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			In 1938, the year I was twelve, my hometown of Macedonia, West Virginia, celebrated its sesquicentennial, a word I thought had to do with fruit for the longest time. In school, we commemorated the occasion as we commemorated most occasions, with tableaux, one for each of the major events in Macedonia’s history. There weren’t many, hardly enough to stretch out across eight grades, but the teachers eked them out the best they could. If it hadn’t been for the War Between the States, I don’t know what they would have done. When Virginia seceded from the Union, western Virginia got mad and seceded right back into it, all except four little counties, one of them ours, that stuck out their tongues at West Virginia and declared themselves part of the Confederacy, a piece of sass with long consequences in the way of road-paving and school desks.

			Tucked up in a crook between the Potomac and the Shenandoah, Macedonia was a junction for generals and railroads alike, and by the time Lee hung up his sword at Appomattox, the town had changed hands forty-seven times, six of them in one day. Our teachers dearly loved to get up a scene of the townspeople stuffing their Confederate flags up the chimney as the Union troops marched in and yanking them back down again as the troops departed. The fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-graders got the war scenes, and the seventh- and eighth-graders got the short end of the stick, because not a thing happened in Macedonia after 1865, except the roundhouse blowing up and the American Everlasting Hosiery Company opening its doors. Half the town worked in that mill and the other half wished it did, but there was not much about the American Everlasting Hosiery Company that looked good in a tableau. Sometimes the teachers gave up and killed two birds with one stone by making the seventh-graders march across the stage, waving socks, while the eighth-graders sang “The Star-Spangled Banner” behind them. In 1938, though, the eighth grade hit pay dirt, because Mrs. Roosevelt drove through town. She stopped at the square, took a drink from our sulfur-spring water fountain, made a face, and drove away. That was plenty for a tableau, except that instead of making a face, the eighth-grade Mrs. Roosevelt said, “The people of Macedonia are lucky to receive the benefits of healthful mineral water.” My sister Bird and I laughed so hard we got sent into the hall.

			Once the curtain had clunked down on our tableaux and we’d been herded back into our classrooms, I supposed that Macedonia’s sesquicentennial festivities were concluded. Hadn’t we just covered one hundred and fifty years of history in twenty-three minutes flat? We had. But not a week later came the Decoration Day parade, and that, I realized later, was the real beginning of the sesquicentennial. Later still, I realized that everything began that day. Everything that was to heave itself free of its foundations over the course of the summer began to rattle lightly on the morning of the parade. That was when I first heard of Layla Beck, when I began to wonder about my father, and when I noticed I was being lied to and decided to leave my childhood behind. I have since wondered, of course, how my life—and my father’s and my aunt Jottie’s, too—would have been different if I’d decided to stay at home that morning. This is what’s called the enigma of history, and it can drive you out of your mind if you let it.

			Jottie and I were packed tight on the sidewalk, together with everyone else in town, to watch the parade. Usually it wasn’t much, the Decoration Day parade, just a matter of assorted veterans looking grim and the high school marching band. But this year, in honor of the sesquicentennial, we’d been promised an extra-fancy show, a real spectacle. And that was what we got: The United Daughters of the Confederacy flounced out first, with the Ladies of the Grand Army of the Republic hot on their heels. Then the Rotary band struck up with patriotic tunes, which was a lot to manage on four trumpets and had a terrible effect on the pony brigade. The veterans marched along, and a pair of girls in skimpy outfits flung batons in the air, just exactly like a movie parade, except that only one of them could catch. We even had a float, The Apple Princess and Her Blossoms, smiling away on the back of a truck. Out came the mayor, waving from his big green car, and behind him was Mr. Parker Davies, who had got himself up in a sword and knee pants to look like General Magnus Hamilton, the founder of Macedonia, which put me in mind of a question I had always wanted to ask. I nudged my aunt Jottie. “How come he called it Macedonia?”

			She tilted her dark eyes down to mine. “The General was a great admirer of the Macedonian virtues.”

			“Huh.” That was news to me. “What are they, the Macedonian virtues?”

			“Don’t say huh. Ferocity and devotion.” The Apple Princess joggled by. It was Elsie Averill in a white dress. A lady standing just behind me leaned forward for a better look, and a big whiff of Jungle Gardenia went up my nose.

			I squeezed closer to Jottie. “Did he have them?” I asked.

			Jottie’s eyes followed Elsie for a bit. “Did he have what?” she murmured.

			“Jottie!” I recalled her. “Did General Hamilton have the Macedonian virtues?”

			“The General?” She lifted one eyebrow. “The General once chopped off a soldier’s toes to keep the poor man from deserting. You tell me, Willa: Is that ferocity, devotion, or just plain crazy?”

			I eyed Mr. Parker Davies, imagining his bloodied sword raised high, a little toe speared on the point. That was ferocity, I was pretty sure. “Do I have them?” I asked hopefully.

			Jottie smiled. “Ferocity and devotion? You want those?”

			“They’re virtues, aren’t they?” I asked.

			“They surely are. Ferocity, devotion, and a nickel will get you a cup of coffee at the Pickus Café.” I made a face at her, and she laughed. The parade passed by, turned around on itself, and straggled back up Prince Street.

			I thought maybe I had a chance at devotion.

			Now the Macedonia Chamber of Commerce made the turn and marched by, eight men in identical tan hats and overcoats. They looked like a set of matching boy dolls, only embarrassed. Jottie chuckled and flapped her little flag. “Hooray!” she cheered. “Hooray for our brave boys in the Chamber of Commerce!”

			They pretended they didn’t hear, all except one. “Jottie?” he said, swiveling around. Jottie drew in a sharp breath, and I saw two spots of pink appear on her cheeks. She started to put up her hand, let it drop, and then changed her mind and lifted it in a little wave. That set him up; now he started smiling like crazy, and even though the parade was moving again, he called out to her, “I was hoping I might see you today, Jottie, I was thinking I might—”

			A man behind bumped into him then, and he had to walk on, but he kept turning around to wave at her as he went.

			“Who was that?” I asked. Nothing happened, so I gave her a poke. “Who was that, Jottie?”

			“Sol,” she said. “Sol McKubin.” She opened her purse and rummaged inside. “I had a handkerchief in here this morning.”

			And that would have been that, if I hadn’t heard a low laugh behind me. It was Mrs. Jungle Gardenia. “Shoo-oo, good thing old Felix ain’t here,” she hooted softly to herself.

			What? I whirled around, wondering who she was and how she knew my father.

			She didn’t look like someone he would know. She was wearing a young lady’s dress, even though she wasn’t a young lady, and her face was white with powder. She caught my stare and wiggled her drawn-on eyebrows at me. I turned back to Jottie quick.

			“Jottie,” I said, giving her another poke. “Who’s Sol McKubin?”

			“Is that Miss Kissining there across the street?” Jottie squinted at the sidewalk opposite. “In that polka-dot dress?”

			I looked. It wasn’t any more Miss Kissining than it was the Lindbergh baby. “You must be going blind, Jottie,” I began scornfully, but I was drowned out by the Rotary band giving their final honk on “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” The parade was over.

			That was all right with me. My favorite part came after, anyway. I took hold of Jottie’s hand, and we sailed out into the wake of the marchers.

			It was like a second parade, with all of Macedonia milling along Prince Street, busying themselves with the real entertainment of the day: calling out, stopping to chat, and gathering into little knots to deliver up their opinions about the ponies, the batons, the float, and the mayor’s car. I dearly loved to walk down a street with my aunt Jottie. When I went alone, I was a child, and grown-ups ignored me accordingly. Sometimes, of course, they’d stop me to offer improving advice like Tie your shoelaces before you trip and knock out those teeth of yours, but for the most part, I was a worm in mud. Beneath notice, as they say in books. When I walked with Jottie, it was a different matter. Grown-ups greeted me politely, and that was nice. That was real pleasant. But the best thing, the very best thing about walking through town with my arm through Jottie’s was listening to her recount the secret history of every man, woman, dog, and flower bed we passed, sideways out of the corner of her mouth so that only I could hear. Those were moments of purest satisfaction to me. Why? Because when she told me those secrets, Jottie made me something better than just a temporary grown-up. She made me her confidante.

			We were strolling up the street when we came upon Mr. Tare Russell in his bath chair. He wasn’t real old, Mr. Russell, but there was something the matter with him, and he had to be rolled around town with a blanket over his knees. When he saw us, he yelped, “Jottie Romeyn, you just come over here and let me feast my eyes on you!” Then he waggled his fingers so that his Negro servant would push the bath chair faster. It didn’t seem right; that poor man looked a lot older and feebler than Mr. Russell.

			“Tare!” said Jottie. “What brings you here? I’ve never known you to come to the parade before!”

			“Civic duty,” said Mr. Russell. “What kind of a person would miss Macedonia’s sesquicentennial parade?”

			Jottie grinned. “I’ve been asking myself that very question, Tare, all morning long. How’d you like The Apple Princess and Her Blossoms?”

			He didn’t answer. In fact, he almost interrupted her, he spoke so quick. “I thought Felix would be marching with the veterans. But he wasn’t. I didn’t see him.”

			“Felix is away on business,” said Jottie.

			“He’s been gone all week,” I added helpfully.

			“Business,” repeated Mr. Russell, bunching up his mouth. “Well. Felix works like an old mule, doesn’t he?” Suddenly, he swung around and glared at me. “Tell him, when he comes back, not to forget old friends. You just tell your daddy that, would you?” he snapped.

			I took a step backward. “Yessir.”

			Jottie’s little hand closed around mine. “Of course we will!” she said cheerily. “We’ll tell Felix first thing!”

			Mr. Russell waggled his fingers again. “Take me on home,” he barked to his old Negro servant. “You trying to fry me like an egg?”

			We watched him go, and Jottie’s hand squeezed mine. “Let’s go window-shopping,” she suggested. “Let’s pretend we’ve each got ten dollars, and we have to spend it this afternoon or we’ll lose it all.”

			So we did, and we were wrangling away about whether I could borrow two of her imaginary dollars for a pink silk dress, when we ran up against Marjorie Lanz. She lived down the street from us, and she talked all the time. She started up before we could even see her. “How-you, Jottie?” she shouted from inside Vogel’s Shoes. “Look here at these sandals.” She came out, holding a big yellow shoe. “How’d you like the parade, I thought Elsie looked real pretty, the Rotary could use some new blood, don’t you think? Where’s Mae and Minerva? Oh hi, honey,” she said, catching sight of me. “Aren’t you just cute as a button?”

			I was too old to be cute as a button, but I nodded, being polite.

			Now she was swinging the shoe back and forth. Mr. Vogel was standing nervously in his doorway, waiting to grab her if she walked away with his sandal. Marjorie gabbled on, “I heard you’re getting yourself a new boarder, Jottie, that’s nice, with all those extra rooms you got.” I shot a look at Jottie. First I’d heard of any new boarder. “Who-all you going to get, Jottie? Hope it’s someone with more starch in him than Tremendous Wilson, I don’t know how you stood that man, is it someone nice?” She paused and looked at Jottie expectantly. So did Mr. Vogel. So did I.

			Jottie gazed at Marjorie Lanz for a moment, and then she leaned close. “My new boarder is a representative of the United States government,” she murmured. She looked suspiciously at Mr. Vogel. “That’s all I can say.”

			“Ooooh.” Marjorie clutched the sandal tight. “It’s a secret?”

			Jottie nodded regretfully, like she wished she could tell more, and turned toward Mr. Vogel. “That’s a nice sandal you have there, Mr. Vogel. Does it come in blue?” He shook his head no. “That’s too bad. Well, Marjorie, Willa and I had better be getting along. We have to clean out that new boarder’s room. The United States government doesn’t like a lot of clutter.” She looked at me. “They like it neat as a pin. Don’t they, Willa?”

			Out of pure loyalty, I nodded, and then I waited until we were three storefronts away from Vogel’s Shoes before I asked, “Are we really getting a new boarder?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” said Jottie.

			“Is he really part of the government?”

			She smiled. “No. ’Cause it’s not a he.”

			“A lady?”

			“Yes. A lady.”

			“A lady in the government?”

			Jottie raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like you don’t believe a word I said.”

			“I do,” I said slowly. “But how come I didn’t know about it?”

			She reached out to brush my hair away from my face. “I thought you did know. Didn’t you see me move all those things out of the closet? You were sitting right there on the bed.”

			I tried to remember but I couldn’t. I’d probably been reading.

			I was usually reading.

			It occurred to me that I missed an awful lot of what went on. Silly Marjorie Lanz knew more about my life than I did. Even smelly, powdery ladies on the street seemed to know things about my own father that I didn’t. That was downright humiliating, now that I thought about it. Was I a mere baby, doomed to live in benighted ignorance? No! I was a person, a whole person, and I had a right to know things!

			“You should have told me,” I fussed at Jottie.

			She patted my cheek. “You want to know things, sweetheart, you’ve got to start paying more attention. You’ve got to keep your ear to the ground.”

			I opened my mouth to say But I’m your confidante! Then I shut it up again. Maybe I wasn’t Jottie’s confidante, after all. Maybe I only imagined I was. I pondered. There was the man in the parade, Mr. McKubin, the one who made Jottie blush—she hadn’t confided a thing about him. She hadn’t even answered my question about him, because she’d gotten distracted by Miss Kissining. Except—I looked at Jottie in surprise—maybe it wasn’t a mistake; maybe she’d done it on purpose to distract me!

			Well!

			The morning had been rife with unanswered questions. Mysteries, even. “Good thing old Felix ain’t here.” What did that mean? And Mr. Russell—why had he gotten so angry when we said Father was away? And just who was this new boarder who worked for the government? Mysteries abounded, and the biggest one was why hadn’t Jottie told me about any of them.

			I’d been duped.

			I’d thought I was Jottie’s trusted adviser, the repository of her innermost thoughts. But I wasn’t. I’d been fooled. Kept in the dark. Lulled and diverted. But no longer! I resolved to change. Then and there, I made a vow to pay attention, to find out, to learn those truths that the grown-ups tried to hide. I will know things, I promised myself. I will get to the bottom of everything. Starting now.

			I was just clenching my jaw with resolve when I felt a tug on my sleeve. There was Bird, her curls stuck to her head with sweat. “That Trudy Kane is going to dance again. I want to see and Mae says she’s going to have a stroke if she has to watch Trudy Kane one more time, so you got to come with me.” Bird was trying to learn how to tap dance by watching Miss Trudy Kane. She could already shuffle off to Buffalo on a washtub. She yanked my arm. “Come on.”

			I looked do-I-have-to at Jottie. She nodded.

			“I don’t see how I’m supposed to keep my ear to the ground when I have to spend every blessed moment of my life following Bird around,” I said bitterly.

			Jottie was peering into the windows of Krohn’s Department Store, but she turned to grin at me. “What you need is some of that Macedonian virtue,” she said. “You just summon up a little ferocity and devotion, and you’ll find out more than you ever wanted to know.” She turned back to the windows.

			Bird yanked on me again, but I stood stock-still. Jottie was right. Macedonian virtue was exactly what I needed.
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						May 17, 1938

					

				

				Rosy,

				Please forgive—can’t come to luncheon. Father on warpath: Nelson, sloth, poorhouse, et cetera. Speaks ominously of work. Must stay home and knit socks to make good impression.

				
					
						Layla
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				Ben,

				Layla needs a job. Can I send her to you?

				
					
						Affectly,

						Gray
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						May 19, 1938

					

				

				Senator Grayson Beck

				Senate Office Bldg.

				Washington, D.C.

				Dear Gray,

				No.

				
					
						Sincerely,

						Ben
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						May 20, 1938

					

				

				Mr. Benjamin Beck

				WPA/Federal Writers’ Project

				1734 New York Ave. NW

				Washington, D.C.

				Dear Ben,

				I am disappointed by your answer. It reveals a lack of brotherly feeling, and a poor memory to boot. Think back, Ben. Think back to 1924. I did not think that it would be necessary to remind you of the time, the money, and the reputation I expended for your sake and without question during that summer, but evidently I was mistaken. Perhaps the jail cell has become hallowed in your memory, or perhaps you believe that the judge was inspired to lenience by your worthy ideals. Don’t fool yourself. You owe me.

				What time shall I send her up? Tuesday at 2:00?

				
					
						Gray
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						May 21, 1938

					

				

				Senator Grayson Beck

				S.O.B.

				Washington, D.C.

				Dear Gray,

				Tuesday at 2 is fine. What job do you want me to give her?

				
					
						Ben
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					5/23/38   

				

			

			
				Ben,

				I don’t give a good goddamn what job you give her. I want her out of the house and off my dime.

				
					
						Affectly,

						Gray
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				[Telegram]

				
					
						May 23, 1938

					

				

				Charles: Please meet 11:32 tonight. Must talk. Situation dire. One solution possible. Love. Layla
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						May 25, 1938

					

				

				Layla—

				I’m sorry you were crying when I saw you off. It disfigures you to give way to tears. Not your face—I consider your beauty your least significant attribute—but your mind and your soul. You dread work; you fear it, but this terror is the delusion of your class. Work is noble. It dignifies; it elevates the spirit. I can imagine no better fate for you than to learn firsthand the transcendent effects of labor; you, who sucked the platitudes and superficialities of your class with your mother’s milk, can only exterminate the false consciousness that permeates your existence by making common cause with the laboring men and women of this country. Throw yourself on the mercies of work, Layla. A period of shock is to be expected, but in due time, you’ll find true companionship in the hearty clasp of callused hands; in labor, you’ll find nourishment for your underused mind and deserving objects for your uncontrolled emotions. As you rise from the ashes of your degenerate life, you’ll see your banal nuptial dreams for what they truly are: a bourgeois charade, a tinsel ritual that has no place in the Workers’ Future.

				On the chance that you, with your talent for willful misinterpretation, find me unclear: I mean no. And good-bye.

				
					
						Charles
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						May 27, 1938

					

				

				Mr. Benjamin Beck

				WPA/Federal Writers’ Project

				1734 New York Ave. NW

				Washington, D.C.

				Dear Ben,

				Let’s pause for a moment and discuss this calmly, just the two of us, without Father’s lash of fire cracking over our heads. Now, Ben, I don’t know what Father’s got on you, but it must be something pretty awful to bring you to the point of hiring me—and for the WPA, too. Have you killed someone? Even if you have, there must be a better way to expiate your crimes than putting me on the Writers’ Project, which is nearly a crime in itself. I certainly understand that if Father’s twisting your arm, you have to give me some kind of job. I understand and I sympathize. But consider: Father will be perfectly satisfied if you put me in a dainty little secretarial position, and so will I. Simply by offering me a temporary place in your office, you’ll meet Father’s requirements, and your arm will be your own again. There’s no need to go to extremes. I refer to West Virginia. Sending me to West Virginia is extreme.

				Not to mention ostentatious.

				Toadying.

				And mean.

				Yesterday afternoon, after I had got over my first shock at your letter, I betook myself to the library to read up on the Writers’ Project (You see? I do know where the library is) and discovered that your arguments in favor of West Virginia (state flower: the rhododendron) are completely erroneous. Yes, I was born in Washington, D.C., but it’s ridiculous to say that I’m obliged to work in the state closest to my birthplace. You made that up, you know you did.

				Do you know the motto of West Virginia? It’s Montani semper liberi: Mountaineers are always free. Need I say more? Do you and Father think that by packing me off to the Mountain State, you will turn me into a fresh-faced, wholesome girl in ankle socks, bounding over the rocky heights? You’re mad. You’ll drive me to drink, and in West Virginia the drink is probably moonshine, which will rot my entrails and make me blind.

				Not only will I be miserable, I’ll be terrible. I’ll be the worst researcher in the history of the Writers’ Project, and that includes the seventy-year-old Stalinist morphine addict you told me about. Can you picture me interviewing the farmers’ wives and coal miners? Asking tactful questions about baths and head lice? Counting pigs and dogs and babies? Honestly, Ben, they’ll shoot me, and I won’t blame them if they do.

				Please reconsider. You’re my uncle. You’re supposed to dote on me, and I’m supposed to be the sunshine of your lonely bachelorhood. Perhaps I haven’t lived up to my end recently, but give me a chance. Indulge me just this one last time: Take me off the West Virginia project and give me a job in your office, and I swear to you that I’ll be the best secretary you ever saw. I’ll arrive at your office by 8 (in the morning!). I’ll type my fingers to the bone. I’ll be lovely on the telephone. I’ll contemplate serious topics. I’ll be a credit to you.

				Just don’t send me to West Virginia.

				Please.

				
					
						Your loving and usually obedient niece,

						Layla
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						May 28

					

				

				Layla,

				Do you realize that nearly one-quarter of the employable citizens of this country are out of work? Do you realize that I receive dozens of letters each week from diligent, well-educated men and women imploring me for a job, any job, on the project? These people are desperate, Layla. They’ve been unemployed for so long they’ve forgotten what it’s like to work, they’ve sold everything they had for pennies, they go to bed hungry—inside if they’re lucky, outside if they’re not—and they wake up hungry. They’ve been wearing the same suit of clothes for years, sponged off each night because if they scrub it on a washboard, the cloth will shred to rags. Their children are sick because they don’t get enough to eat, and they’re dirty because there’s no place to wash. These are people who never thought they’d have to beg, and yet here they are, begging me for a job that won’t pay them enough to keep food in their stomachs.

				There’s an opening on the West Virginia Writers’ Project. I have, against my better judgment, given you that position. Be grateful or be damned.

				
					
						Ben
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						May 30, 1938

					

				

				Miss Layla Beck

				c/o Mr. Lance Beck

				Department of Chemistry

				Princeton University

				Princeton, New Jersey

				Dearest Layla,

				I must say, it’s very inconsiderate of you to run off to cry on Lance’s shoulder and leave me here to cope with Papa in the state he’s in, and I certainly hope you’re not having a rendezvous with that awful Charles Antonin, because Papa will find out, and he’ll be even more furious than he is right now. Nothing I say moves him even the tiniest bit, and I can’t help it but you simply have to take Ben’s tatty old job. I know what you think—and imagine my feelings at the thought of you among grubby coal miners—but I’m afraid Papa won’t budge, darling. He says if you won’t marry Nelson—I’m not lecturing, I’m only repeating what Papa says—then you have to face stark reality. I wept and said I was sure you’d get ringworm, but that just made Papa fuss the more. He said it was time you understood what you were throwing away and if it took worms to make you understand it, that was fine by him (I didn’t tell Papa, but I don’t believe there are real worms in ringworm).

				I never thought my own daughter would be on relief. I could just strangle Ben.

				
					
						Your loving,

						Mother

					

				

				P.S. Lucille saw Nelson at Bick’s Saturday. She says he looks terrible, absolutely heartbroken and thin as a rail. You can’t call a man insincere when he’s lost weight like that. You just think about that, young lady.
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						June 6, 1938

					

				

				Miss Rose Bremen

				“The Waves”

				Gurney Street

				Cape May, New Jersey

				Dearest Rose,

				Your letter came like the King’s Pardon, just after the severed head thumped into the straw. Thanks for the kind offer, but the die is cast, and I’m to arrive in Macedonia, West Virginia, next Tuesday to begin work for the Federal Writers’ Project. I took the Pauper’s Oath yesterday, and I am officially on relief.

				I can’t tell you how it happened because I don’t understand it myself, really I don’t. I’ve been a frivolous person for years now, and Father’s never been bothered by it in the least. If anything, he seemed pleased by my success: Once, I overheard him bragging that I had been invited to every house party from the Adirondacks to the Appalachians. Everything was fine until Nelson appeared on the scene, and then the worm turned with a vengeance. They wanted me to marry him in the worst way, both Mother and Father did. I thought they were joking. He was so obviously, completely awful—and they knew it. They knew it and they didn’t care. Nelson! He’s the Citronella Scion and hugely rich, but he’s also vain and tedious and shallow as a dewdrop. That whinny laugh, that tiny mustache—I’d rather kiss an eel. His most cherished ambition is to be mistaken for Errol Flynn. Within ten minutes of meeting Nelson, I despised him, and if Nelson ever had a thought about anyone but himself, the feeling would have been mutual. I thought Mother and Father knew what a disaster he was, and when he proposed, I thought we’d all laugh about it. How wrong I was. They wanted me to be a good girl and say yes. Father was blinded by the glint of Citronella (he’s running again next year), and Mother was blinded by Father, and Lance refused to concern himself with such trivialities. I didn’t know what to do, and when Father demanded an explanation, I panicked and made a fatal error: I said I could never respect a man who didn’t work. The moment I said it I wished I could take it back. Father’s face turned perfectly purple—I thought he was going into apoplexy—and they probably heard him on Capitol Hill. On and on he went about people in glass houses and the walking definition of sloth and wastrels who bring nothing but anguish and shame to their parents. And that was just warming up. Once he hit his stride, he included bootstraps and paperboys in the snow and Abraham Lincoln and Brother, Can You Spare a Dime? and Oklahoma and migrant workers in Model T’s, until I lost my head and shrieked that I was going to take a job and become an independent woman and make Father eat his hat.

				Oh, it gets worse. After Father stormed out of the house, I decided that if I laid low, he would forget about it, just as he always had before. So, like an idiot, I went to New York, and when I sashayed back into the house two days later, expecting an affectionate paternal greeting, Father growled, “You have an interview with Ben at two.” You remember Ben, don’t you? Father’s possibly Socialist younger brother who is some kind of muckety-muck at the Federal Writers’ Project. Evidently, what I had viewed as a cease-fire, Father had viewed as an opportunity to oil his musket, and before I knew it, I was down at Ben’s office, demonstrating my literacy by reading the newspaper aloud to a bored assistant. I realize now that I should have muffed it, but I didn’t, and, as you know, I am a fiend on the typewriter. By the end of the afternoon, I was feeling pretty smug. Fine, I thought. I’ll show them. I’ll be Ben’s secretary. I could just see it—I’d be one of those ornamental secretaries, you know the ones, clad in an elegant black dress with crisp white organdy cuffs falling around my perfectly manicured fingers as I riffled through the mail, a picture of competence. “I don’t know what I did without her,” Ben would say fondly to Father, who would likewise say fondly, “How could I have ever thought she should marry that despicable cur Nelson? She was right and I was wrong.”

				You know the rest. I had no choice, Rose. I had to accept the job. Father really has cut me off, and there really is a Depression going on. Work is scarce and I have exactly $26 to my name. What was I to do? Mother says he’ll relent by Christmas, but that’s months away. I don’t know how I’ll bear it—trudging around Macedonia, West Virginia, in the blazing heat, taking down the reminiscences of a town full of toothless old hicks. I can hear it now: “Along about ’95 or ’96, the cows died o’ the worm and we din’t have a lick o’ meat for ten year and all the chirren got rickets…” I don’t know why the federal government wants a record of those people, I really don’t.

				And the worst of it is, Father is still so furious that I have to live on my salary, which means that I have to board in a poky little room in a house belonging to “a respectable family of Macedonia.” The house and the respectable family are probably encrusted in coal dust, and I will probably die of starvation or lice within weeks. You may read this letter at my funeral—from beyond the grave, I’ll watch as Father writhes, which means, I suppose, that I’ll be in hell. I’ll feel right at home there after Macedonia.

				There’s one last thing I haven’t told you: Everything with Charles is finished. Please don’t send me a sympathetic letter. I can’t bear it.

				
					
						Love,

						Layla

					

				

				P.S. In the heat of that first argument, Father called me a “canker on the social body.” Have you ever heard of anything so unjust? All this spring, I have been hemming washrags for the deserving poor and reading uplifting literature to Relicts of the Confederacy on the last Thursday of the month. How can I be a canker?

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					
						June 13, 1938

					

				

				Dear Charles,

				Now that I’m one of the proletariat, don’t you think you could

			

			
				
					
						June 13, 1938

					

				

				Charles dear,

				Last week I took the Pauper’s Oath—without lying, too. Briefly, Father cut me off in a rage, I haven’t a penny to my name, and tomorrow I begin working for the WPA Writers’ Project. I’m to interview villagers in West Virginia. Now that I’m a member of your beloved proletariat (at least I think I am), perhaps you’ll reconsider the terms of my banishment the quarantine perhaps you’ll be willing to see me perhaps you’ll reconsider perhaps we could

			

			
				
					
						June 13, 1938

					

				

				Dear Nelson,

				I just have to tell you about a funny little incident: You know our maid, Mattie? This morning she was dusting your portrait—I keep it on my bureau—and she said, “I don’t know what he sees in that scrawny Olivia de Havilland.” I was utterly baffled—until I realized she had mistaken you for Errol Flynn! Isn’t that darling?

				It’s been ages since Mother and Father have been missing You haven’t come to see poor little me in
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						June 14, 1938

					

				

				Dear Brother,

				It’s 3:14 and I can’t persuade myself to go to bed. Once I’m there, nothing will stand between me and my fate. My dreadful suitcase is packed, along with my dreadful hatbox and dreadful trunk. Mattie pressed my white suit for the train, and it’s hanging over my chair, gleaming like the full moon, impossible to ignore. It’s been a horrid evening. Mother insisted that we dine at home, just the three of us, but Father is still not speaking to me, and I was too oppressed to swallow, so Mother chattered on and on about something—azaleas? dressing gowns?—for a solid hour. The moment he had stowed the last bite of ham in his mouth, Father lurched to his feet to make his getaway—but he patted my head as he went by. I wanted to wail like a baby.

				Oh, Lance, I’m going to be all alone, and I’ve never been that before. Even when I was sent off to Miss Telt’s Seminary, they all knew who I was—Senator Beck’s daughter. I don’t suppose that will cut much ice in the hog wallows of Macedonia, West Virginia. How will I know what to do?

				
					
						Layla

					

				

				P.S. Won’t you please try one more time to find it in your heart to take me in? Please, Lance? I’ve been thinking about what you said, and I know you were right about lots of it, but I’m sure I would improve with your brotherly guidance. You could be my model. Please?
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			In later years, Bird said she knew from the very beginning that Layla Beck was trouble. “From the moment I saw her,” Bird would say, sticking one finger straight up in the air, “I knew she was a harbinger of doom.” There are times when my sister talks like an old man.

			I can’t say, myself. I wasn’t with Bird when she saw Layla Beck for the first time. I was lying face down in the gutter with tire tracks on the backs of my knees, which Bird says is proof of Layla Beck’s being a harbinger and I say is proof of Bird’s being a skunk.

			We had been sent to the train station to greet Miss Beck and show her to our home. If she had arrived on the 10:43 or the 12:10 or the 5:25, Bird and I would not have been nearly important enough to be her welcoming committee. All three of our aunts—Jottie, Minerva, and Mae—would have gone in their Sunday hats and gloves. But Miss Layla Beck came in on the 2:05, and that was plunk in the middle of my aunts’ sacred resting time. So they consulted among themselves and announced that meeting Miss Beck was valuable social grooming for Bird and me.

			Jottie, who cared how we looked, made us wash our knees, and after that, she brushed Bird’s curls. She started to braid my hair, but that turned out to be beyond the powers of mortal man, just like it usually was. It was slippery, my hair. Anyway, we looked nice, or at least clean, when we set out to meet Miss Layla Beck on the 2:05 from Washington, D.C. Our aunts waved us good-bye and went off to do their resting, Jottie in her chair in the front room, and Minerva and Mae upstairs in the room they shared when they stayed with us, flung down on the beds, breathing in and out at the same time, the way twins do.

			It was up to Bird and me to make a nice impression, Jottie said. I said I would do my best but not to get her hopes up, and she laughed.

			Outside, it was dead quiet and hot. The birds had given up for the day, and heat steamed from our neighbors’ lawns in shining columns. Nothing stirred. The ladies and the little babies were taking their naps, and the Lloyd boys, who would be quiet on the day they died and not before, had gone off somewhere. The men were at work, except for Grandpa Pucks, who never spoke except to tell us to get lost, and Mr. Harvill, who was a high school teacher and on summer vacation just like us.

			Bird and I trudged along Academy Street in silence. I suppose if you’d never seen them before, the houses on our street all looked the same, big and white-brick. If you gazed through the polished lens of experience, though, each one was different. You could tell where the Lloyd boys lived, just from the frayed stump of rope that dangled from their maple tree. The swing had crashed to the ground when all three of them plus Dicky Ritts rode on it at once. Grandpa Pucks’s porch was bare because he believed that burglars would steal his rocker if he left it out. Every evening, he toted it out to the porch to sit in the cool, but he wouldn’t tote Grandma Pucks’s. She had to sit inside. At the corner was the Caseys’ house, empty and sad. Mr. Casey got sick and died, and Mrs. Casey and the children had to go live with her brother. Sometimes on Sundays, Mrs. Casey came back to water her peonies. It didn’t help much; they were dying.

			I looked sideways. Bird was concentrating on her feet. The road had melted soft and we had to pick our way along, like cats. We could have walked the fences, but that would have grubbed up our fronts, and we were supposed to look nice for Miss Beck.

			“Willa!”

			It was Mrs. Spencer Bensee, behind her grape arbor. The grapes tasted awful, but the arbor was pretty and she spent loads of time in it, thinking about the roses of yesteryear, according to Jottie.

			“Afternoon, Mrs. Bensee. It’s hot, isn’t it?”

			“You-all should be napping. Does Jottie know you’re running around in this heat?” she said sharply.

			“Yes’m,” I answered. The things children have to put up with.

			“Humph,” said Mrs. Bensee doubtfully. Then she relented. “You’re looking pretty as a picture today, Bird,” she called.

			Bird didn’t say anything, not even when I nudged her. That was always the way. No matter how nice and polite I was, Bird was the one people fussed over. It was because she had those fluffy golden curls, just like the good girls in books. Not that Bird was especially good; when she put her mind to it, she was downright awful, but she looked good, like a Christmas card girl.

			“Bye, Mrs. Bensee! We’ve got to get to the station!” I hollered, so that she wouldn’t notice that Bird had been rude. “Why can’t you be nice?” I hissed when we were out of earshot.

			Bird shrugged. “I’m nice.”

			“Not to her, you’re not.”

			Bird shrugged again. “She sits in that arbor waiting to kill people.”

			We got to Race Street, and from there we had to cross over to the United Garage and go around the corner. Radio music was floating out of the United Garage, and I could hear them banging on something in there, metal on metal. Which is why I didn’t hear Teddy Bowers on his shiny new bike as I stepped out to cross the road. I didn’t see him, either, because I turned my head to look both ways, just like they were forever telling us to do. Before I knew it, I was flat out on the macadam, with Teddy Bowers moaning and screaming about his bike being ruined. I never liked him after that. The bike had come to a stop on top of me, and as I lay there, kicking my legs out like a sick horse, I felt a little tap on my shoulder. It was Bird.

			“Don’t you worry,” she said. For a moment I thought she was trying to comfort me, and I was surprised, because she didn’t usually comfort anyone. I should have known better. “I can meet the train all by myself.” Very carefully, Bird looked both ways to see that no cars were coming. “Bye,” she called over her shoulder as she walked away.

			She disappeared around the corner, and Teddy finally summoned the wit to yank his bike off my legs, scraping off plenty of skin as he went. I called him a few things I wasn’t supposed to know about, before I saw the blood running down my legs; then I began to cry, and one of the United Garage men heard me and came out.

			He paid no mind to Teddy howling in the street—What did Teddy have to howl about? No one had run him down—and he was real nice about me bleeding all over the front seat of his truck. I told him where I lived, and he said he knew already. “The president’s house,” he said. He sounded solemn, like the president of the United States lived there, but he was really talking about my grandfather, St. Clair Romeyn. He’d been the president of American Everlasting, back when he was alive. “I know your aunts, too,” added the United Garage man.

			“All of them?” I asked, to take his mind off the blood that was dribbling onto the floor of his truck. He kept looking at it, kind of nervous.

			“I went to school with Miss Minerva and Miss Mae.”

			“Oh.” I searched my mind for something to say about that. “I’ve got three of them. Aunts.”

			“They sure were pretty,” he said, like he was remembering.

			I thought they wouldn’t like to hear him talk as if they weren’t pretty now, but I didn’t say that, because his old truck was stopping in front of our house. A moment later, Jottie burst out of the front porch, letting the screen door bang behind her. I opened my mouth to explain, but she was already flying down the front stairs, and then her fingers were curling tight around my shoulders. She held me close for a second. “You’re all right,” she said. “You’re all right,” she repeated, like she was telling herself.

			“Yeah, Jottie, I’m—” I began, but now she whirled around to glare at the United Garage man.

			“What happened, Neely?”

			Poor United Garage man. He swallowed weakly and said, “Hey there, Jottie, I just picked her up off the street—over there in front of the garage, you know where—and,” he stammered, “and—I didn’t do nothing!”

			“Yes, ma’am, he picked me up from being run over,” I said fast. “Teddy Bowers ran me over on his new bike and stupid Bird left me lying in the street and went on to the station, at least I think that’s where she is, so he”—I nodded to the United Garage man—“he brought me home in his truck, and the blood is mostly in my shoes.”

			“Why, Neely!” Now Mae came down the steps, just as light as a feather. She glanced around at the three of us. “What happened?” she asked, but the way she said it was a lot friendlier than the way Jottie had.

			His eyes got big and scared-looking. He didn’t say anything, just jerked his thumb at me. Mae looked like she might laugh, but I felt sorry for him, so I spoke up and said again about Teddy and how Mr. Neely had brought me home.

			Mae smiled at him. “Aren’t you nice.”

			He nodded, but he still didn’t say anything, so I kind of yelled, “Look, Mae, look at my legs! That rotten Teddy ran into me, and then he scraped all the skin off my legs. And then he had the nerve to cry about his bike. Can you believe that?”

			“Bowerses are crybabies, every last one of them,” she said soothingly, just as Minerva came out to see what all the fuss was about.

			“Why, Willa! You’re blood-drenched!” she said.

			“I know it,” I said, but she had already turned to Mr. United Garage.

			“And Neely’s here, too! What happened?”

			We all swung around to see if he would answer this time, but that seemed to shake him worse. “Ha-ha,” he mumbled.

			“I’ve got blood all in my shoe!” I said.

			Minerva nodded. “You look something terrible.”

			“I was just trying to help Bird across the street,” I said, real noble and self-sacrificing. The grown-ups who circled around me made sympathetic noises. My leg had almost stopped hurting, and I began to enjoy myself some. “I scraped up my hands, too,” I said, stretching out my bloody palms to show them. Obediently, they leaned in to look.

			All at once, Jottie clutched her throat. “It’s a sign!”

			Minerva giggled. “Why, so it is.”

			“The stigmata!” Jottie gasped. “She’s got the stigmata!” She did some staggering.

			Mae began to laugh. “Call Reverend Dews!” she cried. “It’s a miracle!”

			And at that moment, Bird’s voice wafted over the heads of the grown-ups. “May I present Miss Layla Beck.”

			Suddenly all the faces that had been looking at me turned away, and I was left staring at a circle of backs. I pushed through them and saw a young lady with shining dark curls. She was wearing the whitest suit I ever saw and white high-heeled shoes to match. She could have been getting married in that suit, except she was wearing a red bow around her neck. She had big brown eyes and a mouth the exact shade of her neck bow, but one lip was tucked into her teeth. “Miss Romeyn?” she said, looking, for some reason, at me.

			“No,” I answered. But then I reconsidered. “Well, yes, but”—I pointed to Jottie—“she’s really Miss Romeyn. I mean, she’s the Miss Romeyn you’re talking about.” I shifted on my feet, and blood came up out of my shoe.

			Jottie was trying to straighten her face out. “Please excuse us—”

			“She doesn’t really have the stigmata,” said Mae weakly.

			“Not yet, anyway,” whispered Minerva.

			There was a strangling sound as all three of my aunts tried to swallow their laughs.

			And after that there was a long, empty space where Miss Layla Beck should have said something about being pleased to meet us but didn’t. She stared at my legs, and then her eyes moved over Mae, Minerva, the United Garage man, and, finally, Jottie. She looked at us like we had escaped from the asylum.

			The tap of shoes against brick broke the spell. We all swiveled round to see my father striding up the front path.

			“Father!” I cried.

			He stopped and smiled. “Miss Beck,” he said, taking off his hat. “Welcome to Macedonia.” He held out his hand.
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			“Welcome to Macedonia,” said Felix, stepping forward into the circle.

			In the time it took him to do it, Jottie’s eyes swept around the ring of faces, examining the citizens of this tiny world. Neely, she saw, was scared. Poor Neely. He was scared of them, and he was scared they were going to invite him into the house. He was scared that if he went inside, he’d break something or track dirt on the rug. Don’t worry, she wanted to whisper to him. It’s not like it used to be. It’s not so fancy anymore.

			Neely swallowed nervously.

			Beside him stood Minerva, reviewing Miss Beck with narrowed eyes. Mae was doing the same. Jottie watched as their opinion made its identical appearance on their faces: They were offended. They were offended primarily by the stranger’s suit—a white suit, the nerve!—but they were also taking offense at her gleaming curls, her wide eyes, her red lips, and her slender waist. She was a boarder, a border. She was supposed to be meager and pale, clad in a one-dollar dress and last year’s hat, eager to please and easy to ignore. She was not supposed to make them the second-prettiest women in the house.

			Now Bird strained forward around Miss Beck, trying to catch her father’s eye, so he might witness her in her moment of glory. Under Jottie’s gaze, she assumed the noble visage of a child who had fulfilled her duty when others fell by the wayside, a child who struggled on alone to guide a stranger to safety.

			But Felix wasn’t noticing Bird’s glory; he was extending his hand to the newcomer. “Felix Romeyn,” he said, tapping his hat against his chest, his eyes warm and welcoming. Oh, Felix, don’t smile at her, Jottie thought. The poor girl.

			He smiled.

			The stranger smiled back, her hand rising to meet his and grasp it, clearly relieved to encounter this envoy from the realm of the normal. “I’m Layla Beck,” she said, the furrows smoothing from her brow. “Delighted to meet you.” They shook hands, and she turned, newly fortified, to Minerva. “Miss Romeyn?”

			Felix placed two fingers against her shoulder and gently spun her toward Jottie.

			Her turn. Jottie stepped forward. “I am Miss Romeyn,” she said, a bit breathlessly. Stigmata. Honestly. She didn’t know what got into her sometimes. She smiled. “You must think us utterly—” The girl gazed at her coolly; she thought nothing at all. Abashed, Jottie veered to: “So pleased to meet you.”

			As she beheld the two tiny, inconsequential versions of herself reflected in Miss Layla Beck’s eyes, Jottie permitted herself a fraction of a second to mourn for Tremendous Wilson, the perfect boarder, meek as living man could be, who each night retreated upstairs to his own dim circle of lamplight, casting no shadow on the Romeyns below. Tremendous Wilson had lived in Macedonia all his life. He knew what they’d been and what they’d become and how it had happened. But Tremendous was gone, not to be retrieved, and now there was this girl, glinting and fresh and ignorant as an egg. A girl so smooth and empty that her thoughts could be read like telegrams. There it was, appearing on her face as Jottie watched, the certainty that Macedonia and the Romeyns were minor elements in the plot of her life, ants who happened to be plodding through her picnic, rather than the other way around. It was written in the careless determination with which she was shaking hands now with Mae and Minerva, in the way she was pretending not to see the blood browning on Willa’s sock, in her unnecessary, brilliant smile for Neely. She had no need to know them. She would soon move on.

			I will never move on, thought Jottie, and a stab of envy nearly broke her in two.

			Quickly as she foundered, she retrieved herself. Greet the stranger. Now smile. Shake her hand. As her arm obeyed instructions, Jottie took refuge in her ballast, counting her treasures, her darlings: Willa, Bird, her sisters, even Felix—all of them loved her, needed her, held her dear. She didn’t want to move on anyway.

			The ship righted itself, and Jottie drew a breath. “Please do come in out of the heat of the day, Miss Beck. Thought you weren’t coming home until Thursday, Felix. Mae, will you take Willa upstairs and put something on that leg of hers—and take that sock off, too, honey. Thank you kindly, Neely, for bringing her home. And there’s no call for you to look so puffed up, Miss Bird. You shouldn’t leave your sister lying in the street.”

			For a moment, the circle held, unmoving, and then, as though touched by fire, it broke apart, whirling away on the updraft of Jottie’s words.

			Walking toward the house, Jottie heard a familiar one-note whistle and dropped behind the others. Felix slipped his arm companionably through hers. “The girls behave themselves?” he asked, as he always did.

			“Tolerable,” she answered, as she always did. “Where were you this time?” she asked.

			“Obion, Tennessee.”

			“Nice?” she asked.

			“Sure,” he said wryly. “I’ll tell you all the high points later. Won’t take long. Put this inside.” He pressed some money into her hand. “I got to go downtown for a bit.”

			She glanced at the bills. “Come home for supper.”

			He nodded solemnly, patted his hat back in place, and walked away.
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						June 14, 1938

					

				

				Dearest Lance,

				I am here, and you were right about the coal mines. There aren’t any. According to local informants, I am in apple, cow, and sock country, never ever to be mistaken for coal country. My ignorance is already a scandal, and I only got here three hours ago.

				I was greeted by a reception committee composed of one sweaty little girl. I don’t know what I expected—an official from the project? A respectable club woman in a flowery hat? A brass band? Whatever I was secretly hoping for, it was not what I got. After the train hurtled away, I stood on the platform, trying to look as if I didn’t care that no one was there. Then I persuaded myself that the furtive man by the bench had come to meet me but had been paralyzed with shyness. Unfortunately, the furtive man noticed my encouraging glances and began to whistle “I like the girls and the girls like me,” which forced a decision. I took one step toward the station and nearly jumped out of my skin as I felt a tap on my back.

				“I am Miss Bird Romeyn. Are you Miss Layla Beck? I presume.” She did look like a bird, too, a scrawny little thing with big blue eyes and curls popping out around her head. I said yes, I was Layla Beck, sounding stiff even to myself.

				“Miss Layla Beck,” she corrected me. “I am delighted to make your acquaintance.”

				We were obviously working our way through a page in an etiquette book, so I tried to respond in kind, and she inclined her head graciously. “I shall accompany you to our abode, if you please.” She held out an arm for me to take, which I did, though I had to stoop to hold it. “We will inform the man where your trunks must be sent,” she said grandly.

				I mumbled something about it being only a few suitcases. “Miss Layla Beck,” she said, “do not concern yourself.”

				I was trying desperately to keep up my end and not laugh when suddenly the page was finished. “Hold on,” she said. “I’ll go tell Mr. Herbaugh. You stay here.” And she bounced off into the station.

				We walked home (strange to use that word) through a maze of charmless streets. I do believe you were the one who told me I would be entranced by the natural beauty of the Shenandoah Valley. You may be right, but in downtown Macedonia, natural beauty has been crushed by red-brick buildings and splintery storefronts, punctuated every now and then by a limestone monstrosity with Latin on its cornice. The Depression here seems more than ever a depression, a sag. The center of town is tired and ugly and dismal, with crumbling, dusty sidewalks and knots of men in worn overalls. My little scout pointed out a fountain in the barren town square as a great attraction, but I have no idea why. We wound along empty streets half-melted in the heat, and I noticed that every business—even the closed ones—was shaded by an identical green awning, each bent in the identical spot. Did the awning salesman gleefully break them, one by one, as he left town with his pockets bulging?

				After six or seven blocks of this, I succumbed to despairing visions of my destination—it was going to be a tawdry boardinghouse with broken stairs, dirty windows, and a single threadbare sofa in the front room. Dead flies in the corners. An oleograph of George Washington crossing the Delaware hung crookedly in the hall. Oh, dear, it depresses me to think of it—and, as it turns out, I needn’t think of it, because the Romeyn house is nothing at all like that. At some invisible border, the red brick stopped, and the streets got wider and more shady. The houses began to retreat from the sidewalk until they got to quite a respectable distance, and I could practically feel ladies taking their afternoon naps inside the houses.

				We rounded a corner, and Bird announced, “That there’s our dogwood.” I would have said a silent hallelujah at the sight of the house—white-brick and gracious—except that I was temporarily distracted by the crowd of people milling about on the front walk. I don’t know how to describe the Romeyns—in fact, I’m not entirely sure which milling people were Romeyns and which were bystanders. They were gathered around a girl—Willa, I believe her name is—who was bleeding profusely into her socks and hopping up and down, while a woman shrieked that the poor child had the stigmata. At the sight of me, she went silent, but do you suppose that I’ve fallen in among a family of revivalists? What will I do if there are prayer meetings after supper? Or, worse, before supper? And what—I know it’s not possible, but still—what if the child actually does have the stigmata? What’s the etiquette for boarding with one who bears the wounds of Christ? Surely I’ll be in the way if pilgrims arrive.

				As I stepped up the walk, every single one of them turned to glare at me. Perhaps they were looking into my sinful heart. I got an awful shrinking feeling and couldn’t summon up a word, and I suppose we would have stood there until doomsday if Mr. Romeyn hadn’t come along and welcomed me like a gentleman. He shook my hand and introduced himself while the rest of them gaped at me. Can they all live here? The one certainty is Miss Romeyn, because I have a letter telling me she’s the owner of the house. But who is Mr. Romeyn? A brother? I suppose there is a resemblance between them—they’re both dark—but she’s rather cold, while he has charming, civilized manners. Besides him, there were two other women—identical twins, can’t tell them apart, can’t remember their names, am terrified they board here, too—and the children, as well as a mute (perhaps he’d come to be healed). Where do the children come in? Could Miss Romeyn have a lurid past? Doubtful. She seems too austere for such shenanigans.

				My room is better than I dared hope, though there isn’t much in it. Just a big creaking bed, a towering dresser with drawers that stick, and a table. No, there’s an armchair, too, by the window. And now that I’m looking, I see there’s a spindly little side chair shoved in a corner. My God, there’s one of those hair pictures on the wall. What shall I do?

				
					
						Love,

						Layla

					

				

				P.S. It’s after dinner now, and I’ve retired to my room to pace like a caged tiger. It’s dreadfully hot, and I can hardly breathe up here, but I can’t go for a walk because I’m certain to get lost if I do, and, besides, I can’t bear to face the Romeyns again. They’re kind, but I’m horribly out of place here. I wore a silk dress to dinner and looked like a fool, but how was I to know what to do? Lance, I’m sure I’d be entranced by the natural beauty of the Shenandoah Valley if you showed it to me. Couldn’t you pay me a visit? I expect there’s a hotel somewhere in this town. Shall I find out? I’m sorry to be such a weakling, but I can’t help feeling as though I meant nothing at all to anyone. I’m terribly lonely. How will I bear this for three more months? Today alone has lasted years.
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			Ladies don’t smoke in public, Jottie said. In public included a lot of places, even our front room because of all the windows, so Jottie smoked like a stack in the kitchen. Bird and I liked to watch her stirring at pots, frowning through a curtain of blue smoke swirls. Her hands were busy with spoons and chopping and saucepans, so it was rare that she touched her cigarette. Mostly, she tucked it into a corner of her mouth and left it alone. We’d watch without even breathing hard as the ash grew long: Would it fall? Would she catch it? She never seemed to pay it any mind, but just as the dead gray cylinder began to crumple, her hand would flash up and tap it, one-two, into a coffee cup. She never had an ashtray. What was the use of an ashtray, Jottie said, when she didn’t smoke?

			In all the years I watched Jottie charge around that kitchen with her head tilted back to cast up the smoke, I only once saw the ash fall wrong, and that was when Minerva came in to tell her that Mr. Hannaway’s bed had fallen right through his bedroom floor into his front parlor. “Huh,” Jottie grunted around her cigarette. “Can’t blame the bed for trying.” Minerva gave a whoop, and then Jottie started laughing, and after that they were both bent over double and slapping their hands on the table, and when they came up for air, the cigarette was missing. We found it in the corn bread, and Jottie scooped it out, leaving just a little hole in the middle of the yellow.

			The day Miss Beck arrived, Jottie seemed distracted in her cooking. For instance, she lit a second cigarette while the first one was still in her mouth. I’d seen her smoke two at once before, but only for a joke on my uncle Emmett, who said smoking was bad for you. “Silly,” muttered Jottie. “I’m a silly old lady, Willa.” She stubbed out the second cigarette gently, so she could light it again from the end of the first one.

			“You’re not an old lady,” I said.

			“Yes, I am. I’m thirty-five years old. Double thirty-five, what do you have?”

			I pretended I didn’t hear her. I hated doing math in my head.

			“What’s double thirty-five, Willa?” she insisted.

			“Seventy,” I mumbled.

			“And that’s hardly likely, is it?” Jottie asked. “With Mother dead at fifty-five and Father at fifty-nine. No, I’ll be lucky to make sixty-two, which means I’m more than halfway done with life. That’s old.”

			I should’ve said No, no, you’re young, but I didn’t. I was worried she was going to ask me what fraction of her life was over. Fractions were worse than anything. Even Bird was better at fractions than I was.

			Thank the Lord, Bird clomped into the kitchen just then. “What’re we having?”

			“Ham, fried apples, string beans,” said Jottie. Her knife slit into an apple.

			“Couldn’t you make something fancy?” Bird asked. I wouldn’t have dared.

			“No, I could not. It’s a good country ham, anyway.”

			“We having rolls or just store bread?” Bird went on.

			Jottie closed one eye and glared at Bird with the other. “I’m going to poison you all.” She always said that when we complained about her food. “I bet if I cry, the sheriff’ll believe I did it by mistake.” She heaved a sigh. “It won’t be easy, though. I’ll have to think of a dead puppy.”

			I giggled, but Bird was stubborn as a mule. “Miss Layla Beck looks like she lives pretty fancy.”

			“Yes, she does, but she’s on relief, just like half the people in this town,” said Jottie.

			“I’ve never seen a suit like that in the poor barrel.” It was Mae, leaning against the doorjamb. She looked put out.

			Jottie sighed again, for real this time. “I don’t know. Mrs. Cooper asked me did I have room for a new boarder and I said yes, who, and she said a new girl on the WPA. Fine, I said, seven dollars and fifty cents a week, and that’s all I know.”

			“How’d Mrs. Cooper get her?” Mae pressed.

			“She’s got some cousin down in Charleston, works on the Writers’ Project.”

			“Humph.” Mae settled herself into a chair. “I guess the WPA pays better than I thought. How much you think a suit like that costs?”

			“Maybe she sews,” said Jottie. None of us sewed. A few times a year, when it looked nice with her dress, Mae brought out a pillowcase she’d been embroidering for as long as I could remember. She’d take a few stitches in it and then lay it down in her lap. “We could learn how to sew,” Jottie added.

			“Even if we did, we couldn’t make that suit,” said Mae. “There’s sleeves.”

			“You want me to ask her where she got it?” asked Bird. “I know her the best.”

			Jottie wheeled around so quick that smoke rose up from the back of her head. “Don’t go asking her personal questions, Bird. You know better than that. You just behave nice and polite, and we’ll all mind our own business.” She looked hard at Bird and then turned away to put some bacon grease into the skillet.

			“I never know what’s a personal question,” grumbled Bird. “They’re all personal.”

			“You just ask yourself how you’d like it if someone asked you that question,” said Mae. “That’s how you know.”

			“I don’t mind any questions,” said Bird.

			“That’s because you don’t answer any,” I said.

			Mae reached over to slide a cigarette out of Jottie’s pack.

			“They’re bad for you, you know,” said Jottie.

			“Stella said she
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