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It was early on a hot Friday morning that would surely turn into a hotter day. I was opening cases of baking powder and stacking the twelve-count boxes on the shelves when I heard the screen front door to the company store slam. Since I was all the way in the storeroom out back, somebody must have given it a good hard push to make that much noise. Most people have more manners than that. I looked over at my hound dog Buster, asleep on the floor in the sunny doorway. Buster opened one eye, listened for a minute, decided nothing appeared to be urgent, and closed it again.

I went back to stacking boxes. The bright red lettering on the shiny paper labels was real pretty. I mentioned the fact to Buster, but he didn’t seem interested.

“You shameless hussy!” someone screeched from the front of the store.

“Uh oh.” I closed the case I’d just opened and slid it out of the way of the back door. I didn’t want anybody to trip and break a leg or anything. That happened to me once and I still got the limp. Then I stepped real careful like over Buster and went into the store, wiping the dust from my hands onto my apron. 

There were a few customers scattered around, mostly kids looking for penny candy. Guy Henson was behind the counter. Guy is in charge of the company store so he is behind the counter a lot, when he’s not at my mama’s boardinghouse or breaking up fights on Saturday nights. Guy not only runs the store and lives with us at our boardinghouse, he’s also the mill constable.  

“Ladies, we don’t want any trouble here now,” he was saying to two women standing and staring at each other, who both looked like trouble was all in the world they did want, and pretty much right this minute too.

Ida Mae Simpson had her hair in tight little curls and bright red rouge—almost the same shade as the baking powder label—on her cheeks. She had on a green dress to match her eyes—my mama would have said it was scandalously tight—and a pretty yellow scarf printed with green leaves tied around her head, the yellow almost the same shade as her hair, real bright and almost a gold instead of your plain old yellow. I know everything we stock, being the stock boy, and this yellow-gold scarf wasn’t one of ours, so of course I wondered where she might have got it.

In the Grady-Best Number Seven mill village, almost everyone gets almost everything they need at the G-B-7 company store because they can put it all on their tab and settle up at payday. We stock flour, cornmeal, side meat, all sorts of canned goods, clothes, shoes, tools, tablecloths, pots and pans, silverware, candy, cold drinks and we even got a rack for magazines at the front of the store. I read lots of them on my off days; Guy never minds, as long as I don’t wrinkle them up and they look brand new after I’m done with them. I like the mystery ones the best, like Black Mask and sometimes I read the scary ones like Weird Tales. 

“I just came in for a few minutes to look at me some new stockings, Mr. Henson. I’m not after no trouble,” Ida Mae was saying. She looked at Guy over the counter and smiled at him like he was a biscuit dripping with butter and she was a starving dog.

“I cannot believe you allow trash like her into a respectable company story, Guy Henson. There’s children coming in here.” Esther Alberry’s nice suit was grey, with a white blouse under it, and her hair was kind of mouse-colored; she didn’t have a scarf or even any color about her at all, hardly, except for the red in her cheeks. And that red, well, it was not caused by no rouge, not by a long shot.  Mrs. Alberry had her fingers wove tight around each other, like if she turned them loose, they’d be scratching Ida Mae Simpson’s smile right off her rouged face or her green eyes right out of her head. Mrs. Alberry is Mr. Arthur Henry Best’s mill secretary and she is normally just the nicest, quietest lady in the world, so you can see I was surprised at the pure hate I could see in her pale blue eyes. 

I confess, I’ve felt the same about Ida Mae from time to time my own self. She was the most irritating woman I’ve ever met, and I have to deal with a whole lot of folks, between working in the store and helping my mama run her boardinghouse, where a lot of the single folks who work at the mill live. Ida Mae was pretty, though, and that was what caused the same kinds of trouble me and Guy were having to deal with now.

“What seems to be the problem, ladies?” Guy had on his soothing-the-customers voice, which was a mite different from his normal one. He always talks low and quiet, but nobody ever has any trouble making out what he says. 

Guy says he learned to do that back in the trenches in the Great War, when he was a young man and went off to fight the Hun. I was just a little fellow then, but I remember the lines of men marching and feeling a lump in my throat at how brave they were. Guy said the real war wasn’t so much marching as sitting and being scared and trying to stay alive. 

“Why, I cannot even think of a thing that’s a problem, Mr. Henson,” said Ida Mae, batting her eyelashes like she was trying to start up a breeze. “I just came in, like I said, to look at stockings and to get me some of that rose-scented toilet water.” She waved her hand like she was brushing away flies.

That was another thing I didn’t like about Ida Mae. She put on airs she wasn’t entitled to, I suspect just cause she had so many boys and men running after her all the time. 

“The toilet is the right place for you, you shameless hussy!” Mrs. Alberry had untangled her fingers and they were curved into claws. “No one with any sense would want to be around the likes of you!”

Ida Mae smiled a nasty smile. “Why, Mrs. Alberry, are you saying your husband Hiram’s got no sense?”

That was all it took. In way less time than it takes to tell of it, Mrs. Alberry marched over to Ida Mae, slapped her good and hard, then yanked the yellow scarf right from off her head. 

“You give me that back right now!” Ida Mae said, her hand to her cheek, where the rouge was all smeared, not that she needed it now. She reached out and snatched the hair net off Mrs. Alberry, whose pale brown hair tumbled down her shoulders. “That was a present and you’ve got no right to steal my things!”

“How many things have you stolen, you hussy?” Mrs. Alberry’s face was blazing. “How many husbands and sons and fathers have you—?”

Suddenly, Guy was standing between them. He’d moved so quick and silent that it was almost like he’d floated through the counter instead of around it. He grabbed each woman by one arm and pulled them apart. Guy’s a tall man and he’s got him some real long arms; there wasn’t even a faint chance of more face-slapping or hair pulling, not while Guy had a hold of them. 

“Ladies, this is not the place for disagreements,” he said, calm as if he was in church. “Esther, give Ida Mae her scarf back. Ida Mae, give Esther her hair net.”

“Want me to apologize to my elders too, Mr. Henson?” asked Ida Mae, sticking her tongue out. 

Esther Alberry gave a kind of a dive but couldn’t go far with her arm in Guy’s hand. 

“You ought to be ashamed of yourself, you floozy!” 

“Don’t you wish you was pretty like me?” Ida Mae said, all nasty and sing-songy like. “Maybe Hiram would stay home more if you was. No, he wouldn’t, cause you’re not home much either, are you?”

“You are a disgrace to your mama and daddy.”

“You’re a scrawny old hag.”

“You’re a stupid girl.”

“You think you’re better than all of us cause you work for Mr. Best.”

This went back and forth for a time and I wondered why Guy was allowing them to talk at each other so. But Guy usually has him a plan, so I stood back a bit, but ready to help if he needed me.

He hardly ever needs any help, but I’m always ready anyways.

“Ladies!” Guy never raises his voice, like I said, but something came into it that stopped them both with their mouths open, with no sounds at all coming out. I’d seen him do that little trick a lot, from calming the men who’d indulged in too much bootleg on a Saturday night to sending a bunch of boys packing when their games of marbles got a little heated out on the corner. 

Like every other time, that tone of voice worked. 

Mrs. Alberry held out the yellow scarf between two fingers like it was something real nasty she’d had to pick up in the street to keep someone from stepping in it. 

Ida Mae snatched it. “Here’s your hair net,” she said, her voice as sweet as sugar. She held it out—Lady’s Best Hairnets, Light Brown, 6 for a quarter, I knew, since I also helped Guy keep the books.  

“I wouldn’t touch it after you’ve had your fingers on it!”

Ida Mae crumpled the hair net up in her hand and sneered at Esther. 

“All right now. That’s enough of that. See you ladies later,” Guy said, shepherding them to the open door. 

They walked out onto the long wooden porch that stretches across the company store and the boardinghouse next door, neither one looking at the other. They headed in opposite directions, Ida Mae up the street towards the ice cream parlor, Mrs. Alberry towards her job at the mill office, where she types up important papers and helps with the books. 

Everyone else in the store went back to doing what they’d been doing, now that the show was over. 

“Sam, you mark my words. That Ida Mae is going to cause a lot of trouble one day,” Guy said, just loud enough for me to hear. 

“Guy, you are right, as usual,” I said. I turned back to the store room to finish up with the baking powder. 

Buster raised his head and yawned. Wasn’t much upset Buster unless it might be a rat under the floor he couldn’t get to or maybe a snake. 
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Early Sunday morning I helped my mama clear away the breakfast dishes, as usual, then headed out with Buster and some of my friends to fish off the bridge before church. We did that just about every Sunday morning, all year long, and mama could almost always count on having plenty of fish to fry for supper. And the mill dye vats got emptied twice a month on Saturday afternoons, so it was always pretty to see what colors the river turned on the Sunday afterwards. 

“I heard tell Hiram Alberry and his missus had a knock-down-drag-out the other night.” Oscar Pickens was threading a wriggling worm onto a hook. 

“You shouldn’t listen to private stuff,” Zeke Carlyle said. His daddy was the village preacher and his mama worked as a spinner in the G-B-7 mill.  

“It ain’t too private when their house is right beside ours and they’re yelling,” Oscar pointed out as he lowered his hook into the water. 

Oscar’s daddy is a supervisor, just like Hiram Alberry, so he lives in one of the three big houses on the hill above the mill. Oscar and Zeke are both younger than me and hadn’t started working in the mill yet, though Zeke would as soon as he turned fourteen. Oscar was already a sweeper, but he was going off to the Textile Industrial Institute soon, so he’ll work a week and then take classes for a week. 

It was a real pretty
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