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			Author’s Note

			This novel departs from the U.S. Postal Service’s standard and historical procedures for the handling and processing of mail that cannot be delivered through normal mail processing channels. I have taken liberties with the actual location of regional Dead Letter Offices, which were consolidated by the USPS in 1957, and, for the purposes of this story, I’ve chosen to set one of those regional offices in the city of Winston-Salem, N.C. Also for the purposes of this story, I have moved the hortus medicus garden, located in the historic Moravian settlement of Bethabara, to the larger Moravian settlement in Old Salem. This book is a work of fiction and is not intended to serve as an accurate historical record of daily life or events in the city of Winston-Salem in 1960. However, it is an accurate reflection of the lives and times of the characters you’re about to meet.

			





    
      
    
  



			“The past is never dead. It’s not even past.”

			–William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun
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			Archangelica

			(Angelica)

 

			“Better is a dinner of herbs where love is . . .”

			–Proverbs 15:17

 

			I was knee-deep in bitter herbs when the first batch of letters came my way. It was a Saturday in mid-April of 1960, and I’d just spent two hours weeding rows of tiny new Angelica plants—the first to emerge after the cold nights had retreated and the days began to grow warmer.

			Evelyn Haas, the master gardener of our hortus medicus in Old Salem, thrust a flat cardboard box at me, and brusquely suggested that its contents were something I “needed to tend to.” It was clear that the shallow tray had originally been used to transport seedlings. Its sides and bottom were still damp and spotted with tiny clots of rich, black potting soil. It now contained a half dozen or so letters, all written on the same pale stationery, and all addressed by the same hand. They each were stamped and postmarked, and appeared to have been delivered to a Miss Mary Ann Evans, c/o The Gardens at Old Salem. I had no idea why Evelyn was handing them off to me, but I suspected it had something to do with my job.

			I processed dead letters for the Winston-Salem Post Office. 

			It’s important to understand that most people, including Evelyn, have broad misconceptions about “dead letters.” It’s not hard to figure out why. The term itself is a misnomer. That’s because Dead Letters aren’t actually dead, as if they were once alive and now aren’t. They’re just stuck—caught in a transient space that’s like a bureaucratic way station. Letters that become classified as “dead” fall into a state of limbo. It’s an unhappy fate. One that can divide deepest expressions of love, longing, hope, despair, joy or grief from their intended recipients. Each letter represents an intentional demonstration of good faith and an implied trust in a sacred delivery system—and it is my job to realize the intent of the sender, and to connect the letters with their rightful beneficiaries.

			But in this case, the letters Evelyn expected me to “tend to” had already been delivered—if not to the correct person, then at least to the intended destination. 

			“What are these?” I asked.

			Evelyn shrugged her narrow shoulders. “Dead letters, I suppose.”

			“But they were meant to be delivered here.” I held one of the letters up. “To the gardens.”

			“Maybe so. But there’s never been anyone here by that name.”

			I quickly flipped through the stack. All six of the letters were addressed to Mary Ann Evans. 

			“No one named Mary Ann Evans has ever worked here?” I asked her.

			“No.” 

			“Could she have been a volunteer?”

			“Not during my tenure—and I’ve been the master gardener here for nearly twelve years.”

			It wasn’t usual for us to receive letters back into the postal system once they’d been delivered, but this did appear to be an odd circumstance. 

			“I suppose I can take these in and try to figure out what to do with them.” I turned one over. No return address. “Did you try refusing delivery?”

			“Of course not.” Evelyn’s response was curt and delivered with the same dispatch she used to snap dead blooms off late-season plants. It was clear she was losing patience with our conversation and wanted to be done with the matter. She had already pulled off her gloves and was busy clearing bits of soil from beneath her fingernails. “No mail is ever delivered here. Anything intended for the garden gets sorted in the administrative office for Old Salem and dropped into a box for me. I only pick it up every couple of months, because there’s rarely anything of consequence. Seed catalogs, mostly. Or sometimes I get requests for tips on growing certain kinds of herbs. Those?” She gestured at the flat box of letters. “Nothing like that has ever been sent here before. At least, not that I know of.”

			“I’m not sure what to do with them, either.”

			“Isn’t that your job?”

			Evelyn’s directness made me feel guilty—like I’d been trying to shirk responsibility for taking the letters off her hands. “Well, technically,” I said. “But letters aren’t normally returned to us after being delivered.”

			“Judging by the dates on the postmarks, these have been arriving about once every ten days. So, the sender must be unfamiliar with your policies. Either way, I don’t have time to bother with these.” She turned on her heel and started back toward our small potting shed. “Do whatever you want with them.”

			I watched her walk away.

			Just super. 

			I examined the stack of letters. The handwriting was even and precise with notably few flourishes. The style wasn’t exactly lacking in character, but it did manage to convey a hint of impatient proficiency.  I collected them all from the box and placed them in the cleanest compartment of the big leather satchel that today contained my own gloves and gardening tools. The commodious bag had belonged to my father when he’d been a mail carrier. It was large enough to accommodate all my various paraphernalia, and something about carrying it just made me feel better and more connected to him.

			I’d take the letters to work with me on Monday, and sort things out from there. 

			But it was nearly eleven o’clock, and I had to hurry home to take a quick bath and change clothes before meeting my neighbor, Fay Marian, for lunch. 

			Fay Marian owned a large house that years ago had been converted into five apartment units. It was located on Main Street, directly behind my more modest home at the end of South Church Street in Old Salem. Fay Marian lived in one of the smaller apartments and managed the rest of the property herself. We’d been backdoor neighbors for nearly two years, but had only struck up a speaking relationship recently. Fay Marian had approached me early one evening about a week ago, when I was sitting on my small front porch, and had stopped to ask if I would be interested in helping her reclaim the large garden space that used to dominate the lot between our two homes. I was surprised by her request and said as much. 

			“I know you volunteer in the old herb garden up on Salt Street,” she said. “I’ve heard that you know your way around the plants pretty well and wondered if you’d be interested in helping me bring this space back to life.” She waved at the lot behind her house, a scrappy bit of ground that was mostly overgrown with weeds and a few determined clumps of Lenten roses. “My daddy never much cared about how things looked—or worked, for that matter. I’ve been so focused on fixing up the interior of this place, I haven’t had much time to turn my attention to the outside. If you could help me out—even if it’s just by making some suggestions about plants and things—I’d be extremely grateful.”

			She looked so earnest and sincere, it was hard for me to say no. And, truthfully, I’d been wishing for years that someone would do something to clean up that space. It was an eyesore. 

			“Well, I suppose I could help you out a little bit.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. 

			It was a cool evening, and I felt guilty letting the woman continue to stand on the sidewalk in front of my porch in the early night air. “Would you like something hot to drink?” I offered. 

			To my surprise, and chagrin, she accepted my offer immediately. 

			“I’d love that. Thanks.” She climbed the steps to join me. “What are you having? It smells great.”

			“This?” I held up my old chipped mug. “It’s just Postum. But I could make you some hot tea or coffee.”

			“Postum is great. My daddy loved the stuff, so we always had it at home. It was the first thing I remember drinking that made me feel grown up. I didn’t figure out it wasn’t actually coffee until I got old enough to read the label. Whoever figured out that a powder made from ground-up grain could taste so exotic to a child was a genius. I drink it straight up, too—just like he did.” She smiled. I noticed that she had beautifully straight teeth. “Come to think of it, he drank just about everything else straight up, too.”

			I got to my feet rather nervously. I wasn’t used to having company—especially in the evening, after supper. I’d seen Fay Marian Vogler often enough, though, puttering about behind her house. My kitchen windows looked directly out over the overgrown area between our two homes. From a distance, it had been hard to make out anything particular about her features. So, when I stood up beside her, I was surprised to discover how much shorter than me she was. She was sturdily built, too. Not stocky or mannish, exactly, but decidedly not feminine, either. And she was wearing trousers with the cuffs rolled up at her ankles, and a heavy wool shirt. She had a head full of frizzy-looking hair that appeared to have been hastily pulled back, away from her face. Untamed strands of it had escaped and were shooting out in all directions. I guessed her to be about forty-five years old—the same age as me.

			“I’m Fay Marian, by the way.” If she’d noticed me taking in her appearance, she didn’t show it. I was grateful for that. She extended her hand, and I shook it belatedly. “I inherited the house after my daddy passed away.”

			“I was sorry to learn of his passing. My name is Esther. Esther Jane Cloud.” I knew I was rambling—mostly to cover my unease. I wasn’t used to talking this much to a stranger. “But please call me EJ.”

			“You work at the post office, right?”

			I was surprised by how much Fay Marian seemed to know about me. But, in truth, Old Salem was a small community and there were few privately owned homes left. Most of the former residences were landmarks that now belonged to the college or the Wachovia Administration that operated the old Moravian village as a historic site. 

			“Yes.” I explained. “We’ve always been a post office family, so it was natural that I’d end up working there, too. Please,” I gestured toward one of the chairs on my porch, “make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right back.”

			I excused myself to scurry inside and heat more water to make Fay Marian’s beverage. 

			What a strange experience. I fumbled getting another mug down from the cupboard and nearly dropped it. Why was I so nervous? True . . . I hadn’t had company since—well. I couldn’t remember the last time. But who called on their neighbors this late in the evening?

			I glanced at the clock above the wall oven in my small kitchen. It was barely six forty-five. 

			Still . . . It was evening, and it seemed like an odd time to make a social call on someone you’d never met before.  

			The kettle whistled, and I poured the water over a heaping tablespoon of dark granules and stirred the beverage until it was nicely blended and frothy. When I carried the mug back out to the porch, Fay Marian was comfortably settled on a wicker chair, flipping through the book I’d been reading.

			I felt a surge of mortification.

			I handed her the steaming mug. She took it gratefully.

			“Thanks. This should take the chill off.” She sipped it and smiled at me. “This tastes exactly the way I remembered it: exotically grainy.” She held up the book. “So, you like mysteries?”

			I tried to hide my embarrassment. I’d been reading the latest Erle Stanley Gardner novel, The Case of the Shapely Shadow. It wasn’t something I was eager to admit to, but I actually loved the mildly racy novels. I’d look for them whenever I had occasion to visit the Walgreen’s on Fourth Street.

			“I read them from time to time—mostly because they’re simple stories and are easy to digest in small bits of time.”

			Fay Marian set the book back down on the table beside my chair. “Do you watch the show on TV?”

			“Not often. I don’t much care for the actors.”

			“Me either. Raymond Burr is always too brooding for me. I never imagined Perry Mason that way. I always saw him as a bit more dashing. Not to mention the TV depiction of Della Street. In the books, she’s sultrier and more alluring.”

			Her observation made me feel antsy. It felt vaguely inappropriate.

			“So, you’ve read some of the novels, too?” I asked her, to cover my unease.

			“A few. I have to sneak to read them—or any dime-store novels. My neighbor, Inez Bell, likes to chastise me for having what she calls ‘plebeian’ taste in books.” Fay Marian sipped her hot beverage. “I just tell her to go pound salt.” She smiled at me. “Inez teaches English literature at the college.”

			“Salem College?”

			Fay Marian nodded. “She rents one of my apartments. In fact, she was the one who suggested I approach you about helping with the restoration of our garden. You need to meet her. I think you two will discover many things in common.”

			I had no idea what to make of that suggestion. And how in the world did this woman, Inez, know anything about me? Occasionally volunteers from the college would help out in the community gardens, but I didn’t recall ever meeting anyone named Inez. 

			But Fay Marian wasn’t ready to let go of her idea. 

			“Tell you what,” she said. “How about you come over for lunch next weekend? You can meet Inez, and the three of us can make a plan for how to begin tackling that tangled mess back there.”

			“Um . . .” I had no ready excuse to refuse her invitation. “I suppose I could do that.”

			“Great. Saturday? Around noon? We’ll make something simple.” She laughed. “In fact, just about anything I cook is simple. But if it’s between slices of bread, I do okay.”

			“May I bring anything?” It seemed appropriate to offer.

			“Just yourself. Or maybe any gardening resources or seed catalogs that might be helpful.”

			“All right.” I struggled with what else to say. In the space of fifteen minutes, I’d somehow ended up with a new acquaintance, a commitment to work in yet another garden, and a spontaneous social engagement.

			So many firsts were unsettling for me. More than anything, I wanted to retreat to the safety of my living room and be left alone to read my book in peace.

			But thanks to this brash woman named Fay Marian, that was about to become a thing of the past—starting with lunch on Saturday.

			• • •

			I arrived at Fay Marian’s large, yellow frame house promptly at noon. Even though she’d instructed me not to bring anything, I felt it unseemly to show up empty-handed. So I made time to stop by Winkler’s Bakery and picked up some orange scones.  

			When I arrived, Fay Marian exclaimed over the box of scones before leading me to her kitchen, where another woman was busy setting a small table. 

			“Esther, meet Inez Bell,” she declared. “Inez, this is EJ Cloud, our green-thumbed savior.”

			Inez crossed the small space to warmly shake my hand. “What a pleasure to meet you. Your work in the community garden is legendary.”

			I was nonplussed by the compliment. “Thank you, but I hardly think that’s true.”

			“Oh, it’s true all right.” Fay Marian began to unload the box of scones. “Evelyn Haas raves about you.”

			“Evelyn?” I was incredulous. Raving didn’t sound like something the dour woman would ever do—about anyone. Not unless someone mentioned John F. Kennedy. 

			Evelyn was an unapologetic Democrat.

			“That seems . . . unlike her.” I didn’t quite know how else to respond.

			“Don’t be so modest.” Inez’s tone was light and teasing. She exchanged glances with Fay Marian. “I see you weren’t exaggerating . . . for once.”

			Fay Marian winked at me. “I told Inez you had a voice like Julie London.”

			“Oh.” I was addled by her comparison to the sultry-voiced singer. “I’ve . . . never heard that before.”

			“Ignore her.” Inez chose to take pity on me. “As I was saying, EJ—Evelyn and I are in the same book club. I’ve learned to appreciate that when she’s enthusiastic about something, it must be genuine. Believe me, it happens infrequently enough.”

			I smiled at her. 

			Inez was an attractive woman. Petite and well put together—a complete contrast to Fay Marian, whose rumpled appearance was at odds with the more buttoned-up professor. 

			“She’s certainly a taskmaster when it comes to maintaining the garden,” I said.

			“What first led you to volunteer there?” Inez indicated that I should take a seat at the table. 

			“Oh, we’ve always worked in Moravian gardens. I mean,” I clarified, “the women in my family always have. My mother and grandmother were both devoted to maintaining a hortus medicus. The herbs were practically sacred to them. Growing up, I can’t remember a time when I didn’t accompany my mother to work in one of the gardens on weekends.”

			“That’s fascinating.” Inez took a seat opposite me and commenced pouring three glasses of lemonade. “I’ve never understood the mystique surrounding the continued cultivation of medicinal herbs, and why they still matter so much to the Moravians—especially when they’re no longer compounded into cures.”

			In truth, I’d never questioned the activity myself—I simply accepted it as something we did. As something all the women in my family were expected to do. That same process of acceptance applied to most things I learned from my parents.

			“I suppose,” I said, “I enjoy this  simple link to a shared past. I grew up in a Moravian family. Well, at least my mother’s family were Moravians. I never asked or questioned their ties to the herb garden—or to any of their other faith traditions. They all just seemed normal to me. As I grew up, I developed a deeper understanding that Old Salem was a special place where the earliest German-speaking protestants who had fled persecution in Europe settled to worship and live communally. The medicinal herb gardens became an essential part of their ability to survive, and later to thrive, as a center of commerce.” 

			“And yet,” Inez noted thoughtfully, “we have to acknowledge that there is a problem implicit in the preservation of some old-world traditions that fail to change with the times.”

			I wasn’t sure what Inez was referencing, but Fay Marian succinctly dispatched any mystery about her remark.

			“She’s talking about segregation . . . again.” Fay Marian clarified. “As we all know, the Moravians didn’t have the best track record on civil rights.”

			“Still don’t,” Inez added.

			I felt strangely indicted by her observation. Was I expected to agree with her assessment, or to rise up and defend the perceived inaction of the church?

			Fay Marian joined us at the table and deposited a platter of tiny, cut-up sandwiches. “She thinks you’re a kindred spirit, EJ.” She winked at Inez. “See? I told you that you two would get along.”

			Inez swatted her with a napkin. “Behave.”

			“Oh, you’re all show and no go.” Fay Marian handed me a plate. “Don’t be shy, EJ. Help yourself.”

			I was relieved when our conversation shifted away from race relations to details about the steps involved in clearing and planting Fay Marian’s garden space. It took an effort for me not to feel conspicuous when Fay Marian extracted a dog-eared notebook from beneath a stack of catalogs and began taking copious notes. When we finished eating lunch, we walked outside together to look over the space. 

			It was an even bigger mess than I imagined. Not only was the area choked with weeds and sinewy vines of English ivy, but there appeared to be an impressive amount of cast-off junk, too. I could make out old buckets and broken clay flowerpots, a set of white sidewall tires, and the remains of a rusted bicycle frame. 

			I squinted at something projecting from a dirt pile. Sun was glinting off the unmistakable chrome contours of a car bumper. I pointed at it.

			“Is that . . .?”

			“Oh, yeah.” Fay Marian sighed. “Daddy had a thing for junked cars . . . ancient Simcas, mostly. None of them ever ran, as far as I can tell—not even in the 30’s and 40’s when they were new. It’s like a French burial ground out here. Every time I think I have them all cleared out, I find another damn artifact.”

			“Don’t curse, Fay Marian. EJ will think you’re a heathen.”

			“Give it up, Inez.” Fay Marian laughed. “Better she should know the truth up front, don’t you think?”

			“I fear that some of this is beyond my purview.” In fact, I was talking as much about the easy camaraderie between the two women as I was the horrendous condition of the garden. I was out of my depth on both counts.

			A horn sounded, and Fay Marian whirled around to take in the station wagon that had just pulled into her driveway. 

			“Well, damn.” She looked at her watch. “They got here early.” She waved at the driver. “Excuse me, you two. New tenants moving in today. I’ll try not to be too long.” She jogged off to greet her new lodgers.

			Inez and I watched her go. 

			“That’s a sad story,” Inez shared with me. “Single man and his ten-year-old daughter. From Reidsville, I gather. He just took a job at RJR.” She shook her head. “Pity he had to take his little girl out of school in the middle of the year. His name’s Johnnie Hart.”

			“You said he’s single?” I asked. “What happened to his wife?”

			Inez lowered her voice. “We have no idea. We just know she isn’t in the picture. Fay Marian said he’s a distant cousin of her mother’s. Otherwise, I don’t think she’d have rented to a single man.”

			That made sense to me. New people were always moving into Winston-Salem to work at the tobacco company. My daddy used to say you couldn’t throw a rock without hitting somebody who worked for R.J. Reynolds. I carried his assessment a bit further: you couldn’t walk ten feet in this town without stepping on one of Mr. Reynolds’s cigarette butts. 

			It was an epidemic of bad manners.

			I watched our new neighbor talking with Fay Marian. 

			“He looks like a young man to have lost his wife,” I observed. The door on the passenger side of his car flew open, and a wiry young girl with scabbed-over knees and a pixie haircut tumbled out. She greeted Fay Marian with an energetic wave before making a blurry beeline for the house.

			“That must be Harriet, his daughter,” Inez explained. “Fay Marian said she’s rather a pistol.”

			“Pistol” didn’t begin to describe all the things Harriet Hart was destined to become to me. But even without the benefit of that understanding, on this strange and uncharacteristic afternoon, I had already acquired a nagging suspicion that my life was about to change in ways I never could have predicted. 

			• • •

			It was nearly 2 p.m. when I finally returned home. Saturdays were normally my housecleaning days, and it had taken most of the afternoon to organize garden tasks—beginning with the removal of any submerged car parts—and pull together a rudimentary materials list for Fay Marian. 

			I was already running far behind on my chores, and I knew that the time it would take to finish up would intrude on the rest of my evening. I wanted to complete them because I didn’t like doing housework on Sundays—and not just because my mother had always frowned on the commission of any chores on the Sabbath. For me, it was more about balance: I wanted to have one day a week that was free from obligation. 

			Housework was definitely an obligation.

			Growing up, my mother had been an unrelenting taskmaster about adherence to unwritten rules. There were so many it became impossible for me to keep track of them all. She expected me to assimilate her proclivities through some kind of filial osmosis. I learned quickly that the key to maintaining felicity in our home environment hinged on following her lead and not asking too many questions. It took many years before I realized that Daddy did the same thing, although he had the latitude to ignore most of her behavioral directives. I was not as fortunate. Sometimes, Daddy would try to intercede with Mother on my behalf. 

			“Minerva, why don’t you leave that poor girl alone and let her make her own decisions?”

			Mother’s litany of reasons why I lacked the competence to navigate my own life choices was so exhaustive that Daddy would soon give up the fight. He’d smile at me apologetically before offering her a defeated shrug and heading outside to take up some emergent lawn task.

			Under normal circumstances, I’d have gotten right to work—even if it meant I’d have no time to finish reading The Case of the Shapely Shadow. But that Saturday, I admitted an exception. NBC Theater was broadcasting an afternoon performance of Don Giovanni, and I was determined to watch it. I’d been a fan of this opera—and most others—ever since I attended a live performance of Lakmé in Philadelphia during a sophomore year college trip. That performance had featured the celebrated American soprano, Lily Pons, who was part of the Metropolitan Opera’s spring tour. I had never experienced such an emotional performance. And the way the sheer beauty of the music and the grand emotion of the story swirled together was a kind of awakening for me—particularly the sonorous opening duet between the heroine, Lakmé, and her maid, Mallika. 

			I’d previously read that several television stations across the South were refusing to air the broadcast because it starred the Negro soprano Leontyne Price. But I was relieved to discover that our affiliate in Winston-Salem was showing it. Last year, I’d purchased a record by the lyric soprano and had been instantly charmed by the virtuosic purity and sheer power of her voice. To me, the ethereal beauty of the sound she created transcended time and all barriers—including color.

			The opera was being performed in English, which I found unfortunate. English lacked the fluidity and poetic resonance of the original Italian. But even with that disadvantage, I was captivated by all the signature performances—Price’s, in particular. She was singing the role of Donna Anna, a woman of great contradiction. As many times as I’d listened to the opera, I remained unclear about whether Donna Anna had been cruelly used by the rake Don Giovanni—or whether she’d been a willing participant in his seduction and had later become enraged by his rejection of her attentions. I thought Price’s enigmatic performance straddled that ambiguity perfectly.

			By the time the opera ended, it was too late for me to make any progress on housework. So I made myself a cup of Postum and carried it out to the front porch to enjoy what was left of the evening. The night air was a tad chilly, but not prohibitive to sitting outside, so I donned my father’s old gray sweater. It had been a ubiquitous part of his post office uniform. My mother never liked it when I’d taken to wearing it after his death. She thought the oversized garment with its worn elbow patches made me look too blowsy and masculine. I did my best to imitate Daddy’s feigned obliviousness and ignored her remonstrances. I hadn’t often been successful.

			I smiled. But wearing the sweater did remind me of how Fay Marian looked in the mannish clothes she seemed to favor. 

			I didn’t care. I liked wearing it. And even though it had been laundered many times, I still imagined the thing smelled like Daddy: a tumbled confluence of fresh air, tobacco, and the bittersweet aroma of the horehound candies he always carried in its oversized pockets. 

			It was a quiet evening. By now, most of my neighbors would be inside, watching American Bandstand or Bonanza. I didn’t tend to watch much television on the weekends—except for special occasions like today’s opera broadcast. In fact, I couldn’t recall watching anything since the Winter Olympics in Squaw Valley had concluded. People were still talking about how the U.S. Hockey team had finally beaten the Soviets, and how that event signified the start of some new world order.

			I had my doubts. I didn’t see how winning an ice hockey game could signify much of anything other than . . . well . . . winning an ice hockey game. But we seemed to be living in a time when people attached metaphorical significance to just about everything. But then, I’d always lived in what effectively was a two-hundred-year-old monument to the past. Old Salem was frozen in time like a quaint little snow globe. I loved it here. And yet . . .

			Maybe I did need to get out more?

			One of the best things about living on a dead-end street was the absence of through traffic. Evenings were generally uneventful, and uninterrupted by passing cars or people out walking with children or pets. I looked forward to these quiescent evenings when the air grew warmer and made sitting outdoors possible. After spending eight hours a day working in a basement with no windows, it was a luxurious release. It was regrettable that our local postmaster equated the “dead” aspect of undeliverable letters with a morgue—and, according to him, morgues were always located in basements.

			On impulse, I retrieved the odd stack of supposed “dead” letters from my leather bag and took them outside with me. I had resolved not to deal with them until Monday morning at work. But I couldn’t resist looking them each over more carefully for any clues I might’ve missed that morning. 

			Once I was situated, I picked up the letters and sorted them in order by the dates on the postmarks. All the letters had been mailed from the same post office in Paradise, Virginia. I had a vague recollection that Paradise was a small town located somewhere on the outskirts of Roanoke, but I wasn’t certain. I’d have to look it up on Monday. 

			A mild, intermittent breeze was billowing in from the east. I could smell the fresh-cut grass from the grounds around the old St. Philip’s Church which sat on a rise across the street from my house. That meant Nelson had been there today, mowing and tidying up. He must’ve come while I’d been at Fay Marian’s. I was sorry to have missed him. Nelson Porter and his family lived across the creek in the Negro neighborhood called Happy Hill, and every weekend during the spring and summer, he volunteered his time to maintain the land around the original African Moravian Church. We’d struck up a friendship many years ago, and sometimes he would help me set bulbs in the front beds. While we worked, he reminisced about how he had always helped my daddy with that same task in the past. In fact, Nelson had been the one who’d discovered Daddy’s body, lying in a bed of liriope beneath a big tulip poplar tree. He’d collapsed on a late-spring day while working in the yard. I remembered how tentatively Nelson had approached our front door to knock and tell us that Mr. Walter had fallen into the shrubs out front. I never forgot his kindness or how gently he talked with Mother while we waited on the ambulance to arrive. 

			It had been too late, of course. Daddy had always suffered with the permanent lung damage he sustained after being gassed by the Germans near the Somme River during the Great War. When he returned home, Mother tried, unsuccessfully, to get him to give up his job as a mail carrier, and to seek a different assignment inside the post office. But predictably, Daddy refused. So he dutifully carried his bag along the same old city streets, rain or shine, for the next twelve years. All the while, his heart grew weaker and weaker, until it finally gave out—three days before my eighteenth birthday.

			Yes. I was sorry to have missed Nelson today.

			The breeze picked up again. It carried another scent—this one sweet and vaguely spicy—almost like Earl Grey tea. Strange. Nothing was blooming yet. It was still too early in the season. It took me a few moments of reflection to realize that the scent was coming from the letters. I lifted one to my nose. There it was: that same heady scent of bergamot, jasmine and vanilla. I checked each letter in turn. They all carried the same whisper of fragrance. 

			Curious. Whoever wrote these took the time to perfume the stationery. That clearly had to indicate that these were not business letters, or anything related to commerce . . . or to any kind of bad news. They had to be personal. Which made the fact that they’d all been addressed to an unknown person not now connected with the gardens even stranger.

			Why on earth had these been sent here? And why were there so many of them?

			I had already checked the telephone directory for any Mary Ann Evanses listed. There were none. It had become clear that we’d have to open at least one of the letters to look for any clues about the intent of the sender. But only after I’d researched the feasibility of even accepting the letters back into our system. 

			In truth, I shouldn’t even have been looking at them on my front porch at home. That action was a gross violation of protocol—something I’d never done before. 

			I hastily restacked the letters and set them down on the table beside my chair.

			I resolved not to think any more about them until Monday morning. But the rest of the time I tarried outside, I occasionally caught traces of the spicy sweet fragrance floating on the falling night air.

			• • •

			After early church, I sat down to read the paper. I always liked reading the magazine first, before moving on to the local news and front section. National news was still consumed by continuing coverage of the horrible Northwest Orient Airlines crash in Indiana. It had been a catastrophic event. The plane had blown apart in midair and all sixty-three people on board had died. No cause had yet been identified, but suspicions and wild speculations abounded—primarily because another midair explosion had just occurred on a National Airlines flight over Bolivia in Brunswick County, a small town near the North Carolina coast. It was suspected that a passenger carrying a makeshift bomb in his luggage had caused that crash, resulting in the deaths of all thirty-four people aboard.

			I had already read enough of the cascading news reports suggesting a possible connection between the two plane crashes. The horrific event in Indiana had been enough of a tragedy without amplifying sensational rumors about bombs or midair collisions. 

			Another article reported that police in Orangeburg, South Carolina, had arrested nearly four hundred Negroes for sitting down at area lunch counters en masse and demanding service. The local news carried continuing coverage of the same kind of events happening right here in Winston-Salem. I had not experienced any of the disruptions written about in the paper. But then, I always carried my lunch to work and rarely visited any of the downtown department stores during business hours. One thing was certain: these protests were gaining in frequency. Nearly every city in the South was now struggling with how to resolve the standoffs. I didn’t understand why people couldn’t just be content with the status quo. Violence like this benefitted no one.

			I quickly flipped pages to find the extended weather forecast. Fay Marian had hoped she’d be able to begin setting some plants as early as next weekend. I wanted to be sure the nighttime temperatures wouldn’t fluctuate too much to prevent that.

			“Mornin’, Miss Esther.” 

			The greeting surprised me. I looked up from the paper to see Nelson standing on the sidewalk in front of St. Philip’s Church. He was carrying a garden rake and a battered tin pail. 

			“Good morning, Nelson.” I waved at him. “I saw that you’d been here yesterday. I was sorry to have missed you.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “There’s still a gracious plenty left to do—especially back there by God’s Acre.”

			I smiled at his reference to the small cemetery. “I’m surprised to see you out here on a Sunday.”

			“Well, the good Lord don’t much care how I choose to offer worship. I figure takin’ care of His house here is as pleasin’ to Him as sittin’ on my hind end listenin’ to preachin’—especially when it’s the same message I done heard twenty-eleven times.”

			I laughed. “That makes sense to me.”

			“Now, you enjoy the rest of your Sunday mornin’. I got to get busy before them weeds plumb take hold a this whole side of the street.”

			“All right. But you give me a holler if you need a second set of hands.”

			“Yes, ma’am. You know I will for sure.” Nelson gave me a respectful nod and continued on his way. I watched his straight back as he climbed the slight hill that led to the old brick church. He paused several times to bend over and pull some stray weeds on his way to the small Negro cemetery. 

			I loved watching him tend the grounds at St. Philip’s. He seemed to take such pride in the work, even though it had been nearly a decade since the congregation had moved out of Old Salem. Nelson seemed to cherish his connection to the place, and to its significance in the life of his community. It had been way back in 1865 that a Union cavalry officer strode to the pulpit inside the old Negro church and told the assembled congregation of slaves that President Lincoln had freed them. After that, the Moravian elders began to sell property to their former slaves, so they might build homes and establish their own community. It never occurred to me to ask why the elders had concealed the fact of their freedom from their Negroes—or whether anyone thought doing so had been inconsistent with their Christian beliefs. Since the church had permitted the elders to own slaves, questioning their decision not to recognize President Lincoln’s proclamation seemed like an academic exercise. In the end, the right thing had happened—as it usually did.

			The settlement the former slaves built across Salem Creek became known as Happy Hill. I had never crossed the creek to visit Nelson or any of his neighbors—my mother absolutely frowned on that. But Daddy had—many times. He would always come home from those visits carrying rolled paper sacks that were chock full of fantastic baked goods. Mother never much cared for the sweet confections, but I shared Daddy’s sweet tooth. My favorites were always the thick slices of Brown Butter Buttermilk Pie, and the special fried Sweet Potato Jacks—which Nelson’s wife, Ruthie, only made at Thanksgiving. I looked forward to those all year, and usually started pestering Daddy to make a trip across the creek as soon as the leaves started falling. 

			I’d close my eyes when I’d bite into one of those pies, and my senses would fill up with what I imagined the sights and smells of Ruthie’s kitchen were like when she baked. In Ruthie’s hands, simple ingredients became magical. To me, the tiny pies tasted like love and hope—like sweet and savory reminders of a storied past. Once I asked Nelson if Ruthie would share her recipe with me so Mother and I could make some, too. He just smiled and said the recipe wasn’t written down anyplace—it just lived in her hands. It had come down to her that way, he said. The same way it came to her mama and grandma. “Just like you got your daddy’s red hair and that sweet voice.”  

			I knew what he meant, but I was disappointed. “But red hair doesn’t taste this good.”

			Nelson laughed. His voice was low and musical. And the sound of his laughter was always like hearing the bell choir at Christmas.

			Nelson had never forgotten my fondness for the fried pies—and always took care to bring me some of the tasty treats every autumn, when Ruthie made them for the church.

			Fay Marian had said she and Inez would begin clearing the garden space later that day, and I was welcome to stop over and “bark orders.” She made it clear that they didn’t expect me to do any of the debris removal—just to supervise. I hadn’t planned on going over, but when I was in the kitchen washing up after lunch, I saw both she and Inez hard at work behind the house. After a brief deliberation, I gave in to an uncharacteristic impulse, changed into my gardening clothes, and ventured over to check on their progress. 

			They both seemed delighted that I’d decided to join them. Fay Marian wore her usual casual combination of garments. But I chose to overlook that because she was engaged in manual labor—an exception my mother would never have allowed for me. For her part, Inez still managed to look tidy and well put together in a pair of dungarees and a lace-up chamois shirt. Even though Fay Marian insisted that she didn’t want me to pitch in, I was determined to help out. So I set to work digging up some determined crowfoot grass that had established a good foothold in the rich soil nearest the house. I hadn’t been working long when the daughter of Fay Marian’s new lodger more or less exploded into the middle of our work zone.

			“I’m here,” she proclaimed. “What can I do to help out?”

			Fay Marian laughed. “For starters, you can go shake hands with Miss Cloud over there.”

			The young girl swung her head around and saw me kneeling on the ground, pulling weeds. She charged over to where I was working and thrust out her hand.

			“I’m Harriet. But you can call me Harrie. We just moved in here yesterday. Where do you live?”

			I took off my glove so I could shake her small hand. Her grip was surprisingly firm.

			“I’m Esther. But you may call me EJ. And I live right there,” I pointed to the back of my small house, “on Church Street.”

			“Do you live there by yourself?”

			“Yes. I do . . . Harrie.” I wondered about her odd choice of nickname. But something about it did seem to match her demeanor. She was terribly forward for such a young girl. 

			“My Aunt Rochelle lives alone, too. She works in a department store. Where do you work?” Harrie was still taking in my house—at least as much of it as could still be seen beyond the impressive pile of debris Fay Marian and Inez were creating.

			“I work at the post office.”

			“You do?” Harrie seemed impressed by that. “Do you deliver letters?”

			“In a way. My job is to work with letters that get lost or can’t be delivered because people move or disappear.”

			Harrie nodded as if she understood the concept. 

			“Daddy said my mama departed when I was just a baby. And she didn’t leave no forwarding address, neither. My teachers at school all thought that meant she died and called her my dear, departed mama. But Daddy
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