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Chapter 1

Miss Letha settled down the road in a shack she paid for with magic. As far as
Edith knew, Miss Letha never explained why she left her home in North Carolina, the
same holler where Daddy grew up. This was the first on a list of things about the woman
that bothered Edith.

Daddy had ordered Edith and her five younger siblings to help move what little
Miss Letha had into that house that was hardly a house at the end of a dirt road that
curved off Alabama Highway headed north and west of Rome. He borrowed a truck
belonging to Mr. Colburn, a man who owned the farm next to theirs, to get Miss Letha
and her trunks from the bus stop downtown to the shack. On the way to pick up the old
woman from the bus station, Edith sat in the cab with Daddy and little Mattie in between
them, and the other children huddled side-by-side in the bed, the wind tossing their
shaggy hair like a fish suddenly changes course in a stream.

Edith asked why Miss Letha had come to Rome, but Daddy only shrugged his
reluctance. She was as good as a mother to me, he said. You’ve got to give back to
people who give to you. Edith knew this answer was true but also unsatisfying. It said
more about Daddy than the woman who raised him from the time he was eleven.

She wasn’t sure what to expect as they rode to pick up Miss Letha from the bus
station. Daddy had told stories about her for as long as Edith could remember—how she
could heal a skinned knee or a cough or a fever just as well as a pining heart or a penitent
conscience. How? the children would ask. She knew just the right words and charms and

little rituals, he’d say. There’s a kind of magic in the mountains. A confluence of



the spirits and Cherokee wisdom and folklore from the old country, he said. But which
country, she wasn’t sure, and she’d learned in school that folklore meant something
quaint and made up, something uneducated people believed in because they didn’t
understand the way the world really worked, that there were real, invisible forces out
there making sure our feet stayed on the ground and the moon hung just so in the sky and
you don’t call those magic. And she wondered how what Daddy and Miss Letha believed
matched up with the teachings she’d heard in the church, which Mother did her best to
get all the children to as often as she could, cramming their little bodies in the only
presentable outfits they owned and pinching the tender spots of their underarms when
they grew restless in the pews. Jesus was surely magic—raised from the dead, making
wine out of water, a hundred fish out of one, if she remembered correctly, and of course
Moses parting a sea, and the tree of knowledge itself, which made Adam and Eve know
their nakedness and feel full of shame. What did he mean when he said magic? She
wanted to ask but didn’t because maybe she wanted to appear as if she understood, as if
she was as smart as she often made people believe she was. She imagined that it’d be
obvious the moment she laid eyes on Miss Letha that the woman had power, something
within her that would prove itself to you when you looked at her. Something that said,
You’re right to fear the knowledge in my body, what I know how to do.

Up there in the mountains they lived by the healing power of herbs and hooch,
Mother had said, and it was only natural Daddy would believe in it too. The way Daddy
used what he grew in the earth to heal and what he found round the house to ward off evil
and bad luck had charmed Mother from the beginning, though she never said whether she

believed. One night years ago the Colburn’s barn burned, having been struck during



a bad thunderstorm by lightning. The next morning, Daddy was up at dawn and down at
the creek searching for flint. When he returned, Mother helped him bury the stones in the
four corners of the yard. Edith always held that picture in her mind of Mother following
Daddy around the house, her skirt a bowl full of flint chips, watching him dig each hole
and keeping him company as he worked. For now, Edith could be in between like
Mother. She decided to wait and see.

As the truck pulled into the bus station in downtown Rome, Edith’s insides had
been wrung out and hung on a line. The bus would arrive any minute, the woman with a
glass eye who worked behind the counter said. John Dean and Mattie chased each other
between the benches in the waiting area and Daddy went out to stand watch for the bus’s
arrival. Edith waited inside, trying to quiet down the children because the glass-eyed
woman appeared unhappy with the whole affair, the screaming and laughing and carrying
on.

And then the bus pulled up, she could see through the windows of the station, and
an old woman, thin and hunched, stepped off. She wore a brown floor-length dress and a
black shawl and was older than Edith expected. Miss Letha waved her crooked fingers at
Daddy and smiled sincerely, a long, thick braid of wiry gray hair slung over her shoulder.

Edith shooed the children outside to meet Miss Letha and she smiled and stuck
out her shaky hand at each of them to hold onto for a second. When she got to Lola she
paused a moment and took her chin gently in the cup of her hand. Well, she’s beautiful,
isn’t she? And Lola, being Lola, twelve and dreamy and spoiled always by everyone,
blushed and giggled.

On the ride over to the shack, Edith sat in the bed of the truck with the



others except Mattie, who because she was the youngest, could fit in the cab with Daddy
and Miss Letha. They shared a few words, and Edith tried in vain to read their mouths.
The woman was like any other woman Edith had ever known. She didn’t see any signs of
the power she’d expected.

Once they arrived at the shack, they swept the dirt floors and dusted the windows
and chased off the squirrels and raccoons and whatever else had nested in its corners and
carried in the two trunks she’d brought with her. Mattie and Worth opened the first and
began to search its contents without regard for how personal they might be or how dirty
they might get. They lifted clothes and linens and quilts from the trunk. A pair of pots,
two baking pans, one round and one square, and then a pair of candlesticks, two mugs,
and two bowls, all pewter. A tin can, which Miss Letha grabbed as soon as they lifted it,
saying, You children got to get your little fingers on everything, and a small stack of
papers bound with string that Worth, uninterested and not yet able to read, tossed behind
his back and kept digging. When they reached the dishes, which had been wrapped in
linens and padded with two lumpy, feather-stuffed pillows, Miss Letha made them
scatter, and when Edith moved to open the second trunk, Miss Letha put her hand on its
lid and said, That’s my work. I’ll take care of that one.

Miss Letha was a midwife and said she remembered the name of every baby she
birthed, including, of course, Daddy and his seven brothers and sisters. She'd been
through labor and delivery ten times herself, having lost five of those soon after birth, and
the other five no longer on speaking terms with her—another reason on Edith’s list.

Miss Letha had cash, not much, but more than most folks in the area who hadn’t

seen their farms catch a profit in over ten years, or worse, who sharecropped for



access to bed to sleep in and a tiny plot of land. She had spending money, money she
pulled from the tin can and handed over like it was something people did everyday.
Daddy took what she handed him without any pretense and stuffed it into his pocket.
Why wasn’t he amazed that Miss Letha was able to put away so much?

Daddy called on Early to accompany him to town to buy Miss Letha a new bed
frame and mattress and whatever other furniture they might be able to pick out cheap.
They took the truck and left the rest of the children at the shack.

Mattie and John Dean and Worth quickly grew restless. Edith pretended to
occupy herself by wiping down the wood stove a second time, while John Dean devised a
game in which he and Worth would hold hands and make a sturdy bar of their arms. It
was Mattie’s job to run full force at their arm bar and break it. Since the shack was so
small, she had to back up against one wall and take off toward the other end of the single-
room house where the boys waited, the air she displaced when she went speeding by
kicked up the fringe of Miss Letha’s shawl. Yet Edith didn’t want to be alone with the
woman, so though she knew she should tell the three of them to take the game outside,
she let them stay. Miss Letha didn’t seem to mind. She sat atop the empty trunk facing
the trunk she wouldn’t let Edith open, lifted the lid, and removed a large basket with a
braided handle and some small items wrapped in cloths. The contents of the basket
clinked against each other as she rested it against the floor.

“You need all that stuff for birthing babies?”” John Dean said, grimacing as Mattie
leaped onto his conjoined arm. “I seen a goat do it just standing there like it was nothing.
Didn’t need no help.”

“Well, thank God women aren’t goats,” Miss Letha said in a creaky,



laughing voice. She opened the basket and showed John Dean what was inside, dozens of
tiny vials of clear and amber liquid, bottles of mixtures and extracts. Lola looked on
intently from the corner. Miss Letha encouraged her to go through her basket to
familiarize herself with what was inside. Lola pulled out the vials containing the strangest
looking stuff and held it up in the air—a stem of tiny flowers bobbing in purple fluid,
amber liquid with a shard of honeycomb inside. Miss Letha would identify what they
held. That's a lavender tincture, she'd say or, Don't break that one. I don't have anymore
rosehip seeds to plant, and you never know when you'll need it. But when she held up the
honeycomb, all she said was, Pleasant words are as a honeycomb, sweet to the soul, and
medicine to the bones. Miss Letha watched Lola intently, as though she were proctoring a
test.

“Alright, all y’all let’s get outdoors,” Edith cut in. “Let Miss Letha rest.”

The woman’s eyes followed her as she gathered the children. “Oh, I’'m fine, just
fine,” she called out, but Edith ignored her, and with her hand on Lola’s back, she gently
pushed the girl out the door. “We’ll leave the door open to air out the place,” she called

over her shoulder. “Daddy’ll be back soon.”

In the months after, Miss Letha worked her way into the family like a splinter
works through the skin. Every time Edith turned around, the woman was finding
somewhere to insert herself—stirring pots on the stove, braiding Mattie’s hair, beating
the coverlets free of dust. She also found ways to assert her power. Little ways, like
telling Mother when to make decisions based on the phase of the moon, when not to cook

certain meals depending on the weather, warning her that the dough wouldn’t rise if



it looked like rain or the grease would go rancid if there was frost on a spring day. She
had a saying for everything, went about all day long tossing salt here and there, across
window sills and underneath beds to encourage love, to ward away death, to stave off bad
luck. Edith caught her plucking loose strands of hair from a hen’s mouth, and when Miss
Letha saw her looking, she told Edith, If you let a bird make a nest from your hair, you’ll
go crazy. Watching her work, anticipating every danger and remedying every threat,
exhausted Edith, but Mother seemed to have infinite patience, smiled and listened
intently to every story, the same smile she gave the children when they told little lies, and
stood aside when Miss Letha insisted on reprimanding the boys for trying to come
indoors with gardening tools—bad luck—or the girls for throwing out their nail
clippings—because someone might take them and do them harm, Mother didn’t mind,
even set an extra place at supper.

Daddy spread the word around town like he promised, and Miss Letha began to
birth babies one after the next, farm to farm to farm she moved. While she did, Daddy set
up the still near the creek, so she could sell her moonshine out of the shed behind her
shack. Everything Miss Letha did became a part of their lives. Edith, sick of her face and
her voice already, imagined doing awful things to the old woman, setting the shed on fire,
stealing her tin can bank of money, heard the clinking coins as if she held it in her hands.
But Miss Letha’s stories persisted, as did her presence at their table, and the way Daddy
grinned and spoke and even walked around the farm had changed, and made Edith stew
in her selfishness even more. She began to tell herself she deserved her fury, as Daddy

became a father she didn’t quite know, capricious and absent and lighter around the eyes.



It was early March, the brief time of year when the mist that lingered in the
mountains traveled down to the valleys below and coated everything with chilly dew,
when Mother convinced Daddy to build a produce stand out front of the house, so they
could cash in on the influx of highway traffic. Farmhands and sharecroppers who traded
farm labor for manufacturing had flooded their once empty road on the way into town.
She said she saw dollar signs with the passing of every car, so everyone was working to
ready the garden. Green beans, snap peas, okra, peaches from the orchard. Mother had
big plans, though she was most excited about the tomatoes. She had gotten her hands on
some Brandywine seeds and had started the plants indoors a month before. She was
impatient to plant them as soon as it was warm enough.

Edith was close to finishing her last year of high school. It was unusual for the
kids in the country to go all the way through to graduation, but she had wanted to stay as
long as she could, wanted to sing in the glee club, wanted more reading assignments, My
Antonia and Middlemarch among her favorites from Miss Struthers, her Humanities
teacher, wanted more gossip and makeup from Lynne in her homeroom who came
prepared with an endless supply of lipstick and rouge Edith guessed she stole from her
mother. There was something precious about her time at school, away from what the farm
demanded from her, that her body was in service to it, that her time was organized by
what it required. Every day she went and learned about constitutional amendments and
mathematical theorems and even the history of ancient Rome, which fascinated her from
the beginning because of the way Mr. Smiley presented the parallels between their home
city and the bygone behemoth—the seven hills, just like Rome, he said, and the three

rivers intersecting, just like Rome, and we even have, as you know, a replica of the



Capitoline Wolf standing watch in front of City Hall, nursing Romulus and Remus, the
founders of Rome, sent by Mussolini himself. The room took on that keen kind of silence
of thought and reverie, the class full of farmers’ children and factory workers’ children
and sharecroppers’ children never having felt so a part of the world before that moment.

She returned from school one afternoon to find Daddy measuring a space for the
new trellis with his feet, walking in a line on the edge of the garden, counting his paces
aloud as he went. Worth, the youngest boy, followed him, repeating, Seven, eight, nine,
ten, and beside them, Miss Letha showed Mother how to bury a fish head beneath a
tomato plant for fertilizer, the festering smell permeating the air even in the open yard.
Almost as good as placenta, she said and elbowed Mother.

Mother asked Edith to go in and start a fire in the stove, so she did as she was
told, collecting some wood from the stack on the porch and crowding it through the stove
door. Soon after, Mother came in and asked Edith to handle supper, saying she felt
lightheaded and needed to lie down. Mother didn’t wait for her to answer and retreated
down the hall to her bedroom, her hand grazing the wall to steady herself as she went.
She thought it must have been the rotten smell that made her ill, though Mother had a
stronger stomach than even Daddy did.

She took the tin bucket and went to the well, flanked on one side by the garden, a
flood of greens, and on the other by the chicken coop. Beyond lay a small orchard, more
greens reaching to the skies, and westward stretched acres and acres of flat, freshly
planted but still as vacant as late last fall. Around the side of the house the livestock
waited just as vacantly as the glabrous land.

Back inside, Edith took down a pot from where it hung on the wall, filled it,



and rested it on top of the stove. Then she went to dig through the few good potatoes
from last year’s stash in the improvised root cellar next to the house. When she reached
for the potatoes, the pale skin of her hand stood out in the cold dark of the cellar. Your
skin is the color of morning sky, Robby Petit, a neighbor’s son who worked as a
farmhand for Daddy, had told her just days ago. Edith told him that she didn’t believe
he’d come up with something so beautiful on his own. Where’d you get that? she asked.
Who told you to say a thing like that? which was not what she wanted to say. She knew it
sounded like a challenge, like she was daring him be sweet. But maybe she was daring
him. He’d watched her from the corners of his eye for years, embarrassed himself trying
to impress her with how much he could lift or how quick he could tie a hog. She had done
nothing to make it easy for him to care for her, nor did she feel moved to. Mother was the
one who seemed to want a spark to catch between them most of all. In the pit of her most
selfish moments, Edith secretly thought Robby was too ordinary, to easily amused, and
she worried that his interest in her meant that she was ordinary too.

She took two potatoes back to the kitchen and scrubbed them, releasing their
earthy smell, and roughly chopped them into cubes. As the water began to rustle on the
stove, she plopped the cubes in, the back splash burning the tops of her hands.

"Mother's sick in bed," she said to Daddy when he came in for dinner. "I went to
ask if she wants supper, but she just shook her head."

He had splashed himself with water from the well outside, and a ring of dirt
remained, framing his face. "Just needs some rest. Wore herself out on the garden."

“You haven’t even been in to see her.”

“She’s your momma. Strong and stubborn as an animal.”

10



“I’ll go in and check on her, poor thing.” Miss Letha had sneaked in behind
Daddy without Edith noticing.
She thought of Miss Letha’s terrible twisted hands wrapping around Mother’s

slender fingers and started. “She’s resting. Maybe you could see her later.”

Mother woke late the following day too weak to get out of bed and complaining
of a sore throat. While Edith steeped tea for her, Daddy took the bottle of corn liquor
from under the counter and poured in a healthy splash. “Tell her, ‘Drink it even if you
don’t like the taste,”” he ordered. “Will help her sleeping.”

Edith nodded, took it to Mother in bed, and sat on the edge of the coverlet.
Mother didn’t want to talk but she took the cup from Edith. When she held it to her face,
she caught a whiff of the bitter liquor hiding there and screwed up her nose and mouth.
“No no,” she whispered, shaking her head and trying to pass the cup back to Edith.

“Daddy said it’ll make you better,” Edith told her with a serious look on her face.
Mother’s eyes were serious too; they searched Edith over. The silence, being examined, it
was too much, even from Mother. “Mother, really, drink it,” Edith demanded, her tone
grave and ornery. Mother relented and put the cup to her lips, slurping and shivering at
the bitter taste.

Edith smoothed the coverlet with her hand. It had been woven by her grandmother
on a handloom. Mama Vivie had spun the cotton and wool, mixed her own dye, and
colored the threads orange and red, blue and brown, black and green. All the coverlets in
the house, at least one on each bed and several tucked away in the closet for the winter

months, had been produced the same way, by hand, crafted, designed, the cotton
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picked, the wool sheared, the dyes produced from berries and barks, leaves and flowers.
The near perfect lines, the flawless repetition. Snail slime, cat paw. Triangle, circle, leaf.
Crude outline, imperfect curve, arc and flourish. Mother had described the process,
shown her how the loom worked, the warp and the weft overlapping, interrupting. The
designs were crude, really, up close, but at a distance the evenness and simplicity of the
pattern, and that they were made with the nimble hands of the women in her family, made
her love them above their every other possession.

A laugh, then another, a high-pitched playful scream. I want to do it, Lee, let me.
No there’s nothing to eat, quit your complaining and carrying on. The chickens are
hungry, look at them pecking rocks. The children’s voices began to bounce through the
farmhouse, so Edith left Mother with the tea and went to heat a pot of stone-ground grits
for breakfast. While the younger ones ate their meal on the front porch, she fed the
chickens, and once the children had finished their meal, she undressed them and washed
their filthy clothes in a big tin basin in the yard. Mattie and John Dean played War in
their underclothes. John Dean captained the porch, transforming it into the bow of the
HMS Illustrious, which they’d all seen in a reel on the war in Europe during a rare trip to
the movies last year. He sent planes packing torpedoes over to Mattie’s Italian naval base.
Mattie ran faster than an angry chicken this way and that. You wouldn’t have made it,
John Dean called to her in his tiny, lisp-addled voice, but she pretended not to hear him

as she scrambled in her underthings to the back of the house.

Then came the fever. On the third day, Daddy found Mother in a cold sweat, her

hair matted to her face and her nightgown translucent against her skin. He ordered
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Edith to tend to her most of the day.

She slogged a bucket of cold water straight from the well into her parents’ room,
soaked cloths and draped them across her forehead. She'd stripped off the bed sheets and
rubbed Mother's legs vigorously to draw down the heat. She held up her head and helped
her drink a cool glass of water and fed her the last of the aspirin. She changed her clothes
into her lightest gown. Edie, Mother whispered, open the windows to let the air in, so she
did, but nothing seemed to work. Mother’s skin felt hot as fire. In between sleeps, she
said nonsensical things. She called Edith Sarah and Lizzie—Mother's sisters—and once
Mama, begging for her to make her feel well again. Mama, help me. Mama, why should I
feel this way? Her voice high-pitched and lilting, like a child.

The other children didn’t understand. Mother, they said, come see how the lettuce
is sprouting in the garden. Mother, look at how I’ve hurt myself playing by the barn. Lee
won’t listen, Mother, make him listen. Tell him the toy, the candy, the blanket is mine.
Tell him the chore is his. Mother tell me the point of stars, why dogs understand a
whistle, how roosters know to crow. Edith looked back to Mother, her eyes following
invisible things around the room, and shooed them away over and over. Then they
wanted Mother to scold Edith, how unfair she’d been. Mother can't be bothered now,
Edith screamed. Leave her. Just leave her.

That night, Mother only grew worse. The fever sent her teeth dancing against
each other wildly, woke Daddy up the way they chattered, so he got Edith up and tending
to Mother again before walking out into the night. She mopped her mother with a wet
rag, her eyes painful with sleep, everything blurry, even Mother’s face. Eventually she

quieted and took in slow, shallow breaths. And then the deep, hollow coughing
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began. Edith wanted to call for a doctor, imagined Daddy riding Whistler out to get one,
but she didn’t even know any and doubted Daddy did either, nor did he have the money
to pay one. Mother, we need you to go ahead and get better, alright? Mother, you hear?

Her palm grazed Mother’s ear, hot to the touch, like the underside of a bowl of
soup or mug of coffee. She imagined the girls at school who were sound asleep and their
mothers sleeping in the next room, healthy and unconscious. She pictured them waking in
the morning: singing mothers, dancing mothers, mothers shopping and mothers cooking,
mothers darning socks and wearing makeup. Mothers cradling babies and playing cards.
Mothers reading newspapers and sweeping floors and braiding their hair.

Eventually Daddy came in the back door, his arms overflowing with herbs and
wild plants. He’d stolen goldenseal from the Colburns’ yard, paired it with witch hazel
and mullein growing wild against the barn, and brewed Mother a tea. While it was
steeping, he went back out and excavated a bunch of mint to make a corsage for Mother's
wrist. He went to the root cellar, took an onion from a crock, and sliced it in half, setting
one end in a bowl by her head and rubbing the other seeping half onto her feet. It’ll draw
out the sickness, he said. Daddy finally sent Edith to bed and remained at Mother’s
bedside through the night and into the next day, asking Edith to call for Robby in the
morning. He can do my work for me today, Daddy said. We’ll fix her, he told Edith, her
chin set squarely in the v of his thumb and forefinger. He knew what to do.

But after the morning passed and her cough grew violent, Daddy retrieved Miss
Letha to heal Mother, whose attempts at talking were now no more than soft utterances,
vowels that moved from a high pitch to low and back again.

In the kitchen, Miss Letha advised Daddy on how to heal Mother. “Why’d

14



you wait so long to come get me?” she said and laughed. She opened her basket of vials
and instructed him to venture into the garden and pluck up anything he had. He returned
with conventional herbs: mint, rosemary, sage and thyme, plants to make teas or season
meat. She heated a pot of water on the wood stove and then steeped the herbs, some of
what she brought and some of what they grew, to brew a tea. Father watched her with a
keen interest, hoping to remember the steps and mimic them on his own, though he didn't
have access to the same canisters and vials or Miss Letha’s light touch.

She waited for the tea to steep and sat at the table near the window, looking out
and humming quietly. Lola stacked clean dishes on a shelf. “Come here, girl,” Miss Letha
ordered her. “You have an aura around you. Do you know what that means?” She
reached out to touch Lola’s face as she shook her head. “It's like a warm glow that
follows you wherever you go. Can you feel that?”

Edith’s chest tightened as she watched silly Lola, only twelve and smitten with
the idea that she was somehow exceptional, nod wildly.

Miss Letha smiled and agreed. “Yes, of course you do. You're a special girl.
Could have the touch, you know, if you practiced, learned about the things that have
power and how to use them,” she said with a syrupy voice, like she was charming the girl
with not just her words but some ineffable sweetness that she could make pour from her
on demand.

Daddy perked up. “You could teach her,” he insisted. “ She could help you with
Flora.”

Miss Letha agreed and walked to the kitchen, where the tea had been steeping.

She filled a steaming cup and handed it to the girl. Lola, feeling suddenly important,

15



walked the cup to Mother's bedside, her back straight like a fence post and head high. She
sat against the edge of the bed and held the cup while Mother sipped from it. After, Miss
Mary Lou took the emptied cup from her and read the leaves. The family watched as she
shook her head and quietly grunted, but she wouldn't tell what she'd seen, if she'd seen
anything. She handed the cup back to Lola and went to her basket to fish out some other
concoction, a scented oil, that she began to massage into Mother's feet.

The second time Miss Letha did the routine with the cup, again shaking her head
and refusing to share what she'd supposedly seen, Edith exhaled heavily and stormed
from the room. Her father followed her and grabbed her by the wrist. “There’s no
disrespecting Miss Letha,” he told her, his voice deep with anger. “Not in front of me.”

Edith felt hot and out of control. “She didn't see anything in that cup but dregs,”
she yelled and tried to jerk her arm free of his grasp, turning away from his corn liquor
breath.

He tightened his grip and pulled her closer. “Sit yourself in your room, or get to
your chores,” he whispered. “But no more of this complaining.” He released her arm as
forcefully as he had grabbed it.

“Yes, Daddy,” she said, already retreating to her room.

She collapsed on her bed and imagined how she might get a doctor. The Colburns
had a telephone, the only one for more than a mile. She could ask to use it and tell the
operator what she needed. Save my mother, she might say. Save her from Daddy and his
useless granny witch. She invented the doctor who might come, who lived east, on the
other side of Rome. She pictured one of those lovely Victorians over on Dixie Street, tall

and blue with romantic trim and delicate details. Floral lace curtains in the
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windows. She could even sneak out to get him, take Whistler from the barn and be back
in under an hour. Even if she returned with a doctor, she knew Daddy'd never let him in
the door. He'd send the man away and then take a switch to her. Edith rolled onto her

belly and sobbed. If she were a braver girl, she'd do it, but she knew now that she’d only

ever been a coward.

Mother got incrementally better, and then she’d take a turn for the worse. The
next few days seemed to follow a pattern, she’d sweat through her nightgown and then
recover during the day, lucid and upright in bed. The next night, another fever, more
hallucinations. Miss Letha tried one concoction after another, taught Lola how to make
talismans to ward off evil. How to work your spit into the windowsill to keep out spirits
that come for the weak. They baked stones and bricks and tucked them into Mother’s
sheets, making an oven of Mother’s bed. She stirred together tinctures to keep the
children well. Then, one evening, Miss Letha told Daddy about how a tree can take away
illness, and he was steadfast in his desire to try it for himself.

When the sun had gone behind the trees and the air had cooled and the lightning bugs had
come out and lit up the whole yard and could be seen in the darkest parts of the orchard,
Daddy lifted Mother out of bed and carried her to the big walnut tree that stood alone in
the middle of the pasture. Edith held Mattie in her arms and Lola, Worth, Early and John
Dean all stood along beside her watching from the porch. Daddy had a hand drill in his
back pocket and when they reached the tree, he laid Mother down and took the drill and
carved a deep a hole in its trunk. Then, he took Mother by the arms and lifted her to

standing and made her breathe as heavy as she could into the hole. After, he laid her

17



back down and took a wooden spoon from a bucket he’d left by the tree and slathered tar
over the hole to cover it up again. The next day Mother was sitting up, hoarse and tired
eyed, in bed but smiling and present and Mother again. All of the children and Miss

Letha, and even Edith, buoyed by the thrill of seeing the light back in Mother’s eyes.
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Chapter 2

In the still-dark morning, Edith climbed Neely Hill to catch the bus that would
take her to Chatillon Rayon Mill. She pulled the lapels of her jacket close when she
rounded the top, took in the fiery clouds and the town below—church spires and
autumned tree cover and the lights coming to life in windows. Though she’d seen it
dozens of times before, it grabbed her that morning. She wanted to memorize it, inhaled
deeply as if she could fill her body up and take it with her to the mill, where the clanging
of spinning, winding, and reeling machines and the musty smell of decay lingered in
every corner.

At the bottom of the hill, she reached Broad Street, where Ted Donahue and Sam
Bayer, who rented rooms in a boarding house a few blocks from hers, already waited for
the bus. They carried with them on their jackets and in their hair the permanent stink of
viscose processing, like sulfur and rotten cabbage. The women in the lace room told
Edith that her senses would dull, that eventually she’d become accustomed to the noise
and the smell. In time, they said, you'll be like everyone else, nose-blind and half deaf.
Six months later, though, she hadn't, and she wondered if the delay was due to a
resistance within her, a thing that wanted only to run back home, to dig up her mother,
learn the magic that would conjure her back to living again, reclaim the bed in her old
room, climb in next to Lola, and hide her body beneath the sheets. Walk backwards
through time, her body losing its femininity to sharp edges, her knowledge of the world
outside the farm shrinking away.

Ted and Sam waved politely at Edith and sat next to each other. They were

19



quiet men who enjoyed each other’s company mostly in silence. She guessed it was
because at the mill quiet was so hard to come by that it became precious, almost holy.
The bus soon arrived, and they boarded. Sam and Ted walked toward the back and Edith
took the seat behind the driver. The bus continued its route up Broad Street and into
Riverside, the mill village tucked neatly into Chatillon’s westernmost land, abutting the
Oostanaula River, cradled between the river and the mill. The river, into which the mill
dipped its ladle, taking what it wished from the earth to make its fortune.

On the morning trips along the river and through Riverside and into mill property,
Edith crafted a story about the mill—how it came to be, how like life, the mill was born
out of water. The water filtered and pumped through pipes spanning ceilings and
floorboards, filling the company pool, vital to the primary step of rayon production—the
purification of cellulose—and the last—the washing of rayon threads after chemical
treatment. In the beginning, there was water. Then there was wood. Wood processed into
pulp and joined together with the water taken from the land. The land that was not quite
enough. The missing piece, the thing that made the process possible, which turned wood
into fiber, into hosiery, into neckties and dresses, into pillowcases and sofa coverings,
was the chemical—acetic anhydride, acetone, carbon disulfide, depending on the method
of manufacture. Though water was necessary, nothing would exist, not the mill or the
village or the jobs, without the chemicals. No, the chemicals were as good as God—made
life, abundance, wealth out of almost nothing. And most importantly, they put fifteen
dollars a week in her pocket and food on her brothers’ and sisters’ table.

After the mill village, the bus turned onto Riverside Parkway, where the

administrators lived. Elegant, brick, two-story homes, white-painted sun porches
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lining the exteriors of their bottom floors, sat in a perfect line, shaded from the sun by a
row of prominent oak trees, arching over the street to meet the nearly identical tree on the
opposite side. The line of houses ended with a large, white colonial, where Mr. Thomas
Hambledon, Chatillon’s president, resided. A swimming pool in the rear of the house
faced the river. More oak trees peppered the yard. Sometimes Edith caught a glimpse of
Mr. Hambledon’s children playing in the yard, his teenage daughter with her leashed
terrier, and felt a sudden, acute pang of jealousy. She held a single image of the daughter
in her mind, a chilly, bright spring morning, the girl’s brown hair pinned neatly, her red,
plaid dress and clean, black leather shoes, the girl’s mouth spread wide in a smile, the
dog jumping, hanging in the air, time suspended, a torturous picture of joy.

Beyond the parkway, down the street and around the corner on the east side of the
Chatillon property, lay What Town, home to the Italian chemists, analysts, inspectors and
researchers and named for the incomprehensible chatter pervading the neighborhood.
Through the women she worked with at the mill, Edith learned that though they were
later replaced with Belgian chemists, analysts, inspectors and researchers when Tubize
bought out Chatillon, it made no difference to the residents of Riverside who themselves
hardly noticed a change in the quality of their foreignness. They treated What Town like
a distant country they were uninterested in touring. Edith, though she too was an outsider,
followed the lead of the mill workers, who mostly kept to themselves, to Riverside, easy
enough with the company grocer, dentist, department store, pool and church, which
alternated Sundays between a Baptist service and a Methodist one. Nearly everything

they needed in a single square mile, and nothing they didn't.
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Inside building twenty-two, Edith clocked in and took her place at a lacing
machine between the far wall. Celia, who, glancing at the clock affixed to the wall near
the door, gave her a familiar look, a mix of tenderness and frustration. Edith checked to
make sure the correct punch card had been inserted and flipped a switch, summoning the
machine to life. It whirred and pumped its arms, pulling thin strands of rayon into a
pattern. The threads filtered up through the punch card, telling the threads what design to
become.

"It's not my fault I missed the bus. It's that girl Florence.” Edith’s explanation
began to pour out of her. "She spends hours in the bathroom pinning up her hair and

pretends not to hear me knocking." Celia pointed to her ear to suggest she couldn't hear.

The first and most important job of a lace girl was oversight of the machine. This
was the beginning of the speech their line manager Merrill gave Edith on the day she
started at Chatillon, a lesson she took to heart. If it was possible to look vigorously, that's
what Edith did as she paced up and down, waiting for the machine to make a mistake.
Any sort of flaw in the fabric too considerable to be mended by hand meant the entire
ream could be rejected, Merrill said. More than your fair share of rejections meant
reassignment to some dirtier, smellier part of the mill.

Six women worked the lace room, which was hardly a room at all. The machines,
set in two neat rows of four, were partitioned off from the rest of the building by a heavy
canvas sheet hanging from the rafters. On the other side was the finishing department,
where skeins, cones, and spools of rayon thread were evaluated and packaged to ship to

garment factories around the country.
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The women in the lace room had earned their places. Their hands were gnarled
from work. Deep lines creased their faces. They had chopped their braids to keep their
hair clear of the machines—that their fashionable bobs mirrored the current trends was
merely a coincidence. In their previous lives, they were farmers' wives or sharecroppers
before boll weevils and the Depression had killed cotton farming and upended their lives.
In rows, they moved in the same fashion to the steady knocking of metal against metal. It

meant something to make lace; they had taught Edith that.

A bell rang for lunch, and the women reached to switch off the lacers. Someone
had propped the door open so the air could circulate. Machines all over the mill had
stopped, and Edith’s ears rang in the fresh silence. Somehow the sound drowned out the
smell of the place, and with it quiet, a thick, pungent scent crept into Edith's nose and
watered her eyes. She dabbed at them with the sleeve of her dress. The sun projected a
warm square on the concrete floor. It called to Edith, pulled her outside.

“Want to get something to eat?” Dovie asked, following her out. She was the only
girl in the lace room Edith’s age. Her name matched her high-pitched voice, but both
seemed incongruous with her tall, broad body.

“I’m not hungry,” Edith said. In truth, she hadn’t brought any money for lunch,
having mailed home almost all of what she had last Saturday. “You go ahead.”

Dovie leaned against the warm brick and closed her eyes. “The sun feels so
good.”

Even though Dovie had become Edith’s closest friend at Chatillon, Edith wished

she would go. She wanted to luxuriate in her selfishness for just a moment, to bake
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herself in the warmth and quiet. But Dovie lingered there without speaking, her eyes shut
tight, maybe wanting the same. Edith thought of Ted and Sam, of the pleasure of peaceful
company, and tried to practice grace.

When she felt warm enough, she left Dovie and walked to the back of the room
where the lace-pattern punch cards were kept, categorized and catalogued in dozens of
rows of drawers. She chose a card and removed it from its sleeve. Her finger followed
along the pattern, over hundreds of perforations. She loved how so simple an object made
something so complex. As she traced, she imagined the delicate loops of vines and
flowers it made, all the fine dresses she would never wear—navy crushed velvet trimmed
in black lace, emerald green silk with a lace overlay—something she could picture on
Vivien Leigh.

Robby had taken her to see Gone with the Wind the previous year. Her clothes
might have been made of drapes, but they were still the most beautiful dresses I've ever
seen, she told him afterward. Months later, on the boarding house coffee table, she found
an issue of Glamour with a spread on Vivien inside. In one photograph, she lay across a
chaise lounge in a dark-colored, sleeveless dress, a collar of diamonds around her neck
and tendrils of black hair splayed across her shoulders. In another, a close-up, she looked
longingly at someone to the right of the photographer, her lips black cherry, the focus
gone soft around the edges. Edith ripped the pages from the magazine, took them straight
upstairs to her room and taped them on inside of her wardrobe. Every time she opened
the wardrobe, she felt the embarrassment of passion, but she kept Vivien there
nonetheless, and looked at her sometimes in her dark, stuffy new home. Later, Edith lied

about it when her landlady Mrs. Bagley blamed Florence. It just ruins the magazine,
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Mrs. Bagley had said. She hadn’t seen who had done it, Edith told her, but she agreed it

sounded like something Florence might do.

From elsewhere in the building came the sound of machines being brought back
to life. The women began to file in from the cafeteria, took their places, and started their
machines running again. Merrill followed them, hiking his gray trousers to his waist and
examining them over his wire-framed glasses. Edith worried he had come for her, that he
knew she’d been late again. That this was the last time he’d look the other way.

His spindly body hunched around the room. He couldn’t have been more than
forty but appeared ancient already. He navigated the machines, the moving arms, the
women. He leaned in and examined the fabric taking shape, the clarity and grain of the
patterns. He loitered in the back, watching how they attended to their machines. When he
had enough, he returned to the front of the room and waved his hand, an order to shut off
the machines.

"Girls, come round," he said, edging his way toward the door, making space for
the women to circle around him. "Come in close."

"Lord, what's this about," Celia muttered under her breath. She wiped her hands
on her apron as if she had been interrupted washing dishes. Celia had several teenage
boys at home; the oldest, Loy, worked with his father on a farm in Shannon, a
neighboring town. A few weeks ago, Celia told Edith she expected him to enlist soon.

"Loy's got his eye on traveling," she had said. "He thinks he can get himself on a
boat out in the Pacific. What in the hell he'd want to do that for I don't know."

Robby had just completed basic training at Fort Benning. He had called
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from Columbus and asked to take her out tonight to celebrate. He would ship out
tomorrow, he said, to some town in Illinois she'd never heard of. Edith had never thought
much about the Pacific Ocean nor had she ever considered that eventually Robby might
be sent west. In her mind, the war meant Europe, though Europe seemed almost as
nebulous as the Pacific. The newsreels that played before movies of US soldiers aboard
ships in the northern Atlantic and British soldiers scaling some unknown rugged terrain
where everything seemed tawny colored and cold and very loud. She could hardly
breathe as the urgent and virile voiceover praised the soldiers' valor. She imagined Loy’s
face on one of the bodies scrambling across the screen, rifle in hand, and thought about
asking Celia what it meant to watch someone you love sign up for death, as though it was
a welcome thing. But Celia seemed as though she’d let the possibility of a disappeared
son, of the immeasurable danger, settle in her. Jesse and me, we prayed on it and asked
the Lord God to put his hands on our boy, she’d said. We made our peace with it.

"I got news." Merrill raised his voice above the noise from elsewhere in the mill.
"You might consider it bad, but I encourage you to see it as an opportunity to diversify
your skills."

Next to her, Celia's shoulders arched in a silent laugh, her head bent downward.
Diversify, she mouthed to the ground.

"For the time being, we're halting lace."

Everyone murmured. “Well what in hell does that mean?” Celia asked.

"We’ve got a new government contract, ramping up production for parachutes, so
you'll all be moved. We need you in other departments."

Dovie gave Edith a worried look, and Celia, who had been at the mill since
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it opened in 1929 and had worked in nearly every department in that time, muttered hel/
under her breath. Celia had told Edith when she started that she was lucky to get a spot on
the lace line. It’s quiet and closed off and none of the men get in your way. And it don’t
stink, not like over in processing and spinning, she had said. Edith had sold herself as a
master seamstress to get the job, told them all about the weaving of coverlets—though
she’d never woven one herself, only watched Mother and Mama Vivie. She’d never lied
so fully and measuredly, never before felt the power and paranoia that came along with
such an act.

"Alright. Alright,” he repeated and clapped his hands. I'll have reassignments by
end of the week. You'll know more then.”

The women returned to their machines and started them up again. Threads
pumped their way through Edith’s punch card, gossamer filaments climbing toward the
ceiling, meticulously as spiders fashion their webs. How different being a spinner or
reeler would be, how ordinary and unbeautiful. Lace was the only product, besides rayon
thread, that the mill produced, and beyond that, there was a hierarchy. They were allowed
one of two kinds of jobs: clean or dirty. They were called such for obvious reasons—at
the end of the day some jobs sent you home dirty and other jobs sent you home clean.
The lacing room women, even Edith, knew they were near the top and wanted to stay
there. And further, wondered whether they’d be protected, if there really were jobs out
there for all six of them. They weren’t union members, part of the reason they’d been
selected to work some of the cleanest jobs, rewards for their refusal.

But even outside the mill the hierarchy extended. Rayon was flashy, new

technology, and on top of that the city had won a competitive bid to get the Italians
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to bring the mill to Rome in the first place. It had been in the papers for months and
people from three and four states over had relocated just to get work at Chatillon. Even
the dirty jobs there were cleaner than the cleanest jobs at the cotton mills, where the
workers were coming down with something they called brown lung.

Edith didn’t want to move from the top down. Farming was never much, but it
was something that her family owned their own land and kept even a portion of it through
the depression with a mix of luck and fortitude. Her mill job, in its own way, instilled in
her a similar sense of pride.

Her mother had been a brilliant businesswoman. That the family switched from
growing cotton to corn and raising livestock just before the depression was their bit of
luck. Renting out and selling portions of their land to bigger businesses was the
fortitudinous part. Both were her mother's idea. While most farmers were growing either
a cash crop or were just trying to self sustain, Mother decided on a mix that would feed
the family and make them money on the side—chickens to eat, sell, and lay eggs; cows
for milk and meat. Corn, a big cash crop, for animal feed and food and for sale; and a
busy, plentiful garden that she and the children worked nearly year round, canning and
pickling for the winter months. Mother worked as hard, if not harder, than Daddy. Hands
in the soil, dragging tills, until her body wouldn’t let her any longer, but that was all
before the farm became less and less plentiful, before she grew ill and Daddy spiraled,

before everything began to slip away.

Celia swore through the afternoon, until the bell rang to mark the end of their

shift. Edith flipped her machine’s switch and swept the accumulation of nine hours

28



worth of textile construction from underneath it, countless inch-long clippings of thread
and linty filaments of a hundred different shades of white. No matter how hard she
reached for distraction, she kept circling around to where Merrill would put her. She
needed a special place, like the lacing room had been.

But there wasn’t time to linger and ruminate. The bus left the mill ten minutes
after the five o’clock bell, and another didn’t come through for an hour. It was rude to be
late for goodbyes, even though she knew Robby, ever patient and considerate, would wait
for her as long as it took. After today’s news though, she was anxious for a familiar face,
someone who reminded her of before things went upside down. So she waved to Dovie
and rushed out the door of building twenty-two. She sped past the cafeteria, past
buildings twenty, nineteen, eighteen, past the generator tower.

She hadn’t put much time into thinking about Robby’s departure. He’d been gone
for a while now, away down south for basic training, but his decision to enlist had
initially surprised her. The way Mother talked about Robby made it seem as though
everyone knew their fate was spun together, as if it had been written and sealed in an
envelope and sent to God. He’d been coming around for years, helping Daddy on the
farm, and dropping less than subtle hints about what he wanted. Your mother wants me to
marry you, he’d say. And Edith, I think she just wants me married. And Robby, you don’t
want yourself married? I do, one day, she said. I do. He smiled at her answer, though she
wasn’t sure he understood, though she wasn’t sure she understood herself. What she truly
wanted so rarely mattered, that she was numb to want. Obligations, necessity, her
brothers and sisters, the sick, the animals. There was always something to do, someone to

care for, a problem or a catastrophe always in need of resolution. Want wasn’t in
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her mind or on her tongue, was likely something lurking undetected deep inside the
muscle of her heart.

She turned the corner around seventeen, lost in this tangle of thought and ran full
force into a man she had never seen before. His solid body shook her, a wall that had
been built up and suddenly made visible. But also not at all like a wall, like something
charged and moving, something that pulsed through her, a bolt of electricity. And
beautiful, in a way, too—his smooth, bright face and square jaw. He caught her by the
elbows so she wouldn't fall over.

"Slow down there, Whirlaway," the man said and laughed. Edith had dropped her
satchel, but he was already bending to pick it up. "Got somewhere important to be?"

His voice was all smile and confidence. She nodded but couldn't find the words
she wanted.

"Don't let me hold you up." He moved to let her by as other workers passed them,
separated them. "Go on, then."

She passed him and continued toward the bus stop, but when she looked back she
found him leaning out of the doorway, watching her.

"Go on, now," James called out. "Don't want you to be late."

She carried on toward the bus, but now the day had been shifted, reordered, like
she was a filament trying to find the same punched hole, not knowing the card had been
replaced, a new pattern selected. No one had ever looked at her that way, like she was so
clearly wanted, so obviously desirable. She was both elated and shamed by her elation.
As she walked to the bus, the urgency of her mission suddenly disappeared, she felt as

though she must be carrying him on her, like their collision had been so forceful
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pieces of him had affixed themselves onto her—a stray hair, a bit of lint from his jacket.
She looked down at her coat, wanting to find his remnants, certain others could see him

as they passed her on her way.

Edith boarded the bus and took a seat near the front just as the doors closed and
the driver started the engine. Riverside residents passed by the window, and she looked
for the man though she knew she wouldn’t find him, that he was entering building
seventeen—she’d taken note of the number—which meant he worked second shift. She
was already plotting ways to see him again as the bus bumped through puddle-filled
potholes down the half dirt, half paved road toward the exit. The trees they passed had
gone bare or dead-leaved. A gray sky hung over the town, misting the mountains and
valleys in the distance. She was being reunited with this morning’s view, essentially the
same as it had always been, but nonetheless somehow changed. She remembered she was
to meet Robby in front of The Greyson Hotel. Her stop was first—the corner of Fifth
Avenue and Broad Street. Put him out of your mind, she told herself as she descended.
Have the grace to see Robby off the way he deserves.

A light rain began to fall and drops caught in Edith’s eyelashes. With her vision
blurred, all the lights in the shop windows sparkled, but it was difficult to see exactly
where she was going. Though she tried, she couldn’t forget him, how he’d called her
Whirlaway, how it felt when they’d collided. She held his face in her mind, the way his
eyes took her in as he stepped away. She grew lighter, as though her feet might lift off the
ground at any moment, like she’d soon need to tether herself to something sturdy or she’d

float away. Robby caught her by the arm as she nearly passed the hotel.
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"String bean," he called her. "You on a mission?"

"I didn't see you."

He laughed and gently took her by the arm. "Thought I'd treat you before I ship
out," he said and led her inside.

She took in the chandeliers and marble floors and then looked down at her
mother's worn, blue cotton dress and the battered oxfords on her feet. "I wish you'd told
me."

"It ain't a surprise if there ain't a surprise." Robby smiled, unable to hide the pride
he felt at his own extravagance. The restaurant inside the hotel, The Carmello, was one of
the nicest in Rome. White tablecloths draped across every table, candles burned a low,
warm light, and a man played piano near the bar. "If you're up for dancing later, I wanna
request 'Blue Champagne."

“You’ve got it all thought out.” Edith felt embarrassed at her appearance and
fought back an impulse to take it out on Robby. As Robby moved to pull out her chair,
she waved him away.

"Lots of girls like that kind of thing."

"I'm in a funny mood. I must be sick because you're leaving."

He beamed. The waiter made his way to their table. Robby leaned in to tell Edith
to let him order, that he had come early and chosen their meals from the menu—poached
sole and lamb chop.

She was seated facing the window where she could watch people walk up and
down the sidewalk pushing strollers and carrying packages and grocery bags. Robby took

a slice of bread from the basket on their table and slathered it with half a pat of
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butter. His eyebrows, like two brown caterpillars, created a soft frame around his watery,
blue eyes. It made his face kind. But in the moment his eyes met hers, she couldn’t help
but think of the man and his eyes which were not kind exactly but something else. He
could walk by the window if she wished hard enough. She laughed to herself, thinking
she sounded like Daddy, willing things to happen. When you are old enough, he once told
her, go into a vacant house, throw a ball of yarn and say, I pull, who winds? The one you
are to marry will answer you.

"You're somewhere else, Edith. And I don't like it." He put his bread down on the
plate without taking a bite.

"I'm sorry," she said and fixed her attention on him. "I am. You're very sweet to
bring me here."

"I'm just not sure how long—"

Edith watched him struggle. She placed her hand on his. "You're doing a good
thing. A very brave thing."

Robby sipped his water. Out the window, a group of teenage girls pretended to
slow dance. They wore their hair short, and their long plaid skirts swayed together like a
giant swath of flannel. They waltzed in a slow circle and then broke into fits of laughter
and dropped their hands, leaning against each other and cackling. She hadn’t been home
in months, had lived only by the truth of Lola’s letters. In her mind, Lola and Mattie
played and laughed and danced just as they had before, but what if they didn’t? What if
they walked through life the way she did, always with some veil between herself and the
rest of the world.

The waiter brought the fish and lamb on delicate white plates with sides of
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potatoes and green beans.

"You wouldn't believe all the kinds of guns I've fired since I started basic training.
Your daddy'd love to hear about it.”

Next to them, a pair of couples about twice their ages split a bottle of champagne.
The glasses sat flat and delicate atop the tablecloth, rimmed in gold trim, bubbles
swimming to the surface. One of the women held hers in her white-gloved hand, wiping a
drop from her mouth and smudging her ruby lipstick.

“I’m sure he would.”

“Did I tell you about old Riley? The crazy guy in the barracks who refuses to
wear socks? He found some super glue, who knows how, and glued two of the guys rears
to toilet seats last week." Robby laughed and rapped his fist on the table. Edith jumped.
"You're sure quiet today. I should join the army and run off to Illinois more often," he
said, pronouncing Illinois with an audible s on the end and laughing. "I'm kidding you,
Edie. Truly."

She laughed to be polite.

"How about '"They Can't Black out the Moon.' You like that one, right?"

"I do," she said and gave him her best smile.

After their plates were cleared away, Robby's face went serious again. "When I
come back, things will be different."

"You don't know that. Likely, I'll still be at the mill and your daddy will still be
running the butcher shop and nothing much will have changed. It never does. It seems to

me.

Robby took her hand. "You won't work there forever."
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"So what if I do?"

"If you are still working there when I get home, I'm gonna marry you."

She had been afraid he would make some grand pronouncement. That leaving had
churned something sentimental out of him that she wasn't ready to hear. She couldn't say
the thing he wanted her to, so she chose not to say anything at all.

""We'll Meet Again' would be nice, wouldn't it?"

"What do you mean?" she asked. Robby placed her hand on the table and let it go.

"You don't have to say yes now." He took his fork and pointed it at her playfully.
"I wasn't asking, but one day I will and you'll know what to say then."

Edith nodded and looked again to the window, but the girls were gone.
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Chapter 3

Edith took the bus headed for Gadsden, rode half an hour west, got off in Coosa,
and set out to walk the two and a half miles south to the farm. She hadn’t planned to,
even though she had promised Lola for weeks that she’d come for supper, each week
making an excuse not to return home. That morning, Edith had taken an envelope and
sheet of paper from the box on her dresser, planning, as she did every Saturday, to send
home more than half of her paycheck. These were the first opportunities she’d ever had to
handle money, at least more than a quarter or two at a time. On the front of the envelope,
she wrote her father’s name and the address for the farm, and on the stationery she
scribbled Miss and love you all and folded the note around a ten-dollar bill. Each time she
signed her name, she signed it your Edith. She was theirs, tethered, she was obligated to
remind them, and yet tucking in the crisp bill made her feel powerful, like her life might
take many paths when before it had only been the farm, and Robby, and the vague idea
that one day somewhere in her opaque and inchoate future she would be a mother.

The man who called her Whirlaway only further clipped away at whatever
tethered her. She had hardly stopped thinking about him, about what he opened up inside
of her, since she’d run into him. She closed the box. A pyrographic design had been
burned into its lid, off-center, framing a hunting scene. Two red-coated figures sat atop
horses surrounded on all sides by hounds. In the background laid a darkened forest that
likely sheltered the object of the hunt. The inside had been lined with red felt and a mirror

was fixed to the underside of the lid. It had been Mother’s and once played music, a soft
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mechanical twining, a tune Edith didn’t know but that she danced to when Mother
opened it to retrieve whatever small, sentimental heirloom she kept hidden there.

She had been seven and twirling, the tinkling music box encouraging her, her
parents’ bedroom spinning by in a swath of color and light. A laugh tumbled out. The
dizzier, the more incapable she was of holding it in. Lola, no more than three years born,
was spread out across the coverlet on the bed watching her, giggling and clapping her
hands in delight. It had been just the two of them then, back before John Dean, Worth,
Early and Mattie were born, an inseparable duo, a unit with a singular mission. She
stopped, and the room continued to turn around her. She wobbled unevenly on her feet
until it slowed and stopped. The loose, unbridled laughter of pleasure still poured out of
her as the world came into focus and she found Mother leaning on the doorframe, her
face bright and smooth and shining, her straw-colored hair a mess of curls tucked away
from her face, her eyes tired and happy.

The signature line, she realized, had begun to feel like a lie, like maybe she didn’t
belong to anyone. That was, perhaps, more power than she was ready to wield. In her
mind her family was seated around the table, their faces sullen and downturned, Mother’s
chair mocking them with its vacancy. But still, they were together, and how empty and
quiet her life was by comparison. Her barren wardrobe, Vivian Leigh peering out
demurely, the bureau empty but for a single drawer of underthings, not even a spare rug
on the floor to insulate sound or heat, but most importantly empty of people, save for
Florence down the hall and Mrs. Bagley perpetually in the kitchen preparing meals. She
opened the box again, the mechanical arm of the music player no longer catching the

edge of the box so that it would play when opened, and tossed in the envelope and
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sheet of stationery.

It was cold for October, the grasses already browned and crisped over, bent in on
themselves and dry as straw. Mostly she passed woods, though every five minutes or so
she came upon a fence enclosing the edges of someone’s property, families she’d known
all her life. She passed the Colburns’ place and the Jacksons’ and then the Petits’. Where
Robby should have been, except he wasn’t, wouldn’t ever be anymore. Last night, he had
been so sure of everything in his spotless new uniform, had taken her silence as modesty
instead of hesitation.

It went against what Mother wanted to reject his proposal. Not that Edith had
turned him down yet, but if things went as Robby had imagined, and he entered the
service and then returned to find her still working at the mill, he would, and she couldn’t
imagine the events that would need to take place for her to change her feelings toward
him—what would need to happen before she would say yes. But what was she supposed
to feel? She’d never had the chance to ask Mother, how it was she knew she loved
Daddy, how she chose to marry him, how much choice she really had. Mourning doves
cooed from underneath some downed trees—a high lilt and then three steady hoots, the
sound dusty and solemn. She wanted to crawl in the brush and seek them out, wanted to
ask them what horror, what unspeakable thing had allowed them to make a sound so
beautiful.

She approached her family’s fence, touched it as though to say /'m here and
followed the railing toward the gate. Mother’s tree, a giant black walnut distant in the

field, called to her from her periphery, but she kept herself from looking at it
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directly. If someone had been watching, they wouldn’t guess the tree had the power to
undo her. Keep walking, she repeated to herself. She kept her hand on the fence, and as
she moved along she found an open spot, a place where two of the posts and several rails
had fallen leaving plenty of room for the livestock to escape if they were clever enough to
find the opening. Her first thought was to go in and reprimand their laziness, tell them
how easy it would be to lose what little they had. It’s a perfect way to waste a day or two
tracking down every animal we own. A perfect way to waste all the time you have, she
would say. And then delight crept up inside her—the thought of bossing the children
around, of having them huff and puff and pout about being directed by their older sister
thrilled her. Just to be needed again, to be even briefly despised by the ones she loved,
made her joyous.

Inside she found Lola in the kitchen preparing Sunday supper, her hands working
flour into a small, white lump of dough. “You scared me,” she said when she looked up
from the counter, her eyes tired and fearful at first but then dissolving into relief. “Didn’t
expect you today.”

Or any day, Edith thought. It had been months since she’d been back. She hadn’t
understood that distance until she looked into Lola’s eyes, and then looked outward
through them. What must Lola feel when she, in the middle of a day busy with work,
stops in her tracks and remembers her sister’s absence? Sees it in the empty side of her
bed. Feels it when she has a secret she’s desperate to tell or wants for a moment of
distraction. For Edith, everything had changed, but for her family, everything stayed the
same, save for Mother’s absence and Edith’s—the only difference being that Edith had

more or less chosen hers. Not thinking about them was easy, she realized. But what
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if Mother could see her? And like some omniscient being, could read her mind? Her face
grew red with shame. Still, she thought, this was preferable to not being missed, to being
forgotten.

She walked over to her sister and kissed her on the cheek. "Fence has a hole.
Didn't Daddy see it?"

"Have to ask him."

"You can see it from this window easy," she said.

Lola stopped kneading and stood behind Edith at the window. "Sure enough," she
said, looking down at her hands and picking off clumps of dough that had gathered there.

The kitchen was tidy, but after a closer look, clearly dirty. If Lola had been busy,
she hadn't spent her time keeping house. The dishes had been replaced on the shelves
wearing a thin film of residue. The wooden counters felt rough to the touch. The boys had
left their dirtied clothes at the back door, the remnants of caked mud scattered across the
floor. A heavy layer of dust coated the hutch and windowsills. Soiled kitchen towels hung
from the oven. "The boys not helping?" Edith asked.

"They’ve been picking up slack out there." Lola gestured to the land beyond the
house, the livestock and the fields.

"First frost has already come, hasn’t it? They can't have that much to do out there
this time of year.”

Lola shrugged and wiped her brow with her wrist. The tips of her fingers had been
turned to shapeless white blobs. "Help me with supper."

The carcass of a chicken rested on the counter. That morning, Lola had wrung the

bird’s neck and let it bleed out before scalding, plucking and gutting it. Edith had
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never seen Lola slaughter an animal, but there was the evidence raw and waiting on the
counter. She pictured her sister walking to the yard and selecting a chicken, feeling its
plumpness in her hands, that it was ready. She imagined that Lola, being the kind of girl
she was, thought she could sense something in the bird, that she could commune with it.
Before long, though, the repetition, the killing and bloodletting, would take that from her.
Like everything else, she’d think what was happening was enormous until time taught her
that she could survive it, that its place in the world, and the space she’d let it take up
within her, was smaller than she imagined. Edith had learned already that things could be
shrunken until they fit into smaller and smaller drawers inside of you, that there was
space to be made for everything if you knew the dimensions. She was figuring out how to
shrink Mother down and where she would fit once she did. She took a finely sharpened
knife and trimmed the chicken, then slipped slivers of butter and rosemary leaves beneath
its skin, seasoned it with a pinch of salt, and slipped it into the oven, which Lola had been
feeding with wood scraps.

Lola kneaded the dough absentmindedly, with slow semicircles, her hands
working it around a halo of flour she’d spread over the counter. Edith filled a large pot
from the bucket of well water that rested on a stool near the door and then placed it on the
stove.

“You want me to cut up this fatback?” Edith asked. Lola’s tired eyes stayed stuck
on the mound of dough as it formed a dusty shell. Edith said her name loud and Lola
jumped, jerking her head back to look at Edith. “I said you want me to cut this fatback?”

Lola nodded, rested the dough in a bowl, and covered it with a kitchen towel.

“What’s the matter with you?”
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“Just didn’t sleep good. Why? Do I look crazy?”

“Well, no more than usual.”

Lola smiled finally, took a towel from the counter, twisted it, and lightly whipped
Edith’s arm with it. Then she dipped porcelain bowl into the bucket of well water and
took it outside to wash her hands, leaving Edith alone in the farmhouse. She had hoped
the house had stopped mourning for Mother, that the veil that shrouded their very
existence had somehow been lifted, but the quality of its silence proved her wrong. Even
the clock that rested on the mantel had stopped ticking with no one to wind it. The dust
was Mother’s dust. Maybe Lola refused to clean it out of reverence. When Lola returned,
she stacked the greens that had been soaking in the sink and began cutting out the thick
vein from their centers.

When the pot boiled, Edith laid the strips in the bubbling water. Lola took the
deveined greens and rolled them into a long tube, slicing them width-wise and adding
them to the boiling pot handful by handful. They worked side by side in silence. Aside
from the laugh Edith had managed to provoke, Lola was otherwise despondent. What had
happened since to her tumbling waves of chestnut hair? Her glistening blue eyes? Her
bubbling, mischievous demeanor? In the days and weeks after Mother died, despite her
grief, the possibilities of what Miss Letha insisted were her gifts steeled Lola. But now
she was ragged, dazed, her skin as dry and lifeless as the floured dough on the counter.
Edith felt of her own face, wondering if she too seemed different, what leaving might
have spared her.

Mattie wandered in and squealed when she saw Edith at the kitchen counter. She

flung her arms around her sister's waist and hung limply while Edith stirred the
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greens and washed down the counters. It felt good to be held, even by someone so small,
even though in Mattie’s skinny arms she felt more like she’d tied a sweater around her
waist. “I missed you,” Mattie repeated in a singsong voice while Edith worked. Finally,
life, she thought, feeling charged by Mattie’s touch, light and humming.

When she finished, she wiped her hands on her skirt and turned to Mattie. “I
missed you more,” she said, stroking her sister’s hair. “Have you been helping Lola take
care of the house?”

“Yes ma’am,” she replied, her eyes cast to the floorboards.

Lola cut her eyes at Mattie, and she turned quickly to the back door. “Where are
you going?” Lola asked.

Mattie stopped and turned back. “To play,” she said, grimacing, having not yet
learned to lie.

“Ain’t nobody got time to play. Not your brothers. Certainly not me or Edith.”
Lola’s voice was sharp and full of fire; she had made around herself a shell Edith was
noticing for the first time. Mattie’s eyes welled up, and Edith kneeled down to her.

“Why don’t you get a stool and help Lola stir these greens. I’ll go find Daddy and

the boys,” she whispered.

Outside, the air had turned even chillier. She took in an ice-cold breath, let it
expand and sit in her lungs. The air warmed inside of her so that when she released it, a
vaporous cloud formed. She took in another and let it out, watching it churn back out into
the world. She had left the house without her coat, and though she thought to turn around

and get it, she couldn’t force herself back inside.
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What could they be doing out there all day? She listened for them out in the fields
or in the barn, but heard nothing. The pigs in their pen followed her hungrily, grunting for
attention as she passed. She hardly paid them notice and went on toward a small hill in
the direction of the fields. The dead grasses crunched beneath her feet. This time last year
everyone would have been preparing already for the cold months, canning and pickling
everything in the garden they could, cleaning and storing the tiller and hay rake, stocking
the barn with hay and feed, the cellar with potatoes and beets and turnips, getting it ready
to house the animals for the winter. At least, the boys would be out playing, getting
chased by roosters. The quiet unsettled her. When she crested the hill, she saw that the
corn had already been cut down, which at least was a sign that some things were taken
care of. The clearance gave her a clear view across their land to the fields’ perimeter,
where they backed up against the slope of the mountain range. The woods there were
thick with oaks that always seemed blue from a distance.

Nothing in every direction. She headed back toward the house. She’d check the
pasture and orchard, though the dead silence was clue enough that no one was around.
The likeliest answer was that they were repairing the fences and were off in some hidden
part of their property. She called out again and again, “Daddy? Early?” Passed the barn
and then the garden. Weeds and rotted plants spread across the ground where neatly-
delineated rows of vegetables once sprouted. The trellising leaned heavy with dead vines
and cat-faced tomatoes, ready to be toppled by a good storm. It was a sin to let good food
waste in the ground, and on top of that it was Mother’s garden, untouched nearly since
she died. She wasn’t sure she should be angry or touched that they couldn’t manage to go

on tending to it without her.
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Edith shivered, coarse bumps rising across her skin as the wind picked up. She
passed the garden and peeked around the corner of the house, but again found no one, and
as she turned to make her way to the orchard, she looked. It was an accident, or some
unconscious compulsion, as though her body and her mind worked in opposition, what
she wanted and what she knew was best always at odds and competing inside her.
Mother’s tree taunted her with its bareness, defying the way she held it in her memory.
They’d buried her beneath it, fully blooming, that June, it’s bright green leaves fanning
out like fern sprigs. The same tree Daddy’d sealed her breath inside of, the same tree that
had given them momentary hope that magic worked, that Mother could be healed. Now,
its dark limbs crept upwards into the graying sky. And worse, the walnuts had fallen and
gone uncollected, lying rotted on the ground, their cracked shells revealing their
blackened centers. Her stomach turned, and she looked away.

It was then that Edith heard a strange, distressed cry and for just a moment she
allowed herself to think Mother, to think the dead could come back living. It was pure
emotion though, not thinking, an impulse that swelled inside her and quickly fizzled—
elation one moment and dread the next. She was already running as she realized the
sound had come from the woods out past the barn. The sun was setting, and everything
outside had taken on the blue-green tint of approaching winter. It felt already like a
memory, so when she entered the tree line and through the other side into a small clearing
and saw John Dean and Lee and Worth crowded around in a circle, she slowed, knowing
already that this moment would never leave her.

She heard them laughing and felt thankful at first to hear such a sweet sound, her

brothers lost in the pleasure of play, imagining lives and worlds so different than the
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one they were living. Then she saw the small, white animal tottering unsteadily at their
feet. And after that, Lee raised the heavy stick he’d been holding in his hands and brought
it down onto the bird. The laughter and the violent swing so incongruous that she was
almost blinded in her confusion.

She was directly on them then, panting and yelling out, “What are y’all doing?”
They turned, startled, all at once. Lee, the oldest, looked up at her wide-eyed and fearful.
“What in the world are y’all doing?”” The chicken spread its wings as though grasping.
There were darkened holes where its eyes should have been, blood matting down the
feathers on its face, already hardened and turned to black.

“Is that one of our chickens?” The bird cried out again and began to crawl, as if it
was responding to the sound of her voice. One of its legs was badly broken.

Lee turned to her and tried to block her view with his body. “We just found it like
this,” he said, trying to hide the stick behind his back. “A coyote got her probably.”

The world spun, just like when she was a girl and the music box played and Lola
laughed and unevenly clapped her little hands. She saw Mother’s face again and her
stomach churned and she vomited into the dead grass.

Worth ran to her and put his hand on her arm, already spewing out his confession.
“We wanted to know what would happen if she couldn’t see,” he said in a small, pathetic
voice. She looked up at his soiled face, tears having cast a clean line through the dirt on
each cheek. She walked over to the chicken as it took in slow, shallow breaths and
grabbed it by the neck and wrung it until it snapped. “We didn’t want to hurt her, Edie.”

“Why did you do it, then?” she asked, looking back at Worth.

“I tried to put it out of its misery,” Early cut in.
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Her stomach lurched again. “Take John Dean and Worth and go to the barn and
find a shovel. Then come back here and bury it properly.” The boys turned to go, but she
grabbed Lee by the shirt and leaned down into his face. “If you ever do that again, I’1l
make sure you know exactly what it feels like to be hurt.”

Edith sunk to her knees, watching the boys walk back toward the house. She
wished that she believed in Daddy’s magic, that she knew the language of curses. She
wanted to bring down on him every plague and every pain and every sadness she could
name. “You can make people hurt with this kind of thing, if you do it right,” he once told
her.

Soon, they came back with the shovel and she watched them dig a hole near the
dead bird, it’s white body slowly becoming the only thing visible as the dusk settled in.
After they put it in the ground and covered it with loose dirt, they went back to the house
together, and Edith followed them feeling too shameful to so much as glance up at
Mother’s tree.

“Tomorrow,” she told Early, “I want you to come out to Mother’s tree and collect
all the walnuts.”

He cut his eyes at her. “But they’re no good,” he said, his voice angry and short.

“Just do it, Lee. Do what I tell you.”

Inside the house, Lola and Mattie had finished cooking supper, and Daddy and
Miss Letha were seated at the tablein front of the collards and biscuits and the neatly
carved chicken.

“Lola said you were here. I didn’t hardly want to believe it,” Daddy said and

stood to hug her.
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She walked into his arms. “I knew it was past time to come by. I’m sorry for
that.”

“I just hoped you wasn’t into anything that was keeping you away, something that
you wasn’t supposed to be into,” Miss Letha said.

Every time the woman spoke it made her furious. She wanted to cut her down, to
ruin her with a look, to reach back and flip her chair onto the ground. She hadn’t realized
how getting away from the woman had allowed her to breathe, how much she was able to
put out of her mind.

“I’ve got little time for anything save work. I’'m not sure what I’d be getting into
anyway.”

“Alright, Edie,” Daddy said, his hand on her back. “Let’s all sit and eat.”

She smelled liquor on his breath, sharp and sweet like muscadine wine. The boys
sat silently in their places at the table, their eyes cast downward, and Mattie carried a
plate to each table setting, skipping as she did so.

“What’s gotten into you boys?”

For a moment, she thought to scold him for what they had done, to show him
exactly what he had wrought on this family, but then where would that get her? She
thought, except maybe for Mattie, she might have lost them all. They had gone on living
without her, and in ways she had no control over. Lola and the boys were doing what
children were compelled to, growing, but without any trellising. They were vines arched
over and grown in on themselves, with a yield ripening against the dirt, misshapen and
soiled. She could get them back, bring them back to life. She’d show them by keeping

their secret that she was on their side. She passed around the basket of biscuits and
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then the bowl of greens.

With their plates full, they waited for her to settle down and make herself a plate.
She looked around at each of their faces—Lola, Early, John Dean, Worth, and Mattie—
not for Mother’s eyes or Daddy’s, but for her own, her own cheeks and lips, a similar
shape of the jaw or brow. She wanted to see herself reflected back, to feel tethered. Then
she reached out and touched her finger to the greens, which had gone cold, and told them
they shouldn't wait to eat.

“What have you been up to then, out there in the city,” Daddy asked her.

“I said I’ve hardly got time for anything but work.”

“That’s right,” he said and repeated. As though he’d already forgotten who she
was, what she was out there doing to take care of him and the children.

“And what’s been going on here? It’s clear the garden hasn’t been on anybody’s
list of things to tend to.”

“That was my decision,” Miss Letha said, pointing a crooked finger as though she
was explaining something very complicated and important. “I told them that their mother
had put every seed that had sprouted into the ground, and that they should allow
everything to grow and rot and return to the earth. And next year, the bounty would come
back two-fold and they would be twice as prosperous.”

“And so that’s what we aim to do. And after winter, maybe you’ll come home and
help us harvest and sell everything,” Daddy said. “Do up Mother’s stand like she
wanted.”

As Edith listened, she stared at the chicken carcass on the table. Bile rose up in

her throat. She was almost overtaken by an impulse to sweep the entire dinner to the
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floor, had to grip the table’s edge to stop herself.

“Well, that’s just something for you to think about,” Daddy finally said, looking
sideways at his dinner in order to see it properly.

After dinner, Edith told the boys to clean up the table and wash the dishes. Out on
the porch, she settled to watch them toss scraps to the dogs and play in the half-full tub of
water. Lola finished tidying up the kitchen and then took a seat next to Edith.

“Why didn’t you tell me it had gotten this bad?”

Lola shrugged and picked at the hem of her dress. “Why would 1?7’ she finally
said. “’You’re the only reason we’ve not lost the farm. We need you out there working.
I’m taking care of everything here.”

“Is that really what you think? That everything is being taken care of?”

Lola’s eyes glistened; her voice went watery. “Miss Letha is teaching me
everything she knows. I just need practice.” She looked up into the sky, trying to get
control over her quivering voice.

Edith got up from her seat on the step. “I thought you might be done with all that
now,” she said, facing the road. She remembered the walk she had taken to get there
earlier that afternoon, when she thought the biggest obstacle she’d face that day would be
the hole in the fence and not looking directly at Mother’s tree.

“What have y’all even been eating? Where did the greens come from? Not from
that garden.”

“Mrs. Colburn gave them to us,” Lola said with a pitiful, quiet voice. “Letha says
I’m learning to harness what God gave me. I’ve gotten much better since Mother.”

“Do you think Mother was your fault? Is that what she’s telling you?”
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“If my will had been stronger, maybe it would have been different.”

What could she do? Whatever she had felt that morning tucking that ten dollars
into an envelope, that she could untether herself, that there were other possible futures,
had vanished. She didn’t have anything more than this, only the illusion that she could
have more. She’d figure out a way to come home. Maybe they could sell off the land.
Maybe she’d marry Robby. When he came back from his service, he could help them all.

"Is Whistler alright to ride? I’ll have Early take me to the bus station."

“Daddy sold him. Said we needed the money. Nobody wanted to tell you."
Edith’s mind went blank. She got up and walked down the steps of the porch and toward
the road. She’d ask Mr. Colburn for a ride, walk all the way back to town if she had to.

She heard voices calling to her, but only quietly and far away.
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Chapter 4

On Monday morning, Edith and the five other women from the lace room
cramped into the reception area of the Chatillon administrative offices, on the first floor
of a stately Victorian home, and waited for Mr. Seales, the first shift foreman, to appear.
It had been, surely at one point, a dining room. Wainscoting wrapped the walls, and
above the wainscoting, an ornate pink and gold wallpaper. The home once supposedly
belonged to Ellen Axson Wilson’s family.

“I bet I’ll end up somewhere you can’t sit,” Celia said. “Over in Spinning, there’s
not a stool in sight.”

The secretary, wearing a yellow sweater set and pearls, eyed Celia. Yvette asked
Celia if she’d heard about the old rayon factory up near Chattanooga. “Complaining
about fainting spells and outbursts and losing eyesight. Carbon disulfide, they said was
the problem, which is what they use over in viscose processing. Ended up suing the
company. I’'m more worried about that than a damn stool.”

Celia shook her head. “We’ve got better ventilation. They put in fans and vents
about six years back.”

Edith didn't yet know enough to dread or desire any department, but she had seen
the crystallized ceilings, the steam creeping upward, the smell of rot, the chemicals
caking across the wooden slats above their heads in the processing rooms. And yet, what
had happened over the weekend trumped all of it. It was as though Miss Letha had
hypnotized Lola, like she’d bewitched the whole family, turned them into twisted up

versions of people Edith loved.
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“Yeah, well in Press, Barrette, and Filtration, smell’s so strong it’ll stay in your
hair and your skin even after a good wash. My husband worked in all three. Never could
get the stink off him. It’ll turn the change in your pockets black.”

“Oh, bull.” Celia waved off Yvette. “All I care about is that I don’t spend all day
in Bobbin Wash bent over vats and go home with my back aching.” Everyone was quiet.
“Nowhere to go but down,” Celia finally added.

Mr. Seales walked through the door, popping antacids into his mouth and lightly
sweating. Gruff-voiced, he asked everyone to follow him, rushing the women out the
door. “T'll be delivering you each to your new department,” he said. “Where you’ll meet
your new manager. You have any questions, ask him.” No one knew where they were
headed, but they kept their mouths shut and did as they were told.

As she descended the stairs, Edith watched the uneven and fraying hem of her
faded blue dress, the same one she had on when Robby took her to The Greyson last
Friday evening, bounce across her knees. It had been Mother's. She remembered Mother
in it, seated in a rocking chair on the front porch, a bucket of string beans resting on the
floor between her legs, her hair short and loose around her face.

Mother would take the end of a bean and dig her thumbnail into it, twisting until it
snapped. Then, in a swift motion, she'd jerk the tough fibers along the seam until they
pulled away completely and toss the bean into a bowl and the strings onto a few
newspaper pages strewn along the floor. Her mother loved bean season, the porch and a
glass of sweet tea, what few neighbors they had walking by, gossiping and telling jokes,
the girls practicing the jitterbug in the front yard, May, or early June, before it got too

hot, the sunshine slowly baking her legs like terra cotta pots. She could so clearly
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see her mother's fair, freckled skin in stark contrast to the near emerald of the string beans
and the silver tin of the bucket and the dull blue of the dress.

The first stop was Spinning. Mr. Seales called Jane and Eugenia and off they went
with the Spinning manager. Then they reached Coning, and Mr. Seales called for Celia
and Theresa. As the Coning manager led them away, Celia turned back to Edith and
Dovie and smiled, knowing that in Coning there were stools.

They followed Merrill back toward the building that housed the lace room, and
Edith imagined being led back to her machine, alone, having free reign over the room,
spending all afternoon crafting the edging for handkerchiefs, how tiny ribbons of trim
might reel through the machine in waves, nothing more than looping picots that joined
together rosebuds as small as nail heads. Something so delicate and inconsequential that
it might roll up on itself as it flowed through, a curling tangle of fine stitches.

Someone called "Whirlaway" from behind her, and turning to look knowing
already who had called to her, she found the man from building seventeen, clean-shaven
and in a crisp, blue button up shirt. "You know each other?” Mr. Seales asked, and then
continued not waiting for an answer. “Wonderful. Edith, you're a reeler now. James'll
show you what you need to know."

Edith went hot in the face, and turned away, feeling Dovie's penetrating stare.
James repeated her name and spun back toward the building, expecting her to follow.
How messy and unsettling was fate, she thought. “But you’re second shift, aren’t you?”
she asked without thinking.

“You checkin up on me Whirlaway?”” He glanced back for her reaction, and the

look he gave her as good as vaporized her, like she’d been turned to smoke, traveled
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up to the rafters and deposited there like so much disulfide sludge. They’d need to scrape
her from the ceiling, what was left of her.

If she had to explain it, what she felt when she was near him, she couldn’t exactly.
It wasn’t that he was handsome like some of the boys at school—like Tommy Ricci with
his thick brown hair and caramel-colored skin, boys with swimmers bodies and letterman
jackets, boys made of some kind of vital, vibrating energy, that craved laughter, danger,
that craved making a mess of things. Not even like Robby, tall and slender, with a simple,
honest smile. Inside, she followed him down the row of machines and really watched him
for the first time. His body was strong, solid, accustomed to hard labor. His hair short, but
wavy, the color of hay. It was his confidence that struck her, though, in the way he
walked, as if nothing bad would ever happen to him, or if it did, he would simply turn
away and continue walking, that he could just keep walking forever that way, into the
distance, disappearing somewhere at the horizon line.

“Where were you before?"

"Lace room," she said, and cringed at the timidity in her own voice.

"This should be easy enough, then."

Each row was roughly four feet in length. At every station ten panels of newly
spun thread streamed out from the back of the machine. Each station attendant carried a
set of ties thrown over their shoulder so that once enough of a panel to make a skein was
fed through the machine, they could wind and tie it up, then load it onto a cart meant for
the packaging department. At the end of the last row, James stopped and pointed to an
empty station. "This is where we'll put you, to start.”

She found it difficult to look at him, as though meeting his eyes might ignite
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a spark that could break out the room into fire. She felt the heat now, rising into her face.

But James seemed to take great pleasure in watching her, in attempting to will her
to look at him. He showed her how the machine worked, explained what the job entailed,
easier, he insisted, than the lace work with its machines of a thousand parts and product
so delicate and easily ruined.

Edith nodded and repeated back certain instructions, committing them to memory.
She tugged at the waistline of her dress, wanting something to do with her hands. When
James completed the tutorial, he leaned back against her machine and smiled. "Any
questions?"

She said no, that she understood and finally looked him in the eye.

"You like rhubarb pie?"

"What?" She tugged at the waistline of her dress again. "I guess I do." She felt on
display, that he could read her too easily. She hated it, and for a moment she hated him,
too.

He walked closer to her. "I'd like to buy you a slice, just to watch you eat it."

Without fully realizing it, she had backed up against the wall next to her new
machine, and he rested his left arm against it, a set of pliers in his hand.

"I'd like to watch you eat a slice of rhubarb pie, Edith. Would you let me do that?"

"I think I might feel put on the spot if you just sat there watching me eat pie." She
looked over his shoulder, wondering whether anyone might be watching.

"Maybe it's just that when I look at you I think of rhubarb pie. Did you know your
cheeks are the same color as rhubarb?"

"They're not really." Edith put her hand to her face. "Are they?"
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He took a step closer to her, holding her eyes in his, but then he suddenly
remembered himself and turned away from her. She smoothed her skirt and watched him
walk away. Over his shoulder he yelled for her to have a go at running the reeler. "I'll be
watching from up there, if you need any help," he said, pointing to a platform at the far
end of the room. "Just wave at me."

Her body pumped and whirred like a reeling machine against her will. Though
hardly conscious of it, she moved toward the machine and turned it on, and just as he had
shown her, newly made rayon thread coursed through it, making sections to be cut and
tied off into skeins. She continued to work the rest of her shift, watching carts fill up with
fresh skeins. Every so often she snuck glances back at the platform where James watched
over the shift of workers, or filling out forms on a clipboard, or once, slouching against
the railing and staring at her. She didn’t once think of the lacing room.

At the end of the shift, Edith shut down her machine and cleaned up her station.
She looked again to the platform, but it was empty. She crossed the floor of the room,
hoping that he would show himself, but he had disappeared. Once outside, Celia found
her, and then Dovie.

“The smell in bobbin wash is awful,” Dovie said. “I’ll never get used to it.”

Edith intertwined her arm in Dovie’s. “I wish you could be in Reeling with me.”

“Well, you’re certainly not alone.”

“What’s that mean?” Celia looked at Dovie and then Edith. “What’s she mean?”

“Nothing. She means nothing,” Edith said and turned to leave. “See y’all

tomorrow,” she called over her shoulder.
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As she walked home that night, she imagined what it would feel like to have him
next to her. Her foot in step with his. His shoulder grazing hers. A joke to make her
laugh. A story about a place or person she'd never heard of. A breeze. The chill of the
moon. His hand against the small of her back.

At home, she sat on the sofa in the common area of the boarding house, imagining
him there with her. The weight of his body on the cushion next to hers. His smell. A look.
Their shoulders touching. James taking her hand in his. His hand calloused and strong.
She knew he likely smelled of work. Sweat. Chemicals. Machine grease. She imagined,
though, the smell of leather, of bergamot, though she’d only smelled it twice, she thought
each time it smelled like the way she wanted a man to smell, earthy and clean and just
slightly sweet.

At dinner, she imagined he sat in Florence's seat and made small talk with Mrs.
Bagley, who laughed at all his jokes and served him second helpings. A much better
guest than Florence herself, who only ever gossiped and rarely had anything interesting to
say. She was an assistant at the beauty parlor and always had horrible stories about the
women who came in, eavesdropping as she set curlers and situated women under those
giant, coned hair dryers. Marla Johnson’s husband was a drunk, someone else’s blew the
family savings gambling on a river boat, always someone at their worst, always a life at
the precipice.

In her bedroom, Edith practiced flirtations in the mirror, tried to see herself the
way she thought James saw her. Downstairs, Mrs. Bagley put on the radio, and "In the
Mood" traveled up the stairs. The moment arrived in the song when the horns go quiet

and all that can be heard is the drummer keeping time. She started to shuffle her feet
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to the rhythm, her worn pair of oxfords rapping against the hardwoods. And she had it,
her legs working in time, then the drums picked up, the rthythm faster and faster, growing
louder. The left foot worked with the right, the hard tap of the heel and the soft thump of
the toe, heel and toe, heel and toe heel and toe heel toe heel toe and the rhythm
accelerated and she kept up left right left right heel toe and heel and toe and she broke out
into a sweat, it felt so good to move like that, her whole body waking, buzzing with
music that was nothing more than a pulse until the horns came back and when they did
they were loud and blaring and her heart leapt to hear them and she without thinking
broke into the lindy hop, holding onto the bed post as if it were her dance partner, her feet
bouncing against the floorboards and kicking out and again one leg and then the other,
and her heart raced, blissfully, her blood pumping through her, she could feel it in her
ears. Not bad, she thought, for only ever having practiced with her sisters in the yard.

And then the song ended and Mrs. Bagley clicked off the radio, leaving her with
nothing but that memory, Mother and Daddy clapping, keeping time, while the girls held
onto each other laughing, their bare feet skimming the grass, rolling over each others’
backs, trying to flip each other the way they’d seen it done in movies. And the jolt of the
pure joy she’d felt just a moment ago, of moving her body to the music, is all swept away
so suddenly it’s as though she had the wind knocked out of her, as though she’d taken a
hit hard to the sternum. She gasped for air and grabbed onto the mattress to sturdy
herself, and then there was a knock at the door.

“It’s Florence,” the voice on the other side said, so Edith breathed deeply and
straightened her dress and hair and blinked away the tears and opened the door.

“What are you doing in here?” Florence asked, looking past Edith as though
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there was another person for her to discover.

“Nothing. 'm ... nothing.”

“Sounded like a party in here, is all. Thought I was missing out on something
good for once in this place.”

“No party, [ promise you.”

“You alright?”

“Fine,” Edith said, though she couldn’t bring her eyes to meet Florence’s. She
was so utterly not fine, that one look would give her away.

“Uh oh,” Florence said. “Something’s wrong.”

“Really,” Edith said, already trying to close the door. “Really, it’s nothing.”

“Sure, sure. What do you think I do all day but listen to other people’s problems?
”” She paused a moment, and then the light of an idea surfaced in her eyes. “Listen, let me
do your hair up, and you can tell me what’s the matter.”

“No, it’s so late already. I can’t.”

“Getting pretty always helps. I swear it,” Florence says, and pushes her way into
the room. You don’t even have a chair in here? Alright, I’'ll go grab mine and the hot
rollers and I’1l pin you up so you can sleep in it and have beautiful curls in the morning
and you’ll tell me all about whatever is bothering you and by the end you’ll be beautiful
and worry free.”

She couldn’t say no. The truth was, she’d never had anyone do her hair, and she
wanted desperately for Florence to make her look somehow different, somehow not
herself.

“Perfect.” Florence said before Edith even agreed. “Just wait. You’re going
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to love it.”

Florence soon returned with a comb and rollers and a chair, and a set of bobby
pins crammed into her mouth. She put the chair in the middle of the floor and motioned
for Edith to sit. She ran her fingers through Edith’s wavy, brown hair and took out the
pins the held it away from her face. “Gorgeous,” Florence said. “You’ve never touched
this with anything but a comb your whole life, have you?”

“No, I guess not,” Edith said.

“Boy, I can tell. Just this once won’t hurt anything. A little heat will make your
hair even smoother.”

Edith didn’t know what to say, so she just nodded. Florence was beautiful, always
clean and crisp and done up. She’d never seen her without lipstick, her pout always a
perfect grapefruit pink or fiery red.

She took a comb in her hand and a pin in her mouth and a curler from the box
she’d plugged into the wall and sectioned a small square of hair and wrapped it around
the curler, pinning what she wound against Edith’s scalp when she was finished. The
curler’s dry heat nearly burned her forehead.

“Relax now. Tell me what’s got you riled up.”

Why not? she thought. Florence and Edith had no friends in common, unless
Florence had taken to doing the hair of the mill girls for free. Or trekked out to the
country going house to house the way Miss Letha did selling her hooch and whatever else
she could get people to buy. Edith laughed to herself imagining Florence out there, her
kitten heels driving again and again into the soft ground, cicadas buzzing around her

head. But she didn’t know where to start, what to tell her and what to keep secret.
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Florence must have sensed her reluctance, and did her best to work it out of Edith.
“Is it a man problem? A friend problem? Family? Money? That’s about all the kinds of
problems there is.”

Edith nodded.

“All of them? Oh, honey. Well, start with the man. That’s usually easiest to fix.”
She took another square of hair and combed through it and then another curler.

“Robby is a boy I was seeing. I suppose I was seeing him. He just got shipped off
to Illinois. Joined the service.”

“And you’re broken up about it?”

“I should be.”

Florence snorted, cackled. “Tell me everything.”

She did. It poured out of her. How Mother wanted Edith to marry Robby, how
confused she was about what she felt for him, whether she felt anything. How it was all
complicated and confused because of Mother’s passing. And then finally, as Florence
worked her way around Edith’s head, one square and then another and another, Edith
worked her way around to James. How she’d never felt anything like the way she felt
when he so much as glanced at her. As soon as she said it, Florence dropped her hands.

“Well, that’s your answer! What are you asking me for? You know what you
want.”

Of course she did. It was a surprise to her and no surprise at all. But there was so
much more to tell. It was so much more complicated than this.

“You’re all done, sweetie. I'm gonna head downstairs and make some tea. Do you

want any?”
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Edith shook her head.

“So we’ll leave those in for a bit, and then I’ll pin you up and you can sleep on
them. They’ll still be beautiful in the morning. Promise.” Florence tapped Edith’s nose
with her forefinger and turned to go.

There was Mother and Lola. Miss Letha. Daddy. The boys and Mattie. There was
the ruined garden and the dead chicken. The walnut tree. There was the uneven hem of
her faded blue dress. The empty lace room. It sat inside her, an ulcer eating its way
straight through. How to shrink all of it down. How to make it smaller and smaller. She
could dance, and she could curl her hair, and she could linger in sideways glances, and
rip the pages from all the magazines. She could tell the parts of her life she wanted to tell
to girls that hardly knew her, make her life sound any way she wanted it to. Build a
version of herself that was closer to what she wished to be, a version of her life with the
things in it she wanted, and nothing she didn’t.

Florence would be back soon, and she would laugh at the terrible jokes she told
because she wanted to be a girl who laughed. And she would go to work tomorrow with a
head of gorgeous curls and her mouth and cheeks rouged. And maybe she would tell a
joke. Maybe she would wink. Maybe she would smoke a cigarette. Drink liquor. Swear or
spit or level someone with her eyes. Whatever she wanted was what she’d do, but first

she’d figure out what she wanted.
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Chapter 5

The following morning, she walked the floors of the Reeling room with a vague
anxiety, but one that thrilled her. She felt beautiful, as beautiful as she thought she could
make herself. She’d watched other girls her whole life, girls like Florence, who’d been
taught by the women who’d raised them how to be beautiful. Edith’s mother never had,
but Edith never held it against her. On the farm, there was no reason to go out of your
way for something like that, and no money for the tools you needed to make it happen.
Curlers made from old bed sheets, and maybe oils infused with lavender, were about as
far as she’d ever gotten. Now, she felt like someone not entirely herself, but better, as
though she was standing at the beginning of something vital.

Edith arrived at her station, started her machine, and flung the skein ties across
her shoulder. I’ll wait for him to approach me, she thought. It all felt like a game: she
must move this piece, and then this one, and then the next, and if she placed everything in
the correct positions, if she could guess at all the maneuvers, the prize would be hers. She
tried to imagine what she looked like from up there at his perch overseeing the reelers.
Her curly coiffure, her plum-colored skirt she hoped wasn’t too wrinkled. She cocked her
hips to the side, attempting to show off her figure, and she worked and waited, collecting
skein after skein, wrapping them each with a tie and securing them as Florence had done
with her locks of hair the night before. She watched the clock. What was he waiting for?

The morning passed without a visit from James. When the bell rang for lunch, she

stopped her machine and looked back at his perch, where he stood making note of
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something, resting his clipboard against the railing, a frustrated look on his face. When he
finished, he turned to go without so much as glancing in her direction. She thought about
venturing into the cafeteria with her hair all done up and overdressed and felt suddenly
embarrassed, but she was hungry and alone and didn’t want James to find her waiting in
Reeling for him like a stray.

When they situated themselves at the table, Dovie took a sip of her coffee and
said, “You sure look nice. Must be happy where you are.”

So Dovie missed the lace room, Edith thought, and this was an accusation. It had
been much more complicated than that, Edith wanted to explain, and how a tower of
things had been built up around her. She searched for the cornerstone, the piece of
scaffolding with which she should begin, and came up empty.

“A reeling machine is the most useless piece of metal I’ve ever seen. Of course
I’d rather be making lace.”

“Well, that’s not what Dovie was saying.” Celia picked up a slice of cornbread,
took a bite, and sat the rest back down on her plate. Celia knew Edith’s mind. Celia—
wise, experienced, grounded—had surely been where Edith was now, some version of
where she was, that she knew Edith’s heart because it was once hers. Celia could see
right through her whenever she looked at her. Edith knew it and feared it.

“I miss it already. Florence did my hair last night to try to make me feel better.”

“I thought you couldn’t stand Florence,” Dovie said, another accusation.

“She’s not so bad, really. She was sweet to do this for me. Do you like it?”

“You look gorgeous,” Celia said. The look on her face was sincere, and then her

eyes went soft, and she thinned out her lips, looked almost worried, though Edith
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wasn’t sure what exactly Celia should be worried about.

“Are you happy in Coning?” she asked, desperately wanting to place the attention
elsewhere.

Celia’s face brightened, and she laughed. “Honey, heaven is a job you can do

seated, as far as I’'m concerned.”

Edith was learning her new machine, its temperament, the noises it made before it
locked up or misfed a thread. It was bigger than a lacer, but simpler. 4 dumb machine,
she took to calling it, not because she couldn’t get it to do what she wanted, but because it
was so easy to run. There were no punch cards to tell it what to do, no variety to what it
produced. It was made for a single purpose, to create skein after skein, and she churned
them out like a slicked up bar of soap makes bubbles in a breeze.

Everything in Reeling reeked. The threads they were bundling had just run
through Press, Barratte, and Filtration, and then were washed and dried, so the overripe
smell of processing hung on them and in the air. It smelled as though every beam in the
ceiling and walls had been flooded and left to rot. It stung her eyes.

It wasn’t until the end of the day, when she still waited for James to approach,
feeling already that he wouldn’t, that she fully understood he had no intention of coming
to her. On the way home that evening she thought about how foolish of a girl she really
was and how she’d never go to all that trouble again and get her hopes so high for
someone else to dash them. She wasn’t stupid. She’d rather almost anything than for
someone to think she could be taken for a gull.

On the walk home, she talked herself into and out of several scenarios,
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rationales for why he might have ignored her. She remembered how busy he’d looked
when she’d dared to glance up at him, his brows low and crinkled in frustration. The
more she thought about it the more she realized she didn’t know him at all, that she’d
simply made assumptions. But she wanted to know him. The light that had shined on him
by their brief and fleeting interactions had made her feel more alive than she had maybe
ever felt, and she wasn’t willing to let go of it, so that night she searched the armoire in
her room for a way to make herself beautiful again, not that it offered her much. She had
five dresses, three that had belonged to Mother. She tried each of them on, examining
their fit and shade against her skin. None of them were anything she’d choose if she saw
them hanging in a store, not that she had ever owned a dress from a store, but Mother’s
blue shirtdress fit her best, and the color of the cotton was lovely. It reminded her of a
cloudless summer sky, and in fact it was a summer dress. She would need something to
keep her warm, she thought, so she bent down and opened the drawer at the bottom of the
armoire and found a cardigan she could wear on top to keep her warm.

She needed something else special; the dress wasn’t enough. The curls had fallen
already, but she wanted them back without dragging Florence into the operation. She
waited for Mrs. Bagley to go off to bed that night and then sneaked through the darkened
hallway to the linen closet. She ran her hands along the shelves and pulled out a lonely
hand towel that had been hiding in the back of the closet. Then, she turned to the sewing
machine positioned in the far corning of the sitting room and felt for the scissors. Back
upstairs, she cut the towel into strips, washed her hair in the bathroom sink, and rolled up
sections of her hair around the pieces of towel, tying them off with the ends of each strip.

Edith took her time, making sure each section was equal to the next and wrapping
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each evenly and tightly around the towel.

Mother had done this for her, and she’d done it for Lola, sitting on the edge of her
bed in her nightgown with her sister’s damp hair spread across her lap. The first time,
Lola was only eight or nine and impatient. Edith had said, “If you don’t hold still "1l
never do this for you again.” But Lola still fought her, especially when Edith had to comb
out a tangle with her fingers. Lola’s curls came out crooked and uneven, her hair kinked
in strange and unnatural directions, especially around her face. They didn’t have but one
mirror in the house, the one hanging over Mother and Daddy’s dresser, so Lola, excited
to see her grown-up hair, woke before Edith that morning and ran her parent’s bedroom.

She cried as she unwound each bit of towel to reveal the taut corkscrews of hair.

The next day at the mill was the same, almost to the letter. James hid himself,
busied himself, ignored her. She left furious and mortified, avoided Celia and Dovie
completely. She went home and washed her face and combed out her curls and cried in
her room, and the day after, she pinned her hair up and did nothing to conceal her puffy
eyes and put on an old, brown skirt and a bulky sweater. A miniscule revolt that made her
feel powerful on the bus ride to the mill and ridiculous once she arrived. The time and
energy wasted on this man she hardly knew, waiting on his attention, his glance. She’d
made herself beautiful for him, ugly for him, and there he stood on his perch, pacing the
back of the lines, oblivious to her every action. If they were playing a game, there were

clearly two sets of rules, one for each of them.

The weekend arrived, and Edith was determined to distract herself, so she
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went to the grocery and purchased as much as five dollars would get her: flour and dried
lima beans and canned tomatoes and green beans and five pounds of potatoes and lugged
it out to the farm. She stocked up the shelves as Lola watched, and then she turned to
Lola and said, “This is for you and the boys and Mattie. You don’t ever let Miss Letha
tell you what to do with the garden or with any other food in this house, you hear me?”

Lola looked scared. Whether Lola was afraid of Edith or Miss Letha, she wasn’t
sure. When Lola nodded in agreement, it was possible that she’d report back everything
to the old woman, that she’d turn it all over to her like Edith’s words meant nothing. “I
mean it, Lola. I know I’m not around, but you still have to listen to me. I’'m oldest, and I
paid for all this with my own money. I need you to take care of everyone, alright?”

She nodded again and Edith hugged her tight, wanting to choke whatever spell
Miss Letha had her under right out of her body.

Edith called the boys in and gave them a new job. “Every other day,” she said, “I
want you to go to the river with the fishing poles and see if you can catch something for
Lola to cook. Do you all know how to clean and gut fish?”

“Daddy showed me how,” Worth reassured her, and they all began to butt in and
shove each other, saying they could do it best. Edith, we know how, don’t even listen to
John Dean, I’m the best at it and carrying on.

She told them it was a competition. That whoever could catch and clean the
prettiest fish would win.

“And what will we get?” Early said, already with dreams of saving up to go in
town to the pharmacy to buy whatever little game he could or a matinee movie.

She wanted to say, you’ll get to eat. You’ll get to live. You won’t let this old
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lady starve you, but instead she promised a quarter a week to the boy who could do as she
said.

John Dean and Worth went running out the door to fetch their poles, and Worth
shrugged and let them go. “I can’t show them where the best fishing spots are. I’'ll go on
my own.”

Edith laughed and for a moment everything was as it had been, as though they had
traveled in time to a year ago to this very spot to an average, forgettable second in time.

Even Lola shined brighter. “I’ll be the judge,” she said. “Since Edith can’t always
be here.”

Edith spent the afternoon clearing out the dead vegetation from the garden and
covering it with a layer of dead leaves. She missed the dirt, she realized, the outside, the
air, so crisp and biting, her body craved it, the longer she spent out there the more alive
she felt.

Inside, Lola cubed the potatoes Edith had brought for boiling. When she had just
finished, Mattie came to her crying. Lola brushed the hair out of Mattie’s face and poured
her a glass of tea and had her sit down at the table. Then she took an apple from the
counter and cut a forth of it and handed it to Mattie. Daddy hadn’t shown his face all day,
likely giving himself over to whatever demons led him to the shed behind Miss Letha’s
where the moonshine still did its work.

Maybe, though, they didn’t need him. Maybe him staying away was best. Edith
had tried to bring him back before, knew well how retrieving him would work out, how
the night heat had haunted every room in the house, how she sprawled across the

floorboards, inched her nightgown higher and higher, the slick, cool finish on the
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backs of her thighs, the top of her head beneath the bed, the coverlet hanging inches
above. Its familiar pattern—triangles, pale orange, white trim. Apricot shapes, a drop of
blood swirled in milk. Mother whimpered in feverish fits, kicked it away. Almost peach.
The underside of a cow. The udder against Edith’s hand, protected from her cold touch
on a winter morning by a thin layer of downy hair. Mother tossed, retrieved the coverlet,
pulled it across her body, draping it over Edith’s face. Let it stay, let it hide her from the
rest of the world. Like a baby or dog believes they are hidden when closed-eyed. Nothing
but the almost peach triangles, their white borders. Point to point, side to side. White
ridges tracing their exteriors.

The clock on the living room mantel ticked the seconds by. The heat shrouded her
and Mother whimpered. Robby came yesterday to help Daddy slaughter two pigs. He
picked one up in his gloved hands, rested it across his shoulder, called out, Bet it weighs
more than you, Edie, while she rested against the fence, watching. He would come
tomorrow to help, came almost every summer day, earned a dollar a day plus a meal. A
skinny boy, but strong. Tick tick. Triangle to triangle. Tick tick. Handsome, Mother had
called him the first time he smiled at Edith. She had served him his dinner on the back
porch, too filthy to even set foot in the house. She’ll bring it out there to y’all, Mother
called out to Daddy and Robby. Just wait. And Edith had come out with the plates full of
fresh sliced tomatoes and bread and okra. And he had watched her as she approached
with the plates. She felt him looking. Tick tick tick. “Don’t you think he’s handsome,
Edie?” And Lola laughed, her mouth behind her hand, like little girls do, her shoulders at
her ears, full-bodied.

Mother cried out. Cecil, she’d said, and Cecil, she’d repeated. The first clear
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words she spoke in some time sent Edith springing from the floor and out to Whistler,
who waited in the barn that smelled of turpentine and manure. Edith saddled and rode
him down the main road west. Each gallop echoed in the darkness, hollow thuds against
the road that thinned until it forked and the pines grew up tall and flanked her. She took
the bend right toward Miss Letha’s.

Thud and thud and thud carried her down the road, dull and steady on hollow
ground. Edith knew where he was, where he nearly always was, but it wasn’t until
Mother called out for him like she did that Edith ever thought to go and collect him. Atop
the horse, guilt rose up in her like a fire catching tinder—how thankful she was for the
cool air flowing into her sleeves and lifting her hair from her shoulders, for the absence
of the clock and Mother’s shallow breathing.

She rode Whistler past Miss Letha’s lopsided shack. Past the garden growing
wild, past the blackberry brambles tumbling across the otherwise empty field. Beyond
laid a ditch and beyond that a creek. A toad croaked from beneath some brush. Some
animal paced among the trees. At the edge of the property, she slowed the horse and
dismounted. Daddy slept against the shed, his body outlined in the dusk, grasping an
empty Ball jar. Even in the gray of evening, his face burned red from drink and sleeping
in the August sun. "C'mon, Daddy," she said, grabbing his arm to lift him to standing.
“Let’s go home.”

He winced and jerked his arm free. “Let me be,” he called out, not even looking
to see who pulled at him, not even caring enough to want to know.

“Do you see me?” she asked him. He leaned his head against the shed and closed

his eyes.
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“Let me alone,” he slurred.

“Mother called for you,” she said and moved again to lift him from the ground.

He resisted, shoved away her hand. “I got nothing for her, girl.” He spit toward
darkness. “Go and get Miss Letha.”

In profile, he was Lincoln on a penny, thin and saggy-skinned but hard as metal.
Edith wiped her face with her hand. “She’d never have left your side.”

Daddy pitched a rock into the dark. He’d become a ghost, almost a memory. She
waited for him to feel the power of her burning stare, her steadfast voice. But what kind
of power could she have over him? Could any girl have over her father? She wanted to
scare him into living, resurrect him, but how could she even make him hear her, cloaked
as he was in his drunkenness?

Whistler was restless near the trees around the corner of the shed. Daddy rested
soundly, still as sleep. She wanted to kick dirt on him, slap him awake, scream and throw
herself to the ground, but she wouldn’t, of course. She’d been a quiet girl always, stoic as
a heifer in the winter on iced over grass. Mother used to say Edith was born a woman
already, never complained or threw fits the way other children did.

But then to her surprise he said, Alright, quiet and defeated, and opened his eyes
and wobbled to stand. Edith offered her arm, and the weight of his body surprised her.
The sickly sweet smell of corn liquor sweat. He was all bone and muscle, his elbow
sharply pointed and solid as a tree.

He stumbled toward the horse, and unable to mount it, resorted to holding the
edge of the saddle. Edith climbed atop, started Whistler at a slow gait. She looked down

at Daddy and saw a lost man, someone who didn’t hardly know where he was
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going. Lost for good, maybe, since Miss Letha turned up. Yes, she’s a healer. Oh yes,
she’ll fix Mother right up. God is in the earth, Edie. You just have to know how to call
him. His eyes already fixed on some invisible point in the distance, where they seemed to

have stayed.

If he was going to stay gone, to abandon everything, she would teach the children how to
run the farm themselves. They didn’t have enough of a yield to make it through the
winter without her job and the money she brought home, so she’d stay at the mill as long
as she needed to. Next year they could reconsider everything. She’d quit if she could,
return to them and run everything the way Mother would have. It was clear now, what

needed to happen.
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Chapter 6

Reeling was no longer exciting, or new, or nerve wracking, it just was. She went
to work and bound skeins and lunched with Dovie and Celia, who finally believed that
Edith was the appropriate amount of torn up about the shuttered lacing room and Robby’s
departure. She had a handle on it all and was as content as she had been in some time.

And then came the quick patter of feet against concrete and “Edith” called out
from behind her as she walked home on an overcast afternoon on one of the first days of
November, and without missing a beat, she turned and said, "If you are trying to take me
out for rhubarb pie, I can't today.” She hadn’t even given herself the time to look him in
the eye, had started speaking before she’d spun around, good and honest and as poised as
she’d ever been.

James laughed. "Alright then. What if it were lemon meringue, or buttermilk?"

"I'm very busy."

"Tomorrow, then?"

She didn't have a ready excuse, fumbled for something true.

"There we go. One slice of lemon meringue for Miss Edith on me, tomorrow after
shift." He went just as quickly as he’d come, back up the hill and out of sight, and left her
stunned and buzzing on the sidewalk, hardly understanding what had happened.

Everything she had buried in the preceding weeks came right to the surface, a
flash flood in a river. Back in her room at the boarding house, she pulled the blue

shirtdress from the armoire again and borrowed Mrs. Bagley's iron. After she took out the
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wrinkles, she put it on. In the mirror, she didn't fill it out like her mother. The hips and
the bust slightly billowed and sagged, something she wasn't skilled enough to remedy. It
was a beautiful color though, and she didn’t have much else to wear. She pulled her hair
from her face and tried to find her mother somewhere in what she saw. Mother was
unafraid of work, of sweat, of dirt. That's what being a farmer's wife meant—getting so
close to the earth it's with you under your fingernails and in your shoes and in the tan
across the back of your neck. She had been strong and smart enough to get the farm
through a drought and the boll weevils and the depression alongside Daddy, and though
they had lost almost three quarters of their acreage, they still faired better than most. And
yet, that resilience was just one side of her. There was another side that loved play and
refined things and to dance. She could sew any pattern you put in front of her and had a
taste for fine fabrics. She loved being a woman and certainly could have fixed the dress
and told her how to wear her hair. Edith had never paid enough attention. She could see
that now when she looked at herself in the mirror.

Mother would have teased her for all this worry about a boy. But James was not a
boy. In every measure she knew, he was a man. His strong, slim body and his casual
confidence. The way he looked her in the eye when he talked to her. He had to have been
ten, twelve years older than her at least. He’d been in the world, knew what he wanted
and wasn't afraid or embarrassed to ask. Perhaps that was both the draw and what scared
her.

The next morning she was nearly late for all the time it took her getting ready.
She'd found Florence’s makeup in the bathroom cabinet, and did her best in applying it.

Celia and Dovie would take notice, press her for answers, but she was so far gone
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that she was willing to endure it.

They cornered her outside Reeling just before lunch. “You look nice,” Dovie said.
“Is Robbie home on break?”

That worried look on Celia’s face had returned. How did Celia know things? Or at
least think she did? Was it such a betrayal to get dressed up while Robby had been sent
far away? Maybe it made her think of Loy, how life would go on at home without him.

“I guess I just felt like dressing up a bit,” she said, and Celia took her arm and
they walked together to the cafeteria. Dovie followed. “Just be careful, whatever you do,”
Celia whispered. Why was everything a mistake? A potential disaster? She began to think
that older women were always afraid and lived like creatures, retreating from every
perceived threat, burrowing until the sounds above ground were nothing but a muffled
hum.

The rest of the day flew by and then there she was, waiting for him in the same
spot her body went crashing into his several weeks ago. She thought of Robby and felt
relief instead of guilt that she was meeting James, and then she felt guilty for her relief.

The shift change sent people from the row of buildings with saw-tooth roofs out
into the open. Women flitted by laughing and chatting. Yvette and another woman waved
as they passed her. Eventually, the open space cleared out, and she was left alone. One
minute and then two passed, and she thought she might turn to leave, but just then she
looked up and found James rounding the corner.

"Whirlaway," he whispered. "Were you gonna leave on me?" He took her gently
by the elbow. "Come on, now. We've got some pie to eat."

Her escorted her out the door and to the parking lot toward a shiny, cerulean
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two-door Plymouth. "You've got a car?" she blurted out in shock, and then blushed at her
earnestness.

"Girl, you can't get no pie without a car, at least not the good stuff."

In the car, the quiet quickly became difficult to bear. She was so nervous she
couldn’t think of anything to say except that she had nothing to say. She glanced over at
James. He leaned back in his seat, his grip on the wheel loose and self-assured. She
breathed deeply and tried to relax.

They drove south through the city and then beyond it. Downtown buildings
disappeared from view, replaced by rows of houses, which also soon dissolved into fields
of wild grass. "You passed Mamie's and the diner on Third Street a good while ago," she
said. "Where exactly are we going?"

"You ain't never had pie like this. You just wait."

She thought of a story Florence once told her about a girl she knew from school
who was hitchhiking from Rome to Atlanta when the man who picked her up pulled over
onto the shoulder and forced himself on her in the back of the car. She peered into the
back seat and saw James with his hands wrapped tight around her wrists, her legs
rendered useless, pinned beneath the weight of his body. The sweat pooled at her lower
back, despite the breeze from her cracked window. Crows feet climbed back from his
eyes toward his hairline, his work shirt crumpled at the collar, the inside a ring of dirt.
Her hand curled over the door handle.

With Robby, she always knew what came next. Even the expensive dinner at the
Collonade, didn’t come as a shock, not really. She'd known him for as long as she could

remember, but it was that familiarity, in the end, that made him feel like a brother
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instead of someone she could love.
"Damn, ain't nobody ever surprised you, Whirlaway?" he said, surely seeing the
worry on her face.

"I just like knowing where I'm going."

She watched for signs as woods made of skinny pine trees zipped by. Soon, she
realized, they would pass her family's place. Edith imagined Lola in the kitchen cooking
deviled chicken while the boys finished school work at the table and Mattie built
Tinkertoy constructions in the yard. She didn't tell James when she caught sight of their
white mailbox, nor did she make a move to look over the farm as they passed. The way
James had been acting made her want to keep her own secrets. If he was going to hide

things, she could too.

Soon they arrived in Lindale, a town just to the south of Rome, which was hardly
more than a single avenue of houses crossed by a single street scattered with shops.
James parked the Plymouth on the street in front of a shabby-looking, peach-colored
house with a sign outside that read "Sylvie's Restaurant" in faded red paint. Edith let go
of the door, her hand aching with the strain of the grip she’d had on it.

"It don't look like much I know, but girl, get ready to have the best pie you ever
tasted."

"You build it up too much, and I can't help but be disappointed."”

He jumped out to open her door, but she had already stepped out of the car by the
time he reached the passenger side. "You just don't want to make it easy, do you?"

"My mother said I’ve never been in the clouds. That's what she called it.”

79



As she said it though, she knew it was a lie. She’d been beyond the clouds for James.
And she realized then that she had been right for resisting it. The feeling of nothing but
air beneath her feet terrified her.

Inside, they sat in a corner booth, and James asked the waitress for a single slice
of their best pie and two cups of coffee. From her seat, Edith could see the counter, which
was empty except for a man with a bald crown who wore a cheap-looking, plaid sport
jacket. He glanced their way several times. Edith searched her memory for him, but she'd
never seen him before. The waitress brought back a slice oozing cherries with crisp
lattice crust, butter-browned.

"You're really gonna watch me eat this."

"Every bite."

"I think you might be crazy."

The man got up from his seat. A scar ran down the length of his face. He turned in
her direction, and walking with a limp, he began to approach their table. As he came
closer and closer, he stared at her with the dull unknowing watchfulness of a dog.
Realizing she was distracted, James turned to see what had caught her attention. "I
thought that was you, Jamie," the man said.

"What in the hell are you doing around here?" James asked the man and laughed.
Something in his laugh was different, though—strained.

"Been here for bout a month. Staying with your cousin Ettie over in Cedartown."
The man spoke with a low monotone like he had never known excitement in his life. He
carried a toothpick in his mouth and only occasionally removed it as he spoke.

"Surprised you didn't come see us. You got work down there?"
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"I'm not here for too long. Going on to Sarasota soon," the man said and looked
Edith up and down.

James treated the man like an unwelcome surprise. Though he spoke to James, he
stared at Edith in a way that made her want to crawl under the table. When James seemed
to remember her, he straightened up and acted as though whatever had bothered him had
just been erased"Edith, this is Patrice, an old friend from back in Mississippi."

Patrice put out his rather large, rough hand for her to shake, and she reluctantly
put hers in his. He nodded and squeezed it tightly.

"Maybe I'll come see you soon. It'd be good to see all the family while I'm here."

"You do that, buddy," James said. Patrice stuck the toothpick back in his mouth
and turned to leave.

James turned back to Edith and showed her a wide grin, like he preferred to
pretend Patrice never happened. He handed her a fork, so she did her best to play along
and took it, dug it into the pointed end of the pie, and brought it to her mouth.

"Good, right?"

"It's the best pie I've ever tasted," Edith said and laughed. She went in for another
bite but stopped short of tasting it. "Why did you bring me here? Besides the pie."

"I never met anybody like you before."

"You don't even know me," she said in between bites, a crumb of crust resting in
the corner of her mouth.

"Some things you know just by looking."

"Who was that man?" she asked, the untouched bite of pie still lingering on her

fork.

81



"That's Patrice."

"I mean who is he to you?"

"I've known him since I was a kid. We grew up together."

"Where?"

"Whirlaway, I feel like I'm in The Maltese Falcon with all these questions. You
like detective movies?"

"I guess I do. Where're you from?"

"Mississippi."

"What's the town called?"

"Girl, you gone ruin a good pie with so many questions."

She put down her fork and waited.

"Alright. Alright. I come from a long line of family in Mississippi. We got a
whole town named after us."

"A whole town named after you? Sounds like a story. Why’d you leave it?"

He thought about his answer before he gave it. "A man wants to be his own man,"
he told her. "You grow up in a place with your name you're always already a ghost."

She took her last bite of pie. "I don't know what that means."

"You just have to trust me."
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Chapter 7

Edith met James behind the mill at shift’s end to walk along the river. Over the
past two weeks they had developed a rough routine, which depended on whether or not
James had the car. When he didn’t, they met just as they had that afternoon to walk in the
woods. When he had the car, they took trips out of town, down the Etowah to fish or back
to Lindale to return to Sylvie’s.

Edith wasn’t sure how much longer they could sustain these encounters. The
weather was turning frigid; there was talk of a brutal winter to come. The muddy bank of
the river had already gone icy and crunched underneath their feet as they walked. She
asked him what they would do when it became too cold to meet this way.

“We’ll go to Florida,” he said. “I want to take you there for a little vacation. To
see you in a bathing suit and sunglasses spread out on a blanket along the beach.” He
whistled like he saw something he couldn’t believe.

Edith shut her eyes tightly to push the idea away. She was a hot air balloon, only
the strings tethering her to earth multiplied by the day. Dreams like Florida, airy and
weightless, only reminded her how strictly tied to everything she was. Things back home
were just beginning to come together. She was winning Lola over. She’d made a plan and
a promise to herself to see it through. Robby was writing her letters, and she forced
herself to answer them as best she could. Shamed by it as she was, she thought better of
letting him drift away. What if she needed the security he could provide, one day, in a

possible future she hazily molded in her mind?
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James walked in front of her. A yellow leaf had stuck itself to the bottom of his
left boot, and she watched for it each time he took another step.

“What do you think? he asked, still facing forward. “You wouldn’t want to go
with me?”

“Of course, but I can’t.” She heard her own voice, and thought he would interpret
not what she said but how she said it as a lie—that she wasn’t sure at all whether she
wanted to go. Really, though, the idea seemed so far fetched, either of them finding the
time and the money to run away, that she didn’t want to put stock in an untouchable
fantasy.

“Can’t. Can’t. Can’t. Won’t is what you mean.”

“Maybe I won’t because I can’t.”

James stopped and turned back to her, placed his hands at her waist. “You won’t
because you’re scared.” He kissed her, his face pressed hard against hers, his lips damp
and full against her mouth.

He told her already about growing up in Mississippi. Being the youngest of seven
boys meant his brothers had the burden of raising him. He was teased and run ragged,
taught to throw his body into danger only to be yanked out of it again by one of many
present and careful hands. He made pets out of animals that had no business being pets—
raccoons, squirrels, possums. He led a country boy’s life—full of dirt and adventure and
curiosity.

She watched him skipping stones in a river. She loved him for his carelessness,
envied it. Wanted in every inch of her body to know the pleasure of running through life

with the disembodied hands of your protectors waiting to catch you.
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They passed a poplar tree. “Look,” he said. “The leaves are curling up. That
means it’s going to rain later.”

He reminded Edith of Daddy then. The dew on the cobwebs in the morning meant
one thing, the cows going dry meant another. If it thundered on Friday, they’d have rain
all weekend. If you cured pork when the moon was waning, it would cook down to
nothing in the pan. “Don’t tell me you’re superstitious,” Edith said.

“Growing up on a farm taught me nature gives you all kinds of signs.”

“I grew up on a farm too, and I learned pretty well that stuff is nonsense. People
see something happen and they mistake it for a sign because they need one.”

He arched his eyebrows and smiled. “Well aren’t you smart.”

She wanted to tell him then that believing in that kind of thing cost her family
more than she had thought it was possible to lose, but Florence’s voice echoed inside of
her. Boys don't like it when you 're too serious. James wasn’t a boy, but it didn’t feel right
to tell him then, with the afternoon so nice and not too hot and him smiling the way he
was.

And what would she tell him, if she told him? The things she’d never told
anyone? How the dregs of horsemint and boneset and mustard seed tea stained every cup
in the house. How Miss Letha read the leaves, and Daddy made them pray for good news.
The sound of onion skins shuffling across the hardwoods underfoot. The onion smell
lingering after the bulbs had been sliced in half and rubbed across the soles of her
mother’s feet, stinging their eyes until tears came. The bricks they heated in the stove and
tucked into the bed sheets. Blankets piled high, anything to break the fever. The hot, stale

air in the room smelling of sickness. How each child got a sliver of sulfur in their
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left shoe and an unction of castor oil and turpentine across the top of the head. How the
terrible scent followed them everywhere. How they scrubbed their skin raw to rid
themselves of it. The sound of her dark moans in her final days sending chills through
them, making them believe they’d caught her fever too.

No, she wouldn’t tell him any of that, not yet. It was easier to love something
light, weightless, something untethered, the hot air balloon so much more thrilling
floating above us than when anchored to the earth. For him, she wanted to be the balloon
in the sky.

She felt suddenly transported back to that day in the car driving to Lindale. How,
even then, the car pointed in the opposite direction of everything she’d ever known, she’d
stopped just short of calling out for him to stop. Since she met him, she’d hardly taken
her eyes off him, living in a permanent state of fear and exhilaration. The curl of hair at
the nape of his neck, the subtle lines around his mouth, his fingernails clipped short and
lined with the black grease of a hundred reeling machines. And looking at him again in
that moment, as he grabbed hold of a low, sturdy branch and hung there, the full weight
of his body supported by the tree that told him rain would soon come, she knew that she
would go wherever he would take her, no matter what he believed.

James led her deeper into the woods. The yellow leaf had fallen from his shoe.
Why did he want to take her here? Always here? Or somewhere else far away. She
missed the yellow leaf, hanging on dumbly, though it didn’t belong. It was a wonderful
surprise every other step, said hello again and again to her, it’s bright yellow face

greeting her like morning against a black sole. Why did he want her here, in the cold and
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dirt? Was she shameful? Was she hideous or a bore? She wanted to be his yellow leaf, his
bright surprise.

“Do you like being a stranger?” she asked him.

“Am I a stranger?”

“You never go in town.”

“That’s because I live in Riverside. Got everything we need right there.”

Edith stopped walking, and when he no longer heard her footsteps after his, he
turned back. “When you’re with me, don’t you ever want to . . . I don’t know, see Rome?
There’s so many places you’ve probably never been.”

Frustration spread across his face, or maybe it was some other dark and
inscrutable mood. He walked back and wrapped his arms tightly around her so that her
arms were trapped beneath his. She tried to take in more breath but his grip kept her lungs
from expanding. She gasped and he kissed her again, his lips searching her as if he
wanted to suck the last breath from her. Her heart kicked like a rabbit in her chest. He
took a step back to look at the whole of her. “What do you want me to see?”

Why did he make it so difficult to know him? She saw him hiding beneath this
forced display, this violent affection.

“I’ve seen it, Edie. I was here when you must’ve been still just a little girl. Saw
the rivers intersecting. Saw the cemetery on the hill. Saw the Wolf Mother and her
kiddies. I’ve seen everything.” James resumed his walk toward whatever it was they were
always on the verge of finding, his voice trailing off as he went.

She watched him, thinking, What if I let him go? What if I pretend nothing ever
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happened. Imagining him disappearing over the hill made her desperate. Tears welled in
her eyes.

She ran to catch up with him, wiping her face with her sleeve. Is this the way
Mother felt about Daddy? She had been so grounded all the time, like when Daddy was
charting phases of the moon and making luck sacks for the children to carry around.
Maybe Mother secretly hated everything Daddy believed in, but when she saw him
cresting a hill without looking back something within her was a leaf, curling up,
recognizing an incoming storm.

He’d heard her running and stopped and turned back to her. “What do [ want to
see?” he said. “I want to see you.”

He took her hand and led her into the tall, rawboned pines, until he found a spot
with no jutting roots, no snake holes or tree stumps. He placed a gentle hand on each of
her shoulders, slid off her coat, and lowered her down onto the soft, black earth. She
heard her heart like a drum in her ears. Perspiration trickled down the back of her neck
and gathered underneath her breasts. She laid on top of her coat, and he leaned in and
kissed her once more. The rough stubble of his beard scraped her clavicle and the warmth
of his stale coffee breath started her legs trembling. The denim knee of his overalls
inched up Mother's hand-me-down skirt, buried itself between her thighs. The ground wet
through her clothes. His hands traveled across the length of her body. Her legs gave way
and made a space for him to settle against her.

“All I want to see is you,” he whispered. He pulled her shirt free from her skirt,
lowered himself down, ran his lips across her skin. A warm desire grew within her until

there was no more room for worry, and she pulled his body into hers.
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James dug his fingers into the thick, damp ground and a sharp pain ran through
her. She wanted to scream, but she bit down on the shoulder of his jacket instead and he
continued to move slowly inside her. He made soft gasping sounds that grew louder and
deeper as he went. She breathed in the smell of his pomade and watched clouds make
animal shapes above them and listened to him give voice to his pleasure. Her own soon
replaced the piercing pain. She hadn’t known how badly she had wanted him until now,
how badly she could have ever wanted anything. When his breathing grew heavy, she
shut her eyes, and a flush of pleasure moved over her like a wave.

After, his body still on top of hers, James told her he was the seventh son of a
seventh son. He said it meant he had second sight. She laughed and called him a liar.
“Did you see me here, all the way from Mississippi?” she asked. “I’d bet everything you
didn’t.” He had his own magic, she thought. Just as Daddy thought he did, and just as
maybe lace was a kind of magic for her. Maybe it didn’t matter if it was invented, as long
as it didn’t hurt anyone, as long as it made sense of the world for you.

He kissed her again and again, her neck, her chest, her breasts still hidden beneath
her brassiere. One hand, and then another. And then a sound came from just over the
slope that led away from the river, just yards from where they lay, blissful. Edith
scrambled to tuck her shirt back in and to pull down the hem of her skirt and to fix her
hair and put back on her coat, and James fought with his belt, threading it back through
the loops it had fallen from, and zipping himself, and as they struggled with their clothes,
to cover themselves, to hide what they had done, Celia came bounding over the hill, a

basket in her hands half full of muscadine.
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