, eh? Guess y’all will stay a while then.” He nodded to his right. “You’ve got yourself a fine family, Mr. Taylor.” An upward glance revealed five inquisitive faces, their gazes fixed on him. One belonged to the beauty he’d spied from afar, even lovelier up close. Her hazel-green eyes danced, and she smiled a smile he’d remember for eternity. 

	“Yessir. This here’s Newt, with the bloody nose. My boy Fred, my wife Mrs. Taylor, and the baby are in the car, yonder.”

	Henry dipped his chin at them.

	Freddy saluted, an affectation he assumed from soldiers returning from the Great War. His mother, sitting next to him, watched with narrowed eyes.

	“In back…” Jim strained to see behind him. “Introduce yourselves, kids.”

	Frank, Red, Leyla, Dolly. Henry waited to hear one more name.

	She kneeled and extended her right hand through the wood slats. “I’m Lillian Gertrude Taylor. Call me Gertie.”

	Her voice, like a melody, sweet, and Southern as a mint julep. He gripped her smooth palm and shook it a little too hard. A surge of excitement rushed through him unlike any he’d felt with the girls at the women’s college—or any girl, anywhere. If he wanted to know Gertie better, he’d have to play it cool. 

	Gertie withdrew her hand, stood straight, and neatened her hair. 

	Henry glanced once more in her direction, caught her eye, and smiled. Her lip twitched, and she moved to the other side of the truck bed. He propped a foot on the running board and resumed his chat with her father.

	“Reckon my engine’s cleared,” Jim said. “Give her a half-crank, would you, Henry?”

	Henry cranked. He watched Jim turn the key to magneto, adjust the levers on the steering column, and step on the starter. The motor revved, too rough. Jim opened the choke, adjusting until it settled to a purr. 

	“Thanks for your help, Henry. Hope to see you around town.”

	You will, Henry mused, soon and often.
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	The Taylor caravan rounded the corner and chugged down the narrow dirt road lined with small cottages that housed yarn mill employees. This was Draper Lane, their new home. 

	Draper Lane—often called Diaper Lane because of the large number of babies born to the mill workers who lived there—was barely wide enough for two cars to pass. It featured a shallow indent on either shoulder filled with ditch lilies lifting orange heads above high weeds. Beyond, bordering each side, meager one-story homes on stumpy stone pilings lined the pathway, every property unfenced, each same as the next save one at the end of the road. Dolly counted aloud as they approached each cottage.

	“Number thirteen. There.” she called, and waved toward an unpainted bungalow at the end, on the left side. A large apple tree adorned the yard and a rickety picket fence distinguished their house from the rest.

	Dolly smiled at the sight of the tree, eager to climb its limbs and investigate its inner sanctum. A high-pitched wail pierced the air and a pair of broad wings flanking a feathered stump flapped from among the tree’s glossy green leaves. The bird swooped across the cloudless expanse of dusky blue to the open fields beyond, then dived toward the ground and soared toward a lemony rising moon, carrying something dark in its grip.

	“Look, a hooty owl!” Leyla said. “Gamma says they’re bad luck.”

	They pulled into a short driveway on the far side of the house, two tracks bounded by a patchwork of crabgrass and dirt between house and road. The dwelling’s siding was dried out and split, but a small front porch with a swing compensated for the home’s shortcomings. A former tenant had painted the front door red. Though the paint had cracked and faded, the color lent an indeterminate cheerfulness missing elsewhere.

	“Get cracking, y’all! We’re losing daylight.” Papa’s feigned exuberance didn’t register on his tired face. He swung long legs to the ground and sprinted up the steps to the porch, key in hand. Old boards creaked and sank when he crossed it.

	While the kids climbed out of the truck, Mama stepped out of the car and looked the dwelling up and down. Lips taut, her shoulders inched higher with displeasure. “You’re a manager, Jim. Why’d they put us here?”

	“Nothing else available. Mr. Neville promised to move us to new housing soon.”

	“Soon’s not soon enough,” she grumbled, and continued her scrutiny. 

	Dolly followed her line of sight. At the road’s end, an old stone well stood between their cottage and the one opposite them. A graying barn behind it housed an old jalopy and a wagon with a broken wheel. Four boys of varied ages gazed into the wet darkness of the well. They stopped their endeavor to stare at the new arrivals.

	The cottage across the road from them appeared more dilapidated than their own. On the porch, a wraith of a woman with slits for eyes and wearing an old smock, sprawled in a hammock and rocked, one dirty bare foot brushing the floor.

	The chug of an engine grew closer until it halted in front. Dolly saw a disheveled, mean-eyed man clambered from the backseat of the sheriff’s patrol car. She stared. It was Fighting Ben Ferries.

	Ferries grumbled, “What’re you lookin’ at?” He slammed the car door and lumbered toward his house.

	“Well!” Mama huffed and straightened her straw hat. “Kids, start unloading.”

	The sheriff silenced his engine and exited the vehicle. He took a slow minute to set his cap at a careful cant on his round head while he perused the youngsters unloading boxes. His cool eyes roved over Gertie, head to toe. She glanced in his direction, then picked up a box. He averted his gaze. Dolly edged closer to her mother, a witness to the sheriff’s glance.

	“Evening, ma’am. I’m Sheriff Clay Biggs.” The polished tin star on the breast pocket of his starched tan shirt glinted in the twilight when he hooked his thumbs in his pants pockets. “Your better half around?”

	Mama’s frown deepened. She gave him the once-over: Medium height, ruddy-faced with sagging dewlaps. In between, wolfish eyes sought human weakness at every turn. Despite a middle-age paunch that gave him a frowzy appearance, he exuded an air of superiority.

	“Jim! Jim, get out here,” Mama shrilled over her shoulder. “I’m Etta Taylor. My husband, Jim, is the new production manager at the Daisy Yarn Mill. Look, I saw the whole thing and I want to lodge a complaint.” She nudged her chin in her neighbor’s direction. “That man yonder threw another fellow at our truck, over and over, and beat him, right in front of us. Terrified our children. And me. He dented the side—see for yourself.” She pointed to a dimple in the passenger door.

	Biggs pitched his hat back with his index finger, revealing close-cropped reddish hair. “Well now, Mrs. Taylor, I’m mighty sorry for the inconvenience this man caused you. But if you’re gonna file a complaint against Ben Ferries every time he gets your dander up, I’ll need to hire a secretary just to keep track of the paperwork.”

	“He’s drunk, plain as day. Public drunkenness is a crime.”

	“You see him weaving?” The brawny hulk in the yard opposite, mounted sure-footed, if not straight-line, steps to his porch. “He ain’t tipsy. Not yet, leastways. Him and Horace take on each other right regular. My advice to you is, stay out a his way. He’s a mean cuss. Won’t think twice bout lobbing a punch at you.”

	Papa joined them, palm extended. “Sheriff, I’m Jim Taylor.”

	Biggs ignored his proffered hand. After a long moment, Papa lowered it and hooked his thumbs around his belt loops. Biggs continued, “Mr. Taylor, I advised your wife to keep her distance from your neighbor, ol’ man Ferries. Let me handle him. Listen, I did my time in the Cuban jungles with the Rough Riders, sharp shootin’ at the Spanish. Ol’ Teddy Roosevelt taught me hisself. After those days, believe me, I know my business.”

	“Sheriff, I wouldn’t—” Papa began.

	Biggs cut him off. “We got our ways.” He angled his gaze back to Mama. “And ma’am, you mind yourself and them fetching daughters of yours. My town can get rowdy of a Friday night. The men work hard all week. Earn a couple hours to let loose.” He spun on his heel and returned to his car. He opened the door, and turned back to Mama and Papa. “Welcome to Daisy.”

	Mama and Dolly watched him drive away, then they turned their gaze to their neighbors across the road.

	Wadene Ferries half-sat up in the hammock and held out her arms to her husband. “Help me up.” Bruise-colored rings accented her bloodshot eyes.

	He grasped her arms and yanked. She teetered to her feet.

	“You bring Miss Emma with you?” She pushed her hair, zebra-striped with gray, behind her ears.

	Ben reached into his pants pocket, withdrew a folded, sealed letter envelope, opened it, and shook an amber vial into his palm. “Tablets crushed into powder how you like it.”

	“You’re so good to me.” She patted his cheek and grinned, revealing yellowed teeth, random as a storm-torn picket fence. Wadene turned her back to the yard and removed the vial’s lid. Ben watched her shake a white line onto the heel of her hand. She sniffed it, then pinched the final bit between trembling thumb and forefinger and rubbed it on her gums. Her neck relaxed, her head flopped backward. She let loose a heavy sigh as the drug flooded her body, easing her pain.

	She jerked around toward the Taylors. “New neighbors. Hate ’em already.”

	“They ain’t nothin’.”

	“The last ones, them Drummonds, came and went right quick.” She snorted and shoved the vial deep into a pocket of her faded smock. “Maybe these ones will, too.”

	Ben slid a flask from inside his shirt, took a lengthy guzzle and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He re-tightened the cap. “Maybe they didn’t wanna live across the road from a doper. Go fix my dinner. I’m hungry.”

	Across the darkening street, lamplight flickered behind curtainless windows. A single porch light reflected in Wadene’s dilating pupils, giving her the look of a racoon caught raiding the trash.

	       “You ain’t paid the ’lectric bill,” she mumbled. “We eatin’ in the dark tonight.”

	“So light a candle. Company charges three dollars a month for juice; ten cents for every bulb. Want lights or hard stuff? Now git, woman.” He popped her on the bottom.

	“Candle light. Sweeeet.” Her last word stretched long as euphoria kicked in, and Ben knew he’d be fixing his own dinner tonight. The screen door slammed after her as she shuffled into the bowels of their hovel.

	“Damn morph-head.” Ben flopped into the hammock, sucked on the contents of the flask, and glowered at the Taylors as they worked against time. The liquor took the edge off his anxiety. It also impassioned his troubled mind. That tired-looking wench in the straw hat gave me the willies. Got a bad feelin’ bout them folks… He sat up. “What’s that?”

	From within the Taylor’s cottage, the lonely trill of Home Again Blues echoed.

	Ferries staggered to his feet. “No whistling in the house!” He licked his anxious lips, brushed his fingertips over the horseshoe nailed to the porch’s center beam, and kissed them. “Bad luck! Bad luck!”
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	The South Carolina summer arrived as the Taylor family moved into their new home. Blood-thirsty mosquitoes whined. Flies buzzed. No-see-ums swarmed and bit. Cicadas blasted zee-zee mid-morning to even-tide; crickets and katydids replaced them after dark. The air hung claggy, stagnant, sucking the energy from man and beast while the daily grind of life crawled.

	Jim made a good first impression on Toliver Neville, owner of Clover Mill’s Daisy division. The man liked Jim, assigned him more responsibilities, which he handily absorbed. As a favor to Jim, Neville assigned Jim’s nephew, Red Johnson, to graveyard shift spooling yarn.

	One by one, the Taylor men found their respective places: Freddy worked part time as a soda jerk at Wilders Drug Store. Frank pushed a broom at Hogan’s Grocery. Jim’s daughters stayed home and helped their mama.

	Etta and Gertie made Thirteen Draper Lane into a home. Etta became friendly with their next-door neighbor, Emma Lackey, but social opportunities for Gertie were few. Henry Lovett, however, invented excuses to spend time in Gertie’s company, finally working up the nerve to ask her out. On their first date he took her to Landsford Canal to see the spider lilies growing among the shoals of the Catawba River before their exotic white blooms faded. Gertie liked Henry well enough but she was curious about another young man, Juda Neville, the boss’s son. He was handsome and drove a fancy blue convertible. It seemed a pretty girl always accompanied him and Gertie plotted ways she might meet him.

	July fourth, the shops and mill closed for the holiday. Papa took Freddy and Frank fishing, but for Gertie, it had been a day like any other. She finished her chores, put Burdell down for a nap, then gathered her watercolors and paper and moved to the front porch to paint. The porch was cooler than the stuffy house, even with the oscillating fan pushing air around. Leyla, sixteen and sullen, joined her. 

	Everything about Leyla was dark. Her personality, her straight, black locks, her eyes, even her swarthy skin. Dolly, ever-watchful, climbed to a high branch of the apple tree, her favorite hangout, where she had a clear view of the neighborhood.

	“Hey, Gertie,” Dolly called out, “paint me in the tree.”

	“I can paint the apple tree. I can’t see you.” She made a quick sketch of the tree, then squeezed a variety of greens, yellows, white, cobalt blue, and sienna pigments from tiny Winsor & Newton tubes into her palette cups. She diluted them with water.

	Leyla grabbed a tube of black, squished a healthy gob onto her palette, and scrubbed it into her paper with quick brushstrokes.

	“What on earth—?” Gertie exclaimed.

	“This is me,” Leyla mumbled, “crawling like a bug across the floor in the dark. I watch the cockroaches crawl across the window sills at night. Like them, I’m a lowly creature, disgusted by my existence. When I least expect it, Papa will crush me, and Mama will toss me out with the garbage.”

	“Leyla! You’re so dark sometimes. You can’t put all that into a painting. Why don’t you write it down instead?” Gertie stirred the liquified paint colors with her brushes. “Enough talk of creepy crawlers. Mama and Papa love you. They’d be heartbroken if anything happened to you. We all would. And stop using up my black paint.” She grabbed Leyla’s tube and replaced it with a brown one. “Cockroaches are umber.”

	“Car coming!” Dolly announced. “Probably Henry.”

	“Oooh, Henry-y-y!” Leyla made smooching sounds.

	“Hush.” Gertie dabbed her face with a hankie and fluffed her sweat-dampened blouse. 

	“Nope, it’s a fancy car,” Dolly shouted.

	Leyla craned her neck to look at the approaching vehicle. “He’s comin’ here. Aren’t you the one?” she cooed.

	Gertie glared at her. “Aren’t I the one what?” She gave Leyla’s braid a tug.

	Juda Neville halted in front of their gate in his royal blue Packard Twin Six convertible touring car, a rooster tail of red dust billowing behind him. Tall and slender, he slithered off the black leather seat and leaned on the door. The sun glinted off his pomaded blond hair. His impeccable clothes, tanned skin, and utter lack of perspiration gave him the appearance of a Norman Rockwell advertisement.

	“Hello, Gertie. I’m Juda Neville. Your daddy works for my daddy. You do look fine today. I love to see a rosy glow on a woman’s cheeks.”

	“Juda.” Gertie set her watercolors aside and walked to the porch steps. “What can we do for you?”

	“The Paterfamilias is having a dilly of a party tonight. It’s July fourth, you know.”

	“Of course. We’re invited.”

	“That you are, now doubly so. It would be my honor to escort you.”

	“I’m going with my family, thank you.” Since Henry didn’t ask me. “Maybe I’ll see you there.”

	The screen door screaked, and Etta stepped onto the porch. “Couldn’t help but overhear. Your father is Toliver Neville?” 

	“He is.” Juda dipped his chin. “Afternoon, Mrs. Taylor. I’m Juda.” 

	“Gertie would love to join you, Juda.”

	“Mama!” Gertie hissed between gritted teeth. “He should a asked me sooner.”

	“He’s the boss’s son. You’re going,” Mama hissed back.

	Ben Ferries came into view, shuffling down dusty Draper Lane at a slow, uneven pace, swigging on a flask. Conversation ceased, and they turned their attention to him. Ferries’ stride became cautious when he saw Juda. Gertie watched his shoulders tense, and his eyes narrow in the noonday sun.

	“Whatcha doin’ here, Neville? Your daddy send ya?”

	Juda nodded toward Gertie. “If it’s any of your business, I’m here to ask this lovely young lady to accompany me to a party tonight.”

	The large man’s eyes darted to the Taylor porch and back. “Bully for her.” He spat a wad of chewing tobacco. “Wouldn’t a figured you’d be one for—” 

	Yards away, the barn door banged open and drew everyone’s attention. Newt barreled out running as fast as his legs would carry him. Ferries’ two older, and larger, boys sprinted after him.

	Ferries turned and Newt skidded into him, stumbled, then righted himself. The massive man’s bulk swayed, and he dropped his flask, spilling precious whiskey. He steadied his footing, cursed, and snagged the youngster by his shirt collar.

	“Sorry, Mr. Ferries.” Newt’s changing voice cracked, more squawk than an apology.

	Ferries lifted the child off the ground and shook him. “Now look whatcha done!”

	“Leave him be!” Etta screeched. She and Gertie ran to the gate.

	“You heard the lady.” Juda’s tone was firm.

	Ferries opened his hand. Newt hit the ground running, dashed to the apple tree and scrambled up to safety.

	The Ferries boys slid to a halt at Neville’s car. “Butt out, Mister!” the older one fussed.  “That runt’s got it coming.”

	Juda’s stony expression cowed them. “Y’all need to learn some manners. Rule number one: respect your elders. Rule number two: don’t say runts.” He raised a hand as if to smack the boy nearest him.

	Ferries, drenched in sweat, took steps toward Juda. “Hey! I saved your ass once. You repay me by whoopin’ on my kids?”

	“That was ten years ago.” Juda slowly lowered his arm. “Get!” The boys scattered. Juda watched Ferries cross his yard, then slid into the front seat of his convertible. He glanced at Gertie. “I’ll pick you up at seven.”
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	July 4th

	 

	The crack of firecrackers and patriotic flags lining the circular driveway welcomed Gertie to the Neville home. The Nevilles had decorated for a celebration: Bunting draped the eaves of the facade and columns of the porte cochere. Torches bordered walkways and helped keep mosquitoes at bay. On the lawn, animated guests lit poppers and made sparkler trails, while a servant offered trays of hors d’oeuvres and cocktails to a small gathering on the veranda. Dance music wafted from somewhere in back of the home.

	“Goodness, Juda, this is something!”

	“The boss man puts on a swell show.” 

	Juda parked the car and opened the door for her. Gertie stepped from the car wearing a stylish sun dress in pastel peach. A wide-brimmed straw hat accented her outfit. 

	He scanned her from head to toe. “You look sweet. Every girl here should be envious.” His own tennis whites—despite the fact there were no tennis courts for miles—stood out among the male guests’ seersucker suits. He flagged down a servant and grabbed cocktails for each of them but Gertie demurred with a shake of her head.

	“There’s fruit punch inside.” He steered her past the porch revelers and accompanied her to the foyer, where guests chatted in small clusters. In rooms on either side of the foyer, French doors opened to side patios and gardens where couples wielded sparklers or moved to the band’s tunes. “Make yourself at home. Punch table is in the corner, yonder. Nell and James are serving snacks from trays. It’s cooler in the garden, so grab yourself a sparkler and have fun—look for the mason jars outside every door.” He turned to leave.

	“But I don’t know anybody,” Gertie declared to his departing form.

	“Introduce yourself. Everybody’s a champ. You’ll love ’em.” He toasted her with his cocktail, set his drained glass on a passing servant’s tray, and blended into the throng of guests.

	Dismayed, Gertie wandered through the living room, then the dining room. The library appeared to double as Mr. Neville’s office. She poked her head into the lively frenzy in the kitchen but thought better of going inside.

	“Y’all look lost, miss.”

	Gertie turned. An older woman with midnight skin faced her. Ebony hair topped her head, its cork-screws smoothed with pomade and pulled tight off her face. Taller than Gertie, and stick-thin, she carried a silver tray of canapés. Gertie shook her head, embarrassed to be caught snooping.

	“I’m Nell. Cucumber or pimento cheese? They both good.” She proffered the tray and smiled. Gertie liked her right away. “Don’t be shy, miss. Folks here be real nice.”

	Gertie thanked her and accepted a wedge of pimento cheese on toasted white bread. Nell was right; it was good. She moved on. Occasionally Juda appeared, one pretty girl or another hanging on his arm. Through the French doors in the dining room, Gertie spied the top of a gazebo in the distance beyond the garden, almost invisible behind the shrubbery. She strolled toward it along a flagstone pathway, swinging a sparkler, and sipping punch from a crystal cup. A structure emerged fifty yards hence, overlooking a small body of water. No one was in the area. Gertie had found an oasis.

	She relaxed on a bench inside the gazebo, inhaled pine and honeysuckle, and watched the summer evening sun glitter off the water. A weathered old rowboat rocked at water’s edge. Fish catching insects on the water’s surface caused peaceful rings to form, easing Gertie’s tension. The surrounding forest was a haven of calm. 

	“Small lake or big pond?” she wondered aloud.

	A male voice broke her reverie. “Either way, it’s deep.”

	Gertie leaped to her feet. The crystal punch cup fell to the floor and smashed to pieces. “Oh! I’m so sorry.”

	A well-dressed young man about Freddy’s age stepped onto the platform. He was shorter than Juda, had brown hair to Juda’s blond, and wore thick, wire-rimmed glasses. “We’ve got more. I’m Toliver Neville, Jr. Everybody calls me JR. You know, like Junior abbreviated, only with caps? Didn’t mean to startle you.”

	“I’m Gertie Taylor. You look a lot like your brother.”

	“Half-brother. You Jim Taylor’s daughter?” He pushed his glasses higher on his nose with one finger and extended his hand. They shook hands in a formal gesture. “Glad to meet you.”

	“Papa’s the new floor manager. I arrived with Juda, but he seems to have abandoned me.”

	“Sounds like him. But I’m glad he brought you. Up for a walk round the lake? It’s peaceful this time of evening.”

	“So, it’s a lake. Can we take the boat out? It’s so beautiful.” She gestured to the rowboat.

	“Sorry, it leaks. We’d sink by the time we got to the middle.”

	He offered her is arm. She linked hers through his, and they strolled by the shore, JR talking about machines and the future, while Gertie watched the salmon sky turn shades of violet. The air cooled, and the din of insects vied with their conversation. Ravenous mosquitos went to work.

	“We’d better go back. These blood-suckers will eat us alive,” JR said.

	“My parents ought to be here by now. They’ll wonder where I am. I’ll introduce you to my brother Freddy. You two have a lot in common.”

	A high-pitched giggle pierced the air near the gazebo. Juda’s muffled voice followed. JR moved Gertie away from the path where they ducked behind a rhododendron.

	The invading couple lingered inside the gazebo. “We’re alone here.” Juda nuzzled her neck. “Trust me, Beth Ann.”

	JR quietly groaned. “Beth Ann. Oh, no.”

	Beth Ann Greenlee had introduced herself to Gertie at Wilder’s days after her arrival in Daisy. The Presbyterian minister’s daughter, she disgraced her family by wearing flashy clothes, like flappers in magazines, and too much makeup. She usually drew attention to herself with giggling chatter, but she wasn’t giggling now. Beth Ann murmured something into Juda’s ear. Their passion escalated.

	Gertie observed, mortified and enthralled. Faintly aware of JR tugging on her arm, she remained glued to her spot behind the shrubbery, not daring to breathe, stimulated in a way she’d never experienced. She had heard her parents’ love-making occasionally through thin walls but, unlike her mother, Beth Ann was enjoying herself. A lot.

	Persistent, JR whispered, “Come on, Gertie, let’s go! You shouldn’t see this.”

	The risqué scene became more than Gertie could handle, and they tip-toed through the woods toward the house. Neither Juda nor Beth Ann noticed their departure.

	In the garden, Gertie’s parents huddled with a handsome couple who she presumed were the hosts. Dressed in a stylish manner, Mr. Neville stood tall with broad shoulders and wavy brown hair, graying at the temples. His wife was shorter and wore her honey-colored locks in a bob. Gertie could see that Juda got his good looks from his mother.

	Gertie and JR joined them, and Etta clucked, “Gertie, we were worried about you! Juda said he hadn’t seen you since you arrived.”

	“I’ll bet he did. Mama, this is JR Neville. He rescued me from down yonder a ways and brought me back to the party. The lake is—extraordinary. JR had to drag me away.”

	“You found the gazebo. Excellent,” Toliver Neville broke in, smiling. “It’s a cozy little hide-away. So, you’re Gertie. Pleasure to meet you, young lady.” He shook her hand.

	Freddy joined them wearing collegiate garb—all white with a red bow tie and a straw boater hat cocked at a jaunty angle. Carrying bourbon cocktails for his father and Mr. Neville, he eyed JR.

	“Freddy,” Gertie said. “This is JR. He’s studying mechanical engineering at Tech, too.”

	“JR, show Frederick your gadgets.” Mr. Neville turned to Freddy. “Wheels and cogs. A mystery to me. Wanna have a look, son?”

	“By all means,” Freddy responded.

	“Swell!” JR slung an arm around Freddy’s shoulder. “Come on, I’ll take you to my lab. I’m building a robot. You like robots?”

	The two young men drifted toward back of the house, their chattering voices floating farther away with every step. Gertie watched them, then noticed her parents and the Nevilles had moved toward the front of the house, leaving her behind. Alone again, she wandered toward a brightly lit set of French doors.

	On the patio leading into the living room, a familiar voice hailed her. “Gertie, over here!”

	“Henry!” A glance at him in a white shirt, black vest, bow tie, and apron explained why he hadn’t asked her to the celebration.

	He set the hors d’oeuvres tray on a table and pulled her aside. “My dad arranged for me to work this shindig; said something about doing Neville a favor. He’s round here somewhere.”

	Gertie grimaced. “I’ll help you, then.” She picked up his serving tray and marched toward the patio doors.

	“Gertie, wait!” Henry scurried after her.

	Juda broke through the throng and seized her arm. “What the hell are you doing?” His breath smelled of whiskey, his grip too firm for comfort. In the distance, Beth Ann slipped between the pines.

	“What does it look like? I’m helping Henry.”

	Juda yanked the tray from Gertie’s hands and shoved it at Henry, spilling appetizers. “You’re the Queen of Sheba, not the damn help.”

	Henry made a sudden move toward Juda.

	Gertie blocked him. “Henry, don’t!” Guests stared, then resumed their conversations

	“Back off, conchie! Gertie, come with me,” Juda barked. “I’ll introduce you to my parents.” He dragged her into the house through a crowd of guests.

	“Let go of me!” Gertie tripped over feet and sloshed drinks before wrenching her arm free. The pleasant feelings she had experienced at the lake long gone, she wished she had stayed home. She took a breath. “Why did you call Henry a conchie?”

	“Cause he was too chicken to fight in the war. Claimed he had a bad heart, or some bull like that.”

	“He did?” Gertie turned to look at Henry, but he was nowhere in sight. Juda grabbed her arm again. Gertie resisted. “I already met your parents.”

	“Then you’ll meet ’em again.”  

	Juda pushed open the library door and the two of them snuck inside unnoticed. Gertie stood in the nearest corner, a bookmark between two oak bookcases, and watched her father study blueprints on a drafting table.

	The library appeared to be more of a study than a reading room. A quick browse of the book volumes revealed a few classics, an encyclopedia, and a copy of Webster’s New International Dictionary. Stacks of Sears mail-order catalogs and various brick-a-brac lay interspersed with these. A nearby gun cabinet held a variety of weapons, including a few Great War souvenirs. Across from the door, a single pedestal displayed a bronze casting of a man in a fedora hat and knee-high boots carrying a rifle.

	Between the bookcases and drafting table, open French doors led to the patio. There, the laughter and soft chatter of party guests floated into the room. Gertie inhaled the faint pleasant scent of leather bindings, paper, and ink, tinged with fine tobacco. She noted the green leather-covered chairs and oriental rug that covered most of the polished pine floor. Toliver Neville’s ego was on full display with the imposing mahogany desk that occupied the room’s focal point. Mounted on the wall, a buffalo head, an elk, and other furry, glassy-eyed creatures spoke to his other interests.

	Next to her father, who seemed ill at ease, Neville punctuated the air with a well-mauled cigar held between two thick fingers and blustered about red-blooded Americans, God’s country, and return on investments. He namedropped business associations with Senator Dale and former governor Coleman Blease. Gertie knew nothing about the senator, but spotty rumors about Blease had made their way across the state line into North Carolina. Revered by some, others regarded the onetime governor with disgust. After listening to Neville praise the man, she sided with the second group.  

	“I base my building concept on St. Petersburg, Florida,” Neville droned on. “St. Pete’s not just for the elderly and the ill anymore. There’s a real estate boom down there like this country’s never seen.

	“I bought cheap Carolina dirt nobody wanted and I’m makin’ good use of it. Former Catawba tribal land, it was. Damn redskins, no better’n parasites, living off rich American soil that’s begging for the know-how of an upstanding citizen like me.” He puffed on his cigar and grinned.

	Gertie’s father glanced in her direction. He appeared embarrassed by his boss’s jingoistic words.

	“Daisy’s just the beginning. When I finish, this place’ll be bigger’n St. Pete. A town for real Americans. You know what I mean?”

	“Er, sounds first rate,” Papa said. “Any chance you can move us soon, Mr. Neville?”

	“Jim, I told you, call me Tully!” He clapped a hand on Papa’s shoulder. “My friends call me Tully. Outside a work, we’re friends.”

	“Sure, Tully. About that house you promised—" 

	“Ah, well, Jim.” Neville chuffed, then dragged on his cigar. “We’re running behind on that. But soon enough, you all will be in a spanking new house. Better’n anything you ever seen.”

	Papa shifted his stance. “See, er, Tully, we’re having a rough time with the Ferries family across the road from us. It’s a bad situation, sir. The wife is always going at it with Etta. We share a well with ’em, but they claim it’s theirs. And Mr. Ferries!” He huffed. “If he’s not drunk, he’s carping about something or other. I’d appreciate anything you can do to help the situation.”

	“Careful who you trash talk,” Juda said. “You know nothing about that man.”

	Tully swung his head toward the sound of Juda’s voice. “Juda! Hear that? Ferries is at it again over that damn well.”

	“Last week,” Papa added, “Etta went to get a bucket of water and Mrs. Ferries threatened her. Said she’d shoot her if she ever stepped on her property again.”

	“That well serves every family who lives on Draper. Juda, send Biggs out to their place tomorrow. Tell him to put the fear of God into Ben Ferries and that wife of his.”

	“Nobody needs that well,” Juda said. “Everybody’s got indoor plumbing.”

	“Don’t sass me, boy.” Tully bellowed. “The Taylors wanna use it. Long as you live under my roof, you do as I tell you!”

	Gertie flinched. Papa motioned toward Juda, saying something, but Neville’s voice drowned her father’s words.

	Juda glared, his cheeks splotched.

	Through the library window, a wavering light shot into the sky. Amid the guests’ aahs, a whiz and crackle frizzled like marbles spilling onto a tile floor. Gertie watched a waterfall of glittering luminescence evaporate into the treetops.

	“The fireworks have started! I so want to see them.” Gertie pulled Juda toward the French doors, relieved to have an excuse to leave the room. “Please...”

	“Excuse us, gentlemen,” Juda grumbled through gritted teeth. Taking Gertie’s elbow, he guided her through the parted doors to the patio, where they joined the gathering.

	Juda drove Gertie home not long after the fireworks display. Gertie removed her hat and let the air blow through her hair. Juda stared straight ahead, his hands kneading the steering wheel. His firm grip reminded Gertie of his shameful scene with Beth Ann earlier in the evening. The incident ought to remain a secret, she decided, but that didn’t mean she would forget about it. She wanted to imagine what Beth Ann felt, but could not.

	“Your father shouldn’t have berated you in front of company. I’m sorry I saw that,” she said, at last.

	An awkward silence loomed between them. Juda stared at the pitch-dark road ahead, driving too fast, the blurred silhouettes of hardwoods, evergreens, and random palmettos faintly highlighted by the car’s headlights.

	“I won’t breathe a word of it to anyone. Who would I tell? I’m new here.”

	His hard eyes met hers and she looked away. He pulled to the side of the road, shifted the gear into neutral, set the brake, and turned to face her. “Toliver Neville came to this town full of spit and vinegar with pockets full of cash, and threw his money around. He renovated a burned-out building and built a spinning mill to rival the factories already here. Then he threw up cheap shacks, the likes of which you are well familiar. He encouraged his workers to live in them with claims of rent-free housing, then docked their pay for electricity and food. Some often owe more than they make, then skip town, looking for the next job. I don’t know why he gets away with it.”

	Juda swore under his breath. “He runs this picayune mill village like he’s mayor, but, I’m telling you, the man’s a conniving crook. We share the same last name, but he’ll never be my father!”

	“You ought a show him more respect,” Gertie countered. “He provides jobs for people. Folks depend on him. Families like us, coming up in the world. Papa says he’s an okay boss.”

	“What a Pollyanna. Respect? He doesn’t deserve respect. He robs his bootleg liquor delivery trucks for the insurance money, for crying out loud. But he’s right about one thing. The boom in Florida real estate is big. South Carolina’s on the verge of boom times, too.” Juda’s angry eyes glittered in the moonlight and his face became animated. “Tully Neville is nothing but a small-minded, mean-spirited man. Trust me, I have big plans, too. One day, when I say jump, they’ll say, ‘How high, Mr. Neville?’”

	“That’s real nice, Juda. I hope things go well for you. Truly, I do.”

	He leaned against the driver’s door, arms folded over his chest. “I didn’t want to take you to that damned party tonight. Mother made me.”

	Gertie slunk into her seat and peered at her clasped hands. She felt his dark eyes fixate on her. “You’re making it hard for me to like you.”

	His laughter was genuine, not mocking. “I ignored you because I was angry at Mother, but you took it like a champ.” Gertie glanced up at him.

	“I like you. You’re not like other girls, Gertie Taylor. You’re unpretentious. Pretty. I dragged you into Tully’s library, where you witnessed a lousy exchange between Tully and me, but you apologized to me for being there. Who does that? You should be mad as hell for the way I treated you tonight.” A puzzled expression creased his brow. “Did you really feel bad for me in there?”

	“He said mean things to you; things you didn’t deserve. Despite the way you act, underneath your gruff exterior, you’re not all bad.”

	Juda thrummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “I had the wrong idea about you. I thought y’all were a bunch of hillbillies. You and your whole family.” He quietly whistled. “You’re not. What a surprise.” He released the brake, shifted to first gear, and bore down on the accelerator, shooting a spray of dirt and gravel until the tires gained traction.
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