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To my hero, Cliff Ott

You gave me wings








  
   





"And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose." 



Romans 8:28












  
  Prologue


Graham Ashford dropped out of the Delta sky just when I stopped hoping for anything that might surprise me. That morning, I bent over the cotton in the wet heat, while mosquitoes feasted on my sweaty skin. But it wasn’t the roar of the plane, nor the daring swoop before landing on Travers Field across the road that surprised me. 
It was the tall pilot with the sturdy build climbing out of the cockpit of his yellow biplane. I couldn’t see him clearly, but somehow, I knew his eyes flashed behind his flight goggles. His energy stretched across the open, dusty space, and if I didn't know better, I'd have sworn even the wilted cotton straightened when he shouted to another man approaching the plane. The other man said something I couldn’t hear, then the pilot laughed loud enough to startle the crows perched in the trees along the road. As if sensing my stare, he turned my way. I stilled, bare feet frozen on the hot ground. 
 But Graham’s energy didn’t stop at unsettling the air around me. 
It rattled the dust that had long since settled around my soul. 
And that dust would carry more than the weight of wings…






  
  Chapter one
The Things That Hold Us


August 1941
Daddy was drunk again. Lila sat up, startled out of sleep, listening to the sounds on the other side of the bedroom wall. She rose, slipping on her robe and tying it at her waist. A crash made her jump and she rushed out to find Daddy slumped over the coffee table, the chipped Mason jar of fresh daisies she picked earlier that day spread out in a crumpled mess, water dripping all over the braided rug. 
“Daddy!” 
He grunted, standing up and rubbing his head. Looking up at Lila, he smiled, then reached up to pat her cheek. “You’re a good girl, Lila Rose. But you should be in bed now. It’s past your bedtime.” 
He often talked to her like she still had missing front teeth and skinned knees from riding her bicycle.
“Daddy, c’mon, let’s get you to bed.” 
Lila pushed him toward his room at the back of the house, hoping he’d cooperate this time. He did, but he staggered the whole way, and his weight didn’t make it easy. He wasn’t a large man, but a solid one, and Lila struggled to maintain a steady hold on him. 
He slurred his words as he talked all the way to his room. “Your mama ain’t gonna be happy with me, Lila. Don’t tell her about this, you hear? What she don’t know won’t hurt her.” 
“Mama’s gone, Daddy. She left, remember?” 
“Naw. She’ll be back. She always comes back.” 
She had always come back before, but not the last time. Daddy forgot when he drank. Lila could never forget that night. She begged her mama to stay. At twelve years old, she knew something was different, saw it in her mother’s eyes, and Lila begged her not to leave them. Her sad expression accompanied words that still haunted Lila.
I’m sorry, Lila Rose. I can’t stay here with your daddy, and you won’t leave him, so this is where we are. You’ve made your choice, and so must I. 
Now, at nineteen, Lila got her daddy to his room, before guiding him to the bed. She took his shoes off and left him where he landed, crooked, with his legs hanging diagonally, but at least on the bed this time. At the nightstand, a picture of Mama stared back at her. It was taken on their wedding day, and Lila had always admired her mother in it. She was a beautiful lady in her youth. The woman that left them seven years ago had lost the sparkle in her eyes that shone in the picture. Her features had hardened, along with her spirit. Lila had memories of her laughing and playing with her, singing her favorite songs in the kitchen as she cooked. But not long before she left them, silence cloaked the house. Until Daddy came home drunk every night. That’s when the shouting started. 
Lila turned away from her photo and shut out the light before heading back to her own room. The clock ticked by her bed, and she winced at the time. 4 a.m. She had two hours before she had to get up, make breakfast, and prepare for a day of picking cotton. She just hoped Daddy would go to work, too. They needed the money, and she didn’t make much picking cotton.
She untied her robe, hoping to get some more sleep, but as she put her head on the pillow, she remembered the flowers and water spilled out all over the coffee table and rug. Sighing, she got up to clean Daddy’s mess. Again. 

      [image: ]It was hot during that late summer of 1941, and like so many days before, Lila walked with her best friend, Geraldine, as they made their way along the dusty road toward the cotton fields at dawn. The cicadas buzzed their early cacophony from the trees, and she sighed at the way it made her long for something she’d never had. 
“Lila, all I’m saying is we get the life we’re offered, and there ain’t much can be done about it, so there’s no use in wishing for anything more unless you’re ready to leave the Delta for good. You’ve always got your head in those books. What are you reading now, anyway?” 
Geraldine’s lean hands reached out and grabbed the book Lila held at her side, snatching it away with a giggle as Lila protested. She noticed she had a blister that had broken open from the extra picking they did the day before. Unfazed, Geraldine opened The Grapes of Wrath to a page Lila marked with a Foley’s grocery receipt and started reciting. 
“She seemed to know, to accept, to welcome her position, the citadel of the family, the strong place that could not be taken.”  She rolled her eyes and snapped the book shut, passing it back to Lila, who caught the receipt before it slipped out of place. 
“Why don’t you read a perfectly good romance novel like most girls?”
“But this book is a romance novel. When I finish, why don’t you borrow it?”
“Reading’s not my thing, Lila Rose. You know that.” 
“I know.”  Lila didn’t need Geraldine to love reading for them to be friends, but sometimes she longed for someone to understand. 
Geraldine was what her granny called a “floozy,” but Lila didn’t care. Geraldine possessed much more strength of character in friendship than the proper girls who turned their noses up whenever they saw them. Just because she wore her fuchsia lipstick a little too bright or flirted with more boys than Lila had ever spoken to, that didn’t mean she was a floozy, anyway. It just meant she was bold. Lila always wished she could be bold.
Geraldine and Lila had been friends since they were knee high to a grasshopper, and Lila couldn’t imagine life without her. But Geraldine had big plans now that she’d graduated high school. And they didn’t include sticking around the Delta. She planned to pick cotton this last summer to save money, then Lila’s only friend would leave her alone. 
As if she heard her thoughts, she nudged Lila with her elbow. “You could come with me, you know.”
“To Jackson?”  
She nodded. “We could both work in the city and room together. It’d be great fun, Lila.” 
“We’ve had this conversation before, and you know I can’t do that.” 
Geraldine rolled her eyes, which seemed to be her signature expression, swinging her lunch pail against her leg. The thump matched their steps, along with the silent beats in conversation. 
“Lila, don’t take this the wrong way. You know I’ve been supportive of how you care for your daddy, but what about your life? You can’t keep letting him punish you for his own choices.” 
Lila sighed, knowing she was right, but also knowing she’d already made her own choice, right or wrong. Loyalty didn’t need to make sense to hold a person, not when it tied them down before they had a chance to object. Family bonds were like that. Besides, Daddy stayed when Mama didn’t. Surely that constituted some loyalty on her part. 
“Lawd, it feels like the sun’s been up half a day already, and here it is, just past dawn.” Geraldine exaggerated, but not by much. Lila already felt sticky in her light blue cotton skirt, the first one she made for herself after Mama left, which is why it bordered on being too short now. The hem couldn’t be let out again. 
“Just be glad Elroy Simpson won’t be here today. We can drink water without worrying about his spit getting in it.” 
Geraldine scrunched her nose. “Ugh. If it wasn’t too hard to bring my own, I wouldn’t go near that community bucket. Elroy’s not the only one who slobbers all over it.” 
Lila didn’t want to think about it. Sometimes thirst in the Delta heat demanded payment, no matter the cost. She waved at Tully Dunn, the field boss, who pointed at the rows where he wanted them to start. He shouted. 
“Geraldine Moss! Remember, more pickin’, less talkin’! You hear?” 
Geraldine gave a mock salute, then rolled her eyes as they sauntered through the tall grass before reaching the cotton rows. “Give a man power…” she mumbled. 
“He’s just doing his job, Geraldine. You do talk a lot.” 
“You’ll miss it once I go.” 
“It’s true, I will, but I won’t miss getting into trouble with you.” 
“Don’t fool yourself, Lila Rose. You’ll miss that, too.” She winked, grinning as a loose auburn hair fell around her cheek.
Lila knew she was right. Sadness gripped her in that moment, and tears blurred her eyes. She knew she needed to go for her sake, and Lila longed to follow her, but it was an impossible choice with only one answer for her. 
The roar of a plane engine made her look up at the sky as the sun shot daggers of light into her pupils, and she dropped her head back down to look at the cotton stems, while little balls of light swirled her line of vision. 
“Hey, that’s close. Where’s he going?” 
“It’s just a crop duster, Geraldine.” 
“Yeah, but he’s flying low. Oh! He’s landing in Travers field. C’mon, let’s get close so we can see!” 
“Are you crazy? Tully’s already watching us.” Lila peered over where Tully stood earlier, but he, too, stared at the plane now. 
“He’s not going to notice. C’mon, Lila Rose!” 
Lila did what she often did with Geraldine and left common sense behind while she followed her impulses. Their cotton skirts swished as they walked, but it did little to fan the stuffy heat from Lila’s legs. When they reached the tall grass at the edge of the field, she shielded her eyes from the sun and put one hand on her hip. The plane landed, its wings swaying and slanting in a bird’s graceful form until it touched down and rolled forward to a stop.
Geraldine grabbed Lila’s arm and inhaled a sharp breath, startling her, as she shifted her attention from the plane to the man who climbed out of the cockpit. Lila had seen crop duster planes for years now, but she imagined the pilots to be older, like Tully, at least in his fifties. Not young and fit like this tall man who stretched his legs as he jumped down and straightened with confidence. He shouted and waved to another man who appeared from nowhere, holding a large wrench and approaching the plane with a jovial stride. They greeted each other with a hard clap on the shoulder and a brief embrace, the easy sort of affection between men Lila had only read about. Curious, she stepped closer, but then he turned her way.
Gasping, she raced back to the cotton row and took several steps, stopping to pick some cotton bolls, before glancing back at Travers field. The man still looked her way, but she figured he must be staring at Geraldine who hadn’t moved from her spot down the row. 
“Geraldine!” Tully shouted. His angry face made Lila glad she continued to pick the bolls of cotton, though she felt guilty that she had only just missed being caught. Geraldine didn’t care, though. She just laughed before joining in the picking again. 
“Did you see him? Who’d ever imagine a crop duster could look like that?” 
Lila gave her an exaggerated sigh and a shake of her head, but inside she couldn’t stop the butterflies that fluttered in her stomach. She dared a glance back across the road and the butterflies stilled. The pilot walked toward them, swaying with a confident gait, removing his goggles and cap, revealing dark blonde hair that lay in waves across his head. The closer he got, the more beautiful Lila imagined him to be. 
“Lila Rose, is he—”
“Coming over here? Yes, I believe he is. Geraldine, why would he come over here?” 
“Maybe he liked something he saw.” 
She grinned, shading her eyes from the sun, a strand of hair clinging to her flushed cheek. 
“Geraldine! The way you talk.” 
“I’m just saying what I think. I’ll never understand why we have thoughts if we can’t share them.” 
“Not every thought is meant to be shared.” 
Geraldine laughed. “Well, I guess you’re right. Because I’m liking what I see, too, but I guess that’s not the most ladylike thing to say.” 
Ignoring Geraldine, Lila focused on breathing. She figured he must be walking over to talk to Geraldine. They all did. Though some men flirted with her from time to time, they usually gravitated to Geraldine once they realized she didn’t talk much. Lila never cared before, but now she felt something she’d never felt before, and she didn’t like it. 
Lila was jealous of Geraldine. 







  
  Chapter two
Small Town Glances


The handsome pilot didn’t approach them. His friend called him back and he hesitated, looking their way, then joined the man near his plane again. Minutes later, he disappeared into the clouds again, gone as quickly as he appeared. Lila found herself watching the sky a moment longer, even after the sound of the plane had faded. 
“Well, that’s that,” Geraldine said, sighing. 
Lila sighed too, though she wasn’t sure if it was from disappointment or relief. 
Later, they walked down the road through Belhaven, the dust soft beneath their scuffed saddle shoes, while the afternoon heat pressed close around them. Foley’s grocery sat ahead with a couple of old men gathered out front, their glances drifting the girls’ way as they passed. One sat on the porch, legs planted on the ground in front of him, holding a cigarette between his fingers. The other leaned against the porch beam, a bottle of RC in his hand, the glass sweating in the heat. Lila’s mouth watered at the sight of it. 
Geraldine kept talking, saying something about the weekend dance at the schoolhouse, but Lila stopped listening. She didn’t care for evenings of small talk and waiting to be chosen for a turn around a crowded room. 
A woman standing just inside the doorway of the store glanced their way, then leaned to whisper to the one beside her, waving a fan across her face.
Lila kept her eyes forward. She’d learned long ago that people saw her the same way they saw her daddy. 
“Lila! Are you listening to me?”
She blinked, glancing Geraldine’s way. “Sorry. What’d you say?”
“I asked if you want to grab an RC. My treat.”
“Geraldine, keep your money. I thought you needed to buy paper. You should save all you can for your new life.” Lila couldn’t keep the edge from her voice. She understood why her friend wanted to leave. She just didn’t know how to accept it.
“A cola or two isn’t going to stop my plans, Lila. Stop being stubborn. Besides, if we went together, it’d be easier all the way around.”
Lila opened her mouth to protest, but Geraldine lifted her hand. “Alright, I know. Come on. Let me treat you. It’s hot, and we could use something icy cold.” She hooked her arm in Lila’s, and they climbed the steps to the door, brushing past the women and their sidelong glances and deep frowns. Lila tucked her other hand behind her skirt, ashamed of the small, blackened scabs at her fingertips from the harsh bracts that held the cotton bolls. Picking cotton didn’t care about pretty nails.
Inside, a fly buzzed near the counter, and Mr. Foley reached for a swatter without looking, bringing it down with a quick, practiced snap. He flicked it aside, not bothering to pick it up from the floor. Hank, Mr. Foley’s red hound, thumped his tail but didn’t rise to greet the girls like he used to. The gray at his muzzle reminded Lila how long he’d lain in that same spot near the counter, as much a fixture in Foley’s Store as Mr. Foley himself.
“Got any writing paper, Mr. Foley?” Geraldine asked.
She moved to the cooler chest along the wall and lifted the lid, reaching into the ice water for two colas. The bottles knocked softly together as she pulled them free. She caught the edge of the counter with the cap and popped it loose, then handed one to Lila before opening her own.
“Yeah, I got some tablets right yonder.” He pointed the swatter toward a shelf, then glanced at her. “We have a bottle opener, you know.” 
Geraldine shrugged. “Don’t need it.” 
Lila lifted the bottle and drank, the sharp, sweet taste catching at the back of her throat. She swallowed it down, savoring the cool as what little breeze the window offered drifted through.
Feeling the women’s gazes from the doorway, she moved closer to Geraldine, who grabbed a paper tablet and set it on the counter, before sliding her eyes to the women who clearly had opinions on how they were dressed. 
Geraldine stuck her tongue out at them. Lila didn’t know who gasped louder, them or her. 
“Geraldine!” she whispered.
Mr. Foley snickered but said nothing as he marked the total on his pad with his pencil. “That’ll be fifteen cents.” 
The women left, and the air seemed to loosen, as if even the heat relaxed its grip on the little store. Geraldine dropped a dime and a nickel on the counter, while Lila stopped to pet Hank. He lifted his soulful eyes but didn’t move, as if he’d grown past the need to bother.
Lila wondered if getting older was really such a bad thing. 







  
  Chapter three
The Girl at the Wall


Inside the Belhaven Consolidated School, Lila hugged the wall behind her, joining the other girls who mourned the absence of a dance partner. But she didn’t mourn it. Instead, she just wanted to go home. Lila regretted letting Geraldine talk her into attending in the first place. Her friend always had a way of manipulating her into doing what she wanted. 
Lila peered through the couples moving across the floor of the schoolhouse gym, their bodies jiggling in ways that would make the church ladies cluck their tongues and frown in righteous indignation. Geraldine was among the girls who wouldn’t be on their list of approved future wives for their sons. Not that Geraldine was looking to get married anyway. Lila didn’t think she wanted to get married, either. From her experience, it didn’t look like how she’d want to spend all her days, being stuck with a man’s decisions, or worrying over whether he’d fulfill his duties as a husband to provide and care for his wife and children. She ignored the ache at the thought of never having children, though. She’d often dreamed of holding a child in her arms, knowing she had someone to love forever, and that someone would love her back, no matter what. She pushed thoughts of her own mother aside and stepped back as a couple swung around the floor, almost running into her. 
They didn’t even notice. 
Feeling the stuffy heat of so many bodies pressed into the room, she walked the perimeter of the gym floor until she reached the table with refreshments. Taking a small cup filled with red punch, Lila drank the lukewarm sweetness, grimacing at the way it clung to her tongue after swallowing. She had never been that fond of punch, and between that and so many people in the same room, she longed to be in her own space at home, finishing the next chapter of John Steinbeck’s book. Daddy would be at one of his Blind Tiger spots, despite the sheriff warning him the last time he got arrested to stay away from those backroom illegal bars. But she knew if every illegal bar in the county closed, he’d find some other way to get it. 
“Penny for your thoughts?” 
She gasped at the abrupt intrusion, then stilled when she saw who did the intruding. It was him. The pilot from yesterday. In all his blonde, tan glory. His blue eyes stared right through hers and she thought she’d faint from her heart racing out of her chest.
“Is a penny not enough? How about a nickel? I think I’ve got one somewhere in my pocket.” He jingled the coins in his pants pocket, and Lila tried to think of something to say, but her tongue froze, the punch flavor making her nauseous. Or was that her nerves? She’d never been anything but awkward in conversation. 
“Ah. Here ya go. A nickel.” He held up the silver coin, grinning with the most handsome smile she’d ever seen in person. The only time she’d seen such a handsome man was in magazines at Woolworths’ department store, or when she occasionally went to the movie theater in Greenwood with Geraldine. 
He frowned and put the coin on the table. “I’d offer you more, but if I’m going to pay for thoughts, I’d like to know if I’m actually going to hear some.” 
Lila felt the heat rush into her cheeks and her mouth went dry. She sipped the punch again, then immediately regretted it when her stomach threatened to turn. 
“Name’s Graham. I assume you can talk, right? I saw you talking to your friend the other day.” 
Lila almost spilled her punch. “You saw me?” 
“I did. You were talking to her.” He pointed at Geraldine, who danced with Ricky Detner, a young mechanic from Greenwood, whose mother still lived in Belhaven, so he often spent the weekends with her, helping with outside work since his father passed away from heatstroke two years ago. Geraldine could do worse than Ricky, but Lila knew Geraldine just wanted to have fun. 
“That’s my friend Geraldine. Did you want to meet her?” She waited for the familiar answer.
He tilted his head, his eyes narrowing, as if he studied every word she said. 
“Maybe later. How about a dance?” He held out his hand and grabbed hold of hers, gently. Lila had always wondered what it’d feel like to faint, and she thought she was about to find out right then. She couldn’t breathe and her heart pounded so hard in her chest, she thought for sure he’d hear it. Swallowing hard, she allowed him to drag her onto the dance floor. Lila had never danced with anyone before, other than being silly with Geraldine in her room with her record player egging them on. 
What would Granny say to her if she saw her dancing with this man she didn’t even know? All she knew about him was his name, that he flew crop duster planes, and that he was more handsome than any man she ever met. 
“Can you tell me your name? I mean, it’s only fair, since I told you mine.” His teasing tone relaxed her a little but not enough. 
“It’s Lila. Rose.” 
He furrowed his brows. “Which is it? Lila or Rose?” 
She laughed but it came out more like a hiccup. “My first name is Lila and my middle name is Rose. My mama liked both names together.” 
He smiled a slow smile. “That fits you. Both names.” He leaned down and whispered. “Dance with me, Lila Rose.” 
She shivered, but after a few minutes, she felt herself leaning into the dance, swaying to Glenn Miller’s “Moonlight Serenade.” The music seemed to talk for them, but Lila didn’t mind, since she didn’t know what to say anyway. He smelled nice, like fresh wood and honeysuckle mixed. She was glad she had put on her lilac scented talcum powder and washed her hair the night before. Geraldine had insisted on fixing it with setting lotion. Though it felt stiff, she was glad her curls lasted this time, framing her face instead of hanging straight down in a tousled mess. 
Nice curls or not, Lila didn’t understand why Graham wanted to dance with her. She wasn’t the one people sought out. She had always been Geraldine’s sidekick, preferring to sit on the sidelines. If it were up to her, she’d carry a book everywhere, even to these weekend dances where young women her age seemed to flock to any chance they had. She had always wondered what was wrong with her. The things that thrilled Geraldine and the others didn’t excite her, at least not in the same way. She enjoyed dancing, just not in public. 
The music picked up and the others started doing one of those jigs that she never quite got down, her feet and legs failing her in a clumsy disaster every time she tried. She hesitated, looking around. Graham locked his fingers in hers. “Come on. Let’s take a walk.” 
Her eyes searched for Geraldine among the crowd but didn’t see her. 
“She’s still dancing, don’t worry. I don’t think she’ll miss you just yet.” 
Lila didn’t say it, but Geraldine usually didn’t miss her when she was having fun. Once again, she let him lead her, this time off the dance floor and outside, where a few lightning bugs blinked, probably the last of them, lingering after their peak season. A memory came to her of Mama laughing as she clapped the lid on top of the glass jar, capturing the blinking insects, Lila’s delight at watching them inside the jar mirrored in her mama’s face. An ache hit her as it usually did when she remembered her mama, and Lila forced the tears down. 
“You alright?” Graham’s blue eyes searched hers and she nodded. 
“You’re pretty quiet, aren’t you? Are you afraid of me?” 
“No. I don’t think so.” 
He chuckled, pulling her toward an old rusty truck, its hood dusty from the road. He leaned against it, and Lila did the same, noticing he still hadn’t let go of her hand, but she didn’t dare pull it away. She didn’t know if it was because she wanted him to hold it or if she didn’t want to make a fuss. 
“So, tell me about yourself, Lila Rose.” 
“What do you want me to tell you?” 
“Anything. Everything. Whatever you want.” 
 “I hate red punch,” she blurted out.
He threw his head back and laughed, and Lila joined him, giggling. When he stopped laughing, he stilled, watching her. 
“That fits you, too.” 
“What?” 
“Laughing.”
Music and chatter drifted from inside the school, and there were a few couples hugging and kissing, spread out around the outside of the school, but Lila could only hear his breathing and hers, quietly rising and falling between them. 
“We should go back inside,” she said.
“Why? Are you worried I brought you out here for that?” He pointed to a couple getting much too close. What would the church ladies say about it?
“No…I don’t know. I don’t think so.” 
“I didn’t. Not yet.” He winked, putting his hands in his pockets and gazing at her, making her shift her feet. She crossed her arms. 
“Tell me something. Are you ever sure of anything?” 
Lila bristled at his comment, even if he didn’t mean anything by it. Geraldine had often told her she needed to know her own mind. Truthfully, she hated being seen that way but didn’t know how to act any other way. 
“I’m sure of lots of things.” 
“Like hating punch? Why did you drink it, if you hated it?” 
“Because there was nothing else to drink.” 
He crossed his arms now, staring at her. “There was water.” 
“Oh. Well, everyone was drinking the punch.” 
“I see.” 
He said it like he really saw something she didn’t. They went back in to dance again, but after a while, Graham whispered, “Stay away from the red punch.” Then he disappeared as quickly as he arrived. 
Lila went back to her place at the wall to wait on Geraldine. But for the first time since they arrived, she didn’t want to be there. She wanted to dance again. With him. 






  
  Chapter four
Sunday Morning Heat


She didn’t know why, but she never told Geraldine about dancing with Graham. Maybe it was the certainty that once she told her, she’d have to talk about what it meant. And she wasn’t ready to share him yet. 
They ended up getting a ride with Ricky and he dropped Lila off first. She entered their little house and found her grandmother sitting at the kitchen table with her daddy. Daddy smoked a cigarette while Granny drank a glass of iced sweet tea, a lemon wedge sitting on the rim. Lila had never seen her drink anything else. 
“Hi, Granny.” Lila bent down to kiss her wrinkled cheek, the familiar scent of soap and rosewater grounding her in a way nothing else could. She walked over to her daddy next, wrapping her arms around his neck in a hug. He kissed her cheek. Unlike Granny, he smelled unclean, his breath a stale mix of tobacco and alcohol, and his scent lingered on Lila’s face after she pulled away.
“Where have you been?” Granny asked, eyeing her red dress with a hint of disapproval, but saying nothing. Lila knew she preferred women to wear colors that didn’t draw attention. She didn’t like makeup at all, and Lila had borrowed some of Geraldine’s rouge and lipstick, both as red as the dress. 
“I went to the dance they had at the school.” 
“Oh. With Geraldine?” 
Lila nodded, and she frowned, then shot Daddy a look that said he wasn’t parenting as he should. Daddy ignored her, tapping his cigarette butt on his ashtray, before drawing another puff, blowing out the smoke in a long swirl. Lila covered a cough. The smoke had never been a friend to her lungs, and though it often made her cough and sneeze, Daddy hadn’t quit. 
Granny stood, her knees catching under the table, so she forced her long legs out, grunting as she rose. Her dress, plain and long, moved with her, and Lila noticed she had stitched a hole just above the hem. Granny rarely had new clothing, thinking it vanity to worry over such things. She’d lived a hard life, though, so Lila decided long ago she had a right to her thoughts on how she lived. Lila just wished she hadn’t always expected her granddaughter to follow in her footsteps. Lila’s grandpa died when her daddy was just a boy, so Granny raised him by herself on the little money she made ironing and washing clothes for Belhaven families.   
 “Are you leaving already, Granny?” 
“Yeah, I’d best mosey on along. I’m getting too old to keep such hours.” 
Lila wanted to laugh, since it was only just after nine o’clock, but she nodded and hugged her again, taking comfort in her small pat on the back, though as usual, it was more mechanical than maternal. 
“Hope to see you in church tomorrow,” she said, giving Lila a pointed stare. 
Lila almost groaned. After she left, Lila cleared Granny’s tea glass and wiped the table where it left a wet ring. 
“Did you have fun?” 
“It was okay.” She wasn’t about to tell Daddy about Graham. 
“That Geraldine probably had some fun, didn’t she?”
“Now Daddy, not you, too. Geraldine is my friend.” 
“She’s a wildcat. We just don’t want our Lila Rose becoming a wildcat, too.” 
 “No worries there, Daddy. Trust me. Besides, Geraldine isn’t as wild as you think.” She said that but wondered where Geraldine and Ricky had gone and what they were going to do after dropping Lila off. She really didn’t want to know. She also wondered how Daddy could talk about being a wildcat when he spent most of his time in backwoods bars, drinking bootleg whiskey. 
“If you say so. Didn’t you say she’d be leaving town soon?” 
Lila frowned. “Yes. She’s moving to Jackson in a few weeks.” 
“You’re not thinking of going with her, are you?” 
She heard the panic in his voice. She didn’t know if it was because he’d miss her or if he just didn’t want to be alone. “No, Daddy. I’m not going with her.” 
Daddy nodded and his shoulders relaxed. He smushed the rest of his cigarette butt into the ashtray and pushed his chair back. “I’m going out for a bit. You don’t need to wait up.” 
“But Daddy—”
“I won’t be long.” He rushed out the door, not looking back. She picked up the ashtray, the bitter scent of old ashes filling her nostrils as she dumped the contents into the trash, then rinsed it out and dropped it back on the table where Daddy wanted it. She hated the sight of it sitting there. Hated how the smoke still hovered in the room.
And she hated knowing that she’d lose another night of sleep until Daddy stumbled through the living room again.

      [image: ]Daddy did come home earlier than Lila thought he would, but again, he stumbled around the house, whistling and singing, before passing out on the kitchen floor. This time, she left him there. She didn’t know why she was so angry—it wasn’t like this same scene hadn’t played out before. It was nothing new. Still, she didn’t even bother waking him the next morning for breakfast. She just ironed her dress for church, ate some toast with Granny’s peach preserves, and left without saying goodbye. 
As she stepped outside, anger hit her again. The truck had a flat tire. She’d have to walk to church. It wasn’t the walking she minded but the sticky heat that made her stockings itch against the backs of her knees. She didn’t want to go anyway. It wasn’t that she was against church, exactly. She believed in Jesus, even believed in Heaven and Hell. Knew she needed Jesus to avoid the latter and gain the first. She just didn’t understand how people who claimed to believe that, too, often acted like they didn’t. Even last week, Bro. Pinkerton had told them all that Jesus often sought out the overlooked or misjudged. Some of the same women who nodded their heads as they waved their fans across their faces, later looked at her and Granny like they weren’t acceptable. She just didn’t understand why Granny insisted they go every week. Although to be fair, there were nice people who attended too. Lila couldn’t forget Mr. King and his wife, who smiled with kind eyes, asking after Daddy with genuine concern. Or Mrs. Litton, who always had candy, passing it to the children, no matter how they dressed for Sunday service. 
She found Granny in her pew, digging through her pocketbook for a pen. Lila slid in beside her near an open window that let in the sound of cicadas but little relief from the stuffy heat. Mrs. Pinkerton tapped at the keys on the piano as her foot pushed the pedal, her tight bun at the top of her head bouncing with the movement. The chords of “In the Garden” echoed against the walls, drowning out the soft chatter of those filing into the room. 
Granny’s closest friend, Thelma Boone, plopped down on the other side of Granny, and the two began complaining about their latest body aches and ailments. Lila wished Geraldine would join them for church, but she stopped coming a long time ago. Besides, she’d be leaving soon, anyway. There weren’t many young people in the pews. Many drove to Greenwood for services, preferring the larger Baptist church, but Granny remained loyal to the smaller Belhaven Baptist Church, and that’s where Lila had always gone, too. 
“I heard Roosevelt met with Churchill out on some ship,” Thelma whispered. “Mark my words, that man’s tryin’ to get us into this war. Roosevelt ain’t got no business even thinking of sending our boys over there to die.” 
“Thelma, what do you think would happen if nobody fought against that man? He’s a dictator, and dictators need to be stopped.” 
“Well, that’s easy for you to say, Bertha. Your boy is too old to go.” 
Granny chuckled. “Thelma, you don’t have any boys at all.” 
“Well, my sister has a grandson, and I don’t want him to be caught up in all that nonsense.” 
Lila opened her mouth to protest Mrs. Thelma calling what was happening overseas “nonsense” but then pressed her lips in a firm line. They didn’t want her opinion on it. 
They all rose to sing “Bringing in the Sheaves,” but Lila’s mind drifted far from the lyrics of the hymn. Instead, the piano faded beneath the memory of Glenn Miller’s “Moonlight Serenade” drifting from the Victrola at the schoolhouse dance. 

      [image: ]Granny offered to drive Lila home in her Ford Model A, but despite the insufferable heat, she declined. She wanted to have some time for herself before walking into the house and facing Daddy. She still felt her anger just beneath the surface, not sure why it threatened to spill over now.
Maybe it was him. Graham hadn’t left her thoughts since she danced with him and felt the ground shift under her feet. He challenged the life she accepted as normal in a way no one had, not even Geraldine. She didn’t like being exposed but it felt like he could see parts of her she usually only found in the pages of a book.
Lila had always accepted the way the townsfolk saw her. They either disrespected her, dismissed her, or didn’t see her at all. She had lived so long beneath the town’s judgment that invisibility had become its own kind of shelter. But at the same time, she resented its safety. 
Daddy stood at the kitchen counter, swiping mayonnaise on two slices of white bread, his tomatoes still on the cutting board next to the salt and pepper. He turned and looked at her, before returning his attention to the sandwich. “How was church?” 
“Fine,” she said. 
“Must’ve been excited to get there, seeing how you left without saying goodbye.” 
“You weren’t up.” 
Lila didn’t want to say anything else. She didn’t want to hurt her daddy and if she said too much, it might all spill out. “Are there any more tomatoes left?” 
“Plenty. Chet Atwood brought a whole mess of ‘em. Says they got too many.” 
“Chet usually sells his tomatoes. Why did he give them away?” Lila tried to keep the suspicion from her voice, but she heard it loud and clear. Her daddy did, too. 
“What are you saying, Lila Rose? That I stole these tomatoes? Don’t eat them, then.” 
He slapped the mayonnaise-smeared bread onto the cutting board beside the sliced tomatoes, then swept the whole mess into the trash. “I’m going out.” 
“Where?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll go steal some cucumbers next,” he said, picking up his keys from the coffee table. 
“You can’t drive the truck. It has a flat tire.” 
He cursed, then threw the keys back onto the table. “I’ll walk.” 
Lila knew where he’d go if he had to walk. Ray’s Roughhouse. At least that’s what the locals called it. She wasn’t supposed to know about it, but Geraldine told her it was in the back of Jenkins’s feed store right next to Foley’s. Apparently, Jenkins only opened it up on Sunday evenings, when Foley’s was closed. Geraldine hadn’t been there, but she knew some young men who had. The stories they told her...
Lila didn’t doubt her daddy had stumbled through some of those stories himself.






  
  Chapter five
Between Earth and Sky


“Graham Wesley Ashford!” 
His mother only used his full name when she was aggravated. She’d never wanted Wesley in the first place. Said naming him after Daddy’s brother was asking for trouble. Uncle Wesley made reckless choices, according to her. Ever since Graham had first set his mind on flying, she blamed his influence for that too.    “You should’ve been named Bennett,” she’d say now and then, meaning her own family name, as if it might’ve anchored him closer to the ground.
     But Graham knew better. He’d wanted to fly from the moment he understood birds could leave the earth. Uncle Wesley used to laugh, telling folks about how Graham climbed the sycamore tree out front when he was barely two years old, stretched his arms wide, and leapt from the lowest branch like he expected the wind to catch him. His mother had panicked. Daddy had just grinned from the porch and told her Wesley wouldn’t let the boy break his neck. The funny thing was, Uncle Wesley eventually did break his own. His horse stumbled in a muddy field when Graham was fourteen. By the time they found him, he was already gone.
Graham still missed him. Sometimes when a plane passed overhead. Sometimes when he caught the scent of leather or cigarette smoke. Sometimes for no reason at all. Carrying the name Wesley felt less like a burden and more like keeping part of his uncle alive.
“Did you hear me?” his mother asked, drawing her brows together so tightly they nearly touched.
Graham blinked and grinned. “Did you say something, Mother?” 
She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “Where have you been the last few days? You couldn’t bother to let your mother know where you were?” 
His dad sipped his coffee, then lowered the cup just enough to speak. “Let the boy be, Charlotte. He’s nineteen years old.” 
“William, nineteen or not, he lives here with us. It’s an act of courtesy to let us know where he’s going to be.” 
Graham frowned, noticing the worry lines around his mother’s mouth and eyes. “I’m sorry, Mother, really. I didn’t plan on staying that long. Nate invited me to a dance they were having in a town near his. It’s Belhaven. You know it, don’t you? Tiny little town. Charming. I’ve dusted a few crops there this summer.” 
“A dance? In Belhaven? Charming or not, I can’t imagine why that appeals to you.” 
Remembering Lila’s laugh and nervous expression as he took her hand, he suppressed a smile. “It was fun.” 
“Well, there are plenty of dances for you right here in Greenwood, you know. Lots of nice girls.”
“You mean boring, nice girls that you approve of.” 
“Not boring, Graham. Elegant. They come from good families, you know.” 
“Meaning anyone in Belhaven couldn’t come from good families?” 
She clasped her long fingers together, giving him the same look she gave him whenever he didn’t wear the shirt she requested him to wear. “Graham, your father and I have a reputation in this community. It’s important that you understand the value of a good name.” 
“I understand the value of a good name, Mother, but I just approach that idea differently than you do. I think there’s more to a name than one’s background.” 
“William, help me out here.” 
His dad put down his paper and held his mother’s gaze for a few seconds, then sighed. “Graham, all your mother wants is for you to be careful. The wrong girls can cause trouble for you. Your uncle—” 
“My uncle didn’t want to marry just to have stability in society, and I agree with that. Whenever I get married, it’ll be for all the right reasons.” 
His mother spoke again. “And what are those reasons, Graham?” 
“I guess we’ll know when I meet her.” He wasn’t going to tell her anything about Lila Rose just yet. Their encounter felt like a secret he wanted to hold close for now.
His dad frowned over the paper and changed the subject. “This says Roosevelt’s asking Congress for more money for air defense.” He folded the edge of the newspaper beneath his thumb. “They’re training pilots faster than they can build planes now.”
Charlotte sighed softly. “That war’s an ocean away.”
“For now,” William muttered.
Charlotte’s expression tightened instantly. “William.” She hated talking about the war.
    Graham tried not to look too interested but failed. At the mention of air defense, something restless awakened inside him. The thought had been circling his mind for months now, growing louder each time he heard a plane overhead or read another headline about Europe. The possibility of flying for something bigger than himself both thrilled and unsettled him. 
“Don’t you even think about it,” Charlotte said sharply.
“Think about what?” Graham asked, though he knew perfectly well. He stood from the table, pushing his chair back in. “I’d better go. Please thank Sheila for my breakfast.” He kissed his mother’s cheek, and she patted his own with her slender hand. 
“You are coming home tonight, right?” 
“I guess we’ll see what happens.” 
“Graham…” 
“Yes, Mother, I’ll be home for supper. I only have a couple of fields to do today, anyway.” 
She didn’t say anything, but her frown deepened. He wished she could get on board with what he loved to do, but he knew that wasn’t likely. Charlotte Ashford had a certain viewpoint about life, and she treated its rules like a moral structure, as if anyone who lived outside them rebelled against all that mattered. He nodded at his father, who gave him a knowing smile. His parents had a lasting marriage, but Graham often wondered if they were happy. His father, the opposite of his uncle, had always been an anchor, which Graham respected and appreciated. His mother longed for security, and his father had always given her that. William Ashford had been a promising young attorney when his mother met him, steady and ambitious in all the ways she admired. They bought the old antebellum house on Grand Boulevard shortly after marrying in 1920, and over the years, Charlotte settled into Greenwood society as naturally as if she’d been born for it. Graham, on the other hand, felt secure in the freedom of the skies.
As he climbed into the cockpit that morning, he whistled “Moonlight Serenade” and let himself drift away on a cloud of memory. He’d told his mother the truth—he’d be home that night. But what he didn’t tell her was how drawn he was to the little town of Belhaven, far away from the society balls and charity functions with live bands and shallow giggles from girls carefully trained for a life that never seemed to ask much more of them than appearances. No, he much preferred a modest dance with a Victrola playing the music. 
And he much preferred a spontaneous laugh from a shy girl in a red dress over a restrained giggle behind a white glove.






  
  Chapter six
The Weight of Wishes


It was her birthday. Twenty years old. 
Birthdays often left Lila feeling melancholy. It wasn’t that she wanted a party or expensive gifts. She wasn’t the sort of girl who dreamed of such things. Granny usually remembered the day, though not with much fanfare. She might set aside an extra jar of peach preserves or hand Lila a practical gift she’d picked up months before, like stockings or a hairpin. In Granny’s mind, birthdays were acknowledgments, not celebrations.
Daddy was less predictable. Some years he’d come home with a candy bar, a package of cookies, or a few crumpled bills and tell her to buy herself something nice. Other years, he’d forget altogether.
Geraldine would probably remember once she saw the date on the calendar. Then she’d fuss and apologize and insist they do something special the next Saturday. Her kind of special.
They all cared for her in their own ways. Yet birthdays still carried a peculiar sadness. Perhaps because they reminded her of everything that hadn’t been. Her mother’s absence. The life she’d watched other girls live. Two parents under one roof. A father who worked steadily and bought his daughter new shoes before the soles cracked thin enough for gravel to press against her feet. A father who didn’t embarrass her daily, then kiss her cheek and call her his good girl, as if love could somehow mend everything it broke.
Twenty years old, and she still felt as though she were standing at the edge of everyone else’s story instead of living one of her own. Lila didn’t like feeling sorry for herself, but birthdays had a way of reminding her that the years kept moving forward while she remained in the same place. Stuck in Belhaven, where the same dusty roads led past the same houses, and everybody knew who your people were before they bothered learning who you might become.
Geraldine had offered her a way out. Why didn’t she just take it?
She entered the kitchen and noticed Daddy’s half-filled coffee cup on the table, a pale brown ring cooling around the inside, but his chair sat empty. She checked the back bedroom.
Empty, too. Wherever he’d gone, he hadn’t bothered saying goodbye.
The house felt close after the rain, the dampness settling into the curtains and swelling the old wood around the windows. Outside, water still dripped from the eaves in slow, uneven taps, while somewhere beyond the house a mockingbird called from a wet branch. The sky had cleared, but the earth hadn’t. Mud filled the ruts in the road, and the cotton fields would still be holding last night’s rain.
She wasn’t due at the fields that day. The rain had come down too hard, leaving the cotton too wet to pick. As much as she welcomed a day off, worry lingered beneath her relief. No work meant no pay, and no pay meant she’d have to stretch what little they had for another week’s groceries.
As she reached for a plate from the cupboard, Graham Ashford drifted into her thoughts once again. It annoyed her how easily he did that.
Two weeks had passed since the dance, and yet she could still picture the way he’d smiled at her, the way he’d spoken to her as though she were someone worth noticing. Sometimes she even heard his voice when she stood too long deciding between one thing and another.
Why did you drink it, if you hated it?
There was water.
She frowned and shut the cupboard harder than she intended. She hadn’t seen him since. Whenever an airplane crossed the sky above Belhaven, she found herself glancing upward before she could stop herself. Wondering if it might be him. Wondering if he ever thought of her when he looked down at the patchwork fields beneath his wings. Wondering if he’d ever think of her again.
The notion was foolish. Men like Graham Ashford didn’t linger over girls like Lila. He had likely returned to Greenwood and resumed his life without giving that evening a second thought. She should do the same.
Lila emptied Daddy’s ashtray again, but this time she didn’t bother washing it out. She left it on the kitchen counter and walked away. She also left the house without tidying his room or making his bed. For once, she let his mess wait for him. Outside, the wet earth gave softly beneath her shoes. 

      [image: ]Geraldine wasn’t home, so Lila walked into town alone. The rain had washed the dust from the roadside weeds and left the ditches brimming with muddy water. Sunlight broke through the thinning clouds, drawing steam from the road and lifting the familiar heaviness back into the air. By the time Lila reached the first buildings in town, damp curls clung to the back of her neck, and her skirt stuck to her knees with every other step.
She needed baking powder and laundry soap. Foley’s Grocery buzzed with townsfolk, and Lila almost turned around and went back home, but she needed the soap. She had used the last of it yesterday. 
Inside, the store smelled of coffee beans, old wood, tobacco, and the faint sweetness of fruit ripening somewhere near the back. Voices overlapped beneath the slow turning of the ceiling fan, which seemed to move the warm air around without cooling any of it. No one paid much attention to her, which both relieved her and irritated her, though she wasn’t sure why.
Bonnie Carter and Evelyn Brooks leaned against the magazine rack, flipping through the latest issue of Photoplay and sighing over photographs of movie stars with perfect smiles and polished curls. Lila had to pass them to get to the shelf with the laundry soap.
She wished Geraldine could be with her. Geraldine had a way of carrying herself so that when she walked into a room, she couldn’t see anywhere but the steps in front of her. Not that she was oblivious to her surroundings. She simply didn’t allow them to distract her. Other people’s opinions seemed to slide off Geraldine like summer rain from a tin roof. Lila had never learned how to do that.
She’d need to get used to going places alone. Geraldine was her only friend in Belhaven. Lila was the daughter of Alton Webb, a known drunk, and she lived on the other side of the tracks, far from the manicured yards and white fences these girls lived behind.
“Excuse me,” Lila said, careful not to brush the edge of the magazine they held out in the middle of the aisle. The girls said nothing. They just slid their glances down her faded skirt and worn shoes, then looked back at each other and their magazine. Lila forced herself not to glance behind her as she passed. She felt her posture shrinking anyway, shoulders drawing inward when Evelyn whispered something to Bonnie and the two smiled.
She hated that. Hated even more that she let them do it without saying a word.
Lila grabbed the laundry soap, then found the last can of baking powder. She brought both to the counter and noticed Mr. Foley’s apron lying there, but he was nowhere in sight.
Bonnie spoke up. “He’s upstairs with Mrs. Foley again. He’ll be back in a minute.”
Lila nodded, wanting to say thank you but hating the way the girls observed her, as if even gratitude might give them something else to whisper about. She knelt to pet Hank, but he responded with only a small flop of his tail. An ache settled deep within her. Everything was changing.
Geraldine was leaving. That was enough. But now Granny was talking about selling her house and moving in with Thelma, and the thought bothered Lila more than she expected. Granny’s little house had always been there, as fixed in Lila’s mind as the church steeple or the bend in the road leading out of town. Even if Lila didn’t visit every day, she knew where to find her.
And Hank was getting old. Lila ran her hand over the hound’s graying muzzle, and he closed his eyes. Twenty years old, and suddenly it seemed everything she counted on had begun inching away.
Mr. Foley descended the narrow wooden steps with no banister, the thuds of his boots echoing through the back of the store. He wore a forlorn expression, and Lila figured Mrs. Foley wasn’t feeling better.
“I’m sorry, Lila Rose. Is this all you’re needing today?”
“Yes, sir.” She hesitated. “Mrs. Irene alright today?”
He didn’t look at her, just marked the items in his notebook. “She’s feeling mighty poorly today. I guess I’m going to need to get somebody to mind the store for me sometimes.”
Lila perked up. “You’re hiring?”
“Looks that way. Why? You interested?” He took her money and put it in his cash register. “I can’t pay that much, but it’s not hard work, really. I do need someone to stock the shelves, tend to customers, and sweep up now and then.”
“I’m interested.” The words came out so quickly she nearly tripped over them.
Anything but standing in that cotton field through the summer heat, dragging a sack behind her until her back ached and the sharp bracts split the skin around her fingers. And then when winter came, she wouldn’t have to resort to sewing buttons on shirts and blouses. It’s the only sewing she could do, and sitting still about drove her crazy.
“Alright. The job’s yours. Like I said, I can’t pay too much, but I won’t cheat you, neither. Can you start tomorrow?”
“Well, I’m supposed to pick tomorrow, but I suppose I can let ’em know first thing. Skeeter Perkins has been itching to pick for Tully. I can drop by and tell him to show up in the morning.”
“It’s settled then, ain’t it? Be here at nine o’clock. You can have a lunch break and then go home when the store closes at four. I can pay you ten dollars per week and let you have some groceries at a discount.”
Lila stared at him. Ten dollars a week.
The number settled over her slowly, carrying more than money. No more waiting each morning to see whether the weather would allow them to work. No more counting cotton by the pound and wondering whether Daddy would come home with his wages or drink them away before she ever saw a dime. This was steady pay she could count on. No, it wasn’t enough to change her circumstances. But it was enough to let her sleep better at night.
Something inside her lifted.
“That sounds fine, Mr. Foley. Thank you. I’ll be here first thing.”
She was so excited about the job that she grabbed her sack of soap and baking powder and headed for the door, unaware of the tall figure who appeared in front of her.
She stopped, but not before slamming into his chest. The soap and baking powder tumbled from her arms and hit the floor.
Lila bent to pick them up, heat rushing into her face as she mumbled under her breath, “I may be small, but I’m not invisible.”
“Oh, I agree. I can see you fine, Lila Rose.”
She froze.
For one suspended second, Foley’s Grocery seemed to go quiet around her. The ceiling fan still turned overhead. Someone laughed near the back of the store. A bottle knocked against another somewhere behind the counter. But Lila heard only his voice. She jerked her head up, her face flushing as she stared into the hazel eyes of Graham Ashford. This time, he didn’t just drift into her thoughts.
He’d drifted right into Foley’s Store, her new place of employment.
And old Hank rose to greet the newcomer, his tail wagging just as it had when Lila was a girl.






  
  Chapter seven
Ashes and Colas


“What are you doing here?” 
Lila didn’t mean to blurt that out, and heat rushed into her face as soon as the words left her mouth. The last person she expected to see that day was Graham Ashford, standing in Foley’s Grocery as if he belonged there, while her laundry soap and baking powder sat scattered at her feet.
He grinned. “Hoping to get a cola. Want one? My treat.”
She couldn’t speak. Of all the birthday gifts she could receive, this just might be better than she could ask for. Sharing a cola with a man who hadn’t even noticed the other girls, though they had certainly noticed him. Bonnie no longer pretended to read Photoplay, and Evelyn had lowered the magazine altogether. Both looked confounded that Graham Ashford seemed interested in Lila Webb.
Lila wished she didn’t notice such things, but she noticed everything.
“What?” Graham asked. “You don’t like cola either? Red punch I understand, but cola? That’s a sin.”
She smiled, imagining not liking cola and agreeing it did seem like a sin. “I like cola. I just don’t know if I should let you buy one for me.”
“Why not?”
The question caught her off guard. “I don’t know.”
His smile shifted, not disappearing exactly, but softening around the edges. “Would you have gotten one for yourself?”
Lila looked down at the brown sack in her arms. She had enough money left, a few cents anyway, but she wouldn’t have spent it on a cola. Not with no wages from the field that day and another week of groceries ahead. Even with the promise of ten dollars coming, the money wasn’t hers yet.
At her hesitation, Graham nodded. “I thought so. You were leaving, after all. Are you in a hurry?”
She thought of Daddy’s half-filled coffee cup and his empty chair. No note, no flowers, no card. Not even a word. No, she wasn’t in a hurry to get home. He probably wasn’t even there.
She shook her head, and across the store, a page turned with a sharp snap.
Lila resisted the urge to glance at the girls. She felt their eyes from across the room, and suddenly she became aware of every inch of herself—the faded place across the front of her skirt, the worn leather of her shoes, the blouse that had been washed so many times the fabric had thinned near the seams. Bonnie’s lipstick and rouge framed her features nicely, and Evelyn’s blouse didn’t have a threadbare pattern across the front the way Lila’s did.
She longed to hide her shoes from his view. Her fingers, too. The nail polish had worn off and chipped, and the bruised tips, ugly and obnoxious, no longer hid behind the bright red color she’d worn the last time he saw her. She tucked her fingers behind the brown sack, but his gaze followed the movement, and Lila’s stomach tightened.
Graham said nothing about her hands. Instead, he bent and picked up the box of baking powder she had missed beneath the edge of the counter. “You forgot this.”
“Oh.” She reached for it. “Thank you.”
He held it out, but for the briefest moment, neither of them let go. His eyes moved to hers. “Been working?”
She pulled her hand back. “Picking. But not today.” 
“Too much rain,” he said.
Lila nodded, and something changed in his expression then. Not pity. She knew pity when she saw it and hated the way it made a person’s eyes go soft while their voice turned careful. This wasn’t that. He glanced once more at her fingers.
“I hear it’s hard work.”
“It is.”
He smiled. “I bet you’re good at it.”
That was all. No poor thing. No surprise that a girl like her worked in the fields. No false claim that he understood something he couldn’t. For some reason, his kind, simple answer loosened something in her chest.
Mr. Foley cleared his throat behind the counter, and Lila realized he had been watching them with the beginning of a smile beneath his thin mustache. Suddenly, she wanted Graham to know the good thing that had happened, wanted to say it aloud before she could question whether it was really worth being proud of.
“I won’t be picking cotton anymore, though, since Mr. Foley hired me to
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